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Prologue: Morning on Mars

Thaddeus Lowe said, “The sun’ll not rise today, Nathaniel. You and I shall have to rise to meet it.”

“Yes, sir,” Nathaniel replied.

It was early, a little before sunrise, but there would clearly be no sunrise this day. Everything was wrapped in a dense fog. In sunnier climes the sun might be lighting the horizon, but here in Virginia all it was doing was making the fog glow.

They could hear men, women and children all around them softly moving around and talking, making ready for another day of war. A man huddled at a campfire said something that made his companion laugh.

The fog was glowing red. No: it was more of a yellow-orange color, the color of Mars as seen through a telescope. It was the bloody dawn of a bloody day.

Ahead of them Constitution hung suspended a foot or two above the earth, its gasbag a looming circle of darkness in the fog. Their ground crew sat and watched them approach, the men not bothering to rise. It wasn’t until Lowe addressed them that they got up, brushing the seats of their pants, and reported that all was in readiness.

Nathaniel climbed into the car first. He sniffed the valve, then attached the wires to the telegraph key. He tapped two dashes and three dots, the number seven, code for “Are you ready?” The key made a slight crackle as it closed, producing a faint metallic smell that hung in the heavy air. 

Professor Lowe climbed in beside him and pinched the bag, testing its pressure, then strained to read his map. Lowe, though dashing and mercurial, was in no wise a military man. He wore no uniform and didn’t even carry a gun. Nonetheless he was, the Northern newspapers proclaimed, the most-shot-at man of the States War. The Southern papers spoke of him, too, describing him in harsher terms than even the hated Lincoln, and urging anyone who encountered him to instantly effect his death. Nathaniel would spend this day as he spent so many days, standing at Lowe’s elbow and repeating his observations.

At last the operator at headquarters responded with a dash and four dots, the number six, meaning, “I am ready.” Seconds later the same message came again, fainter and from a different hand. Nathaniel smiled. He recognized the second operator as Morton Edge, a man he knew only by telegraph. Edge was stationed at Fort Monroe, at the tip of the Peninsula. If he was on the line, that meant that the signal was being relayed to the War Office in Washington. 

And that meant that he would be reading his dispatches. He pictured the tall, dark figure, moving silently around the telegraph room, picking up messages and looking at them, and it did his heart good. He turned to Lowe and nodded. 

Lowe turned to the soldiers and said, “Cast us off, boys.” Two men pulled out Bowie knives and cut the short ropes holding Constitution to the ground, then vanished. Nathaniel and Lowe looked up; the sky was beginning to brighten.

Part One: Ascent

Chapter One: Target Practice

For Nathaniel Curry the war did not begin with the secession of South Carolina nor the assault upon Fort Sumter but with his brother Melrose reaching across the supper table and punching him in the mouth. The blow took Nathaniel by surprise and sent him tumbling from his seat and onto the floor. 

His parents, who never countenanced violence between the two boys, looked like they didn’t know what to do. For their part, Ada and Daisy were content to play the part of Maryland and Missouri, watching in silent amusement.

Melrose stepped around the table, his fists at his side. “Get up and fight, you God-damned scalawag!”

“Melrose, such language!” Mother Curry said at last. “There is to be no fighting here, leastwise not at the supper table.” Her husband nodded and pointed at Melrose’s chair and the boy took his seat.

Nathaniel tasted salty blood in his mouth but his teeth were intact. There was nothing else to do but to get back in his chair and continue with supper. 

After a few seconds he put down his fork and met his brother’s gaze. “I’m just going there to watch, Mel,” he said.

“It’s the capital of the enemy,” Melrose retorted. “You said yourself that Lincoln was a-going to be there.”

“He lives there! Besides, this is just scientific.”

Melrose grunted and let the matter drop. 

The next day Nathaniel took his first train trip. The journey between the two warring capitals, Richmond and Washington, took but two hours and left him standing at the station with a telegram in one hand and his cap in the other. It took another two minutes to find the offices of the American Telegraph Company. A bell jingled as he came in the door and a man rose from behind the counter.

“Can I help you, son?”

“Yes, sir. I’m looking for Charlie Spence.”

“Well, you’ve found him.” Spence nodded to the operator sitting beside him and stepped forward.

“Oh, you’re Charlie? I’m Nathaniel Curry.”

“Oh, you’re Nathaniel? Good to meet you, son.” Spence stuck out his hand and said, “It’s always funny to meet someone you’ve only spoken with on line. They never look like what you expected.”

Nathaniel was thinking the same thing. Spence was over six feet tall and big-boned. He had thinning blond hair and reddish mutton-chop side whiskers. He wore rimless half-moon eyeglasses that pushed upward when he smiled. 

“How old are you, son?”

“Sixteen, sir.”

“Well, you work the key like a veteran.”

“Thanks.”

“So you made it! How was the train trip?”

“Well, it was fine, sir. Finer than I expected, in fact.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, we are two different countries now. Union and CSA.”

“Well, that’s still up in the air, I think, but in any case, the train companies do pretty much what they want, always have. Are you looking forward to seeing the balloon?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, Professor Lowe should be along directly.”

“What’s he like, sir?”

“Oh, just call me Charlie, we’re old friends, after all. He’s a nice enough fellow, I guess. He’s supposed to be rich as a king but he doesn’t put on airs. He’s funny, though.”

“What was it like to ride in the balloon?”

“Well … that was something else again.” Both listened as the telegraph key behind the counter clattered, but the message was for another station. “I was scared, I reckon, but that might just be because it was something the likes of which I had never done.”

“What did you do?”

“Professor Lowe just described to President Lincoln what he could see up there, using all these fifty-cent words of his, and I transmitted it to the Army. He said we made history by sending the first telegraphic message from the sky.”

“So what could you see?”

“Oh, the view was just spectacular. We could see clear down into Virginia.”

“Really? How high did you go?”

Spence led him out the front door. “See that white tower down there?”

“Yessir.”

“Well, that’s Washington’s Monument. It’s about three-quarter done now, but when it’s finished, after this war business is cleared up, it’ll be five hundred and twenty-five feet high. That’s about as high as we went.”

“It must have been wonderful to fly.”

Spence shook his head. “I didn’t take cotton to it.”

A few minutes later there arose a commotion from the street and both went outside. Down the broad boulevard came the strangest sight the boy had ever seen. It was an Army wagon drawn by a pair of mules. The wagon bore a burden that seemed far beyond its capacity. A large wicker basket was affixed to the bed of the wagon, and above that swelled a tan-colored globe the size of a house. The globe was contained within a net of ropes attached to the basket and across it was painted in white letters the name ENTERPRISE. A dozen soldiers sat in and around the basket.

The wagon halted before the telegraph office. The denizens of Washington, black and white, stared at the apparition, mouths agape. Spence went up to a buggy that had pulled in behind the wagon. “How do you do, Professor Lowe?”

“I’m fine, Mr. Spence, and yourself?”

Thus it was that Nathaniel had his first look at Thaddeus Lowe. He was a handsome man in his late twenties, neatly groomed and dressed as a gentleman. He had an engaging smile and a piercing, intelligent gaze. 

“I’m quite well, sir.”

“Ready to make another flight today?”

“I sure am, sir. I’ve enlisted young Nathaniel here to help with the equipment.”

At this Nathaniel’s heart nearly burst with joy. At Spence’s direction he brought equipment from the office to the wagon: a shiny new steel telegraph key, two crows-foot batteries, a bottle of juice and three thousand feet of coated wire. Spence waved him into the buggy and they were off.

“Where are we going today, Professor?”

“South of the city, Mr. Spence. The Army has identified an area that is clear of obstructions, is near a telegraph line and is convenient to the target.” His accent was strange and hard to understand; “clear” came out as “cleeyah.”

The wagon, with the balloon bobbing and rolling above, turned around in the street and headed south with the buggy behind it. When he got a chance, Nathaniel said, “It’s an honor to meet you, Professor Lowe, sir. I read all about you in the newspapers.”

“Interested in aviation, are you?”

“Yes, sir. I’ve read everything I could about you and your friends John LaMountain and John Wise.”

Lowe smiled ruefully and nodded.

An hour’s drive brought them to a stretch of road south of the city. Lowe and Spence looked at various locations, finally agreeing upon one. There was a large clearing beside the road, with the telegraph line close at hand. 

Spence directed Nathaniel to drive a grounding spike into the ground and attach a wire to it while he mounted a pole and connected to a live wire. They ran the other ends of the wires to the balloon, which Lowe was making ready. Nathaniel handed his coil to the aeronaut; Lowe reached for the coil Spence was holding. 

The roll of wire trembled in his hand. “Professor,” he said at last, “how high do you intend to go today?”

“A thousand feet,” Lowe replied.

Spence looked up at the balloon, then swallowed hard and turned away. “No,” he said, his voice choking, “I’m not going to do it.”

“What?”

“I’ll not go up in that thing again. I was scared to death last time. I nearly shit myself.”

“Mister Spence! This entire demonstration depends upon you. If I can’t get a message—”
“I don’t care!” Spence broke down and began sobbing, tears rolling down his cheeks. Nathaniel was shocked. It was the first time he had seen a grown man cry. “You can’t make me do this!”

“But it’s entirely safe. You saw yourself—”
Spence turned around, put his hands on his knees and puked on his shoes. 

“For God’s sake, man! Won’t you—”
“I’ll do it!”

Nathaniel was as surprised as the others when these words burst from his lips. Lowe turned to him.

“What?”

“I’ll fly with you. I’ll send the message.”

Spence turned back, wiping his mouth on his sleeve. Lowe addressed him: “I thought this boy just a servant. Is he an operator?”

“Yes,” Spence replied, mastering himself at last. “Yes, he can send and copy twenty words a minute.” He turned his head and spat.

“And you’ll go up with me?”

Nathaniel replied by taking the coil of wire from Spence’s hand and climbing into the basket. Kneeling on the bottom, he carefully poured the juice into the battery and attached the wires while Lowe completed his preparations. At last the great man climbed in beside him.

“Is the telegraph ready, my boy?”

“I think so, sir. I have a good spark here. Who are we supposed to be sending to?”

“Artillery Company B.”

Nathaniel sent a quick message and got an instant reply. “They’re on the line, sir. They’ve ordered our line isolated so we can talk without interference.”

“Good. Cast us off, boys.”

There was a jolt and the wagon fell away from them. The surrounding trees dropped away as well and there was nothing but blue sky around them. 

Nathaniel’s first sensation was that he had made a terrible mistake. He had no idea why a balloon rose through the air and it would have seemed perfectly natural if it suddenly came to its senses and decided that it could not rise and fell back to earth. The wicker basket felt too flimsy to hold the weight of two people and they would surely fall through the bottom any second. And what if those ropes parted? He stole a glance at Lowe, who was looking around himself, cool as you please.

“Ow!”

“Are you all right, lad?”

“My ears hurt, sir.”

“Blow on your thumb.”

“What?”

“Like this. Put your thumb in your mouth and blow on it.”

It seemed like a joke but Nathaniel blew on his thumb and his ears popped and he felt better. “Is that what you do, sir?”

“I do something else. I can’t even describe what it is that I do, but it works. Would you like to take a look around?”

“I’m afraid to stand up.”

“Oh, but it’s such a pretty sight. Stand right up here and grab this ring.”

Nathaniel summoned his last bit of courage, stood up and grabbed the ring with both hands. What he saw was both frightening and confusing.

They were high above the ground and rising fast, and that was bad enough. But it looked like they were in a different world. The September day, warm and muggy, was now cool and crisp. The sun had been hazy but was now sharp and bright. 

They had been driving through a forest a few minutes before, but the land itself looked different. The treetops were a solid carpet of green; the road had vanished. 

If he fell out of the basket he would fall to his death, but he didn’t think that would happen. He let go of the ring with one hand and blew his thumb. He didn’t see how Charlie Spence or anyone could ever pass up an opportunity to do something like this. 

He was flying.

The balloon car gave a sudden lurch to the side and pulled downward. It bobbed around in the air for a few seconds. Nathaniel screamed and Lowe said, “Hold on, my boy. It’s all right.”

The balloon steadied and turned around in the air. The breeze was no longer from above but from the side. Nathaniel gripped the ring above his head as tight as he could. “What was that?” he managed.

“We fetched up against the drag lines. We’re at altitude. I’m sorry, I should have warned you that was going to happen.” He raised a telescope and looked into the distance.

“Nothing—nothing else is going to happen?”

“Not to us. Please to tell Company B, ‘Commence test fire as planned.’”

“Yes, sir.” He knelt at the key. To his surprise his hand did not tremble as he sent the message. “They confirm, sir.”

“Now, stand up here again, you may want to see this.”

Nathaniel followed Lowe’s finger and saw puffs of white smoke suddenly erupt from a location several miles to the north. Half a minute later came the report, a sound like hammers beating a tattoo on wood. 

Lowe was studying the land to the south through his telescope. “There!” he said at last. “Tell them, ‘The rounds struck a thousand yards short of the target and two hundred yards to the left.”

“Yes, sir. What’s going on, sir?”

“Later, my boy. Just send the message.”

“Yes, sir.”

A few minutes later a second barrage was fired. Lowe reported, “The rounds struck fifty yards to the right of the target. Range is correct.”

A third barrage was fired. Lowe put down his telescope and punched the air. “Yes!” he exclaimed. “Excellent! Tell them, ‘Target struck. Commence full barrage.’”

“Yes, sir.”

The cannon fire was different this time. The previous rounds had made no sound when they struck, at least none that he could hear. These, however, made a noise as loud as the guns firing them. He saw black smoke rising to the south. 

After a few minutes Lowe said, “Target is destroyed. Cease fire.”

“Yes, sir.”

Lowe pulled out a yellow flag and waved it out the side of the car. “It will be a few minutes before we start down,” he said. “Would you like to take a look around?”

“I tried before but I couldn’t see anything, sir. I’m shortsighted.”

“I meant through the telescope, my boy.”

“I never used one before, sir. I don’t know how they work.”

“It’s the soul of simplicity. Just look in here. I’ll hold the middle, you can just move your end around. Now, right about there you should see the city of Washington.”

“Yes, sir. There’s a big white building that looks like the capital in Richmond.”

“That’s the United States Capitol, my boy. That’s where Congress meets. Now, look over this way. That’s where Artillery Company B is located. What can you see?”

“Well, I see some flags, and there’s still some smoke rising. I think I see the cannons.”

“Very good. Now, look this way. Can you see a town?”

“Yes, sir.”

“That’s Falls Church, that’s enemy territory. Now, look to the right of the town and closer to us. Can you see it?”

“I can see smoke rising. Or maybe it’s dust. And a whole lot of stuff busted up. Is that what those boys hit?”

“Yes, it is.” Lowe pulled a rope and acrid gas hissed out of the valve above their heads.

Nathaniel put the telescope down and squinted into the distance. “I thought they were aiming at a target.”

“They were indeed. Their target was a Confederate artillery emplacement.”

The balloon was deflated, rolled up and put into its basket for the return trip to Washington. The soldiers, now permitted to smoke, puffed their pipes and lounged in the wagon. In the carriage, Lowe made small talk with Spence. Nathaniel sat apart from them; it was now he who felt like vomiting. 

As they entered Georgetown, a captain and two privates galloped up. “Professor Lowe,” the officer said, grinning broadly and throwing a salute, “my congratulations!”

“Why, whatever do you mean?”

“The barrage, sir. We’ve received reports from newspaper reporters in the area. That Rebel emplacement was destroyed.”

“Oh, was it? I thought as much. Well, that’s a good day’s work, then.”

“A dozen or more killed! The battery in ruins! A good day’s work? Why, it’s a veritable triumph. You’ll be the toast of the town, or my name’s Riley.” The three turned and raced back to the city.

Lowe’s party arrived at the Columbia Armory, a squat fortress in the middle of the capital. Nathaniel was surprised that the time was only one o’clock, and as his train did not depart until five, he accepted Lowe’s invitation to have some lunch in his office. 

As he was eating, an elderly officer, his uniform liberally decorated with gold braid and medals, bustled into the office as if he owned the place. He was bald on top but for a fringe of red hair that ran seamlessly into his chin whiskers. “Professor,” he said warmly, offering his hand. “I want you to know that you have upset the United States Army as surely as you upset those damned Rebels.”

“Have I, sir?”

“I’ve spoken with a number of officers. As far as anyone knows, no artillery has successfully fired upon a target it could not see until today. Your name is on the lips of every man in this city, as well as those of every man in Richmond, I’ll wager.”

“That’s most gratifying, General.”

“It’s more than that, my boy. The talk is of establishing your Balloon Corps, and I’m sure it will go beyond mere talk.”

“That’s fine, sir.”

“You’ll need to set out a bill of particulars, and I will handle it myself. General Scott will no longer be an obstruction.”

“Good.”

“Will you be in this office the rest of the day?”

“I hadn’t planned on it.”

“Please do so. You can expect a rather august visitor.” The general winked and left.

“A Balloon Corps,” Lowe said with satisfaction. “At last.” He sat at his desk, picked up a goose quill and started writing. 

The office looked like it had been intended as a closet. It was narrow, only about eight feet wide, but it set back about twenty feet. A window high in the back wall provided the only illumination. In addition to the desk there were about a hundred wooden chairs stacked against the back wall.

“There’s going to be a Balloon Corps?” Nathaniel asked. 

Lowe put the quill into the inkwell. “So it would seem,” he said. “Forgive me. You’ve done me a great service this day and I’m ignoring you.”

“That’s all right, sir. I reckon you have a lot to do.”

“Yes, but I’d have nothing to do right now but for your assistance, and I don’t even know your name.”

“It’s Nathaniel, sir, Nathaniel Curry.”

“And you say you’re interested in ballooning, Nathaniel?”

“Yes, sir. That’s what brought me here today.”

“Ever flown before?”

“No, sir, never.”

“Well, you handled it admirably. Aren't you young for a telegraph operator?”

Nathaniel shrugged. “I just took to it, I reckon.”

“Are you employed?”

“Yes, sir. The American Telegraph Company.”

“If I may be so bold, what are they paying you?”

“Three dollars a day. In paper.”

“I can double that if you’ll work for me, and it’ll be real money.”

“Doing what?”

“Operating a telegraph from a balloon, same as you did today.”

“I ... didn’t even know there was such a job.”

“There’s not. You’d be the first person in the world to have such a job.”

“And we’d be doing like what we did today?”

Lowe’s dark eyes regarded him for a moment. “Nathaniel … do you have any idea what we did today?”

“I reckon we killed some fellows out at Falls Church.”

“More than that. We made history.”

“But I thought that it was Charlie Spence who did that, sending that message to Abraham Lincoln and all.”

“Yes, that was indeed the first telegraphic message sent from aloft, and while that was remarkable it still didn’t accomplish anything. You and I, however, have changed the world.”

“We have?”

“Yes. We have shown the world the practicality of aviation as a tool of war. Never again will war be waged without balloons.”

“Huh!” That was a strange thought and would require some pondering.

“I have made my living for several years now by flying, but all I have ever done is demonstrations for paying spectators. I have always wondered when aviation would provide a tangible benefit for mankind, and here it is.

“Think of it, my boy! A fleet of balloons, connected to the Army’s telegraph system, providing information to the high command on enemy positions and dispositions. Johnny Reb would have nowhere to hide.”

“Mister Lowe, sir … I am Johnny Reb.”

“You and I, Nathaniel, will be in on the ground floor. The Balloon Corps will speed the end of this war, but we’ll still have time to make a name for ourselves. We’ll not only be heroes, we’ll be famous and in all likelihood wealthy to boot.”

“But why me?”

“You’re a good telegrapher, you have nerve and you’re intelligent. You’re also rather small, which is an advantage in itself. I had been hoping to make this offer to Charlie Spence, but it seems he hasn’t the stomach for it.”

“I don’t, either, sir.”

“Come now, I know better. A few more flights and you—“

He was interrupted by a knock at the door. Lowe fairly danced across the room. As he opened the door his face fell. “You!” he exclaimed.

“Yes, it’s me,” a man answered smugly. “You didn’t think you could avoid me forever, did you?”

The interloper brushed past Lowe and said, “Give me your chair, boy.” As Nathaniel took a chair off of a stack for himself, Lowe returned to his desk. “I hardly have the time for an interview right now, John.”

“You can find it.” He handed his hat to Nathaniel and sat down.

Nathaniel studied the visitor. He was in civilian clothes and had none of the bearing of a military man. He was dressed like a gentleman but didn’t act like one. 

“What do you want? A job?”

“What, under you? Hardly.”

“What, then?”

“I want balloons, Lowe. The only working apparatus I have now is Atlantic, and it’s unsuited for war work. The word is you’ll be getting four to eight balloons from the Army. You’ll not be keeping them all to yourself.”

“The balloons will belong to the Army, and I wouldn’t give them to you even if I could.”

“The Army will give them to me, then.”

“They’re needed for war work.”

“And what do you think I’ll do with them, fly exhibitions?”

“Precisely, John. I think you’ll fly exhibitions with them.”

Nathaniel realized the man who had just stolen his chair was John LaMountain, a man who was as famous an aerialist as Lowe himself. He had read of his exploits making flights of exploration; LaMountain had even made military observation flights before Lowe did. 

“This war won’t last forever and these balloons will be surplus,” LaMountain continued. “They’ll be a nice little windfall for you, won’t they?”

“Their design is as a weapon of war. They wouldn’t do for civilian work. In any case, the war is very much on at the moment.”

“You think you’re the only one in the city with political connections? I have some friends in high places too, you know. It’s I who should be directing this corps.”

“And yet, somehow, you are not. I feel I must offer you a job, though, as you are after all a competent aeronaut.”

“A job? Yes, I’ll have your job, thank you.”

“Well, good luck, then.” Lowe rose.

LaMountain sprang to his feet, pointing rudely at Lowe. “Do they know who you are, Thaddeus? Do they know you’re a stage performer and a drummer, with no more schooling than an Irishman?”

“I’ve made no secret of my past.”

“Calling yourself ‘professor’ and all? Why, you’re a humbug.”

“Oh, come on, now. I’ve read the papers. You ascended in Virginia and told the reporters that you could see all the way to Florida and knew what the Confederate generals were having for breakfast. You said that you thought you saw a slave uprising until you realized it was just black ants in your telescope! I a humbug? Why, the term was invented for you. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I for one have work to do.”

LaMountain shook his arm free from Lowe’s grip, snatched his hat from Nathaniel’s outstretched hand and turned to the door. He nearly ran into a man who was entering, pushed past him with a snarl and was gone.

“Well!” the new man said. “Good afternoon to you, too.”

“Excuse me, sir. That was a person of no account and I hope he’ll be of no more trouble to either of us. Won’t you come in?”

“Thank you, Professor.” The two shook hands. “I understand your experiment today was concluded happily.”

“Indeed it was, Mister President.” Lowe waved for Nathaniel to stand up. “Sir, may I present Nathaniel Curry. He was my telegrapher today and was utterly instrumental in the perfection of my demonstration.”

“How do you do, young man?” he said, offering his hand.

Nathaniel recognized at last that this was none other than Abraham Lincoln. He had seen newspaper drawings of the man but none of them did him justice. He was about the tallest and certainly the ugliest man the boy had ever seen. 

He did not, however, act as he expected Abraham Lincoln to act. The Southern papers portrayed him as an unwashed, uncouth lout, a drunkard and a bully who divided his time between adoring the Negro and destroying the accomplishments of the white race. The man before him now was genteel and cultured. “Quite well, sir,” he said.

“Where do you call home, Nathaniel?”

“My family is late of Fairfax County but my father’s a merchant in Richmond now.”

“You’re a Virginian, then?”

“Yes, sir.”

“But you’ve decided to throw your lot in with the Union Cause, have you?”

Nathaniel hesitated. “No, sir. No, I’ve done no such thing. I’m a Virginian, born and bred. I’ll have to stand with her.”

He let go of Lincoln’s hand, feeling like a fool. He had just told the President of the United States that he intended to bear arms against him. Lincoln, outraged, would now order his arrest.

The President smiled. “You will of course have to follow the dictates of your conscience. I could ask no other of you, although I must regret it.”

“Yes, sir,” Nathaniel replied weakly.

The morning train had carried Nathaniel directly from Richmond to Washington but the return trip wasn’t so easy. The passengers were discharged in northern Virginia and required to make their way five miles through neutral territory to the next operating station. Those with means took a coach; Nathaniel walked.

He had visited Falls Church before but he didn’t know where the battery was. The outraged citizens of the town directed him down a cart path. He arrived just as dusk was falling. 

The battery had consisted of about a dozen guns behind earthen ramparts. A trench connected the battery proper to its magazine, itself hidden in a redoubt. A wooden cabin served as the battery’s barracks.

All was now in ruin. The guns were scattered like fallen trees. The cabin was blown to pieces. The magazine had gone up, leaving a large crater. Ten corpses lay in a line on the ground. 

Soldiers and slaves were at work, cleaning the place up. As the first order of business they had raised the regimental colors on a staff erected beside the shattered original. They had then turned to digging through the wreckage, searching for survivors. It was the soldiers who attended to this delicate task while the colored people held torches. 

A sergeant came over and shooed Nathaniel away. “There’s nothing to see here, boy. Go on home.”

“What happened here, sir?”

“We got hit. Don’t even know how. Some God-damned Yankee spy must have gotten in here.”

Chapter Two: The City Rises

When Nathaniel’s family asked about his trip to Washington, he lied and said that he had missed the balloon. Instead, he told them, he had walked around the city a little, then waited at the station for the train home. He told his boss at the telegraph office, Mister Rogers, the same thing. 

Two days later he paid a visit to Amanda Swanson, a young lady he had been seeing. Amanda’s family was well to do, coming from old money, and lived in a large, fine house in the downtown. 

Nathaniel was admitted by the maid and was led to the drawing room. Amanda set aside the book she had been reading. “How do you do, Nathaniel? Thank you, Rachel.” The maid bobbed and withdrew.

“I’m fine, and yourself?”

“I’m very well, thank you.”

“How is your family?”

“My mother is as well as ever. My father has been accepted by the Army of Virginia.”

“He has? So he did resign from the Federal Army?”

“Yes. Of course, we had expected it, but it still came as a shock. He came home one evening without his saber. When he resigned his commander asked for it.”

“Do tell.”

“Now he’s wearing an even grander uniform than before, though it’s gray.”

“Is he commissioned?” 

“Oh, yes, he’s still a major.”

“Well, that’s good.”

Her voice dropped. “Lemuel has been sent down from Harvard.”

“Sent down…that means he was told to leave, doesn’t it?”

“Yes. He kept getting into fights with the other boys. They called him a secessionist and a traitor. He didn’t want to fight but he had to defend himself.”

“The other boys, were they sent down too?”

“No, they were not.”

“That’s not very fair, is it?”

“Certainly not. Still, it’s what we have come to expect.”

“What’s he going to do now?”

“Oh, he’s been accepted at the University of Virginia. He wants to join the Army, but Papa says no.”

“He doesn’t want him fighting, huh?”

“Well, it’s not that. He says the war will be over in a few months and he doesn’t want him to miss any school.”

“Well, that makes sense. How is David?”

She smiled. “David has already seen fighting in the war.”

“He has? But he’s even younger that me.”

“The Citadel was called out for the attack on Fort Sumter. The boys were the first military unit to fight in the war. He just wrote to us about it.”

“Well, don’t that beat all.”

“Certainly. We’re all very proud of David. Won’t you sit down?”

“Thank you.”

“Did you go to Washington?”

“I sure did.”

“Then you saw the balloon?”

“Amanda…I didn’t just see it. I rode in it.”

“You did? They let you ride it?”

“They—he asked me to ride it.”

“Who? Professor Lowe?”

“The very same.”

He was smiling; she merely looked perplexed. “Nathaniel, whatever are you talking about?”

Briefly he described the circumstances that placed him at Thaddeus Lowe’s side that day, and the delicious terror of the ascent. “I was scared and happy at the same time. I don’t reckon I’ll ever have such a thrill again in my life.”

“But why did he have to have a telegrapher in the balloon? Did he send another message to President Lincoln?”

Nathaniel looked at the closed door. Amanda petted the settee and Nathaniel sat beside her. He spoke in little more than a whisper: “He was directing cannon fire.”

“What?”

“He was telling cannon where to fire. I was sending the messages to the Army.”

“Nathaniel…at what were they shooting?”

“I thought they were just shooting at a target but I was wrong. Amy, I was helping him fire on the Confederate Army!”

He thought she might faint at this news but she took it with aplomb. “I see. Were they firing upon Falls Church?”

“Why, yes. How did you know that?”

“It was in the newspapers. It was like a bolt from the blue, they said. Cannonballs, then explosive shells raining down from some unseen source. Whom have you told about this?”

“No one, only you.”

“You had best keep it that way.”

“Yes, ma’am. But aren't you angry?”

“Angry at what?”

“I was helping the Yankees fight against our side. That has to be a very wicked thing.”

“Nathaniel, there are a good many people fighting on both sides of this war, and who’s to say who is in the right?”

“But your Papa is with the Confederates.”

“Yes, and his former commander and some of his dearest friends are on the other side. There are even a good many Southerners on the Union side.”

“Yeah, scalawags.”

“And what would you call the Northerners fighting for the South? For that matter, my own feelings are conflicted on this matter.”

“They are? What do you mean?”

She hesitated. “Excuse me. I know that ladies are not supposed to have political opinions.” She took the bell from the table before her. “Would you care for some lemonade?”

Nathaniel was invited for dinner at the Swansons the following Sunday and wore his church clothes for the occasion. Peter Swanson wore his uniform; he explained that like a Minuteman of old he had to be ready to fight at a moment's notice. 

“Has there been any more fighting, sir?”

“Well, certainly nothing like the Battle of Manassas. There are skirmishes of little account nearly every day, but I don’t think the Union will feel itself ready to face us again for some time.”

“That’s good, isn't it?”

“Well, it’s always better not to fight. And the longer we go without fighting, the more our secession becomes a fait accompli.”

Nathaniel nodded as if he knew what a fait accompli was. “Do you think we can ever get to being friends with the Yankees again?”

“Oh, certainly. Over time a great many things can happen. But our interests must always remain inimical.”

“Really? Why?”

“Money, my boy. We make it from cotton and the North covets it.”

“They covet our cotton? No, you mean our money, don’t you?”

“Yes. Every bale that gets grown in the South is owned in part by Northern financiers. One of the fruits of secession is that Southerners will own their own cotton and reap the benefits from it themselves.”

“But the Northern papers say that the war is to end slavery.”

Swanson dabbed his napkin to his lips and said, “Would you like a little more wine?”

Nathaniel was already feeling a little giddy from the two glasses he had had with the meal but he answered, “Thank you kindly, sir.”

Titus, a youth about Nathaniel’s age, filled his glass. Major Swanson then dismissed the servants. When the door closed he said, “Slavery. Do you suppose the Yankees want to free the darkies out of the kindness of their hearts?”

“Don’t they?”

“I have known many Northerners and they are with few exceptions men of good character. Still, it is not altruism that guides them when they call for universal manumission. It is the lust for gold. If the slaves were freed it would make cotton more expensive to produce and that would benefit the North.”

“My Paw says that slavery is an abomination.”

“It can be, though it need not be, with no disrespect to your father, Nathaniel.”

“Of course not. He says that we might have been slaves ourselves. He says we’re part Irish, and the Irish used to be the slaves of the English.”

“That is certainly true. And the English used to be enslaved to the Romans. Before that, the Romans were in thrall to the Greeks, the Greeks were the slaves of the Babylonians, and on and on. Our Lord said that the poor will always be with us. He might have said that the slaves will always be with us, as well.”

“But the Yankees don’t own slaves.”

“Don’t they?”

“I thought they didn’t.”

“They don’t have chattel slavery as we know it, no. But they have wage slavery. I have seen the slums of the poor Irish and colored people of the North’s great cities. Any slave holder would be ashamed to treat his people that way.”

“Papa, may I speak?”

“Of course you may, my dear.”

“Do the Northern bosses flog their wage slaves?”

“I don’t think they do.”

“And do Southern slave holders flog their chattel?”

“To be sure, some do, and I consider it a disgrace.”

“Papa, few masters are as kindly as you are.”

“I do not earn my bread from the labor of my slaves. They are house servants and as such they live better than nine-tenths of the denizens of this planet, I would guess. Still, cruelty to slaves is a separate subject from the issue of slavery itself. After all, no one would dispute that it is moral to own an animal, though it is wrong to be cruel to it.”

“Yes, Papa. I have of course expressed my own views on this subject.”

“Amanda,” her mother said, “we have a guest.”

“Mother, did not Our Lord say that one does not light a candle, then place a bushel over it?”

Her mother sighed. “And if one were to do so,” she said, “I suppose the candle would burn through the bottom of the bushel.”

“I am certain of it.” She turned to Nathaniel. “I have come to believe in the immorality of slavery.”

“Do you mean you think the Yankees should win?”

“Heavens, Nathaniel, pray don’t jump to conclusions. I must say that I have not worked out all the implications. This is a subject that has engendered many lively conversations within this household, but never have I concluded that Mister Lincoln should have his victory.”

“Our new president would be very happy to hear that,” Mrs. Swanson replied. 

“Not to take anything away from the old one,” Major Swanson said. “I have to say that under different circumstances I would be proud to serve under him. From all I have heard and seen he’s quite honorable.”

“He drove me to the train station,” Nathaniel said, then clapped a hand over his mouth.

There ensued a few seconds of silence which Swanson broke by saying, “That’s all right, my boy, we know all about that.”

“You do?” Nathaniel gasped, then looked at Amanda.

She kept her poise. “You must know, Nathaniel,” she said primly, “that I keep nothing from my mother.”

“And I, for my part,” her mother said, “discuss everything with my husband.”

Major Swanson took up his wineglass. “You should recall the words of Benjamin Franklin, Nathaniel: three people can keep a secret, but only if two of them are dead.”

“Yes, sir.” He pushed his glass away.

“But know this as well: your secret will go no farther. I for my part carry a great many secrets of more import than this and I feel no inclination to divulge any of them. Nor do my wife or daughter feel any need to do you harm.”

“That’s good.”

“I would recommend, however, that you tell no one else of this.”

“I won’t, sir. I’m sorry I told y’all about it.”

“I am curious, though, as to your experiences with Professor Lowe. Would you mind telling us about it?”

“With pleasure, sir.”

Nathaniel described his experiences in Washington and in the balloon. He felt at first as though he was confessing to a crime, but his listeners did not judge him and this, together with the wine, loosened his tongue. 

When he was done, Major Swanson said, “I would say that that was indeed a good day’s work for you and Professor Lowe, and indeed for the Union.”

“I should think it would make you angry, sir.”

“I cannot deny that Professor Lowe or any other foe strive against me, so long as he plays fair. As for you, I think you did not willfully take part in this work.”

“Yes, sir. I mean, no, sir.”

“Where I would fault you, son, is if you were to repeat this act.”

“So it was all right?”

“To some extent I would say it was imprudent of you to allow this to happen. But if there is one lesson Our Lord can teach us it is that redemption is always possible.”

“I don’t catch your meaning, sir.”

“I mean that the final judgment of what you did at Falls Church must be made in the light of what you do next.”

“Oh.”

Swanson settled back in his chair. “The newspapers now report that it was indeed a balloon that directed the fire upon Falls Church, and also that a Balloon Corps is being established by the Union.”

“So the professor was right about that.”

“Well, it remains to be seen if the balloon will become a permanent part of warfare, although I suspect it will.”

“You do?”

“It is an old principle of warfare that one must take the high ground or else be buried in the valley. I hasten to add, however, that this development is to be rued.”

“What? Why, sir?”

“With all due respect to you, Nathaniel, I find this sort of work dishonorable, a mere step above the use of spies. Professor Lowe and his men intend to float above the battle, above the fray, as it were, while others strive and die.”

“Yes, sir.”

“May I ask, Nathaniel, where your sympathies lie in this struggle?”

“You mean the war?”

“Yes.”

“Why, sir, I reckon I’ll have to stand with the South. It’s my homeland.”

Swanson smiled. “That doesn’t seem like a very reasoned response.”

“It’s the only one I have, sir. I guess I’m not very good with words.”

“And the argument that slavery is a sin? What about that?”

“Those are matters too big for me to judge.”

“Well, there is one thing you should be grateful for: that the papers did not carry your name. Let Professor Thaddeus Lowe have his fame, and much good may it do him.”

Nathaniel smiled and raised his glass.

“Nattie, come with me to the Courthouse.”

“What? Why?”

Melrose grinned. “They’re hanging three men for helping the Yankees.”

“I have to go to work, Mellie.”

“You can still make it. These fellows are supposed to dance at dawn.”

Nathaniel put his fork down. He missed the easy camaraderie of younger days with his brother. “Maw, I’ll clean my dishes when I come home, okay?”

“The both of you just get out of here.” She wielded the wooden spoon at them as if it were the switch she was always threatening to use on them.

The three men stood hooded before the murmuring crowd, their hands behind their backs. “Good morning, boys,” Melrose jeered. “Hope you brought your dancing shoes.”

“Mel, keep it down, for Christ’s sake.”

“What’s the matter, Nat, you have a weak stomach?”

“You just shouldn’t carry on like that.”

“Don’t you know what these fellows did?”

“No, and I doubt you know either.”

“Well, that old boy there seems to know.”

They fell silent as an important-looking man read from a sheaf of papers. He used a lot of fancy language to say much of little interest to anyone. The boys managed to glean, however, that one of these men had been in possession of a newspaper advocating abolition; another had trafficked in gold currency issued by the government of the United States; the third was simply a spy. 

When he finished a clergyman stepped forward but was shouted down by the crowd. “Show us their faces!” rose the cry, and the officer in charge moved down the line pulling the hoods off. Boos greeted the first two, gasps the third. Squinting, Nathaniel could see that the third man’s face was battered and bloody. The crowd applauded, then fell silent.

“This is it, Nattie. Ain’t you a-going to watch?”

“I don’t feel good, Mel. I have to go to work.”

“You never did have no stomach, Nat.” Melrose turned back to the gallows as a clattering thud arose, then grinned at him. Nathaniel fled as the crowd around him sighed.

The necessities of the war now required that the telegraph office be manned day and night, seven days a week. Nathaniel found himself working odd shifts and sleeping at unusual times. Thus it was that he was in his father’s store one afternoon a few weeks later when a telegram arrived for him.

“It’s for me, Willie?” he asked the delivery boy.

“Yeah. I never delivered one to someone I work with before.” He stood there like he didn’t know what to do next. 

Nathaniel said, “Well, don’t just stand there like a ninny, Will, get back to work.”

“Ain't you got a penny or something for me, Nate?”

“No I don’t. I could pull a button off of my shirt if you wanted, but I don’t have a penny.”

Willie put his cap on and left.

Nathaniel now had the rapt attention of his entire family. Under their gaze he unfolded the message blank and read it, then folded it again and put it in his pocket. 

His mother, the only one in the family who was totally unable to read, had come to his elbow and looked at the message. “What is it?” she asked. “What did it say?”

“Oh, nothing,” he said. “It was just something from work.”

Melrose came up on his other side. “If it was nothing,” he said, “let me see it.”

He could see how all of this would end so he took the note out and gave it to his brother. Melrose puzzled over the words – he was barely more literate than his mother – then brusquely handed it to Ada. She read it aloud: “Nathaniel Curry wire me at War Office regarding situation. T.S.C. Lowe, Director, US Army Balloon Corps.” She looked around the room to see if anyone understood this.

“What does ‘situation’ mean?” Melrose demanded.

“I thought you never saw the balloon,” Daisy said.

“Wait a minute,” Melrose said, pointing at Ada. “Lowe, you said, and balloon?”

“Yes?” 

“The boys was talking about that. They said a Yankee name of Lowe took a cannon up in a balloon and busted the Hell out of Falls Church. I told him that Lowe was a good name for a fellow what would fire on a church, and I’d like to lay him low.” He looked at Nathaniel.

Nobody spoke.

“The balloon couldn’t hold no cannon,” he said at last. “It would be too heavy for it.”

Ada dropped the telegram and threw her hands to her mouth. Pandemonium broke out in the room. Melrose stepped forward but was restrained by his father. 

“Let me go, Paw!” 

“There’ll be no fighting in the store.”

Melrose pulled loose from his grip. “Step outside then, you yellow bastard!”

“Melrose Byron Curry!” his mother exclaimed.

“No,” Nathaniel said. 

“You’ve turned against your country, and that’s the worst thing anyone can do.”

“I didn’t mean to do it. Professor Lowe tricked me.”

“Tricked you?” his father said. “What do you mean?”

Nathaniel told the tale again.  When he had finished he turned to his brother and said, “If’n you want to hit me one, Mel, I’ll oblige you. I reckon I deserve it.”

“Oh, you deserve better than that, Nattie. Wait ‘til everyone in Richmond hears about this. See what that’s like.”

“No,” their father said firmly. “That would cost him his life, and I hope this family never sinks that far. Melrose, all of you: tell no one of this, black or white, young or old, male or female. Got it?” 

The twins nodded. “I might still do it,” Melrose sneered. “Or maybe I’ll just bust you one.”

“Come on out, then,” Nathaniel said, and went outside. 

The city looked so ordinary. Becoming the capitol of a warring nation had been good for Richmond. The streets were full of every sort of conveyance. Soldiers in a variety of uniforms walked the streets in small groups. Ladies in multicolored dresses strolled arm in arm or were driven by dour old Negroes. It was a beautiful day in late autumn.

He tried to imagine all of these people turning as one to demand his life. He couldn’t see it but a shudder arose from somewhere deep within.

He turned to face his brother. “Go ahead, Melly,” he said.

“Take your hands out of your pockets, Nattie. Defend yourself.”

“I could never raise my hand to you, Mel. That was the first thing they taught me.”

Melrose spat on the ground and walked away. He didn’t come home for three days.

Three days later Nathaniel called upon the Swanson household. The custom of the day in genteel households was for a visitor to tell a servant whom he wished to see and the servant would see if that person would receive him. When Rachel threw the door open, though, she took one look at him, then turned away, weeping. 

Confused, he stepped into the entryway. There on the carpet before him lay the crumpled form of Peter Swanson. He was in uniform except for his hat and saber. He clutched his bleeding side and coughed feebly as blood bubbled from his lips. He looked up at Nathaniel as if asking for his help. He looked small.

Amanda rushed up from within the house. “Oh, it’s you!” she exclaimed. “I thought the doctor had come.”

“Amanda, what the Hell – I mean – what happened?”

“Father was wounded in battle. He killed the Yankee, but the man pierced his side with a bayonet.” 

“How did he get here?”

Amanda looked down at her father, then turned to run back into the house, then turned back. “His men brought him here. He ordered them to. Then he sent them back.”

“Has the doctor been sent for?”

“Yes, I sent Titus for him.” She threw her hands to her face but did not weep. Swanson moaned. “Oh, Mother is not here and I don’t know what to do!”

Nathaniel found himself thinking very clearly. “We have to get his jacket and shirt off,” he said.

“Oh, but we dare not move him!”

“But we must. Get scissors and we’ll cut it off.”

“What?”

“The doctor will have to do this anyway. We’ll be saving him the time. Now go!”

Amanda looked down at her father as Rachel ran from the room. They gently turned him on his back and Amanda cut the sleeves of his tunic as Nathaniel undid the buttons. “Jesus,” Swanson moaned when they pulled the shirt from his wound. “O Sweet Christ!” 

His arms were stretched to the side with his tunic and shirt beneath him when they had finished. The sight reminded Nathaniel of pictures of the Crucifixion. Swanson fit the image but for a shaven face and lips as red as a hussy. He turned his handsome head and coughed wetly onto the rug. The gash in his ribs bubbled.

“Amanda.” His lips formed the name though he made no sound. She placed her ear by his mouth. He swallowed hard several times and said, “Remember what I said about him.”

“Yes, Papa,” she said, and kissed his forehead. The door opened and Titus entered, followed by the doctor. The old man looked at the form before him dispassionately; Titus looked to be on the edge of tears. 

“Girl, get soap and water and clean linens. Then boil water. Boy, it’s as I thought, so you shall help me as I described on the way over.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You two stay with Mrs. Swanson.”

“Doctor, my mother isn't home.”

“Then withdraw. The servants will help me.”

“Yes, doctor.”

She closed the doors of the dining room behind her and turned to Nathaniel. She got control of herself and smiled at him. “Oh, thank you ever so much, Nathaniel.”

“Don’t mention it, Amanda dear.” 

“I don’t know what they do in such a case.”

“I know if a limb is wounded that bad they cut it off.”

“Oh, I know, but I fear there is nothing they can do for a chest wound.”

“When did this happen? I didn’t hear about any battle.”

“It was a skirmish, no more than a score of men on each side.”

“When did they bring him here?”

She looked at the clock on the mantle. “Not twenty minutes ago, though it seems a season. He was better when he came here, and I thought it a slight wound.” She put her hands to her face and the tears finally came. “Oh, I never told him I loved him!”

“He knows. And he’ll be all right.”

“And we never prayed! And that he should take the Lord’s name in vain with his last breath…” She sobbed.

Nathaniel wanted to embrace her but dared not. “I don’t think he was taking His name in vain, I think he was calling upon Him.”

“Oh, do you think so, Nathaniel?”

“What did he say about me?”

“He said…he said…oh, but he’s dying. Must I tell you?”

“Yes.”

“He said I should not consider you a suitable beau. You are not of our class and you have no prospects. You must forgive him.”

“Of course I do.”

Peter Swanson did not die. For days he could but lie on his side, blood oozing from his wound and from his mouth, while the women of the household applied compresses and plied him with food and drink. The doctor did what he could, which was next to nothing. He shook his head and looked wise and recommended the soothing effects of tobacco. Swanson, however, had never smoked and his damaged lungs could not tolerate it. 

Slowly he rallied. While no longer able to fulfill the duties of a cavalry officer, he began to receive members of his staff at home. Nathaniel visited every few days and was heartened by the major’s slow but steady progress.

Then one day Rachel opened the door for him and broke into a broad smile. “Good afternoon, Master Nathaniel,” she said brightly. She took his cap, which she never did.

“Is your master better, Rachel?”

“Oh, he be a little better, sir. Every day he a little better than the last, that all.”

“Then why are you so chipper?”

“Oh, I done heard about you, Master Nathaniel.” She gave him a conspiratorial look, then went in to announce him.

Amanda received him in the drawing room and sent Rachel for tea. “Amanda,” he whispered, “whatever possessed you to talk to her?”

“Talk to her?”

“About me and the balloon! You know how girls talk, especially the coloreds.”

“But…I didn’t.”

“You didn’t tell her about that?”

“Certainly not. Nor would Father or Mother, not once they had given their word.”

Nathaniel settled back in his chair. “Melrose,” he muttered.

“I didn’t talk,” his brother said flatly when he confronted him that evening. 

“Like Hell you didn’t!”

Melrose looked defiant. “If’n I did, I’d say it proudly. I didn’t, Nattie.”

Nathaniel looked around the sitting room. His parents and sisters were all looking at him – no, not all.

“Daisy.”

She continued to look down at her hands. 

“Daisy, who did you talk to?”

“Nobody.”

“Look me in the eye and say that.”

“No.”

“So you did talk to somebody.”

“No.” She looked up. “Just one nigger girl. That’s the closest thing in the world to talking to nobody. And I made her promise to keep mum three times and spit.”

The next evening as he came home from work some boys started throwing horse manure at him. Normally such an assault would be followed by a quick retreat, but the boys continued their offense after he turned and confronted them. “Traitor!” one cried. “Go back to Washington!” another called. He turned and ran the rest of the way home.

As he went up the stairs to the house his father came out of the store and followed him. “Have you seen the paper?” he asked as he closed the door.

“No.”

“Sit down. You, too, Flora.” He took a copy of the Enquirer from under his arm and put it on the kitchen table.

“Paw, I should change my shirt.”

“No, you should hear this first.” His mother glided into a chair.

“’Intelligence has reached us of further circumstances surrounding the balloon assault on Falls Church of a few weeks ago. It seems that Professor Lowe was assisted in his villainy by a citizen of Richmond, the son of a local merchant. His name will not be carried here, but it is being noised about the streets. This reporter can only assume that, though Autumn is in full swing, Virginia will soon become too hot for this youth.’” He folded the paper and both parents looked at their son. He didn’t know what to say or do.

The next morning he was going through an alley on his way to work when a strong pair of hands gripped his throat from behind. Acting purely on instinct he doubled over at the waist, pitching himself forward. His assailant lost his grip as Nathaniel fell to the ground. 

He scrambled to his feet and took off running, sparing a second to glance at his attacker. It was a young free mulatto named Castor, a burly fellow with thick arms and a fearsome reputation. Nathaniel fled out of the alley with Castor close behind. 

“Hold it, there, boy! Halt, nigger, or I’ll cut you!” 

Nathaniel didn’t wait to see who was shouting. He fled across Broad Street and into the adjacent alley, sprang onto a rain-barrel at the end and scaled the fence. 

Here he stopped to see if he was still being pursued. Through a knothole he saw Castor talking to a couple of young Army officers. 

Nathaniel considered the stories he had heard of Castor: that his father was black and his mother white, the reverse of the norm; that he had won his freedom by killing his master and mistress; that he could kill a man with a single blow; that he would do anything for a dime. The Negro had his hat in his hand and smiled and bobbed respectfully as he spoke to the two men. As Nathaniel watched, Castor pointed down the alley to where he lay hidden. One of the men put his saber away and offered Castor his hand. 

An hour later he was sitting at the telegraph key when a squad of soldiers entered. Mister Rogers, at the front desk, said, “May I help you?”

The officer in charge said, “Is Nathaniel Curry here?”

Rogers turned to Nathaniel, peering over his half-moon glasses at him. “Do you know where Nathaniel is, Willie?”

“I…think he went to the newspaper, sir.”

“Which one?”

“The Enquirer.”

Rogers turned back. “He left a few minutes ago. You could probably catch him up.”

“Would he be in uniform?”

Rogers hitched his finger over his shoulder. “He’d look just like that young fellow there.” The soldiers left.

Nathaniel stood up. His legs were shaking. Rogers said, “What are you going to do, son?”

“I don’t know. I think I better leave.”

“Leave work?”

“Leave town.”

“Have any money?”

“About a dollar.”

“Well, I’d better pay you up.” He went to the rolltop and took out the cash box. Acting as if he had all the time in the world he counted out twenty dollars in gold and handed it to Nathaniel. “This’ll pay you up through the end of the month, Nate.”

“I’ll pay you back when I can, sir.”

“Tut! We’ll worry about that another day. A better day than this, I hope.”

“Don’t you think me a traitor, sir?”

“Oh, judge not, Nathaniel. Besides, this slavery business never set well with me.” He put out his hand. “This whole conversation will remain just between us.”

“Yes, sir.”

Nathaniel left the office. He again found himself thinking very quickly and clearly. First he headed toward the paper, not the Enquirer but the Dispatch. He met Willie coming the other way. 

“I got another message for you to run.”

“Why’n’t you run it yourself, Nate?”

“Got somewhere else to go.” He pulled a message blank from his pocket and a pencil from behind his ear.

His next stop was the Swanson house. Rachel greeted him with a smile. “Mistress Amanda, please.” The maid let him into the front parlor, bobbed and went to the door leading into the house. 

Major Swanson reclined upon the settee, talking with a couple of junior officers. “Good afternoon, Nathaniel.”

Nathaniel pulled off his cap. “Good afternoon, sir.”

The two other men glanced at each other. “Sir,” one of them said, “isn't that the boy who—”
“I beg your indulgence, Lieutenant.”

“Yes, sir, but shouldn’t we—”
“This is upon my responsibility, sir.”

“Yes, sir! Excuse me, sir.”

“Are you here upon business, my boy?”

“No, sir. Truth be told, sir, I don’t think I’ll be around here again for a while.” Rachel paused at the door.

“Oh? Where are you going?” Swanson asked.

Nathaniel made no reply. The major closed his eyes and nodded. “You wish to take leave of my daughter?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Then by all means do so. But know this: you really are taking leave of her. You are not to see her again, do you understand me?”

“Yes, sir. Sir, I—”

“Rachel, Master Nathaniel will wait in the drawing room.”

“Yes, Master Peter.”

He sat in the nicely appointed room listening to the clock tick while soldiers scoured the city for him and his sweetheart did God knows what. At last she entered with Rachel behind her.


She was wearing her nicest Sunday dress. She was darn near the prettiest thing he had ever seen. 


“Good afternoon, Nathaniel.”


“Good afternoon, Amanda. My, but you look pretty today.”


“Thank you, Nathaniel. Rachel, you silly thing, please withdraw!” 


The maid fluttered uncertainly for a moment and left. Amanda took Nathaniel’s arm and led him to the back porch.

“If’n I didn’t know better,” Nathaniel said, “I’d swear she was sweet on me.”

“You’re a hero to all the colored people of this city now.”

“Well, I’m a villain to all the white people.”

“Not all,” she said, squeezing his arm. He smiled.

“So you’re leaving?” she said.

“Yes.”

She turned to face him. They were about the same height; he wondered if he would ever be taller than her. “I almost lost my father.”

“I know, and he looks so—”
“Let me finish. When you and I left him that day I was eating myself up inside that I did not tell him I loved him when I had the chance.”

Nathaniel opened his mouth but did not speak.

“I love you, Nathaniel Curry, and I’ll wait for you.”

“I love – I love you too, Amanda.”

They came together in their first kiss. Nathaniel was surprised at how good her lips felt on his, how good her body felt pressed against him, and how eager she seemed. When they broke both were gasping for breath. “I don’t want to go now.”

“Walk with me—walk with me in the garden, if only for a minute.”

They walked the flagstone path, their arms around each other. The garden was nearly gone by. A gang of bumblebees was inspecting the leavings of summer. One fat old fellow landed on a ball of little purple flowers. The ball bobbed on its stalk like a balloon as the tiny creature waded through the blossoms.

“Is there any way you could stay?”

He glanced at the window; a black face vanished. “I thought of joining the Army, but I don’t think I can now.”

“Why not?”

“They’re looking to arrest me. Stretch my neck, I reckon.”

“So what will you do?”

“I’ll go and work for the Professor if he’ll have me.”

“Fight for the Union?”

It made him shudder to hear her say it. “Yes.”

“I lose you one way or the other.”

“I could go to a Border State.”

“And do what?”

“Nothing. Sit it out.”

“That would be the least honorable of all. No, I couldn’t see you do that.”

“The Professor, then.”

“But don’t you think he played you false?”

“Maybe he did, Amy. I thought that right after it happened. But now I reckon he felt that what he was doing was so important that little old me didn’t matter.”

“Goodness! Are you sure you want to work for him, then?”

“I reckon maybe he was right at that. It is important work and it might even make a difference in this war. Even your father says that.”

“Yes, he does.”

“Also I liked flying. I’d like to do it again.”

“Oh, Heaven knows! You’ve spoken of nothing else since you got back from Washington.”

“I know.”

“But you mustn't tell Papa what you’re doing.”

“I already done told him. Leastwise, I may as well have.”

“What did he say?”

“He says I’m not fit for you and this – this is good-bye.”

Her blue eyes blazed. “It may be farewell, but not good-bye,” she said tartly. “I’ll be the judge of who’s fit for me!”

“I’m not of your class, remember?”

“Class! What is that but money?”

“Well, the money makes a difference.” He looked at the house before him with its symmetrical ranks and files of windows. “Being an officer sure pays well.”

“It does not. It’s paltry, little more than what a merchant makes. He joined the Army to have something decent to do. Our family has money.”

“You do? What’s your money from?”

“Plantations. Cotton.”

“Plantations? Then his talk of mistreating slaves—”
“Yes. We are not without stain ourselves.”

“But still, he would come between us.”

“I fear that more than he will come between us, Nathaniel, but I promise that I will marry no one but you until you come back.”

“Okay.”

She pulled away from him. “Oh, you horrid mutton-bone, that’s not what you’re supposed to say!”

“I’m sorry, this sort of thing is all new to me.”

She smiled. “And this is a conversation I have every Tuesday.” She reached behind her neck and removed her locket. “Look inside,” she told him.

He pressed the tiny latch and the locket flew open to reveal a tintype of her. “Oh, it’s beautiful!” he exclaimed.

“I want you to take me with you.”

“Oh, but I can’t, this is yours and it’s too much.”

She closed her hand around his. “I am yours as you are mine,” she said softly. “Just don’t let Papa see you with this.”

“Yes, dear.”

She smiled and gave him another kiss. She fastened the chain around his neck, then dropped the locket down the front of his shirt. “Go now,” she said. “But come back to me.”

He went up to the porch and turned for a last look at her, a fresh flower among dying flowers. The door flew open at his approach and he said good-bye to the adoring Rachel. 

One of the soldiers was speaking as he entered the front parlor; Major Swanson stopped him with a gesture. The three men were silent as the foe crossed the room. 

Nathaniel turned at the door. “Major Swanson.”

“Yes, Nathaniel?”

“Do you recollect what you said about President Lincoln?”

“I’ve said many things about him, I’m sure.”

“You said that under different circumstances, you’d be honored to serve under him.”

“Yes, I recall that, Nathaniel. Yes, I discern your meaning. Thank you, Nathaniel. Good luck and God save you.”

“And you, sir.”

His father showed up at the York River railroad station on their neighbor’s coal-black gelding with a carpetbag hanging on the saddle-horn. He got down and they looked at each other in silence. At last his father said, “Is this where my wheels are?”

“Yeah.”

“You were almost too clever by half with that one. There were some soldiers waiting for you in the store and one of them read the telegram. He couldn’t puzzle it out, though.”

“You always said that wheels for miscarriages were the only thing you didn’t carry.”

“You could have written nigh about anything. I would have recognized your hand.”

“Oh. Well, here you are.”

“Yep. What you going to do, boy?”

Nathaniel looked at him like he was taking a photograph with his eye. Latham Curry was still a hand taller than he was, but he was catching up fast. The eyes were the same as the eyes he saw in the mirror.

“Go to Washington. Take that fellow up on his situation.”

“Ain't you going the wrong way?”

“No. I figure they’d be watching for me at the Central. I’ll sneak around through Petersburg.”

“Oh. That’s good thinking. Here.”

“Why is this bag so heavy? What-all is in here?”

“Well, your clothes and the Bible.”

“Paw, I can’t take the Bible.”

“Your mother insisted. She said she can’t read it and no one else will. I can’t come back with it.”

“Oh.”

“There’s a little money in there, too.”

“What kind of money?”

“About fifty dollars in railroad money, ten dollars in gold and fifteen in Virginia.”

“Virginia money won’t be no good in Washington.”

“Reckon not.”

Nathaniel opened the bag and removed the Confederate currency. “I don’t need this gold, either. You were saving this for a rainy day.”

His father clearly wanted the gold back but he said, “This is a rainy day,” and Nathaniel closed the bag up again.

“Maw watching the store?”

“I told her and the girls not to come. They’d just hold on blubbering, anyway. Your brother lit out.”

“I’m sort of lighting out, too.”

“Reckon.”

“I kind of figure I’m taking the coward’s way out, Paw.”

“I don’t think so, son.”

“You don’t?”

“In any fight there’s times even a brave man has to run away. Besides, there’s plenty of them that aren't doing nothing about all this. You’re running toward the fighting, not away.”

“Yeah, but I’m going with the other side.”

“I’ve always told you what I thought about slavery. Maybe this is the only way it will end.”

There was pride in his father’s voice. Nathaniel ducked his head, embarrassed. 

“You need anything taken care of in town here?”

“No, I reckon I’m about square all around now.”

Latham Curry stuck a finger under the saddle-girth. “Ever tell you I had a brother?”

“Yeah. Bill, right?”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t know much about him except that he died before I was born.”

“He died in the Mexico war.”

“He did? Was he with you?”

“No. We was both in it, but he died somewhere else.”

“Oh.”

“It would kill your mother if anything was to happen to you, Nattie.”

“Yeah, I bet it would.”

His father scuffed the dust before him. “Pretty near kill me, too.”

“Nothing’s going to happen to me, Paw.”

“But Bill, his wounds were all in the front. That’s what they told me.”

“Yeah?”

“That means something.”

“I’ll remember that, Paw.”

Now his father looked like he was taking a photograph. At last he nodded. “Well, take care, then.” He got back on Blackie and left.

Half an hour later he heard a voice: “You wouldn’t leave without saying good-bye to me, would you?”

He looked up. “Afternoon, Mel.”

His brother looked him up and down. “So you’re running away, are you? Can’t stand to face what’s coming to you?”

“You always said I was a coward. Let’s just leave it at that.”

“You know what I have to do now, don’t you?”

He braced himself. “What?”

“I have to join up.”

“Join up? How come?”

“We can’t have one brother going off to the God-damned Federals and the other just staying behind. I have to join up to save our family name.”

“You’re too young.”

“I’m fifteen. Both of the Carter boys are in, and they’re fifteen and sixteen. And they’re taking boys as young as ten as drummers. I can go.”

“Maw won’t let you go.”

“Maw hasn’t been able to stop me going where I will for five years now.”

Nathaniel realized that he didn’t want his brother to join up because he loved him. It was a strange thought.

“Get up.”

“Just walk away, Mel. I—”
The blow to the face knocked him to the ground. His brother punched him several times, then kicked him in the ribs, though his bare feet did little damage. “Get up and fight like a white man.”

“No.”

Melrose kicked dust in his face. “If I see you on the battlefield,” he said, “I’ll kill you where you stand.”

Chapter Three: The Flying Dutchman

Thaddeus Lowe threw open the door of his office wearing an expression of wrath, then said, “Oh! I thought it was someone else.”

“It’s just me, sir.”

“Yes, well, do you have a message for me or what?”

“Message?” Nathaniel pulled off his uniform cap. “It’s me, Nathaniel Curry.”

“Curry? Oh, of course! Come in, my boy.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Lowe went to his desk. “I thought it was John LaMountain again. He’s been a tribulation, going behind my back to everyone in Washington. He comes to this office three or four times a day. Sometimes he knocks, other times he just barges in.”

“Yes, sir.”

Lowe favored him with a smile. “So you’ve made your decision, have you?”

“Yes, sir. I’m your boy.”

“Splendid. I’m glad to have you in the Corps. What’s happened to your mouth?”

“I got into a fight.”

“Well! What does the other fellow look like?”

“A lot better, sir, but the war isn’t over yet.”

The office was greatly improved. The surfeit of chairs had been banished. Brooms and feather dusters had been liberally applied to all surfaces and even the window had been cleaned. Lowe sat behind the freshly polished desk as nobly as if he were the President himself.

“You, Nathaniel, are in fact not the only aeronaut I’ve recruited. Several other fellows have answered the call and I expect them to arrive soon.”

“That’s good, sir.”

“Do you have any questions as to what we’ll be doing?”

“I have a passel of them, sir. The one I’ve been speculating on the most is, how does it work?”

“How does what work?”

“The balloon, sir. What makes it go up?”

The question seemed to perplex Lowe. “Why, it’s buoyancy,” he replied at last. “The gas in the balloon is lighter than the air.”

“So the balloon can only go up if there’s air?”

“Well, yes. But there’s always air.”

“Is there? I mean, I thought there was only air if the wind was blowing or something.”

“No, lad, no. There’s always air around us.”

“There is?”

“Why, didn’t you know that? The air surrounds us like fish are surrounded by water.”

“Really?”

A knock came at the door. Lowe darkened again, crossed the room and threw the door open. He immediately brightened. “Good morning, sir.”

Abraham Lincoln, hat in hand, stood in the door. “Good morning to you, Professor Lowe.”

“To what do I owe the honor of this visit?”

“I’m anxious to see how you’re progressing, Professor,” Lincoln said. He entered the room, followed by a group of Army and Navy officers. He glanced at Nathaniel. “Well, if it isn't young Nathaniel Curry! You’ve decided to back the Union horse, then?”

“Yes, sir,” he replied, rising.

“That’s just fine, my boy. Your country thanks you.”

“Yes, sir. Sir, I’m surprised you recollect my name like that. You must meet about a hundred important people a day.”

“Why, it’s a trick of my trade to recall names and faces, my boy.” He turned to Lowe. “I understand that you now have several more balloons?”

“There are several in the process of construction now, sir.”

“Who is constructing them for you? I would guess it was sailmakers.”

“I considered sailmakers, sir, but it turns out that they would not do. My devices are to be made of silk, and it turned out that seamstresses armed with sewing machines are better suited to the task.”

“Silk! Really?”

“Oh, quite so, sir. Silk, and then varnish. The result is a bag that is light, yet holds gas quite tightly.”

“As I recall our conversation at the White House, you were also seeking a better source of gas.”

“Yes, that’s right. Coke gas serves quite well to lift the device but it’s impractical for use in the field.”

“What, then, will you use? I confess I’ve thought about this myself and I don’t see what you can do.”

“I’ll use hydrogen, sir. It is the lightest gas known to Science, and I’ve devised a way to evolve it in the field.”

“Hydrogen? I've heard of it, but I must confess I don't know what it is.”

“It is one of the fractions of water.”

“Really? Water can be fractioned? I always thought that water was itself an element and could not be further reduced.”

“Well, that was long believed, sir, from the time of the Greeks until quite recently. We know now, however, that it can indeed be broken into hydrogen and oxygen.”

“And you yourself can confound Aristotle this way?”

“I’ve developed a solution, sir, and if you’ll allow me, I’ve prepared a demonstration. First I must ask, though, do you smoke?”

“I? No.”

“Any of you other gentlemen?”

Several of the officers present confessed to smoking, and Lowe asked them to leave their pipes and cigars on his desk.

Lowe led the party out of the War Office to a rude penthouse attached to the back of the building. There he had set up a makeshift workshop. 

He started by pouring a pitcher of water into a basin of the sort used in washstands. He then picked up a bottle with a glass stopper. “This is oil of vitriol, also called sulfuric acid. Nathaniel will be familiar with it because his telegraph batteries use it. Step back a little, I’m going to pour some in this basin.”

He did so, then opened a tin tobacco box. “These are iron filings. They’re easy to come by these days as they are a byproduct of the cannon smithy. Now, watch this.”

He sprinkled some filings into the acid and the liquid began to seethe with tiny bubbles. “This is a mixture of hydrogen and a little oxygen. All that’s needed now is to separate them and collect the hydrogen.”

“Really?” Lincoln said. “Hydrogen and oxygen are filling this room? I don’t smell anything.”

“I assure you they are. Neither has an odor but if a match was struck or if a spark lingered in the bottom of a pipe, we would continue this conversation in Paradise.”

“However will you separate them?”

“I’ll collect them in a chamber. The hydrogen will run to the top and can be valved off.”

“And this hydrogen will raise a balloon?”

“More readily than any other substance known to man. Allow me to further demonstrate.”

He picked up another bottle and shook it. “This exotic substance is … soapy water.” He removed the stopper and poured it onto the bubbling liquid.

The soapy water spread over the surface of the acid. The tiny bubbles rising from the acid formed large soap bubbles which rose from the surface and broke free.

Nathaniel had of course seen soap bubbles, but the ones he and his sisters had made had simply floated in the air. These hydrogen bubbles flew straight to the ceiling, where they vanished. The effect was startling. 

“Most remarkable, Professor!” Lincoln exclaimed. “I can envision a squadron of balloons mounting the sky. How will you apply this process in practical terms?”

“I have devised gas generators, Mister President. They’ll look much like caissons. Each generator will be capable of being pulled to the field by two horses, and each will fill a balloon in less than an hour. Six of these generators are being built in the city as we speak.”

“Excellent! And what of aeronauts? How goes the recruitment effort?”

“Several fellows have answered the call. I expect to have five men within the week and training will then commence.”

Lincoln and his entourage continued their rounds; Lowe and Nathaniel returned to Lowe’s office. “How extraordinary!” Lowe remarked. “The President had never heard of hydrogen. Why, its existence has been known for well over a century.”

“It has?”

“Well, I can see that you’ve never heard of it, either. One must make allowances for your lack of education, I suppose. We must remedy this.”

“I’m sorry, sir, remedy what?”

“We must teach you physical science.”

“Oh. What is ‘physical science’?”

“It is the knowledge of how things work. It is what lets us drive trains and fly balloons. The other aeronauts you’ll be meeting have a grounding in the sciences.”

For the next several hours Lowe did paperwork at his desk. Nathaniel, with nothing to do, wandered the War Office and found the telegraph room.

He had never seen the like. The large room was filled with tables covered with clattering instruments. Some tables had switches to connect lines from different areas, creating “networks.” 

Operators were sending and receiving messages all over the room. Boys were running in and out with messages. As he watched, one boy was given a message with the firm instruction that it go into the hand of the Secretary of War himself. 

Nathaniel tried to understand the clamor of the instruments but could make out only a word here and there. Most of it was meaningless strings of letters. He realized that the messages were ciphers, coded messages to and from actual spies. Indeed, there were men seated at tables deciphering the messages. 

He could not tell the sources of the individual messages. It was clear, however, that the entire theater of war was in communication with this room. 

He pondered this as he returned to Lowe’s office. The entire nation was now tied together into a single great web of telegraph lines. 

No: two such webs. For the Confederacy surely had a similar, though separate web.

A notion came to his mind which was to occupy him greatly in the following weeks. Was it possible that the telegraph systems of the North and South were interconnected? If so, it might be possible to communicate with his family in Richmond. 

He had no sooner returned to Lowe’s office when a knock came at the door. Nathaniel opened it to admit a young man with straw-colored hair parted in the middle. He was sturdily built, with broad shoulders and thick arms and legs. His face was square, nearly broader than it was high. 

His demeanor was very self-assured. His eyes were lively and intelligent. He carried a large traveling bag in one hand and his hat in the other. He was dressed like a prosperous merchant, in a tailored suit. 

He smiled as he caught sight of Lowe. “Professor Lowe!” he exclaimed.

“Yes?”

“I am Wendell Smith.”

“Smith! Well, this is fine. Come in!”

The two advanced and shook hands. Lowe then introduced Nathaniel.

“Wendell” – he turned to Smith, who nodded to signify that he could use his first name – “is a Michigander who has been flying for several years. His mentor was John Wise, a former associate of mine.”

“A former associate of mine, as well,” Smith interjected. “A most difficult individual.”

“I’ve heard the name,” Nathaniel ventured.

“The dean of American balloonists,” Lowe said, “but no one can tolerate him.”

“Oh! Like John LaMountain!”

“Another pleasant fellow,” Smith said, smiling. “You’ve met him?”

Nathaniel nodded and Lowe quickly recounted the problems he had been having with LaMountain. “I continually hope I’ve seen the last of him. He is a clever and persistent pest. He might yet work us some great mischief.

“But you, Wendell! It is so nice to finally meet you, after our long correspondence.”

“How many aeronauts do you have now, Professor?”

“There is myself, and Nathaniel here, and yourself. Ezra or James Allen, or perhaps both, are expected shortly, as is Solomon Vogler. Additionally my father will be our secretary.”

“Good. And how many balloons do you have?”

“Only Enterprise, which I consider unsuitable for war work. The Army has paid for the construction of several more aerostats but none are finished at this time.”

“How many are they making?”

“Six.”

“And to support them?”

“Gas generators of my own design, plus other equipment. I know I can’t have thought of everything but we should be pretty well set for the war.”

“And how are your relations with the Army?”

“Better than I last reported to you but still not the best. I still have Lincoln’s favor and McClellan is my patron. But most of the officer class considers me suspect.”

“Really! Despite your victory at – what was it? – False Church?”

“Falls Church,” Nathaniel corrected.

“I’ll stick to my formulation,” Smith said, grinning at Lowe. They seemed to share a joke Nathaniel didn’t understand.

The Balloon Corps had been allotted sleeping quarters in the War Office. This consisted of cots in a spare room. Beside each cot was a footlocker, and each man was expected to provide a padlock to secure his belongings. 

They had to share these quarters with military personnel transiting through the city. The first night their companions were a fife and drum corps from Connecticut. Thankfully their first inclination was to sleep and not to practice.

Solomon Vogler arrived the next morning. He was a short, slender man in his twenties. His black hair was cut in a “pudding-bowl” style. There was something about his appearance that reminded Nathaniel of an Indian, though he was no Indian. He wore eyeglasses, which was unusual for a young man. Behind their round lenses his eyes were dark and heavy-lidded.

Vogler, like Smith, had never met Lowe before, though they had corresponded. Vogler and Smith knew each other, though.

Nathaniel was curious as to the histories of these two young men who were to become his comrades. As they bedded down the first night the three of them discussed their backgrounds. 

“I hired on as an assistant to John Wise about ten years ago,” Smith said. “I started on the ground floor, so to speak, and worked my way up to flying assistant. I quit recently, no longer able to tolerate him, nor he me.”

“I live in New York City,” Vogler said. “There are several balloon companies in Rhode Island and Connecticut. I attended several of their demonstrations and paid to go on a couple of flights with them. I caught the bug, you might say, and have constructed a balloon. I intend to establish a flying company after the war. My parents are quite horrified that I am not going into the family business.”

As he was emptying his traveling bag into his footlocker Vogler smiled at Smith and drew a book from the bag. He presented it to Smith with a dramatic flourish.

“Aha! You got it!”

“Yes,” Vogler replied. “It wasn’t easy, don’t you know. The booksellers are all afraid to carry it.”

“What is it?” Nathaniel asked.

Smith handed him the book. It was On the Origin of the Species by Charles Darwin.

“Is this a good book?”

“It’s not a good book,” Smith replied. “This is the most important book ever written.”

“The most important book ever written is the Bible.”

“Within twenty years,” Smith said, “this book will have replaced the Bible throughout the civilized world.”

“It will?” Nathaniel ran his hand over the embossed leather. “Is this a religious book?”

“No, it’s a science book. It explains how life arose and how the different types of plants and animals came to be.”

“Through natural selection,” Vogler added.

“Yes,” Smith said. He added, with great emphasis, “And not by the agency of any sort of god.”

Nathaniel opened the book to a passage on finches and their various bills. “So this is about how different kinds of birds came to be?”

“Not just birds,” Smith replied. “All living things. Including man.”

Nathaniel looked up at him. Both young men were grinning at him. “Do you mean,” he said, “that this book says that God didn’t create Adam?”

“That’s precisely what it says,” Smith said.

Nathaniel closed the book and handed it back to him. “This book is wrong,” he said, “and it should be burned.”

Smith and Vogler laughed. “That’s always the reaction of the narrow-minded,” Smith said. “Tell me, if it’s wrong, why do you fear it?”

“Don’t you believe in God?”

“No, I don’t,” Smith replied. “I’m an atheist.”

“A what?”

“An atheist,” Vogler said. “He believes there is no God. I don’t think so either, but I’m not as devout an atheist as he is.”

“You’re not Christians?”

“Hell no,” Vogler said. “I was never any Christian anyway. I’m a Jew.”

Nathaniel was aghast. “You’re both crazy,” he muttered, turning away. “Y’all are going to Hell.” The heretics laughed.

Both Allen brothers arrived the next day, and the day after that a few other men. A few days later Professor Lowe’s father Clovis arrived. 

The professor now declared the Balloon Corps of the United States Army active. He convened the group for a meeting in his office.

“First, let me thank all of you for taking part in this enterprise. We have the opportunity to be of great service to our country in this endeavor, as well as advancing the science of aviation.

“Our mission will be to observe the enemy and report his position and disposition to the Army. We shall also be assisting in the making of maps and performing such other tasks as the Army might find necessary. 

“We are a civilian agency bounded to the Army. This puts us in a peculiar position, one whose boundaries are as yet undefined. We must all keep in mind that we serve the Army and must treat its members, particularly the class of officers, with encomium.

“That having been said, I must add that we must treat each other with this same encomium. We come from different regions of the country and from different classes of society. However, we must remember that we are comrades.

“Each aeronaut is to be paid three dollars a day in regular currency. I am excepted; as director, I am paid ten dollars a day in gold. I must say that the Army has not managed to pay any salary as of yet, and I shall have to pay all of you from my own purse. The Army has managed to provide funds for our equipment so I must not complain too loudly. 

“The Army has also funded the stamping of these insignia. They are to be worn on the collar.” He gave each man a small “BC” made of brass. These were the only badge of office any of them were to have.

“I have been busy obtaining aerostats and support equipment for the Corps. When this is complete, we must begin training.

“I would like at this time to introduce all of you to each other. Some of you are personally known to me; others I have corresponded with; others I know only by reputation. Let’s see, on my far left is James Allen of Rhode Island. He and his brother Ezra have been flying for years, and in fact James offered his services to the Union before I did. Perhaps you can tell us, James, how this went?”

“It did not go well, Professor,” James Allen replied. “I in fact had several mishaps. While attempting to get a balloon to the front, I lost it in high winds one time, had it dashed open on tree branches another, and cut my guy ropes on a telegraph line another time.”

Lowe nodded. “I’ve suffered similar mishaps,” he said. “I have ordered the construction of portable hydrogen generators for use on the battlefield, and this will make operation in the field much simpler. The Army has not provided these as of yet, though. 

“Next we come to Wendell Smith. Mr. Smith was an assistant to John Wise, whose name is known to all here. Wendell and I had never met until recently, although we have corresponded. I must say, Wendell, that I have had correspondence with Mr. Wise concerning your suitability for this position.”

“I’m afraid to ask you what he had to say,” Smith replied. 

“It might not surprise you to learn that he was not complimentary.”

“It does not, sir. I hope that you—”
“Don’t worry, opprobrium from him is better than approval from any other source. But perhaps you can tell us what your aeronautical experience is?”

“To tell the truth, Professor, it is not very great. I principally acted as ground assistant to Professor Wise. I flew, but only with him, and I assisted him in his demonstrations.”

“Demonstrations? Flying exhibitions for the paying public?”

“I know that doesn’t sound very grand…”

“On the contrary, that is how we have all made a living. The science of aviation is still in its infancy, after all, although I anticipate that its use in this conflict will be its coming of age. How did you assist him while in the air?”

“Well, I would do things like throw dogs and cats out of the car.”

All eyes turned to Smith at this. He looked stolidly at Lowe for a few seconds, his arms folded; then he smiled and said, “They were equipped with parachutes and usually made it to the ground none the worse for wear.”

“Ah! And how was that demonstration received?”

“The paying customers loved it. The dogs and cats hated it.”

“Have you ever made a parachute descent yourself?”

“After a fashion. Wise usually ends his demonstrations by dropping his remaining ballast, rising to a great height and allowing the gasbag to break. The bag naturally forms a parachute and the balloon descends beneath it.”

“Wendell, you have not, then, actually operated a balloon on your own?”

Smith hesitated a moment, then said, “No, Professor, I have not. But I think I could pick it up in no time. I know everything that needs to be done and I’m a fast learner.”

“Very well. Next in line is William Paulin, with whom I have flown many times. William, I’m happy to have you here. I am sure you’re motivated by sentiments similar to my own, are you not?”

“I believe so, Professor. That is to say, my motives are service to my country, an opportunity to advance the sciences of aviation and photography, and a desire to further my own career, if I may be so bold.”

“You may indeed, if only because you placed personal advancement at the end of the list. Why did you mention photography?”

“I have become an ambrotypist of late. I have made a few exposures from the air, although the results are not always happy.”

“Well, I can believe that. The little I know of photography includes the requirement of a steady tripod, and any tripod in the car of a balloon would not be a steady one. Do you suppose that photographs could be made of enemy positions?”

“That would be splendid, would it not? I don’t think anyone has done that yet.”

“Well, that may well be done, but you must remember that the principal task is not photography but observation of enemy positions.”

“Of course.”

“Very well. Next is Jacob Freno, who is an experienced aerialist as well as a Philadelphia attorney. What motivates you to take part in these activities, Mr. Freno?”

“Service to my country and a desire for adventure, Professor.”

“Well, I hope you’ll have opportunity for both. Next we come to Solomon Vogler, with whom I have corresponded. You have, I understand, constructed a balloon of your own?”

“Yes, sir. That is to say, I didn’t construct it myself, but I financed its construction.”

“What is your flying experience?”

“It’s not very extensive. I have made tethered flights in the company of more experienced aviators.”

“I see. I feel that, until you have proven yourselves, you and Wendell Smith must function as adjunct aeronauts, primarily in charge of ground operations.”

“Yes, sir,” they replied.

“Lastly we come to Nathaniel Curry. I know, Nathaniel, that you have no flight experience save for the flight you made with me. However, you are an experienced telegrapher, and that will likely prove very valuable in the coming struggle. I must also acknowledge my debt to you in that you stood by me and assisted me when I had no one else to help me. Your presence in this Corps is welcome.”

“Thank you, sir.”

A few days later Professor Lowe’s wife arrived in Washington. Leonine Lowe was a pretty young woman with a round face and dark, intelligent eyes. She was quite friendly and readily charmed all of the aeronauts. She had a heavy accent that Nathaniel could not identify. 

On her second day in Washington she spoke to Lowe in a foreign tongue. Lowe answered in kind. Solomon Vogler then turned and spoke to her in the same language. Later Nathaniel asked Vogler, “What was that language y’all were speaking in there?”

“That was French, Mrs. Lowe’s native tongue.”

“It didn’t look like they were talking to you.”

“They were not, and it was a bit presumptuous of me to speak up in what was clearly a private conversation.”

“So what were you doing, just showing off?”

“Not at all. I thought it would be impolite not to indicate that I for one could understand them.”

“Oh. You don’t have an accent when you speak English. Leastwise, not a foreign accent. You have a Yankee accent, is all.”

Vogler smiled. “That’s not surprising, since I was born in America and have spent much of my life here.”

“Why do you speak French, then? Are your parents French?”

“No, they are German Jews. They are quite cosmopolitan, though. I’ve lived about half my life in Europe.”

“And that’s why you speak two languages?”

“Actually, I speak four: English, French, German and my own language.”

“You have your own language?”

Vogler smiled again. “Excuse me. I mean that I speak the language of the Jewish people.”

“Really? What language is that?”

“Well, in German it’s called ‘Jüdisch.’ I don’t think it has an English name.”

“Now, the Jewish people don’t have a country, right? That’s why y’all are called the ‘wandering Jews?’”

“That’s correct.”

“It seems funny that y’all don’t have a country but you have a language.”

“Funny indeed. It’s an error we have hoped to correct for over two thousand years. But although we say, ‘Next year in Jerusalem’ every Passover, next year never seems to come.”

The Corps took delivery of its first war balloon in early October. The first thing Lowe did was lay the empty balloon out on the floor of the Columbia Armory, where they had been allocated space. 

The gasbag and its rigging had been shipped separately. The rigging was a mesh of rope, much like a fishnet. It formed a half-circle when laid on the floor, with a dozen stout guy lines below that. The guy lines gathered at a ring about a foot in diameter, then spread out and attached to a lower ring about three feet across. The guy lines terminated in loops that attached to the basket, or car, of the balloon. The lower ring was designed to be a hand-hold for the operator.

From a separate packing case Lowe carefully took a gray bundle of cloth about a foot on a side. Although it scarcely seemed possible, this small bundle was the gasbag of the balloon. Lowe ordered a space to be swept on the floor, then he and the men carefully unfolded the bag and laid it out beside the rigging. 

Lowe took care not to step on the bag but he still looked it over carefully. He inspected the seams and the varnish. He examined the valves and their attachment to the bag, then attached ropes to both to facilitate their use during flight.

At last, satisfied, he called for the men to place the gasbag inside the rigging. The rigging was then fastened to the basket, then the bag and rigging were carefully folded and placed in the basket. Last of all, twelve fifty-pound sandbags were tied to the top of the basket; in flight, these would hang beneath the car.

The entire device was carried to a gas main on the grounds. Lowe presented an order for gas and began the charging. Within an hour the bag had over two hundred pounds of lift. 

Lowe climbed into the car and told the men to bring him off of the armory grounds. The men took hold of lines attacked to the basket and walked the inflated aerostat out of the gate and onto the Washington Mall. There, a rope was attached to the car and made fast to a tree. 

“Let me up to a hundred feet, boys,” Lowe commanded, and the line was let out. The balloon took to the air smartly.

The Corps stepped back to admire their work. They threw their caps into the air and cheered the professor. He smiled back at them, as proud as a king on his throne.

This was the first time anyone had ever seen a military balloon in flight. The men of the Corps looked it over eagerly. 

Although there was a steady breeze, the balloon did not sway or bob the way Enterprise had done, thanks to its sandbag ballast. The rugged construction of the device allowed it to be tethered without damage. The varnish would let it hold a charge of gas for as much as two weeks, plus survive weather that would have destroyed any previous aerostat. 

The bottom gas valve was used in filling the device and for slow, controlled descents. The valve at the top of the bag could be opened with the tug of a rope if it became necessary to get to the ground in a hurry. There was also a rip panel that would tear out with the tug of a rope, allowing the device to be instantly deflated.

Across the gasbag, in a graceful arc, was the name UNION.

The Corps made a practice observation of the enemy three days later. The unit left Washington and went south along a route that had been scouted and found to lack obstructions such as trees and telegraph wires. The company consisted of the eight Corps members and twenty soldiers, enlisted men on casual duty and detailed to help them for the day. The inflated balloon was carried in a wagon drawn by a pair of mules. 

Before them lay the pickets that delineated the southernmost extent of Union control; beyond that lay no-mans-land; eight hundred yards beyond that, just out of musket range, lay the Confederate line. The country was farmland, rolling and treeless, though no crops had been planted on the land that no man dared set foot upon. 

The enemy was not in sight. Like the Union troops he was presumably there but unseen.

The front was quiet on this day. The soldiers on duty at the outpost were glad for the unexpected diversion that the Corps’ arrival afforded. 

The balloon was to be launched directly from the wagon that had carried it to the front. As it was being readied Lowe addressed the Corps.

“I intend to make an ascent with Wendell Smith. We shall describe the disposition of the enemy, make a drawing of his positions and create a finished report. This report and drawings will help refine the existing maps of this area.

“It may transpire that the foe will fire upon us. While they haven’t much chance of hitting a balloon in the air, some of their ordnance may fall upon this area. In that case, I urge you to take cover in the redoubts before you.”

Lowe and Smith entered the car and the device was released from the bed of the wagon. Trailing two ropes, the balloon drifted skyward. 

The sky was a brilliant blue, with puffy fair-weather clouds drifting slowly eastward. The ropes came off of their coils and rose skyward like a conjurer’s trick. The balloon was soon a black dot against the bottoms of those clouds. 

The ropes reached their limit at last and fetched up with a jerk that made the wagon groan. The twin lines trailed into invisibility overhead, swaying lightly in the breeze. 

The Allen brothers walked over to look at the redoubt, leaving Nathaniel and Vogler together.

“How high do you think they are?” Nathaniel asked.

“Two thousand feet,” Vogler replied. 

“You sound very sure of yourself.”

“I’ve watched many an ascent.” Vogler lay on his back on the ground and produced a small telescope from his pocket. “Also, I know that rope is two thousand feet long.”

“This is the first ascent I’ve ever seen.”

“Really? You’ve flown but you’ve never seen a flight from the ground?”

From the south came a faint crackling of gunfire. Vogler sat up. “That’s the Southerners, isn’t it?”

“Reckon it better be.”

“Now, that’s the first time I’ve heard the sound of battle. It sounds so far-away and harmless.”

“I bet it sounds different close-up.”

The soldiers were paying attention to the din. “It sounds like they’re firing our way,” one of them said.

“Really?” Vogler said. “Does it sound different if it’s aimed at you?”

“Yeah. Sounds like they don’t like you.” The other soldiers laughed. 

“Well, shouldn’t we take cover?”

“Nah. Them boys is eight hundred yards away. A musket ball will only go six hundred yards. Seven hundred, at a pinch. They’re wasting ammunition.”

A new, deeper note was added to the clamor. “Cannon,” a soldier muttered. “Three-pounder.”

“Five-pounder,” the man beside him said.

“More of a pounder than I want to get in front of,” the first one said.

“How far can cannon fire travel?” Vogler asked. 

The soldier grunted. “A couple of miles. It depends on the type of cannon.”

“Did you hear that?” Vogler said.

“What?”

“Over there. Something struck. There’s another one!”

“It’s raining?” the soldier said. 

“I doubt it,” his companion said.

By silent agreement the party drifted into the redoubt. This consisted of little more than a pile of earth but it would stop a small cannonball. The soldiers manning the outpost grudgingly made room for them.

A cannonball struck well north of them, splashing earth into the air. Its thud took a few seconds to reach them. A soldier said, “Them mules look like they don’t like us.”

“Can’t say as I overly blame ‘em.”

“Why don’t you go unhitch them and bring them in here?”

“Why don’t you?”

“This is my best uniform. Can’t afford to get a hole in it.”

“I’ll bet you—”
“Look at the balloon!”

Vogler was again lying on his back and peering up through his spyglass. His shout startled everyone.

“Lord Jesus!”

“What happened to it?”

Nathaniel squinted into the sky. The balloon was bobbing like a cork in the water. Pieces of it were falling.

“Did something hit it?” said a soldier.

“I didn’t see anything hit it but something must have,” Vogler said. 

“Did it hit the car or the bag?” Nathaniel asked.

“I can’t tell. If it had been the bag, they’d come down lickety-split, and it would do them no good. If it hit the car, they’re dead all the sooner.”

“Well, they don’t seem to be falling.”

“No, but they’re waving. Isn't that the yellow flag? They want to come down. Come on!”

He ran to the wagon. “Help me,” he shouted.

“What do you want?” Nathaniel called to him. He was reluctant to leave the shelter of the redoubt.

“We have to bring them down in the wagon,” Vogler said. “We have to haul the line in as they descend.”

The Allen brothers, watching from another redoubt, ran out to assist him, and Nathaniel, shame overcoming his want of courage, joined them. The soldiers stayed put. 

About twenty minutes of pulling brought the basket of the balloon into the bed of the wagon. There was a large gash in the basket’s bottom.

“What happened?” Vogler asked, panting.

“We seem to have been struck by a cannonball,” Lowe replied. He pulled the rip panel from the gasbag and it deflated in seconds. Then he jumped from the car and all hands fell to stuffing the bag into the wagon. “It was only a glancing blow but it almost threw both of us into space.”

“The professor had just told me that they had no chance of hitting us,” Smith said with a smile.

“It was a lucky shot,” Lowe replied ruefully.

“Lucky? Lucky for whom?” Smith said.

“Lucky for us,” he replied. “We lived through it.”

The six men finished their work as the firing continued. Their drivers quit their refuge and drove them back to the city.

Observations began in earnest a few days later. A number of officers, including several generals, were interested in this novelty and requested reports on enemy locations and movements. The Corps brought several generals up to look at the enemy lines. 

The Confederate forces were at this time operating dangerously close to Washington itself. One morning Lowe received an urgent message from General McClellan. The commander in chief had heard that a large force was advancing upon the capital and he required Lowe to go up and report on the matter. 

Lowe ascended alone and gave the signal to be brought down a few minutes later. He wrote a quick report to the general, saying that no enemy forces were visible in the area. The troops were ordered back to their quarters.

For the next three weeks such alarms continued. In each case a balloon was sent up and proved the alarm false. The military establishment began to gain confidence in the aeronautical corps.

An early advocate of military aviation was General Fitz-John Porter. He made numerous ascents and urged his staff to do the same. 

An order from General McClellan’s staff arrived one afternoon. Lowe read the order to the Corps; his excitement was evident. “Professor Lowe: General McClellan directs that you report yourself to General Smith at Johnson’s Hill. Be there sure tomorrow, Sunday night. Signed, A.V. Colburn.” He folded the letter and put it back in its envelope. “This is a great opportunity, gentlemen. The Army is making an offensive into Virginia now and we can guide the way. If we provide good service here we’ll have made a name for ourselves.”

“The balloon needs a fresh charge, sir,” Solomon Vogler said.

“And it shall have one. We’ll get a load of city gas and set out as soon as the balloon is ready.”

“Where is Johnson’s Hill?” Smith asked. 

“It’s in the vicinity of Lewinsville, about fifteen miles from Washington. We can get there by way of the Chain Bridge.”

“How will we get a charged balloon there, sir?” Smith persisted. “Will we use a wagon again?”

“A wagon wouldn’t do,” Lowe said. “We’ll probably be compelled to go off of the roads at some points. We’ll have to tow the balloon by hand.”

“Will we be leaving first thing in the morning?” Nathaniel asked.

“No, my boy. We’ll leave this evening and walk all night. I want to report to General Smith as soon as possible.”

The balloon was in its berth at the Columbia Armory. Lowe looked it over and gassed it up. The Corps set out at nine o’clock that evening.

Their party consisted of the eight members of the Corps plus two soldiers who had been detailed to assist them. Everyone grabbed a rope and they were off.

They had gone no more than a quarter mile when Lowe ordered a stop. A telegraph line crossed the road in front of them. Nathaniel had no idea what to do in this situation, but Lowe immediately threw his line over the wire and took hold of it again. The rest of the Corps did the same.

They walked through Washington and into Georgetown. There was little traffic on the roads and what there was readily made way for the queer apparition.

Until that night Nathaniel had never noticed how many telegraph lines and flag ropes there were in Washington. Every fifty feet, it seemed, they had to call a halt and repeat the rope-throwing ceremony. 

At last they left the urban area behind. This did not end their troubles, however, as they now met trees arching gracefully across the roads. These proved to be a greater obstacle than the telegraph wires. Several times trees had to be felled in order to make progress.

Lowe called another halt. He went into the field, returning a minute later to say, “This road is lined with trees for as far as I can see, but the countryside is pretty clear, I think. We’d be doing better walking through the fields.”

“That’s good,” Smith said. “This wind is really kicking up. If it gets any worse, it will be throwing the balloon into the trees.”

“Well, we certainly couldn’t have that,” Lowe replied. 

“How far now, sir?” Nathaniel asked. 

“Another three miles to the bridge,” Lowe said, “and five miles from there to Johnson’s Hill.”

They went off of the road and walked through the cornfields. The corn had been harvested and they stumbled up and down the rows in the dark, tripping over the stubble. 

The wind got worse. It was a struggle to maintain control of the balloon. Worse, they were not free of the trees. Lines of trees had been used to demarcate the various fields and as windbreaks, and these now proved an obstacle. They again had to employ their axes.

About three in the morning they arrived at the Chain Bridge. Nathaniel had heard of this bridge but had never seen it. He expected to see a bridge made of chains slung across the river, but he was wrong. It was a trestle bridge made of a network of wooden beams and planks; the roadbed was suspended from this by chains. Unfortunately for the aeronauts, it was full of troops crossing the Potomac into Virginia. Artillery, wagons and cavalry choked the span, but they were the least of their worries. 

The aeronauts stood looking at the bridge. The top of the trestlework was a dense lattice of wood. Nathaniel imagined what it would be like for them to throw their ropes over each of those boards. “We’ll never get across that!” he said. 

“Yes, we will,” Lowe said. “We’ll go across the top of the bridge.”

“Across the top?” someone said.

“Yes, indeed. Bring the balloon down.”

The men hauled the balloon low enough for Lowe to climb into the car. “I’ll guide you,” he said. “It will be difficult but just take your time.”

Nathaniel, now more tired than he had ever been in his life, only wanted to go to sleep, but he bit his tongue. He followed his comrades onto the trestle of the bridge. This was a beam only about eighteen inches wide. In his exhausted state he found it all he could do to keep from falling off and still hold the balloon. 

“Steady, boys,” Lowe said from overhead. “Just take it nice and easy.”

That’s easy for you to say, Nathaniel thought, then chastised himself for thinking such thoughts. Certainly Lowe was in a worse position than any of them. If the men let go of the ropes he would find himself in a runaway balloon in the pitch dark, and it was a windy night. 

Of course, the other aeronauts were not in a very advantageous position, either. If they fell off of the trestle to the right they would fall onto the bridge. It was about fifteen feet to the roadway and many of the marching troops had their bayonets fixed. Falling to the left would bring them to the river a hundred feet below. The river ran swiftly through rocks at this point. Nathaniel concentrated on keeping his balance.

The wind refused to cooperate. It had gotten gustier during the night.

“You’re doing fine, boys,” Lowe said, “but if you do lose your grip on the balloon, just let it go. I’ll find a place to land and wait for you to catch me up. Then we’ll let off a bit of ballast and be on our way.” 

At last they descended from the far side of the bridge. Never had it felt better to step onto the earth again. Without a word Lowe got out of the car and took up a rope and they started back down the road.

At daybreak they reached the vicinity of Lewinsville. The party was exhausted in both body and spirit. The wind, however, gave them no respite. In the space of a few minutes it reached gale force and Lowe ordered the balloon lashed to stumps. 

The gale was so strong that the balloon was being battered against the ground. Nathaniel had never seen anything like it. Every few seconds the great bag would be knocked downward, hitting the earth with a thump like the striking of a bass drum. 

Worse that that, it was striking stumps on the ground. Smith, holding his hat on his head, ran to Lowe and shouted, “We have to deflate the balloon, sir! This gale will batter it to pieces.”

Lowe shook his head. “We have no way of refilling it in the field,” he said. “We wouldn’t be able to make our observations.”

“Sir, we won’t have a balloon if we—” Smith stopped; one of the lines had just parted with a crack like a musket shot. 

“The other lines should be fine,” Lowe said. “These lines can hold ten tons. We can just—” He was interrupted by a tearing sound. Everyone turned to see a large tree fall over. They turned back to the balloon in time to see another line break.

No: two lines. Without a word Lowe and the others approached the balloon to deflate it. This proved easier said than done, however. The balloon was behaving like a horse gone mad. Over and over again it threw itself onto the ground, then flew twenty feet into the air. Nathaniel wondered that the seams still held. 

Nathaniel ran up, looking for the opportunity to jump into the basket. The balloon lurching beside him was a novel sight. Although the size of a small house, it was being shaken by the wind like a dog shaking a rat. As he reached for the lines the wind shifted and the gasbag struck him. It threw him softly but insistently to the ground.

Lowe ran up and grabbed the basket as it again bounded free of the earth. It tore loose from his hand, tossing him onto the ground. The last line burst and the balloon spun into the air. Within seconds it was only a black spot in the sky; then it was gone. Thaddeus Lowe, still lying on the ground, turned to his men, his mouth open. His broad-brimmed hat blew off and wheeled into the sky. 

Having nothing else to do, the Balloon Corps, which now possessed not a single balloon, turned and walked back to Washington. They arrived in the late afternoon and by common consent all retired. All were downcast but Lowe seemed utterly unmanned by the events of the day.

The next morning Lowe went to Army headquarters to report the loss of the Union. His men waited in the office at the War Department.

“The poor Professor,” Nathaniel said. “I don’t envy him this task.”

“He looks like a captain who has lost his ship,” Vogler said.

“What do they do to a Navy captain if his ship gets sunk?” Nathaniel asked. 

“If he has any decency,” Smith said, “he goes down with the ship and such questions never arise.”

“Well, what if he doesn’t?” the boy persisted. “Do they give him another ship?”

Vogler laughed. “Not usually,” he said. “They would be more likely to give him a drumhead court martial. No, this won’t end well, I think.”

“The comparison to a ship’s captain is apt,” Smith said. “When I begged him to deflate the gasbag I felt like a sailor remonstrating with the Flying Dutchman.”

“Who is that?” Nathaniel asked. 

“A character of legend. His crew begged him to trim his sails in a gale and he replied that God Himself could not make him take in a stitch of it. He was then damned to sail the seas under full sail forever.”

“Well, that must be what Union is doing now,” Vogler said. “It must have blown out to sea.”

Lowe returned several hours later. He was actually smiling. “The news is better than I could have hoped,” he reported. “The balloon must have split a seam. It fell on a farm in Delaware and has been rescued.”

The men of the Corps expressed their gratification at this news. Vogler said, “We’re lucky it landed in friendly territory.”

“Actually,” Lowe said, “it did not. It fell on the farm of a Confederate sympathizer. He intended to seize it and destroy it. But his neighbors are honest men and they captured it and returned it. Under the circumstances I don’t mind sewing up a seam or two.”

The next day Lowe brought the gasbag of the Union into the city to supervise its repair. The rest of the Corps was taking its ease at the Armory when Nathaniel experienced something unusual.

He was sitting in the office with the rest of the Corps when he began to feel unusually serene. The sensation was similar to the effects of wine, but he had had nothing to drink. 

Then his vision was affected. Everything in the room looked like it was very far away, as if he was looking through the wrong end of a telescope. His fellow aeronauts looked tiny, moving around on a tiny stage before him. 

This altered vision should have been alarming but it was not. He felt very disconnected from his emotions, as if he was watching the experiences of someone else. He still realized that what he was seeing and feeling was wrong but there seemed to be nothing he could do about it. 

After about ten minutes of this – perhaps more, perhaps less – he began to feel himself again. It was at this moment that John LaMountain strolled in the door. 

Everyone knew him, if only by reputation. The first reaction to his appearance was surprise; the second was curiosity.

Wendell Smith came right to the point: “What are you doing here, John?”

“You may address me as ‘Professor LaMountain,’” this worthy replied, “and I anticipate that you will be calling me Captain or perhaps Major within the fortnight.”

“Whatever are you talking about?” Solomon Vogler asked.

“Simply this: I have secured appointment as Commandant of this Corps. General McClellan has agreed to provide me with a commission commensurate with my responsibilities.”

“That,” Smith replied, “is bull. I’m sorry, Professor, sir, but I cannot believe even the Army of the Potomac is capable of such folly.”

LaMountain pointed at him defiantly. “You will watch your tongue, Smith, or you’ll be out of a job. You’ll find yourself walking home to Michigan tomorrow morning, mark my words.”

Smith laughed. “Before I got into a balloon car with you again, John, I’d walk back to Michigan on my hands.”

LaMountain turned to Vogler. “Where’s Lowe? I need to discuss the change of command with him.”

“He’s not here today,” Vogler replied solemnly. “He’s in London discussing his recent elevation as Archbishop of Canterbury.”

Everyone save LaMountain laughed; LaMountain became choleric with rage. He denounced everyone in the room, including Nathaniel and the Allen brothers, who had not spoken. When he had sufficiently vented his spleen he turned on his heel and left. 

When Lowe returned that evening and heard the news he expressed amusement. Then he grew solemn. “I don’t think there’s anything to this,” he said, “but one can never be too sure. I’ll discuss this matter with General McClellan in the morning. That man represents a greater danger to us than the entire Confederacy.” The following morning he was happy to report to his men that the command structure of the Army felt that John LaMountain was of no consequence whatsoever and anything he said should be disregarded.

A week later the Balloon Corps finally took possession of its first field gas generator. Lowe, armed with a letter from General McClellan, went to a transportation company and secured two teams of draft horses, and the generator and the entire Corps was off to the banks of the Potomac.

Thaddeus Lowe drove the wagon with the balloon; Clovis Lowe drove the generator. The generator was in appearance just a great wooden box. It resembled nothing less than a packing crate on wheels. 

At the river Lowe supervised his men in laying the balloon out on the ground. The gasbag was fitted into the rope mesh that was attached to the car. Then a gas hose was run from the generator through a cooler to the valve at the bottom of the bag. 

Water was pumped into the generator. Then Lowe climbed on top, opened a small hatch and introduced fifty pounds of iron filings. Through the same opening he poured a gallon of sulfuric acid. He carefully capped the empty bottle and placed it in a secure place in the balloon wagon.

Then he turned a wheel that looked like the brake wheel of a railroad car. For a few minutes nothing happened. Then, like magic, the empty bag began to fill. Soon it was struggling up from the ground. Without waiting to be told the aeronauts grabbed the drag lines. An hour later it was all they could do to hold the craft down.

Lowe mounted the car and the men let the lines out. Within a few minutes he was at three hundred feet. Lowe pulled out his field glasses and made an observation.

Autumn came and went; by mutual consent the war was held in abeyance until it could be conducted in more pleasant weather. The war didn’t cease, but no more than small engagements were fought. Each side was feeling the other out, discovering its adversary’s strengths and weaknesses.

The South had a stronger officer corps. Military service had long been a tradition among the Southern gentry and the bulk of these men had remained loyal to their region. 

The Southern enlisted troops, however, were not a match for their Northern counterparts. Public education was more advanced in the North than in the South and this showed in the comportment and fitness of the common soldier. 

The public perception of the fighting man at the beginning of the war was based more in sentiment and idealism than in fact. The soldier was seen as a noble hero, willing to lay down his life for the Cause, whether that cause was the preservation of the Union or its destruction. In fact, however, the soldiers on both sides would turn out to be all too human before the war ended.

To its advantage, the North had a stronger industrial base and a larger population. Its railroads and telegraph lines were well developed. The Federal government was the recognized government of the land throughout the world. 

The South had a few advantages as well. Its white population, while smaller than that of the Union, was strongly committed to victory. And victory for the South would consist simply of making the other side want to quit and leave it alone. It had, as its leaders continually pointed out, no further ambitions. 

The Confederacy was not recognized by any other nation. Everyone realized, however, that this could easily change. England and France, the world’s two preeminent powers, could be induced to recognize the Confederate States of America if the South won but a few victories in the field.

As the war continued with little or no battlefield action the perception grew that the South could indeed win by doing nothing at all. Every day that it continued to exist without conquest by the North, the Confederacy gained legitimacy.

General McClellan continued his careful preparations for war. These preparations, however, began to seem interminable. President Lincoln remarked publicly that if McClellan were not going to use the Army, he, Lincoln, would like to borrow it. 

The training and preparation of the Balloon Corps continued. Iron plates were placed in the bottom of each basket. These would never stop a cannonball but they would deflect a musket shot from below.

Flights were again made to descry the enemy positions and movements. Lowe learned and imparted to his men many lessons. Plumes of dust on the ground could signal enemy vehicles or marching troops. A patch of white was a cluster of tents, thus an encampment. A cluster of dark marks, however, was likely to be troops sleeping in the open, a bivouac. These men would be mobile and thus a greater threat.

It was on a perfectly routine flight that things went quite wrong one day. Lowe had brought Nathaniel up to examine the disposition of the enemy in northern Virginia. They completed their observations and Nathaniel transmitted his report without incident. Lowe then signaled the ground crew to bring them down and got no response. 

It had become standard procedure to fill balloons only as often as was necessary. This meant that the aeronauts did not normally bring the balloons down by venting gas. The ground crews usually pulled them to the ground by means of pulleys attached to trees. While the soldiers detailed to assist the aeronauts complained of this task, it really wasn’t that difficult. The fliers had learned to charge the gasbags with only enough gas to give them a slight amount of lift. 

In this case, when Lowe waved the green flag to signal that he wished to descend, nothing happened. The ground crew, for whatever reason, never responded. Lowe, growing impatient, opened the valve and began to descend without their assistance. 

This proved to be a mistake. Instead of coming straight down, the balloon was moved by the breeze and came down in a different location entirely. It in fact came down amidst a group of Union soldiers preparing to go into battle. 

As they approached the ground a soldier looked up and cried, “Look, boys, a Rebel spy has stolen one of the balloons!”

Lowe was so astonished at this announcement that he had no response. 

“Show your colors!” another man shouted, and the cry was taken up by his comrades. 

Lowe in fact had no flag with him and could not make himself heard above the clamor. He turned to Nathaniel and shouted, “Throw off the ballast!”

“How much of it, sir?”

“All of it! These damned fools will start shooting at us in a second.”

Nathaniel and Lowe began untying and dropping sandbags. The soldiers scrambled to avoid this barrage and, considering it a hostile act, began firing. 

Even with all the ballast gone the balloon was reluctant to rise. The wind, pushing it to the side on its tether lines, held it close to the ground. 

They had not yet been hit by the fire from below but Lowe did not wait for it to happen. He took out his knife and severed the drag lines. The balloon began to sail away. Within seconds the soldiers were hidden from view by the forest.

Nathaniel was now flying in an untethered balloon for the first time in his life. Once he realized that they were no longer about to die at the hands of their comrades he began to enjoy the sensation. 

The first thing that he noticed was that the air seemed perfectly still – there was no breeze at all. Reflecting on the experience later, he realized that this was simply because they were moving along with the breeze and thus didn’t feel it. 

It was also wonderfully quiet, especially compared to the din of the twenty-one gun salute they had just been treated to. He could hear the gentle rustle of the leaves thirty feet below them. 

It was the most exhilarating experience he had ever had in his life. He was truly flying! The balloon sailed gracefully along as the treetops rolled by beneath him. 

Then a thought occurred to him.

“Where are we going, Professor?”

“Damned if I know, my boy. We’re somewhere between the armies, I think. I need to find a place to set down, and then we’ll have to quick march back to our lines. I’m afraid we may lose the balloon. Ah, look, there’s a clearing.”

The trees gave way to a small meadow, and as they came over it Lowe opened the top valve. He told Nathaniel to jump out when they reached the ground, then hold onto the guy ropes until the balloon stopped moving. He, Lowe, would then pull the rip panel to empty the gasbag.

The basket struck the ground and was dragged along it. The impact, followed by the tipping of the basket, so disoriented Nathaniel that he nearly tumbled under the car. He grabbed the lines and held on for dear life. Lowe, for his part, did fall out. 

Nathaniel was no longer sure of what to do. He considered jumping out but he feared that if he did the balloon would be so light it would fly away. He rode the balloon until it ground to a halt.

He lay on the ground, his heart racing. He let go of the ropes and climbed out of the basket, which was lying on its side. The gasbag lay beside him, still deflating. The rip panel had never been pulled but it no longer seemed necessary.

He was uninjured. He ran back to the professor, who was sitting on the ground.

“I broke my ankle, I think,” Lowe said. “How are you?”

“I’m fine, sir. What are we to do now?”

“Well, I suppose you should start back and tell the others where I am.”

“I don’t want to leave you.”

“Damn it all, boy, there’s no need for both of us to be captured.”

“Well, let me help you to the woods, anyway. The Rebels might not find you there.”

“All right. Careful now, get under my other side there. Damn it, that hurts!”

“Yes, sir. Can you hop?”

“I think so. How’s the balloon?”

“I can’t be sure, sir, but I think it’s okay.”

“Did you see those damned fools shooting at us? Forgive my language, Nathaniel.”

“Yes, sir. They wanted to see your colors and you hadn’t any.”

“As if Johnny Reb couldn’t wave an American flag! Still, that would have turned everything around.”

“I should think they would have seen the car, sir.”

“The car? Oh, of course, you’re right.” The perimeter of the basket was decorated with stars and stripes. 

Within the hour a party of six men and one woman arrived. Lowe was displeased to find his wife among his rescuers. “Leonine, this is no place for a woman! You’re putting yourself in danger, as well as these soldiers.”

“I don’t care!” she replied, turning her chin up saucily. “Someone in this company has to show the good sense. Now, don’t be lazy, get up and we go!”

“I can’t, my ankle is broken.”

“Oh, you impossible man!”

It was decided that a wagon would be brought under cover of darkness to transport Lowe and the balloon to safety. Mrs. Lowe and several of the soldiers left; Nathaniel directed the other soldiers in flattening the gasbag and stowing it in the basket.

Right after darkness fell the wagon arrived. The soldiers, working by lantern, loaded the balloon, then their patient. Lowe said to one of the soldiers, “I told you not to come back!”

“You said this was no place for a woman.” Nathaniel realized belatedly that the soldier was Mrs. Lowe in a uniform. He had never seen a woman in men’s clothing before. He had also never seen a woman as headstrong and defiant as this one. 

As Lowe’s ankle was being examined Nathaniel related the day’s adventures to his fellows. They were properly amused. 

“I’ve never seen a woman as feisty as Mrs. Lowe,” he said in conclusion. “She’s a caution.”

“She sure enough does as she pleases,” Smith said. “Do you know how they met?”

“No, I don’t.”

“The professor used to be a traveling lecturer, presenting demonstrations of science. Mrs. Lowe is the daughter of the French ambassador. She saw him one night and arranged an introduction. She had an eye for him and she got him. She’s one who knows what she wants, and devil take the hindmost.”

“Did they look at his ankle?”

Smith made a dismissive gesture. “The doctor looked at it. It’s sprained, not broken.”

“That’s good. He was sure it was broken.”

“That’s something I’ve noticed about him. Everything bad is always as bad as it can get. He can’t get hurt without it being life-threatening, and no one can oppose him without being the enemy of the human race.”

Vogler said, smiling, “So you’ve finally come under enemy fire.”

“No, it wasn’t enemy fire. It was … stupid fire.”

“That it was. How did you like it?”

“Well, I didn’t really cotton to it, but I’ll tell you what: it feels good, now that it’s over, that I’ve actually seen some shooting. I’ve felt like a shirker since I joined up with the Corps. There are so many boys on each side facing real battle every day, and I’m sitting off here checking the seams in the bags.”

“How many rounds did they get off?” Smith asked.

“Well, let’s see, there were about twenty of them, and they each had a turn. We left before they could reload. I’m glad they were such poor shots.”

“I’ve read that only one bullet in a hundred fells a man. The trick is to avoid that one bullet.”

“Oh? And how do you do that?”

“I’ve been counting every shot I’ve heard since my near-miss. When the count gets up near a hundred I start laying low.”

“That doesn’t sound like it should work.”

Smith shrugged. “I’m still alive.”

“What number are you at now?” Vogler asked.

“Thirty-eight.”

Lowe obtained a vessel from the Army, the George Washington Parke Custis. It was a coal barge and had cost the Army all of one hundred and twenty-five dollars. Lowe converted the vessel for his needs. He had the deck razed and covered with planking. It was now a floating platform that could hold gas generators and wagons on its surface and suitable supplies below decks. He flew off of the deck and spotted a Confederate gun emplacement, once more making history.

For Nathaniel Curry this period of time provided a poignant mix of excitement and ennui. He found his fellow aeronauts a fascinating group of fellows, far more interesting than the boys he had hung with in Richmond. They were all intelligent and well-learned. Solomon Vogler had attended the Sorbonne in France and had graduated from Columbia College in New York City, and Freno had been to law school. The others hadn’t been to college but were nonetheless educated.

The members of the Corps spent many an evening together, smoking and talking. Their discourses ranged from the sciences to music and art. They were interested in explorations of the upper atmosphere, but also of the depths of the sea. They discussed plans to discover the poles of the earth and to find its highest mountains and deepest caverns. 

Nathaniel was an anomaly in their midst for several reasons. He was the youngest by ten years. He had the least experience as an aviator and the least education. He was the only Southerner. He was, however, the only skilled telegrapher in the Corps, and all were coming to recognize this as an essential skill. 

The other Corpsmen took him under their wing and endeavored to teach him the physical sciences. A journey to a small, dusty Washington bookstore yielded several elementary science texts. He read these with relish, although he refused Solomon Vogler’s proffered copy of Darwin.

With a basic understanding of physics he at last discerned how a balloon rose through the air. It was, in a sense, an epiphany. He imagined a balloon deep underwater and filled with air. The water would naturally push the balloon upward. The same thing would occur if the balloon, in air, were filled with a substance lighter than air. 

That air surrounded everything as a fish was surrounded by water was a hard concept for him to grasp. That this same air had weight, that it pressed downward on the earth, was even more difficult to understand. When he at last made this realization, however, he felt as if all earthly knowledge had suddenly been granted to him.

He fell hungrily to the other science books and mastered them. He discussed what he had learned with his fellows and basked in their approval. 

Still, it was not enough. As the momentous year of 1861 drew to a close he found he missed his family and his beloved Amanda more and more. On several occasions he withdrew from his companions to cry alone. Christmas, although celebrated with all the cheer an army of lonely men could muster, was still a sad occasion.

Nathaniel’s two closest friends in the Corps became Wendell Smith and Solomon Vogler, despite, or perhaps because of, their differences of opinion. Although he never abandoned Christianity, he found himself striving to emulate their clear and analytical thinking in other matters.

Smith was heavy-set, although not fat, with the build and the air of a pugilist. He tended to lean forward as he walked, holding his fists before him. This would have given him an arrogant air if not for his ready smile, his gentle voice and his easy manner.

Vogler had a mild, sleepy appearance but he in fact saw everything and understood everything he saw. He was lightly-built and unassuming but he was well-learned in many fields of endeavor.

Nathaniel had repetitions of the odd spell he had suffered the day John LaMountain had purported to be the commander of the Corps. He found these experiences only slightly disturbing, although he did not understand them at all. He did not recount them to his friends lest they consider him queer.

Nathaniel found himself frequenting the telegraph office at the War Department in his free time. Here he also found kindred souls, though they were little like Smith and Vogler. He literally spoke the telegraphers’ language and they his. 

One day he was surprised to see a tall dark figure seated at a table where men were deciphering messages. He turned to the man beside him and asked, “Isn’t that Mister Lincoln?”

The man glanced up. “Yes, the President comes here often. He likes to read the dispatches. I think he also likes to sit where people are working but no one will bother him.”

“Well, he has that big office in the White House.”

“Yes, but folks just walk in there all the time and pester him. We leave him alone.”

The Army had recruited as many telegraphers as it could. It was forced to hire a good number of civilian operators to meet its needs. Like the Balloon Corps, these civilians didn’t always take well to military discipline.

Nathaniel ran a few messages for the telegraphers, then started filling in as an operator. He soon learned his way around the complex web of the Army telegraph system. 

Once he asked, in all innocence, if it were possible to get a message into Richmond. The entire room went silent; then one operator replied that no, it was not possible.

Nathaniel was talking with another operator one day when two colonels happened by. One of them said, “Where are you from, boy?”

He glanced up. “Richmond, sir.”

“What are you doing in the Union War Office?”

“I work here.”

“Don’t be insolent, you young pup!” the other man said. “You’re a Southerner, why aren't you fighting for your country?”

“I thought this was supposed to be my country, sir.”

“Who let you in here?”

“I’m a member of Professor Lowe’s Balloon Corps.”

“Oh, that humbug! And that’s your excuse?”

“Sir, I—”
“Listen to me, boy! Remember the experience of Benedict Arnold. He betrayed George Washington and his country, but it did him no good. He died a pauper in England, scorned by the very country he had turned to. That’s the best you can hope for.”

“Are you saying you’d rather have me fight against you than with you, sir?”

“That’s certainly what he’s saying,” the other man said. “Who’d want a traitor in his camp?”

“We ought to get him out of here, Benjamin. Why don’t you—”
“This young man has my confidence, gentlemen.”

The officers turned, then snapped to attention. “Yes, Mister President!” they said in unison, but Lincoln had already left the room. Nathaniel pointedly turned back to the man he had been talking with, but he could hear the officers as they walked away:

“Did that improve your opinion of him any?”

“No. The boy’s a viper in our bosom.”

“No,” the other man whispered, “I meant him.”

“Oh! No.”

More balloons and more gas generators were delivered to the Corps and soon observations were being made all around the perimeter of the Union capital. The aeronauts were gaining confidence in their craft and the military was gaining confidence in the aeronauts. Meanwhile, the aeronauts were not getting along with each other.

Nathaniel Curry was supervising the ground crew in the vicinity of Alexandria one morning as William Paulin made an ascent. He spent fifteen minutes aloft, then signaled urgently to be brought down. The soldiers, as always, complained as they hauled the lines.

Paulin leapt out of the basket and scrambled into a black tent he had set up in the back of the wagon. He was in there about half an hour before he emerged, looking crestfallen.

“What’s wrong, Mr. Paulin?” Nathaniel asked. 

“It was a bad exposure,” Paulin replied.

“What?” 

Paulin showed him the glass plate in his hand. “The exposure I made didn’t come out well,” he explained. “There’s too much wind up there.”

“You mean you were making a photograph?”

“Yes, and now the whole thing is a waste.”

“Are you going up again?”

“Well, yes, but it will take another hour to prepare a plate. Fortunately I have another clean plate I can use. The wind might die down by then.”

“But what about the observation?”

“The observation? Oh, there’s nothing to report. No enemy forces in the vicinity.”

“All right. I better report that to the telegraph boys.”

“All right.”

“General McClellan was waiting to hear that, remember?”

Paulin stared glumly at his glass plate.

That night the Corps reported to their commander on their activities that day. William Paulin had no adequate explanation as to why he had spent four hours in the vicinity of Alexandria with nothing to report. 

“Nothing to report?” Lowe expostulated. “How long did you spend aloft?”

“About a half hour each time.”

“Each time? How many times did you go up?”

“Well, three times. It was pretty windy.”

“I know precisely how windy it was. Were you making ambrotypes again?”

“Well, yes, Thaddeus, I was.”

“William, this will not do. You must cease under all circumstances the making of photographs. Is that much clear?”

“Thaddeus…it’s clear, but I don’t feel I can comply.”

“And why not?”

“I’m torn between two sciences, both in their infancy. I’m sure I can make a name at one of these, if not both.”

Lowe closed his eyes for a moment. “But that puts you into conflict with the purposes of this Corps,” he replied. “I’m sorry, but I don’t believe I can countenance your continued presence in the Corps if this is how you feel.”

Paulin thought this over a moment. “I suppose you’re right,” he said, and stood up.

The next evening Lowe addressed the Corps. “I find myself in a difficult position,” he began. “William Paulin resigned from the Corps yesterday and today Jacob Freno left as well. He is returning to his law practice in Philadelphia. 

“I now have a surplus of balloons and support equipment and a shortage of trained aeronauts. I shall have to give an accounting to General McClellan. I had assured him that there would be men to fly all of the aerostats. I’m afraid he’ll accuse me of squandering the Army’s resources.

“In order to fly these balloons,” Lowe concluded, “I shall have to train Curry, Smith and Vogler in the art of aviation. It is my intention that they be full-fledged aeronauts within a fortnight.”

The Balloon Corps was in its space at the Columbia Armory the next afternoon when John LaMountain strode in. “Mister Lowe,” he said without preamble, “I need to talk to you.”

“Very well,” Lowe replied, then, to his men, added, “gentlemen, will you excuse us?”

The aeronauts arose and went out into the streets of Washington. Smith drew a deep breath and said, “Well, so much for that. I was starting to believe this Balloon Corps might actually amount to something, too.”

“And now it won’t?” Nathaniel asked. 

“LaMountain is joining the Corps. Now the whole enterprise is doomed to dissolve into squabbles between America’s two premiere aeronauts. More’s the pity.”

“If that happens, what will you do?”

“I’ll go back to New York,” Vogler said. “Work for my father.”

“I’ll go back to flying exhibitions,” Smith said.

Nathaniel glanced at a poster in a store window offering rich bounties to army recruits. “Doesn’t either of you wish to serve his country?”

Smith stuck out his tongue and made a rude noise. Vogler said, “I don’t consider this or any other my country.”

“You boys aren't very patriotic.”

“It’s not just that,” Smith said. “I can’t speak for Solly, but I’m as patriotic as the next man. It’s just that I’m a damned coward.”

“What about you, then, Nate?” Vogler asked. “Would you sign up?”

Nathaniel smiled. “I’m a poor shot,” he said. 

“Well, you’ve hunted, at least,” Smith said. “Most of Uncle Sam’s fresh fish are shop boys and factory hands.”

“I guess I’d work a key. They’re crying for operators.”

“You may not have a choice in the matter,” Vogler said.

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve heard Englishmen talk of the press gangs that used to roam London, grabbing men for the Royal Navy. It could come to that here.”

“What, forcing men into the army? They say they have plenty of volunteers.”

“Yes, for ninety days. What if the war lasts ninety-one?”

“Everyone says it won’t.”

“Don’t the Rebels say that, too?”

“Well, yes.”

Smith nodded. “Sol’s right,” he said. “I think this could be a long business and I think the army could turn to conscription.”

“So what will you do if it does?”

“Go up in a balloon. Not come down until it’s over. Walk back to Michigan on my hands.”

“I’m sure we could arrive at some sort of financial settlement,” Vogler said.

They returned to the Armory an hour later to find LaMountain sitting with both Lowes, father and son, as if they were the oldest and most cordial of friends. “Mister LaMountain has agreed to join the Corps,” Lowe said. “He is to receive the same salary as the other aeronauts.”

Nathaniel discussed this development with his friends at the next opportunity. “Professor Lowe hates Mr. LaMountain,” he said. “Why would he hire him on?”

Smith shrugged. “He’s short of experienced balloonists,” he said. “Whatever else you can say about LaMountain, he’s a good flier.”

“And what of us?” Nathaniel continued. “Are we not to be trained as fliers now?”

“I’m sure we will be,” Vogler said, “but with a bit less urgency.”

“If he’s an experienced aeronaut, why is he getting the same pay as us?”

“Simple,” Smith said. “The professor is putting LaMountain in his place. He doesn’t want him putting on airs.”

The Army was still receiving alarms of Confederate troops approaching the capital on a fairly regular basis. As a result the Balloon Corps was regularly called upon to take to the air and confirm or deny these reports. 

John LaMountain held the principle of tethered flight in low regard and wasn’t too shy to say so. “You’re stuck fast to a single point,” he said. “The Rebels could hide behind a tree or build a screen for their wagons and you’d never see a thing.”

Lowe disagreed. “The danger of free flight would be too great,” he replied. “With the Confederacy on one side and the Atlantic on the other there’s very little margin for error. I’ll not risk it.”

“Then this venture will fail for your lack of nerve.”

Lowe bristled at this. “If you actually tried this it would fail for your lack of prudence,” he replied.

The dispute was not settled by this conversation. It arose over and over again, when the Corps was taking its meals, or during meetings, or while in the field. The rest of the men were weary to death of the matter but could only suffer in silence.

At last LaMountain played a trump card: “General McClellan agrees with me.”

“What?” Lowe responded, clearly angry. “Did you discuss this matter with General McClellan?”

“I certainly did.”

“John, you are never to violate the chain of command in this manner, do you understand?”

“I understand,” LaMountain replied evenly, “that there is no chain of command. You, sir, have no commission and no real title, except what you claim is devolved to you by the President.”

“But you went behind my back!”

“And I offer no apology for that. For I have secured McClellan’s permission to conduct a trial.”

“A trial of free flight?”

“Yes. It is to occur tomorrow, south of the city.”

“It will surely fail.”

“I’ve always been able to put a balloon down within a few rods of where I wanted it,” LaMountain replied.

“Have you?” Lowe countered. “You have, I recall, set down in the wrong country on occasion.”

LaMountain assumed an air of great disdain. “You’re referring to my diversion into Ontario.”

“Of course.”

“I was at a much higher altitude than is needed for these military observations,” he replied coolly. “The observation tomorrow will not require rising to such an altitude nor will I need to cover so much ground distance. I anticipate no problems.”

“If I understand your methods correctly, you’ll need to rise from a point to the east of the enemy, using easterlies, then rise higher and take the westerlies back to the launch point.”

“Exactly.”

“You’ll find that a pretty trick, particularly with the enemy beneath you.”

“Well, we’ll see, won’t we?”

The next morning the entire Corps set out. A detail of twenty soldiers accompanied them, as did a Captain Logan from McClellan’s staff. The Union, charged with city gas, rode a wagon as before. 

They passed through Alexandria, which though a part of Virginia had been in Union hands since the start of the war. The aeronauts, on days off, had whiled away several afternoons in this fair city. 

A line of forts marked the limits of Federal control and they stopped short of these. LaMountain climbed aboard the wagon and addressed his fellows as if he were their commander: 

“I shall now make an observation of the enemy forces in this area,” he said. “You may have observed that the on-shore winds are prevailing today. These will bring me over the enemy. I shall then return to this approximate spot.”

“How long shall you be aloft?” Logan asked. 

“An hour, perhaps an hour and a half.”

“Will you be in telegraphic contact?”

“Certainly not. I can not be towing a telegraph line behind me.”

“Then this trial is already a failure. I am required to report enemy positions to General McClellan’s headquarters within half an hour.”

“Then I shall send signals to the ground using my semaphore system.”

“My Corps is not familiar with your signaling system,” Lowe said.

LaMountain turned to him. “Do you have an alternative suggestion?”

“Yes. I have developed a signaling system of my own, and the Corps has been drilled in its use. You would have been well-served these last few days in learning this system.”

“Well, I have not. Do you men know it?”

The other aeronauts said that they did.

“Will one of you go up with me?”

This request was met with silence. Then Nathaniel said, “I’ll go.”

Nathaniel got into the wagon and retrieved the flags, then climbed into the Union. LaMountain climbed in beside him and busied himself for a moment with one of the shroud lines connecting the gasbag to the car. He then spent a minute looking at the wind speed and direction at various altitudes. Then he turned to the others and said, “I intend to rise to eight hundred feet so as to stay out of range of the enemy’s muskets. I’ll go higher to return to this point. Please cast us off.”

While he spoke Nathaniel looked at the shroud line that LaMountain had been fiddling with. There was now a thin strip of silk attached to it. 

The lines were released and the balloon rose from the bed of the wagon. Nathaniel looked at the upturned faces of his fellows beneath him. Within seconds the balloon was high enough that falling would be death; seconds later he could not tell one face on the ground from another; then the tiny rectangle of the wagon was but one detail in the landscape below. 

There were several Union encampments in the vicinity, all hidden from enemy view by trees and the lay of the land. As they rose these camps came into view and for a few moments it was possible to see men turn and look in wonder at them. Then they, too, were lost in the blur of the world below. Not for the first time did Nathaniel wish that he had better eyesight; but in his culture young men who wore eyeglasses were considered weaklings.

The breeze was out of the west at ground level and it initially brought them directly away from their intended target, the enemy forces to their south and west. They were in fact heading directly toward Alexandria.

LaMountain watched the ground as well as the wind direction at various altitudes. When they had reached about eight hundred feet, he pulled the rope attached to the lower valve. As he held the valve open he looked at the little strip of silk. It was fluttering in the air coming from above; when it stopped fluttering, he knew that the balloon had stopped rising and closed the valve.

They were moving to the east, away from enemy territory. Nathaniel sat on the floor of the basket, his arm slung over the side, and watched the land roll by below.

The city drifted beneath them. Nathaniel tried to pick out landmarks but was unable; the streets were an incomprehensible maze, crossing each other and turning back on themselves like a mass of worms. He could see lots of roofs below him, but none that he knew.

Still, it was a pleasant sight. It was a nice January day and men and women strolled the sidewalks while wagons and carriages moved through the streets. As always, most of the men were in somber colors, but there were groups of bright uniforms as well. No one noticed the balloon overhead.

LaMountain said, “Drop a bag from that side,” and moved to do the same.

“Excuse me,” Nathaniel said, “but right over a friendly city?”

“You’re right. Cut the bag.”

Nathaniel pulled out his pocketknife and slit a sandbag. The sand streamed downward, mingling with sand from the other side, and the balloon went straight up. Nathaniel’s ears popped. The men and women and horses dwindled and vanished. 

The balloon caught the east wind and passed back the way it had come, leaving the city behind. Nathaniel could just make out the tiny rectangle of the wagon beneath them; just beyond that were the Federal forts. A mile beyond that there were several Confederate positions.

“Transmit this,” LaMountain said. “Enemy camp directly below me. Four hundred infantry and two score wagons.” He looked through a pair of field glasses. “Mules.”

Nathaniel knelt and leaned over the side of the basket. It was half a mile to the treetops below and he felt a quick flash of vertigo as he looked down. He was getting used to this sensation, however, and even found it strangely pleasant. 

With the yellow flag in one hand and the green one in the other he sent the message. He could no longer see the Balloon Corps below him but he was sure they were watching him through their best glasses. He glanced over his shoulder and saw LaMountain looking at the clouds around them.

There was a crackle of gunfire from below. The two of them paid it no mind; they knew that before the bullets reached them they would turn around and return to their owners, and how many soldiers had that advantage? 

LaMountain returned fire by dropping two sandbags. Nathaniel watched them fall, taking fifteen seconds to reach the treetops. Union rose and swung to the southwest.

“There is a railhead below me,” LaMountain reported. “A locomotive and six cars stand there. No smoke.” Nathaniel transmitted the message.

One aspect of free flight that Nathaniel found quite pleasant was observing the changing perspective of things below. As he watched, the trees and buildings swung gracefully by beneath him. The steeple of a church moved like the second hand of a clock.

Nathaniel pointed at it. LaMountain said, “Yes, what of it?”

“D’you suppose there’s something besides bats and bells in that belfry?”

“Do you mean there might be a sharpshooter in there?”

“Well, it would be a good place for one, wouldn’t it?”

“That’s a good thought. Yes, it would be prudent of the enemy to have someone there. I’ll recommend that that church be burned when we get back.”

Nathaniel grunted in response. He had never called LaMountain “sir” and he now determined that he never would.

LaMountain observed a few more enemy positions and had Nathaniel signal their locations. Then he dropped four sandbags.

A steady breeze blew from overhead as the balloon shot skyward. They hit the bottom of a fluffy cloud and were surrounded by swirling white for a few seconds, then flew out the top of it. 

The ground grew hazy and indistinct. Finally the breeze died and they were in still air again.

Nathaniel looked over the side. The cloud, a thousand feet below them, still had a hole in it from their passage. Beyond that the ground was a milky sea of green with barely visible roads winding through it. Everything seemed dreamlike – everything but the balloon and its occupants, which were clear and crisp in the thin air and bright sunlight.

“We’re about a mile up, aren’t we?”

“Yes, about that,” LaMountain said. “Have you been this high before?”

“No, never. But I’ve been learning to tell distances. I’ve walked from one milestone to another outside of Washington and looked at how far it was. It seemed like something that would be handy to know in this trade.”

“Well, that’s correct. What of the air currents? What can you tell of them?”

“Well, I know Professor Lowe says that the upper currents tend toward the east.”

“Indeed. I believe I was the first to make that observation.”

“So that’s why you came up to this height? To head back east?”

“Well, are we heading east?”

Nathaniel looked over the side. “No. Where are we going?”

“I thought we might take a little tour of the Confederacy. Are you game?”

“Well, I don’t mind, but I think Professor Lowe might.”

“I won’t live my life in fear of what Thaddeus Lowe might or might not like.”

“But you said that you wouldn’t go high today.”

“Are you afraid?”

“Of course not. But will you be able to set down properly?”

“Yes. Don’t you worry about that. What do you say? Are you game?”

Nathaniel smiled. “Sure.”

“All right, then.” LaMountain raised his field glasses.

“Shoot!” Nathaniel exclaimed. “Is it always this cold up here?”

“It gets much colder farther up, take my word for it.”

LaMountain watched the land below in silence for several minutes, sometimes through his glasses, sometimes with naked eyes. He also watched the air currents above and below him. At last he lay the glasses down and asked Nathaniel, “You’re from Richmond, right?”

“Yes.”

“Want a look at it?”

“Thank you!” He focused the glasses on the dark patch on the horizon. The city was over twenty miles away but he made out some of the larger buildings. “Now, could you fly right there?”

“If I had a mind to,” LaMountain replied. “It would take a couple of hours, but I could set down right in the town square.”

“So you really could use a balloon as a form of transportation.”

“Yes. It would be faster than a horse but slower than a train.”

“Huh.”

“Release two sand bags.”

“Yes, sir,” he said before he could catch himself. LaMountain himself released three bags. 

The balloon rose rapidly. Nathaniel was caught in a flurry of conflicting sensations and emotions. For one thing it was cold and getting colder. The land below them was a green-gray blur; it hardly even seemed like the real world anymore. He had never been at such an altitude before, and the fear of flying that he thought he had overcome crept back upon him. 

It seemed impossible that they would make it back to the wagon. They would end up in enemy hands or be swept out to sea or something. He was placing his trust in LaMountain, a person whom Professor Lowe had described numerous times as someone in whom he had no confidence. Still, LaMountain had certainly been in such a position before and he now seemed perfectly composed. 

A pattering sound came from above. “What’s that?” Nathaniel asked. 

“Water is condensing out of the hydrogen,” LaMountain explained, steam pouring from his lips. “It’s raining inside the gasbag.”

“Oh.” This sounded like a facetious remark, but LaMountain delivered it in perfect earnest. 

Nathaniel looked at the strip of silk. It was stationary, meaning they were at a steady altitude. A glance over the side confirmed that they were moving toward the east.

How high were they? It was hard to tell but Nathaniel estimated it at three miles. 

He huddled on the bottom of the car, trying to keep warm. He noticed that it was harder to catch his breath at this height. Still, cold and uncomfortable as he was, his preponderant emotion was pleasure. He was enjoying himself immensely.

LaMountain was quite busy at this point and Nathaniel took care not to interrupt him. He observed the position of the city of Alexandria below them as well as the wind direction at the different altitudes. He adjusted course several times by letting out gas. 

They were still pretty high when the Balloon Corps drifted beneath them; through LaMountain’s glasses Nathaniel could see the wagon but little else. Nathaniel now started to worry that they would drift out over the Atlantic. 

LaMountain hung on the rope for the upper valve. He held it open a lot longer than Nathaniel thought necessary. The balloon fell out of the sky faster than it had risen, the wind whistling through the bottom of the basket. The whole balloon rocked and shook as it fell. Nathaniel held the side of the basket and popped his ears over and over.

The ground rushed up at them alarmingly. LaMountain dropped three sandbags and the balloon slowed, coming to a stop about three hundred feet above the ground. 

Thaddeus Lowe be damned: this man knew his business. 

They were about half a mile east of the wagon and drifting west. They were not quite on course, however. The balloon was about a quarter of a mile north of their party when LaMountain decided to bring it down. As they went over a small clearing he gave a good pull on both the upper and lower valves. The Union sank rapidly to the ground. Nathaniel braced for what would surely be a hard landing.

There was a company of soldiers in the clearing. As the balloon approached the ground one of them looked up and shouted, “Look! The God-damned Rebels have a balloon!”

Nathaniel felt sick. The soldiers raised their muskets just as they reached the ground. The balloon struck hard enough to spill the car over and he and LaMountain tumbled out. Gunfire erupted before either was able to speak a word. Nathaniel lay face down with his hands above his head as the bullets flew past. 

A voice cried “Cease fire!” and the soldiers rushed in to take them prisoner. Nathaniel did not resist and hesitated even to speak lest these men hear his accent. John LaMountain, never one to hold his tongue, said, “You damned fools, I’m not your prisoner! I’m in the employ of the Union!”

“Shut your mouth, Johnny Reb, or I’ll knock you in the head.”

“Where did you think you were going, boys? Washington?” asked another soldier.

“Take your hands off of me or I’ll have your stripes!”

“Oh, a fighting man, are we?”

A minute later Thaddeus Lowe and Captain Logan came through the woods, puffing like racehorses. The rest of the Balloon Corps and their support troops brought up the rear. Within another minute it was established that Nathaniel and LaMountain were not Rebels and deserved neither to be shot nor to be taken prisoner.

The soldiers went back through the woods for the wagon. The aeronauts stowed the gasbag in the basket. There were a few holes in the silk but no flesh had been punctured. 

“Did you get my signals?” LaMountain asked. 

“Yes, and Captain Logan had them sent to General McClellan by telegraph,” Lowe replied.

“Then you admit to the superiority of my methods?”

Lowe looked at him aghast. “I admit no such thing. John, you were nearly shot! Nathaniel was nearly shot as well, and Union will need extensive repairs and a new coat of varnish.”

“That was not my fault,” LaMountain replied. “That only occurred because these damned fools can’t tell a loyal American from a Confederate.” He glared defiantly at a soldier who returned the look with his own steely gaze.

“I can assure you, John, that this will occur every time you assay to make a free flight with the Army around you.”

“Of course it will not.”

“Very well, John. You yourself are permitted to make untethered flights, but only alone, and then only by prearrangement with me. The rest of the Corps will continue to use tethers.”

When they returned to their camp there was a summons from General McClellan. A short time later Lowe, Nathaniel and LaMountain reported to the general’s headquarters. 

“This report is good, Professor,” McClellan said. “You are to be congratulated.”

“Thank you, sir,” Lowe replied. 

“Mister Lowe gets none of the credit,” LaMountain said. “I made that flight on my own. He in fact opposed me doing so.”

“Please,” Lowe said, sotto voce, “speak when spoken to.”

“I would like—“ McClellan started, but was interrupted by LaMountain speaking to Lowe: “I refuse to allow you to take credit for my methods.”

“John,” Lowe said, his ire rising, “I’m warning you to—”
“Both of you keep silent!” McClellan expostulated. “Is this how you behave before your commanding officer?”

“I apologize, sir,” Lowe said.

“Professor Thaddeus Lowe, I appoint you Chief Aeronaut of the United States. Proper instruments will be prepared in token of this.”

“Thank you sir,” Lowe said, clearly surprised.

“In the future,” McClellan continued, “all aviation undertaken by Union forces will be under your purview. You are to report directly to me.” He looked at Nathaniel and LaMountain. “Is this understood?”

“Yes, sir,” both replied.

Lowe himself announced his elevation to the rest of the Corps when they returned to the Armory. Later, Nathaniel managed to sequester himself with his friends. 

“The professor was nearly busting a blood vessel watching you two up there,” Wendell Smith told him. “It was clear he didn’t want LaMountain’s flight to be a success.”

“Really?”

“Oh, indeed. He was quite relieved when those soldiers opened up on you.”

“Well, I’m very happy for him. I nearly shit myself.”

“Oh, you weren't in any danger,” Smith said.

“I wasn’t?”

“The count was only up to eighty-eight.”

It was clearly McClellan’s intent that his elevation of Thaddeus Lowe in this manner should put an end to the dissent in the ranks of the Balloon Corps, but such was not the case. John LaMountain continued to criticize Lowe and his methods at every opportunity. 

One morning on which no observations were scheduled found the Corps at the Armory. Lowe and LaMountain were arguing at one table while Nathaniel, Wendell Smith and Solomon Vogler sat at another table, trying to ignore them. Suddenly Vogler gasped and said, “Is that who I think it is?”

Nathaniel and Smith looked to the door. For a moment Nathaniel thought the tall, grave man with chin whiskers and a top hat was Abraham Lincoln, but it was not. Smith winced and turned back. “Yes, it is,” he said. “It’s John Wise.”

Silence descended as the others in the room caught sight of Wise. At last Lowe rose and said, “Good morning, Mister Wise. Won’t you join us?”

“Spare me your niceties, Lowe,” Wise said. He spoke with a German accent and his voice had a rasping, bitter quality that Nathaniel knew he would never love. “You have a nice little operation here, don’t you?” He looked around the room, his eyes coming to rest upon the table where the three young aeronauts sat. “You’ve taken in that one as well?” he asked, pointing his walking stick at Smith.

“Good morning, Professor,” Smith said. “It’s nice to see you, too.”

“You have the Jew, too, I see. Well, much good may he do you.”

“If I may be so bold, sir,” Smith replied, “I prefer the company of this Jew to your Christian self.” 

“Bah!” Wise sat down with Lowe and LaMountain. “Lowe,” he said, “I understand that you have two, or perhaps as many as four balloons in storage.”

“There are two,” Lowe replied evenly, “and they are in storage for want of trained aeronauts.”

“I know what you intend to do with them after the war,” Wise said. “At least one of them must be suitable for an Atlantic crossing.”

“I have no such intention,” Lowe said, “although I’m sure you’ve noised this about.”

Wise rudely pointed a finger at him. “I was flying for the military before you were,” he said, “and before you as well,” he continued, turning to LaMountain.

“As I recall,” Lowe said, “it was your intention to use a balloon at the battle of Bull Run but it burst on the way to the battlefield.”

Wise bristled. “I still did better than the Army on that one,” he muttered.

“I would advise against such jests at the Army’s expense,” Lowe said. “They don’t take them well.”

“I’ll take no advice from you,” Wise replied. “You’ve tried to do me harm at every turn.”

“I? What have I done to you?”

“You refused to allow the Army to purchase balloons from me even though I came in four hundred dollars cheaper than you. Then you compounded this by telling the Army that you had no confidence in me.”

“That is indeed true.”

“I was flying before you were born.” He glared at LaMountain. “I have more experience in the air than the two of you combined!”

LaMountain spoke at last: “It is your good fortune, and our ill fortune, that you have survived it.”

Smith turned to Vogler and Nathaniel. “Come on,” he said, “I could use a little fresh air.”

The three went outside, leaving the bickering of the three great men behind. “I once spent four hours in a car with Wise and LaMountain,” Smith said.

“That sounds like a pleasant excursion,” Vogler said.

Smith grunted. “After ten minutes I was looking for one of those little dog parachutes.”

John Wise was at this time still making occasional flights for the Army, independently of the Balloon Corps, but his balloon was not really suitable for war work. He also lacked a gas generator, requiring him to fill up at the city mains. These restrictions prevented him from making much of a mark with the military.

Thus it was that he approached Thaddeus Lowe, hoping to obtain either a balloon and gas generator, or else employment with the Balloon Corps. Lowe, however, declined to provide either, and Wise went away again. He quit flying for the Army and went back to his profession of exhibition flying.

John LaMountain remained with the Balloon Corps and remained a thorn in Thaddeus Lowe’s side. The quarreling of the two men was notorious within the Army, overshadowing whatever good their observations were doing. By the end of February, General McClellan had had enough. He summoned Lowe for a brief meeting. 

That afternoon Lowe met with the rest of the Corps. “General McClellan has ordered the dismissal of John LaMountain,” he told them. “He is to be denied entrance to all Army facilities. We should not see him again. If any of you see him on post, let me know and I’ll have him arrested.”

The aeronauts looked at each other. Smith said, “That’s the best news you’ve had for us in weeks, sir.”

Lowe smiled. “I have even better news for you, Wendell. Keep this under your hats, all of you, but the Army of the Potomac is about to invade Virginia, and we are to be in the vanguard.”

Chapter Four: The Only Two Ships on Earth

Six days later, on the twenty-fifth of February, Lexington, Kentucky fell to the Union, the first Southern capital to do so. 

During January and February of that year preparations were clearly under way for a major campaign. The capital was alive with speculation as to what was afoot. The newspapers all claimed to know what was going on; none did.

On the first of March Lowe ordered the Corps to accompany him to a meeting with General McClellan and his staff. There were about twenty other men in the room, nearly all officers. 

McClellan wasted no time on niceties. “Johnston has withdrawn further south,” he reported. “As a result I am forced to abandon my intention of landing between him and Richmond and marching on the enemy capital. It is now for us to land at Fort Monroe and advance with security, although with less celebrity and brilliancy of results, up the Peninsula.”

The officers nodded. Several of them were clearly privy to these considerations, as was Lowe, though Nathaniel and the rest of the Balloon Corps were learning of them for the first time. 

McClellan described the broad outlines of the coming campaign. To the south and east of Richmond lay a long peninsula bounded by the York and James Rivers. At the tip of the peninsula lay Fort Monroe, the largest moat-encircled masonry fortification in the United States. 

The Union had held Fort Monroe since the beginning of the war. The Confederacy had in fact attempted to capture it before the successful assault upon Fort Sumter. If Monroe had indeed been captured it would have given Richmond a secure channel to the sea and greatly improved the Confederacy’s chances of recognition by other nations.

Fort Monroe, however, had a diligent and stubborn commander and remained in Union hands. Indeed, it had become strengthened to the point where it was rightly called Fortress Monroe. It was considered nearly impregnable. 

It could be readily resupplied by sea, and it currently served as a base for the blockade of both rivers. It would be an excellent staging area for an assault upon the peninsula and upon Richmond.

“Before I commit my army to the peninsula I wish to reconnoiter the area. We have no recent maps of the area, nor adequate intelligence on the enemy’s disposition. 

“That is the reason for this meeting. Most of you are Virginians, or have lived for a time in that state. Several of you are in fact Richmonders. I wish to send you to Monroe ahead of the main force to descry as much of that land as you can. 

“The sole exceptions here are Professor Lowe and his aeronauts. They shall observe the peninsula and the enemy from the air.”

Nathaniel immediately went to the telegraph office and contacted Fort Monroe. There were both military and civilian operators there, he was told, plus others at the smaller Fort Wool. When he informed them that he was with the Balloon Corps, the operator, one Morton Edge, expressed interest in meeting him. 

The very next day the Corps took ship for Virginia. It was Nathaniel’s first time on the ocean. 

They traveled aboard a packet, a small vessel that was equipped with two masts and a steam engine. The engine turned paddle wheels located on either side of the ship. As the winds were contrary the sails remained furled and they traveled under steam.

It was a rough voyage. The little ship pushed its way uncertainly up mountains of water and slid sickeningly down the far sides. The helmsman was caught between staying within sight of land and foundering on the shore. He struggled mightily to keep the ship going in a single direction.

Nathaniel came on deck to find Vogler leaning over the rail as if looking with great interest at the sea. As he approached, Vogler wiped his mouth on the back of his sleeve. 

“Ooh,” Vogler moaned. “Push me over the side and have done with it.”

“Is it always this bad?”

“No. I’ve crossed the Atlantic four times and it’s never been this rough.”

“Some of the sailors were sick, too.”

“You know the only thing about seasickness that keeps you alive?”

“No, what?”

“The hope that you’ll die from it.” He spat into the water. “That’s a joke.”

“Yes, hear me laugh.”

“There’s the dinner bell.”

“I know.”

“There’s another bad joke. But I think I’ll go below all the same. Coming?”

“No, I think I’d best stay here a while.”

In the morning they reached Monroe. It was as close to a storybook castle as Nathaniel had ever seen. The plan of the structure was a five-pointed star surrounded by a moat. The thick walls were stone, and cannon bristled from every side. 

There was a real drawbridge and Nathaniel crossed it. An overhead wire led him to the telegraph room, which was deserted.

He went up to a key and tapped CQ, the standard signal that an operator sent when he wanted anyone at all to answer. He immediately raised the operator at Fort Wool. The operator knew Morton Edge but did not know where he was. 

“Who the Hell are you?”

Nathaniel looked up, keying a rapid “73” as he did so. The enormous figure of an enraged two-star general loomed over him. He stood up and took off his cap. “I’m Nathaniel Curry, sir.”

“D’you know what you’re playing with there?” the general thundered.

“I’m playing with nothing, sir. I was talking to Fort Wool.”

“Do you mean to tell me you know how to operate a telegraph?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Who taught you that?”

“No one, sir. I just know.” 

Nathaniel realized that he should be afraid of this imposing figure. At the same time the man seemed somewhat absurd, so he dared to toy with him.

“Who let you in here?”

“The door was open.”

The general turned around and bellowed at the officers who had followed him into the room. “The door was open, he says! Why, Beauregard could have waltzed in here, or Jeff Davis himself! The sentry should be shot, if he could even be found!” 

He turned back to Nathaniel. His voice turned gentler: “But tell me, boy, what are you doing on this island?”

“We arrived with the packet, sir.”

“’We’? But you’re alone.”

Nathaniel looked around. “But there was a whole party with me.”

“Yes, a party has just arrived. But everyone must be inspected and take an oath before entry to the installation. Everyone, it would seem, but you.”

Nathaniel had just met Major General Benjamin Franklin Butler, the commander of Fort Monroe. Like his namesake he was portly and bald on the top of his head, with long locks on the sides. Butler led him to where the party was mustered.

The passengers off of the packet greeted Butler with a respect that went beyond that due to his rank or his office. Soldiers can win great public renown through daring and brilliance upon the field of battle, but those who win quiet victories through foresight and planning gain less fame. Within the Army, though, General Butler’s achievement in keeping Fort Monroe out of Confederate hands was well recognized.

He received McClellan first and the two exchanged warm greetings. Many of the other officers he knew or at least recognized. As a civilian, Thaddeus Lowe was among the last to be introduced. Butler took his hand with pleasure.

“Ah, Professor Lowe! How fortunate that we shall have your services.”

“The pleasure is all mine, sir.”

“You come well recommended by your mentor.”

“My … mentor, sir?”

“Yes, John LaMountain. He made several ascents from this facility last year. He—“

“In what sense is he my mentor, sir?”

“Why, in that he taught you to fly. He and John Wise.”

Lowe nodded and turned away.

The Balloon Corps was given quarters in the fort. While Lowe conferred with the general staff the rest of the Corps ascended to the parapet and looked around. 

On three sides there was water. To the east lay Chesapeake Bay, and beyond that the Atlantic, the churning waters of which they had just left. South of them was the narrow channel, guarded by tiny Fort Wool. To the west was the broad and flat James River. 

Various warships were scattered about the area. Most lay at anchor near the narrow part of the channel. Although the scene was placid, they knew this was a naval blockade.

To the north and west lay the peninsula. Up this broad tongue of land the Army of the United States would strive, seeking Richmond and the end of the war.

“Which of you is Nathaniel Curry?”

Nathaniel turned around. His interrogator was a soldier scarcely older than he was. “That’s me.”

“You’re wanted in the ready room. Follow me.”

He was led to a room with a large oaken table strewn with maps. Awaiting him were Lowe, General McClellan and a number of other officers.

McClellan came right to the point. “You’re a Richmonder, are you not?”

“Yes, sir. Well, for the last four years.”

“Do you know the peninsula?”

“Not well, sir. I went fishing there a few times.”

“Where did you go? Show me.”

Confronted with the map Nathaniel was utterly lost. Richmond was pointed out to him. He knew that north was toward the top of a map and south toward the bottom, but he could make little sense of the rest of it.

“I don’t know … there was a road here going south. But I can’t see it on this map. This line here, is this a railroad?”

“Yes.”

“Well, the road ran beside a railroad track. But the road doesn’t show on this map.”

“How far south have you gone on the peninsula?”

“Well, we walked for about an hour. There was a niggertown there so we turned off the road and went down to the water through the trees.”

“An hour. About three miles, then.”

“Yes, sir.”

McClellan stood. “About three miles south of Richmond there is a … niggertown. That, gentlemen, is the best intelligence we have of this region. Look at this map! It describes the coastline in fair detail but there is nothing of the interior.”

He turned to Lowe. “Professor, you will need to ascend and provide complete maps at every advance.”

“I am ready, sir!”

Lowe was indeed not ready; the balloons and support equipment arrived two days later. Wendell Smith had turned out to be a fair mapmaker and he made several ascents from the fort. Within the week the lower expanses of the maps were being filled with roads, hills and various features of terrain.

One morning in the second week of March found Nathaniel and Solomon Vogler walking the shore facing the York. The night had been clear and cold and ghostly mists drifted over the gray waters. They were discussing astronomy, their breath steaming like horses, when Vogler stopped short and shouted, “Look!”

He was pointing out onto the river. “What? Where?” Nathaniel asked.

“Coming out of the Newport Sound. You see it?”

“No. What are you looking at?”

“That long black shape. It looks like a black island, but it’s moving. You can’t see that?”

“No, I can’t.”

“You need glasses, Nathaniel.”

The boy took umbrage at that; “You need glasses” was a common insult. But Vogler, wearing glasses, could clearly see something he could not. 

The morning was still and the river smooth. From some of the warships he heard small cannon firing. 

“Go and fetch the professor and a couple of telescopes.”

“Why don’t you?”

“Because you can’t see this anyway. Skip, now!”

He found Lowe in the room that served him as both office and bedroom. He was writing, but at Nathaniel’s words he tossed the goose feather aside, grabbed several telescopes and ran, not to the shore but to McClellan’s office. He threw the door open without knocking and shouted, “The Merrimack!” He then ran with Nathaniel trailing him to where Vogler stood on the shore, shielding his eyes against the glare of the sky. Behind them a bell atop the fortress began pealing.

“Where is she?”

“’She’? Is that thing a ship, then?” Vogler pointed out into the river.

“Stand still.” Lowe handed two of the telescopes to Nathaniel, extended the third and rested it on Vogler’s shoulder. “Yes, yes, I was right. It’s the Merrimack.”

“And what, pray, is that?”

“She was the pride of the Atlantic fleet. When the Confederates took Gosport, the retreating Navy burned her and opened the floodcocks. The superstructure burned but the hull and engines were saved when she sank.”

“Well, then, she’s a hulk.”

Nathaniel had sat down and was sighting in one of the other telescopes. He had been practicing for weeks with this same instrument and had achieved a fair degree of facility in its use. He placed his elbows on his knees for support and held a hand at each end of the telescope. He looked up and down the river several times before he found it.

It looked most peculiar, unlike anything he had ever seen in his life. It seemed to be a low black island, its sides steeply sloping like a tent. A stream of coal smoke testified that this was indeed a steamship.

“She’s hardly a hulk,” Lowe replied. “She’s covered in iron plate, stem to stern.”

“Really?” Vogler said. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

“No one has. Today is to be a test of something new under the sun.”

“They’re firing on her.”

Lowe shook his head. “Those are signal guns. It’s just to make everyone wake up. They won’t really commence firing until they’re within range. Look, the others are making steam.”

“How did you know about this, Professor?”

“Well, it’s been known for months that they were working on this. I don’t tell you everything I know.”

“Clearly. Look, she’s coming about.”

“The other ships are under way now.”

“It didn’t take them long to work up a head of steam. Nathaniel, give me the other telescope.” Vogler and Lowe sat on the beach beside Nathaniel.

As they watched a Union ship turned her flanks to the black monstrosity. The Merrimack was steaming straight for her. The aeronauts couldn’t see the cannons of the Union ship from their vantage point, but they saw the sudden eruption of white smoke. Lowe began counting.

A ragged report came to them, followed by a series of echoes. “They’re three-quarters of a mile away,” Lowe said. 

“They missed it!” Vogler exclaimed. “Look, you can see the cannonballs hitting the water behind the Merrimack!”

Lowe shook his head. “They hit her, all right. But the shot bounced off.”

“It bounced off?”

“Yes. It was a good idea to make the sides sloping like that. The cannonballs can only strike a glancing blow. They bound off and strike the water behind her. Oh! Look!”

The Merrimack drove straight into the side of the Union ship. “They can’t see where they’re going,” Nathaniel said. A few seconds later the sound of the collision reached them. It was a low doom like an empty barrel being struck, combined with the crackle of splintering wood.

“Oh, they can see fine,” Lowe replied. “Merrimack struck the other ship on purpose.”

“On purpose? Really?”

“When she struck, the Union ship heeled toward her, not away. Did you notice that?”

“Yes.”

“And what does that tell you?”

The boy thought about it. If the prow of the Merrimack had struck the other ship, it should have pushed it away. If it instead rolled toward the Merrimack –

“Something underwater?”

“Very good. The Merrimack must have a ram on her beneath the waterline. Look, she seems to be stuck fast to the other ship.”

“Then they’ll both go down together,” Vogler said. His voice conveyed the excitement they all felt.

The wooden ship was now listing heavily to port, and the Merrimack was being pulled down by the head. The ironclad pulled loose, however, and backed off as the wooden ship sank. The Union vessel rolled entirely over on her side, her masts and rigging lying on the topside of the Confederate. Then she sank, the masts sliding off of the Merrimack like the hands of a drowning man. Within a minute there was nothing but flotsam and the tops of her masts as evidence that she had ever existed.

The Merrimack lay in the water as if uncertain of what to do next. “Have you ever seen the like,” Lowe murmured. 

Men were flailing about in the water; they could even hear their faint cries. “Poor devils,” Vogler said.

“Why don’t they swim for shore?” Nathaniel asked. “It’s not that far.”

“They probably can’t swim,” Lowe replied. 

There had been several ponds on the farm Nathaniel had grown up on and he didn’t remember a time when he couldn’t swim. It seemed incomprehensible to him that these men would now die instead of swim to shore. 

Vogler had pulled his eyeglasses onto his forehead. He now put them in his vest pocket and looked through the telescope again. “I can’t see a mark on her,” he said. “Professor, you have a larger objective, what do you see?”

“I see a Confederate victory, and perhaps another within the hour.”

“Merrimack only has four guns on this side. That would give her a total of, what, ten.”

“Yes,” Lowe replied.

“Do you know what ship that was?”

“I think it was the Congress. That’s the Cumberland moving in now.”

“And look at all the guns.”

“Fifty, I believe. And I think Congress had thirty.”

“Versus ten.”

“I fear it won’t matter much.”

“If she’s wise she’ll watch out for that bow.”

“That much should be easy. The Merrimack might be proof for cannonballs but she doesn’t turn readily. A ship that’s under way should be able to dodge her.”

“So why didn’t the other ship dodge her?” Nathaniel asked. 

“They didn’t know that Merrimack intended to ram them. The Cumberland knows.”

The two ships played a game of cat-and-mouse on the broad estuary. Merrimack seemed uncertain as to whether or not she wanted to ram Cumberland. Cumberland avoided the other ship’s bow and strove to present her side to the side of her enemy. As the two ships circled each other they worked their way toward the eastern shore.

At last Cumberland had Merrimack in her sights and unleashed a broadside from a range of only about fifty yards. This volley also had no apparent effect on the ironclad. The balls struck the water a hundred yards behind her. 

Merrimack answered. It was the first time her guns had spoken all day, and it was to deadly effect. Cumberland’s hull was dashed open at the waterline. As she began to sink her valiant crew reloaded and fired another volley.

Merrimack moved to the relative safety of the other ship’s bow, where she stopped and waited. Cumberland started to settle in the water.

“I can see people on the farther shore,” Lowe remarked. 

For the first time Nathaniel turned his instrument from the combatants. To his surprise there were men and women watching the battle. He couldn’t discern individuals, but he could see the black vertical lines of men and the colored triangles of women. Carriages were lined up behind them. 

“They came down from Richmond to watch,” he said.

“Well, it’s a pretty good show.”

“Look!” Vogler exclaimed. “They’ve struck their colors!”

So they had: the Stars and Stripes had descended from the Cumberland’s mainmast. At the same time, the ship stopped sinking: she had settled onto a shoal.

Merrimack put off a boat which pulled quickly for the other vessel. “They’re going to take prisoners,” Lowe said. 

The wooden ship was clearly in a bad way: although she could not sink, she was grounded quite firmly on the shoal. There was great damage to the ship and she was beginning to burn. The crew needed to abandon the wreck but they were in the hands of the enemy and would have to follow his orders. 

Several men went from the longboat onto the Cumberland. This produced a lull in the action. Nathaniel idly looked at the spectators on the other shore, wondering if anyone he knew was there. 

After about twenty minutes the crackle of gunfire began. Three telescopes swung to eager eyes. “There!” Lowe cried. “Not the ships. The firing is coming from that stand of trees near the ships.”

Nathaniel could see the blue smoke of musket fire coming from a copse about three hundred yards up the river. They could only be Union troops. “Why are they firing on the Cumberland?” he asked.

“She’s a Confederate prize now,” Lowe replied. 

“Yes, but they have to be hitting their own men.”

After a few minutes the longboat left the Cumberland and beat a hasty retreat to the Merrimack. The ironclad got under way again. She came about and fired several broadsides into the helpless wreck. As the ship was blasted to pieces Nathaniel could see the people on the far shore cheering. 

The Merrimack backed off, seeking a new quarry. One presented itself: another ship moved up the river toward her. 

The new ship grounded on a shoal. “She’s stuck!” Vogler exclaimed. “She’ll be an easy victim.”

“I don’t think so,” Lowe replied. “Merrimack draws more water than any ship on the river. She can’t afford to go near shallow water, particularly now that the tide is ebbing.”

Such was indeed the case: the ironclad was backing and turning. Although her movements were clumsy, it was clear that she intended to retire. 

Lowe came to his feet and closed his telescope. “Well, lads, we’ve seen history once again.”

“And how would you write this chapter, Professor?” Vogler asked. 

“Well, it may seem small in the grand scheme of things: two ships sunk. But I think it was more than that.

“That ungainly beast once known as the Merrimack – and she is more properly styled the C.S.S. Virginia now – could defeat any ship in any navy in the world today. Just think of that! No Union ship could stand against her. Nelson at Trafalgar would have been helpless before her. She could have defeated both sides in the battle of the Armada. Why, she, she’s—” 
“She’s stuck on a shoal,” Vogler reported. 

Lowe glanced out into the river. “So she is. Well, she was made for the open sea, she was never supposed to be a riverboat.”

“But go on, Professor,” Nathaniel said. “What happens next?”

“Next? Well, she’ll chase down the other blockade ships and try to open the river. The Union will have to send more ships to fight her.”

“Iron ships, like this one?”

Lowe hesitated. “Well, we’ll see.” 

Vogler looked away from his telescope and smiled. “Do you know something else you’re not telling, Professor?”

Lowe smiled back. “Now, Sol, that would be telling. But of course, the Union will seek to build ironclads. Indeed, after today, no one will ever again build a wooden warship.”

Nathaniel looked at the channel. The remaining Union warships were holding back, reluctant to fight the black monster. They clustered around Fort Wool in the middle of the channel. “There’s a word for what those ships are now, but I don’t know what it is.”

“The word is ‘obsolete’, Nathaniel,” Lowe said. “For all their good as vessels of war, they may as well be cut up for firewood.”

They returned to the fort. Merrimack eventually freed herself from the shoal and, finding no other opponents, turned back to Gosport. In the late afternoon they heard more firing. A shore battery reported by telegraph that it was under fire from Merrimack; after half an hour the line went silent. 

As night fell Nathaniel Curry, Thaddeus Lowe and the Allan brothers were walking the shore, discussing the events of the day. Ezra Allan stopped and looked out into the estuary. “Do you see something?” he asked. 

They all saw something: a black form against the black sky. Its outlines could be made out, faintly, by the flames of the still burning Cumberland. “It’s a ship,” Ira Allan said, “but it looks strange.”

“Is it the Merrimack?” Nathaniel asked. 

“No,” Lowe replied. “She went back to the Gosport yard and she’ll not venture out tonight. You can be sure that the watch will be keeping a sharp lookout tonight.”

Ezra had his hands cupped around his eyes. “It’s not an ordinary ship,” he said. “I don’t think she has masts. But I think she’s smaller than the Merrimack. She rides very low on the water. And there’s something else. Damn! I wish I could see it better.”

“You might get your wish,” Lowe said. “I think she’s pulling in to the fort.”

“Shall we go and see her?”

“I think we had better hurry,” Lowe said. “The Army and the Navy will want to keep gawkers away, once they know she’s here.”

“This is what you were thinking of today, Professor,” Nathaniel said, but the others were already running for the quay.

They got there in time to see her tying up. She was named the Monitor, and she was unlike any vessel they had ever seen, including the Merrimack. As with the Confederate ship, nothing but iron showed above the waterline. The deck of this ship, however, was flat and level and lay only about a foot above the waterline. 

A large cylinder, or turret, dominated the deck. There were two openings in the cylinder; a cannon peered from each one. 

Forward of the turret was a low cubical structure. It was made of flat bars of iron, arranged like the logs of a log cabin. This, they were given to understand, was the wheelhouse. 

Abaft the turret was a smokestack. It hardly looked proof against cannonballs, and was indeed designed to come down when going into battle.

Nothing else showed above water.

The Monitor was smaller than the Merrimack, less imposing, and even stranger. For all of that she looked even more lethal. 

“It’s really extraordinary, when you think of it,” Vogler said. 

“What is?” Nathaniel replied. 

“Both sides got these things on the same day,” he replied. “And only a few hours apart.”

All three considered this for a moment.

 “Let’s turn in,” Lowe said at last. “The party might start early and we’ll all want to be up for it.”

“Professor Lowe,” Nathaniel said as they walked to the drawbridge, “why is it that whenever I’m around you, I see history being made?”

Lowe only smiled in response.

When with the Army, the Balloon Corps usually rose at Reveille, if only for the opportunity of eating with the men. Thus began March 9, 1862. 

An air of expectancy hung over the fortress. Most of its occupants were unaware of the arrival of the Union ironclad; nearly none outside its walls knew. All anyone knew was that Merrimack would return.

Return she did, and Monitor steamed out to meet her. The entire Balloon Corps was on the parapet of Fort Monroe to watch the spectacle. A number of officers and men were there as well; none had telescopes to match those of the aeronauts. 

A great “Huzzah!” arose as the Union champion came into view. Merrimack, unaware of the presence of her new foe, sought a target. When her crew descried the Monitor they turned to engage. 

The larger ship got off the first volley. Several balls of the broadside struck the Union ship, causing no apparent damage. Then Monitor turned her turret to the enemy and fired. This, too, caused no damage to the other ship.

“No damage to either ship,” Lowe reported. “I had hoped that Monitor could knock Merrimack to pieces.”

“Why would you think that, sir,” Nathaniel asked, “when the ships yesterday couldn’t do it?”

“Monitor has Dahlgren guns and they’re a lot more powerful than what the other ships were using. But the captain of the Monitor told us at the staff meeting last night that the admiralty was worried about bursting the guns. He was ordered to use half-charges.”

Both ships were firing continuously at each other now. Once Merrimack tried to push past her opponent to engage the Minnesota, but she struck a shoal and had to back off. 

“Do you see how Monitor is using her turret?” Wendell Smith said. “It’s quite clever, really. They keep it turning. They load while they’re turned away, then when the target is lined up they fire. They never have to aim the guns themselves. They just wait for the proper moment and pull the lanyard.”

“I’ve never heard of a rotating turret before,” Solomon Vogler said. “It’s quite an innovation.”

“I think you’ll hear of it more often in the future,” Smith replied. 

“For all of that,” Lowe said, “it looks like no damage is being done at all by either ship.”

“Except to the eardrums of the crews,” Smith replied with a smile. “Can you imagine what it sounds like in there?”

They watched in silence for a while, waiting for either ship to get some sort of purchase on the other. “It looks like a waltz,” Smith said, “or perhaps a minuet. All they’re doing is circling each other.”

“Monitor’s the nimbler of the two,” Vogler said.

“I wonder if the sailors know each other?”

“Oh, it’s likely,” Lowe said. “The officers do, at any rate. Last night I heard that the first officer of the Merrimack and the first officer of the Congress are brothers. And when they engaged yesterday, each knew the other was there.”

“Fancy that!” Smith said. “Brothers going out to kill each other in battle.”

“I know,” Lowe replied. “It’s a pity.”


For two hours the two ships circled each other. Merrimack continually tried to get past Monitor and attack the wooden ships but she was always blocked by the smaller ship. The ships passed so close to each other that they struck several times, although these were glancing blows that did no damage. 


Finally Merrimack did damage to Monitor. A large piece flew off of the wheelhouse, spun through the air and vanished in the river. Monitor immediately broke off the engagement.


Merrimack, however, did not press her advantage. Both ships seemed weary of the indecisive battle and of each other’s company. Merrimack turned and started back down the river to her berth.


No one was sure what had happened. The parapet of the fort was alive with speculation. Everyone had seen what happened, but everyone had seen something different.


When it was clear that the Confederate ship had indeed quit, Monitor returned to the fort. Even then it wasn’t clear what had happened to end the battle. The wheelhouse looked undamaged.


The captain was carried off of the ship. His face was badly burned and he did not speak. 


Several of the ship’s officers went forward to look at the wheelhouse. Only then did the watchers on the quay recognize what was different about the ship: the top of the wheelhouse was now open to the sky. 


The officers explained the situation to their rapt audience. The roof of the wheelhouse was an iron plate, held in place by gravity. It was felt that any shot that landed on it would serve only to press it more firmly into place.


A shot from Merrimack passed close by the wheelhouse, so close that the blast entered through the bars. The captain, who was at the wheel, was burned by the powder. The blast also blew the roof upward and off of the wheelhouse. It was the roof that the watchers had seen fly into space. 


The captain, half blinded by the powder, saw that he now had sunlight on his face. He thought that the wheelhouse had been blown entirely away and that he was exposed to the cannon of the enemy. He broke off the engagement and called for relief at the wheel.


“So who won the engagement?”


Solomon Vogler posed the question. The Balloon Corps was back in its quarters in the fort, sitting around the table in the common room.


“Technically, it was a draw,” Smith replied. “Neither ship was significantly damaged.”


“We can’t be sure,” Ezra Allen countered. “When Monitor broke off, why didn’t Merrimack chase her? I bet she was battered worse than meets the eye.”


“So you think Monitor won?” Nathaniel asked.


“Monitor won in one important sense,” Smith replied. “She prevented Merrimack from further menacing the fleet. The blockade was not broken, and that was Merrimack’s intention.”

“It was Progress that won,” Thaddeus Lowe answered, and everyone considered the question settled. 

Chapter Five: The Guns of the Quakers

The next day Merrimack did not return; she in fact never returned. After little more than a week, however, the mass of the Union army descended upon the peninsula.

The great offensive was about to begin.


Nathaniel had never seen so many people in his life. The greater part of them was common soldiers hailing from every part of the nation. Their units were recruited and trained as geographical entities, so all the men in a unit tended to speak alike. Those from the New England states sounded much like Professor Lowe, with their twanging syllables and their missing terminal “r”s. The New York accent was similar, although there seemed to be a combative edge to the speech of these men. The voices of the men of the West, Michigan and Illinois, were the strangest of all, clipped and sibilant. 


The different units also had different uniforms. Although there was a prescribed Union Army uniform, many units arrived in gear provided by their home states or territories. There were many variations on the standard blue uniform, often combined with white trousers, or with brilliant red sashes or gold piping. Some uniforms were not blue at all, but green, brown, or even gray, like the Confederates. There were also Zouaves, soldiers wearing exotic baggy pants and red fezzes, like men of the Orient. 


“Are you enjoying the fancy-dress ball?” Wendell Smith asked.


“Yes, very much. I heard there was a unit of men in kilts.”


“There used to be. New York boys.”


“They stopped wearing them?”


“Yes. The first time a man had to cross a wooden fence he got hung up and, well—“


“Yes?”


“Let’s just say that frock petticoats are not suitable attire for modern warfare.”


Once more Nathaniel found himself longing to be a part of this great venture. He watched with envy from the parapet as these fine young men drilled in the morning sunlight, their many uniforms making wonderful patterns on the grass. He himself seemed destined to spend his life in dark knee-pants and a white linen shirt, armed with nothing more threatening than a telegraph key.


There were a lot of Southerners fighting for the Union cause. Nathaniel was pleased to see this, if only for his own peace of mind. 


Many of the soldiers were Nathaniel’s age or younger. The law prohibited the enlistment of boys younger than sixteen but many youngsters lied in order to get in on the great adventure of the War. Younger boys were also allowed to serve as musicians, principally drummers. They were not combatants, in theory at least, although they found themselves under fire quite as much as the soldiers. 


Nathaniel got to know some of these younger soldiers. He found, however, that he no longer had much in common with them. He preferred the company of his fellows in the Balloon Corps.


In addition to the soldiers there was any number of civilians. There were merchants, collectively known as sutlers, who were ready to sell the soldiers whatever their hearts desired, from playing cards to whiskey. The soldiers were glad of the opportunity to purchase the sutlers’ wares, although they felt themselves exploited by the prices these merchants were demanding. 


Negroes were not allowed to serve in the military, but many worked for the Union as laborers, drivers and in other capacities. Some of them saw this as part of the struggle to end slavery; others just needed the money. 

There were also many women traveling with the Army. Some of them were sutlers and some were sutlers’ wives. Others were working in the traditionally male profession of nursing. A few were themselves doctors. It was even whispered that a few women had donned men’s clothing and were serving as common soldiers. 

Nathaniel was in fact witnessing the first stirrings of what was to become a great movement of women moving into a position of equality with men. He found the whole business very confusing, as confusing as the notion of racial equality had been to him. 

Another class of women traveling with the Army filled a more traditional role, one that in fact could not be filled by any male. When Nathaniel heard of this he was shocked. 

“Is that true?” he asked Wendell Smith.

“Of course it is,” the latter replied. “Whores and armies, armies and whores – they have always traveled together and always will.”

“But do the officers allow it?”

“They don’t like it, but they can’t hold back the sea. But be wary of the charms of these beauties, my friend.”

Nathaniel actually blushed at this, but still countered, “What do you mean?”

“I mean disease. Syphilis in particular. It’ll drive you mad before it kills you.”

“Really? They have that? But why would anyone go to them?”

“These men are facing death on the battlefield anyway, why not risk death in the arms of a lovely lady? Besides, there’s French letters.”

“What are French letters?”

“A little scabbard for your sword, made of sheep gut.”

“Where … where do you get them?”

“Oh, the sutlers’ll sell them to you. Along with their wives.”

Another civilian with the Army was Allan Pinkerton, a detective from Chicago. Pinkerton had a full black beard, a penetrating gaze and a manner that suggested he should not be trifled with. He headed a group of men conducting espionage operations. As his mission corresponded in many ways with that of the Balloon Corps, the two groups had a fair amount of contact. 

Pinkerton was quite interested in the fact that Nathaniel was from Richmond and sought the boy out on several occasions to discuss the city with him. He in fact attempted to recruit him as a spy. While Nathaniel was excited by this prospect and flattered by the proposal he remained loyal to Professor Lowe.

Lowe had himself made a fast friend in the person of General Fitz-John Porter. Porter was from New Hampshire, as was Lowe, and was by this time a great supporter of aerial reconnaissance. He had in fact been the first general officer to make a balloon ascent and he often started the day with an observation.

Porter had the same regional accent as Lowe: both said “heeah” and “theyah”, both spoke of “fiyah” and “iyun”. Wendell Smith described their discourse as “two donkeys braying together.”


The Army at last began to move. The Navy sent boats up the two rivers only reluctantly, fearing a return of the black juggernaut or her rumored sister the Richmond. For the most part, the advance consisted of large masses of infantry marching up the two roads that were believed to extend the length of the peninsula.


The Balloon Corps at once brought up the rear and served as the vanguard. At every halt the balloons were brought forward to descry what lay beyond the next hill. 


Things started going wrong for the Union right from the start. First, heavy rains made the roads a mess. Masses of boots, hooves and wheels churned the dirt roads into loose mud that threatened to suck everything into it. 


From the ground it was difficult to see very far through the rain and mist; from the air it was impossible. The balloons had to be kept below the “ceiling”, the bottom of the cloud mass. The threat of lightning always brought the devices down in a hurry. 


Worst of all was the rain itself. Nathaniel, flying alone for the first time, had anticipated that the bulk of the gasbag would act as an umbrella above him, but such was not the case. The rain adhered to the surface of the bag and followed it around to the bottom, where it collected and descended in a torrent on his head. 


His balloon, the Constitution, was at five hundred feet, just below the flat bottoms of the rain clouds. A southwest breeze kept the craft bobbing and rolling at the end of its ropes and chilled his sodden body to the core. For the first time the altitude held no fear for him; he would almost have welcomed death.


Still he did his best to see what lay ahead of the marching troops. When the rain let up he could see perhaps a mile ahead, and there was rolling grassland, covered with miserable soldiers and tired horses. Then the next dark cloud rolled in over his head and he was again getting soaked. The telegraph key was wet and no longer worked. 


The weather cleared and things got even worse. The advance had taken them to a point where the peninsula narrowed. There they discovered that the Confederates had constructed a rampart, fronted by the Warwick River, which extended entirely across the peninsula. 


Balloon observations were made, spies were sent forward, and the results were presented to General McClellan in his tent.


Lowe had conducted observations on the left side of the front while Nathaniel had observed the right. Pinkerton’s men had gone up to the edge of the Warwick River itself. They had all seen essentially the same thing. 


“There are thousands of troops on the far side of those ramparts,” Lowe reported. “They are all well armed and equipped. They seem the cream of the South.”


“What are they doing?” McClellan asked. 


“Drilling. They are on constant parade. The show is for our benefit, of course, but it is still quite a show.”


“What are the defenses like?”


“They are earthen ramparts with pointed logs penetrating on this side,” Pinkerton replied. “A man would first have to cross the river, then climb the sheer embankment. It would be a deadly task even if there were no defenders.”


“But is the army actually greater than our own?”


That no one could answer. 


The advance was halted. No one knew what to do next. 


The army settled into its new position. The sutlers and camp followers moved up and rejoined the force, plying their ancient trades. Rumors of advances and retreats circulated through the troops.


General Porter now began every day with an aerial observation, sometimes with a member of the Balloon Corps, sometimes alone. One morning Nathaniel supervised the soldiers charging the balloon. As the general was going aloft alone, a half charge of gas was deemed sufficient. 


“Are you ready, General?” he asked. Porter nodded his assent. Nathaniel ordered the soldiers to release the balloon. It rose, the loose folds of the gasbag flapping in the wind.


It rose to the end of its tethers and the tethers snapped. The ropes parted some thirty feet below the balloon and fell to the ground. Everyone was astonished by this, not least the general, who leaned out of the car to see what had happened. 


A cry went up from the ground, “The balloon! The balloon! Look at the balloon!”


Nathaniel put his hands to his mouth and shouted, as loud as he could, “Puuuull the vaaaalve!” The soldiers took up the cry, “Puuuull the vaaaalve!” although few of them could have known what valve was being referred to.


Lowe ran up. “What happened?” he asked.


“I don’t know!” Nathaniel replied. “The tethers broke.”


“Both tethers broke? How could that happen?”


The end of one of the tethers had fallen nearby and Nathaniel ran and examined the end. He instantly felt his hands burning. He was familiar enough with the sensation that he immediately ran to the soldiers at the gas generator and demanded, “Give me the soda!”


“What?” one replied. “What soda?”


“There’s a bottle of water with soda in it. That blue bottle, there. Hurry it up, pour it on my hands, they’re burning!” 


When his hands felt better he rejoined Lowe. The latter had returned to his tent to fetch his telescope. 


Porter had been at a thousand feet when the tethers had snapped; he was now at about two thousand. Worse, he was being carried toward the Confederate lines. As they watched, he clambered into the rigging.


“Why is he doing that?” Nathaniel asked.


“The bag has twisted on him. The valve isn’t above his head. He’s having to climb for it.”


“But if he comes down now he’ll be in no-man’s-land.”


“I know, and he’ll have to walk back to our lines under fire. Look, he pulled it, but he went back into the car.”


“I couldn’t see that but I can see he’s coming down.”


“Yes, but he’s already crossed the pickets on the other side. He’s coming down into the hands of the enemy. He’s going to be captured.”

“What is he doing?”
“He’s so cool I can scarcely believe it. He’s observing the enemy.”

“He is?”

“He has his telescope out and he’s observing the lines. He looks as if he had planned all of this.”

The enemy line was less than a mile away and even without telescopes it was plain what was happening: Porter was descending into the midst of the Confederates. Enemy soldiers were running to the point where the balloon would land.

“They’re going to have themselves a captured balloon,” Lowe remarked. “That was the Constitution, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, that’s a loss we won’t recover. And imagine their joy when they find they’ve also captured a major general.”

Just as the balloon approached the ground, however, Porter released all the sandbags. The balloon immediately ascended again, to the evident disappointment of the Confederate soldiers. 

“That will do him little good,” Nathaniel said. “It just means he’ll go further up the peninsula. He’ll be the first Union soldier in Richmond.”

“Perhaps not,” Lowe remarked. “How do you read the wind currents, Nathaniel?”

Remembering his training, Nathaniel looked at the clouds. “Well, we have an onshore breeze, and that’s what’s pulling him northeast right now. But above two thousand feet the currents are counter to that. If he can get high enough he’ll blow back this way.”

“Ah, but does he know that? If only there was some way of communicating with him.”

“We may not need to, Professor. Look how high he is now!”

Porter had risen more than a mile into the air and was moving southeast again. 

“Now he’s in even greater danger,” Lowe said. “He’s going to go over the river in a minute. After that there’s the Atlantic. He’s going to fulfill my old dream of flying to England!”

Porter, however, would have none of that. He had climbed the rigging to the valve again and was fairly hanging from it. The balloon deflated rapidly and began to plunge to earth. Porter, attempting to climb back to the car, fell out of the rigging and landed half in, half out of the basket.

The gasbag fluttered like a rag above the plunging car. Porter clambered into the basket, then looked out at the approaching ground. He was descending into a stand of trees. At the last moment he leapt from the car and into the trees. 

Lowe wheeled and grabbed the reins of a nearby horse. He vaulted into the saddle and flew to the point, several hundred yards distant, where the general had landed. Nathaniel followed on foot.

Porter was reaching the ground as Nathaniel arrived. He was disheveled and distraught but was otherwise unhurt. “Well!” he sputtered. “If that isn’t the very limit! I’ve climbed out of a tree before, but never without climbing into it first!”

The balloon was found nearby. It had smashed into the quartermaster’s tent. The basket lay atop the wrecked tent; the gasbag and its netting were sprawled on the ground beyond it. The upper end of the bag still bobbed in the air, twisting around like the head of a dying horse. 

Porter reached for the end of the drag line lying on the ground before him. Nathaniel tugged at his sleeve. “You shouldn’t touch those ropes, General Porter, sir.”

“What? Why shouldn’t I, then?”

“There’s acid on them, sir, vitriol.”

“Vitriol! How did that happen?”

“I don’t know, sir. I’ve never gotten acid on a rope before and I scarcely know how it could be done. And it wasn’t one rope, it was the both.”

The answer was discovered before the day was out: the general had had words with a sergeant the day before and the latter had retaliated by putting acid from the hydrogen generator on the ropes. This had made them as weak as old tow. The soldier was bound over for a court-martial.

Two days later the general received a request to visit Professor Lowe in his tent. He was surprised to find the members of the Balloon Corps lined up as if in military formation. 

Thaddeus Lowe stepped forward; he was dressed in frock coat and top hat and bore a serious mien. He solemnly intoned, “Fitz-John Porter, for exceptional gallantry in the face of the enemy, you are hereby awarded the Order of the Golden Valve, First Class, and are recognized as an aeronaut par excellence.” With great gravity he presented Porter with a gasbag valve.

The general played along with the ceremony, accepting the valve as if it were a true commendation. The members of the Corps applauded him.

“Won’t you have a glass of brandy with us, sir?”

“Brandy! Well, then, I think I might.” Here the status of the aeronauts as civilians played in their favor: the general could never have drunk with enlisted men.

For fifteen minutes he was one of them. Beyond the frivolity of the mock ceremony it was apparent that the aviators sincerely admired his coolness and his pluck.


McClellan finally decided to besiege the Confederate line and heavy siege guns were brought up for this purpose. Nathaniel was surprised by the amount of labor and time necessary for this operation. The guns were large and unwieldy and their movement required the effort of many men and horses. 


When all was prepared the firing began. The aeronauts observed the action from the ground, about two miles in the rear. Nathaniel admired the accuracy of the fire. 


“Those are rifle cannon,” Wendell Smith explained.


“And what are rifle cannon?”


“The cannon have grooves, called rifling, on the inside of the barrel. This imparts spin to the shell. It makes its flight much more accurate.”


“That’s what they’ve done to the muskets, isn't it?”


“Indeed.”


When the dam was sufficiently shelled an infantry assault was made against the position. This honor fell to a unit from Vermont. 


Lowe was sent aloft to observe the action and Nathaniel went with him to instantly relay his observations to the ground. They ascended to three thousand feet about a half-mile from the dam. As always, they drew enemy fire, but it was too far away to be effective. The enemy must have realized this as the firing stopped after a few minutes.


It was a beautiful day. The puffy white clouds stayed two thousand feet above them and offered no threat of rain. 


A while later the attackers arrived. They marched up to the dam in smart order. The balloonists observing them could faintly hear their drums. The defenders greeted them with stony silence.


The unit broke up into squads. These made tentative attempts to cross the stream below the dam. Still the Confederates held their fire. 


The stream proved to be only about chest-deep and the Vermonters crossed it with their muskets held over their heads. There were rifle pits on the other side whose occupants had fled under the artillery barrage. Some of the invaders occupied these pits while their fellows pressed on. It was only when they started to scale the palisade that the defenders began to fire on them. The firing began all at once and from a half-mile away sounded like the pattering of rain on a tin roof. 

The fire was surprisingly ineffective. The attackers stopped and looked at each other, but no one was hit. 


Then a man abruptly fell backward and tumbled back down the slope. One of his comrades moved to assist him but was called back. 


The hopelessness of the situation was apparent from above. Lowe reported through Nathaniel, “Defenders are moving to the point of attack. There must be a thousand men striving to get a shot at our men right now. Most of them are blocked by their fellows at the front of the line.”


The rampart was too steep to be gained. The men struggled upward, but any man who made progress faced concentrated fire from above. Soldier after soldier was hit and either recoiled in pain or fell dead on the ground. 


The attackers fired upon the defenders above them. They had a rude surprise, however, when they attempted to reload. Although they had held their weapons over their heads while fording the stream, no one had thought to do the same with their ammunition bags. The reloaded weapons refused to fire. 

At last the folly of persevering became apparent to all and the assailants fled. At first an officer waving a saber urged them to keep trying, but even he had to give up and head back to the stream.


The rebels fired at the backs of the fleeing Federals. A number of men died in the stream. Those who gained the southern shore clambered up on the bank as quickly as they could and fled out of musket range. Only then did they regroup. 


They hardly looked like a military unit. Few of them still had their weapons, and all of them were bedraggled. The Confederates on the dam ceased firing and whooped and jeered at their defeated enemy.


“What a damned waste of human life,” Lowe said. “If this is how the Union Army is going to comport itself, we might as well all go home now.” He turned to Nathaniel. “Don’t transmit that.”


“I wasn’t fixing to, sir. But I hardly need to, do I?”


“No,” Lowe agreed. 


That evening Lowe supervised the filling of a balloon, the first time this had been done by the Corps in darkness. Soldiers with torches provided the illumination, but their presence greatly agitated the professor. If they stood near the balloon, he feared that they would set it aflame. If they stood at any distance, however, they provided too little illumination to be of practical value. 


The next day Lowe spent tinkering with the mass of spare parts and equipment of his mobile workshop. He demonstrated the fruits of his labor that evening. 


He had produced a device that looked like a great metal sunflower. An iron shaft supported a fixture that had about a score of shiny metal petals, each about a foot and a half long, arranged in a circle. From the center of this blossom projected a smaller shaft with a fitting like that of a gas lamp at its end. There was also a second shaft holding a steel spring.


The aeronauts gathered around the unlikely-looking contraption as Lowe explained its purpose. “I needed a way to provide light, but the source of light had to be at a distance from the object being illuminated,” he said. “It occurred to me that we have a ready source of hydrogen in the form of our generators. I have run a hose from the generator and it feeds hydrogen out of this fitting at the center.”


Lowe took out a cigar and lit it. He then held the cigar to the tip of the small shaft at the center of the device and opened a valve. A small blue flame burst into being. 


“This is of course not a very brilliant flame. Then I recalled that the hydrogen generator also produces oxygen. It was a simple matter to run a second line to my lamp, thus.” He opened a second valve and the flame grew. While larger and steadier now, it still threw little light.


“The oxy-hydrogen flame, while very hot, is not particularly brilliant. I can remedy this deficiency with a piece of limestone.” He took a white stone from his pocket and placed it in the spring of the second shaft, then moved the shaft so that the stone was in the heart of the flame. The stone grew hot and threw off a brilliant white light.


The men of the Corps turned their eyes from this dazzling light. They then saw that the light was reflected from the shiny “petals” of Lowe’s device and was focused on a spot on the ground some hundred yards distant. Lowe grasped a handle at the back of the lamp and played the light around the landscape. 


The effect was uncanny. Wherever Lowe aimed the lamp was illuminated as bright as day. Soldiers, wondering at this unusual sight, came running to see what was going on. 


That evening, lying in their tent after “lights out,” Wendell Smith said, “That light was nothing special. It was just a limelight.”


“What’s a ‘limelight’?” Nathaniel asked.


“Have you ever seen a play in a theater?”


“No, I never have.”


“Well, we must remedy that. I believe that Julius Caesar is playing in Washington next month, with Edwin Booth in the lead. Maybe we can see that, if they manage to wrap this war up by then. Anyway, they use a light like that to illuminate the stage.”


“They do?”


“Sure. It was a pretty obvious idea to set that thing up.”


“Then why didn’t you do it?”


“Well … I could have.”


“Yes, but you did not,” Vogler interjected. “Perhaps that is the nature of genius: to do the obvious where others do not.”


Day by day forces continued to arrive at the Warwick River from both the north and the south. A major battle was clearly brewing but no one knew when it would occur. 


The Union camp settled into a routine. Men sought out friendships among their comrades and among the camp followers.


The prostitutes that followed the army were popular among the men not merely for the carnal pleasures they offered but for numerous other reasons. Contact with these women reminded men of their mothers, wives, sisters and daughters, although none would ever admit it. Like the women back home, they sewed, washed and cooked for the men. Additionally, many of them had worked in dance halls and saloons and could sing, play instruments and otherwise entertain. 


The question arose as to what to call these women. It seemed demeaning to continually refer to them as whores, but to call them ladies was an exaltation they clearly didn’t merit. American ingenuity eventually came into play: as the prostitutes were in great abundance in the camps of General Joseph Hooker of Massachusetts, his name was applied to them generally.


One of the most popular of the hookers was an attractive woman in her late thirties with wavy red hair. She was known as Red Sally. Sally could sing, play the guitar and banjo, and dance. She could also drink, smoke, spit and swear as skillfully as any man. She could in fact do all of these things simultaneously, which made her an object of admiration and adoration throughout the Army of the Potomac.


McClellan finally finished his preparations for the assault on the Confederate lines. Though no specific word was openly communicated, everyone knew the attack was about to begin. 

Lowe deployed the Balloon Corps along the front to survey as much of the enemy as was possible. He and Nathaniel arrived in the camp of General Heintzelman, south of Yorktown, with one balloon and two generators. This was sure to be a key area in the coming assault: the fort at Yorktown was the linchpin of the Confederate line.

They sat in the general’s tent that day as shells rained down. Most of them did no damage, although there were some close calls. As sunset approached, Heintzelman mentioned General Stoneman. “I’ve made his acquaintance,” Lowe remarked.

“Oh? In what capacity?”

“He objected to my balloons.”

“On what grounds?”

“On most specious grounds, in my opinion. He told me that the enemy artillery directed at me was harmful to his horses.”

“And was it?”

“It could hardly be. I was making my ascent more than a mile from his horses.”

“And his reply…?”

“He told me that it was the sound of the artillery that was affecting his horses. He said the concussion was making the horses arch their backs.”

“Arch their backs? Are you sure he wasn’t talking about his cats?”

“No, as he is a cavalryman, I’m fairly sure it was –“

Here Lowe was interrupted as great quantities of earth were suddenly thrown onto the tent, although there had been no explosion. They went outside to investigate and found a twelve-inch shell had landed right in front of the tent and failed to explode. 

Nathaniel looked at the thing in wonder. Its nose was buried deep in the soil; its back end, as broad as a dinner plate, was level with the ground. If the thing had exploded like a proper shell, the three of them would have gone in an instant from discussing horses to shaking hands with Father Abraham.

Heintzelman frowned at the half-buried shell. “I’m not at all impressed with their artillery,” he remarked. “They throw quite a few duds. I think our gunners have it all over theirs.”

“We also have a lot more guns,” Lowe replied.

“And we can make more. They can’t. What advantage does that leave them?”

“Well,” Lowe said, “they’re doughty.”

The general snorted. “What good is that against cannon?”

“Napoleon said that in warfare the moral is to the material as three is to one.”

“I’ll take no advice from the man who lost.”

They looked at the dead shell in silence for a minute.

“If ever I meet that gunner,” Lowe said, “I’ll give him five dollars.”

They went back inside and sat down. “I think, general, that I had better relocate my balloon in the morning. I’m drawing a lot of attention here.”

“I can stand it if you can,” Heintzelman replied. Lowe shrugged and that was the end of the matter. 

Nathaniel was continually impressed by the aplomb with which the officer corps faced death. He knew they were trained to behave in this manner and that it supported the morale of the men but it was remarkable nonetheless. Heintzelman’s reply to Lowe was as casual as if the latter had suggested closing a window to keep out the draft.

As night fell a loud concussion occurred nearby. They all went out again to see what had happened. A sudden stillness fell as they approached a crater that had lately been a large tent. “That’s my telegraph tent,” the general said, expressing real dismay. “That man was my best telegrapher and he’ll be missed.”

A minute later the telegrapher arrived. He had been delivering a message when the shell struck; on such trivial turns are lives saved and lost.

Lowe looked around and remarked, “The rain seems to have let up.” He was right: the firing had stopped. He turned to Heintzelman and said, “You know, I’d like to see why it’s so important that I lose my life today.”

“Why, Lowe, that’s your lot,” Heintzelman replied with a chuckle. “Don’t you know, the newspapers are already calling you the most shot-at man of the war?”

“All the same, I’ve never been this popular with Johnny Reb. I want to observe Yorktown tonight. Will you fly with me?”

“I’d be right pleased to. I’d like to see Yorktown one last time before we destroy it. But I didn’t think you a fly-by-night.”

“Tonight I’ll be a bat and not a bird.”

The balloon wagon and a generator were moved to the edge of the camp and the two men went up, with Nathaniel supervising the ground crew. The charging of the gasbag was done in darkness to prevent either explosion of the hydrogen or detection by the enemy. It was a still night and Nathaniel clearly heard Lowe calling from four hundred feet to come down. He called the soldiers to the pulleys and the two men were down in jig time.

They jumped from the car in a state of agitation. “Come, Nathaniel, you and I have to get to McClellan’s headquarters in no time!” Nathaniel gave the soldiers hasty orders for the stowing of the balloon while Lowe secured transportation.

The two of them thundered out of the camp in a tandem buggy. Behind them they could hear drums calling the men to muster, although it was eleven o’clock at night. Men were stirring and groaning in their tents as they left the camp.

Nathaniel glanced behind them. “Those poor men have just gotten to bed.”

“There’ll be sleep enough for plenty of them before the end of this night, I’m afraid.”

The buggy was a civilian conveyance that had been drafted into military service. Its light construction and tandem team made it ideal for the poor, narrow roads of the area. 

Lowe was unafraid to employ the lash and the horses flew like racehorses. The buggy’s two little lamps did their best to pick out the road ahead. Nathaniel was caught between the terror and the thrill of this unexpected ride. After a few miles he managed to get out, “Professor Lowe, sir, why are we in such an all-fired hurry?”

“I was right, something’s afoot. And it’s this: the enemy is pulling out!”

“You’re joking! Sir.” 

“I’m not. We could see wagons pulling in and out of the fortress. At first Heintzelman was puzzled because we could only see wagons going in. But then we realized that the wagons going in were empty, thus swifter, and thus easier to see at this distance. The conclusion was inescapable: they’re getting everything out that they can carry.”

“But why would they be doing that?”

“Why indeed? An installation like Yorktown, after all, is the last thing an army would want to abandon.”

“Yes, so why?”

“Well, it is indeed the last thing they’re abandoning. They’re pulling out of the fort, lock, stock and barrel because they’re abandoning this whole defensive line!”

“But they’ve held it so long, why would they be abandoning it now?”

“They must realize they cannot withstand the coming assault. We must have greatly overestimated their numbers, their will or their strength.”

“So what are we doing now?”

“We have to tell McClellan. He won’t want them to slip away, not if he can chase them down and spank them.”

“But why not send a message by…” The words died on his lips.

“The telegraph’s out, remember? Worse luck that the last shot of the bombardment should take it out. Still, things are falling our way.”

It was ten miles to McClellan’s camp; they made the journey in twenty minutes. The sentries all recognized Lowe and as he knew the password he passed rapidly to the tent of the sleeping commander. Only then did they meet resistance. The soldier guarding the general’s tent had received orders from the commander himself that he not be disturbed; the general wanted to be fresh for the bombardment in the morning. 

As Lowe remonstrated with the sentry, a voice was heard from within the tent: “What’s going on out there?”

“General? It’s Thaddeus Lowe.”

“Lowe! What in thunder do you want?”

“May I come in, sir?”

“Let me get my drawers on, damn it … yes, come in.”

McClellan understood the import and the importance of Lowe’s message before twenty words were spoken. Adjutants were sent to rouse the other corps commanders and the entire Army of the Potomac was mustered out in the middle of the night.

Within hours the force was probing the lines that had withstood their assault of the previous weeks. It was true: the rebels had fled.


The Union Army was soon in hot pursuit. Troops the next day poured over the redoubts that had lately stymied them. Lowe and Pinkerton did all they could to furnish McClellan and his staff the answers they so desperately needed: why did the enemy break and run? Where and when would he turn and rejoin the battle? Was this a feint, to be followed by a parry and a counterthrust? Was the rebel force smaller than had been thought? Was the Southerner a coward after all? And, most important, what should he, McClellan, do next? 


The Balloon Corps found itself chasing its own army. The gas generators were heavy and cumbersome and required bodies of water for their task. The balloons often went up far in the rear of the advancing troops and could provide only sketchy information. 


Union troops attempted to cut off the retreat of the rebel army. Engagements were fought, some quite bloody but all indecisive. 


As the Union Army advanced northward, at last moving toward Richmond, it continually maintained telegraphic contact with Fort Monroe and thus with Washington. 


The Confederate commander, General Johnston, was nearly captured in the pell-mell rush, but Hood’s Texans, at great cost, blocked the Union salient and Johnston escaped. This was a major embarrassment for the Federal cause.


Despite the loss of many of their comrades the morale of the Union troops was high. The men cheered every report of an advance, all tidings of victory, no matter how specious. Troops rotated between the front and the rear, resupplying, leaving dead and wounded, picking up replacements, then rejoining the battle. The Balloon Corps moved from front  to rear as well.


In the camp outside Fort Monroe, Red Sally gave an impromptu performance one afternoon from the bed of a buckboard. A makeshift Negro band, armed with a banjo, washboard and spoons, accompanied her as she sang a number of popular songs. The soldiers whooped and clapped and threw pennies into the wagon and into the tattered straw hat the Negroes had laid before them. 


She sang several patriotic songs, then a few love songs. At this point a soldier delivered to her a trophy taken that very day: a furled Confederate flag. She unfurled it and waved it back and forth before the cheering throng. 


She borrowed a kepi from a soldier, placed it atop her red curls and launched into a spirited rendition of Dixie. This song, the unofficial anthem of the Confederacy, was in fact one of the most popular songs of the day throughout the United States, and the troops cheered it lustily. 


Nathaniel Curry was surprised at the acclaim Sally was receiving. The troops seemed to appreciate the irony of this performance, though few could have described it in those terms. 


Sally stood in profile, with the flag over her left shoulder, her head turned to the men, her right hand raised in salute. She marched in place as she sang.


“The kepi is wrong. The Johnnies wear gray.”


Nathaniel hadn’t notice Wendell Smith coming up behind him. “Not all of them,” he rejoined. “Jackson’s men wear blue.”


“Then it’s a wonder they don’t shoot each other.”


Nathaniel didn’t answer. He was suddenly caught up in the song, which Sally was reprising: 

I wish I was in the land of cotton,

Old times there are not forgotten,

Look away! Look away! Look away! Dixie land,

In Dixie land where I was born,

Early on a frosty morn,

Look away! Look away! Look away, Dixie land!

Oh, I wish I was in Dixie,

Look away! Look away!

In Dixie land I’ll take my stand,

To live and die in Dixie,

Away! Away! Away to the land of Dixie!

Away! Away! Away to the land of Dixie!


He was surprised at the emotional reaction the song elicited in him. Tears sprang to his eyes and he choked. He turned away from Smith and headed for the fort.


The cheering soldiers were mocking his land and celebrating the deaths of his countrymen. He himself, by joining the Union effort, had forfeited any right to object to this. 


“In Dixie land I’ll take my stand …” But that’s not what he was doing. His brother Melrose, if he had fulfilled his vow and enlisted, was taking his stand, to live and die in Dixie. 


So what was he doing? Well, he was fighting to preserve the Union, and he was working to abolish the abomination of slavery. 


Was he? Or was he doing all of this because he had enjoyed riding in a balloon? He was no longer sure. 


He approached the drawbridge. The sentry recognized him and nodded as he passed. 


In Richmond were two of the people he most respected: his father and Amanda Swanson. Both of them believed that slavery was an evil, and although neither had wanted him to go off to war, both had admitted it was the correct thing to do. He was, indeed, taking his stand. And he was doing it in Dixie. 


But was he doing it as a traitor to Dixie? Well, weren’t the secessionists traitors to the Union? No: they saw themselves as rebels, but by no means traitors. 


Well, then, he was a rebel against the Rebellion. He was a greater rebel than any of the Rebels. 


He felt so confident of this formulation that he was whistling Dixie as he came into the staff room of the fort. To his surprise a meeting was in progress. An officer rose and angrily waved him to silence. “Young man, how dare you whistle that tune here, in the presence of … our guest!”


A tall figure in black rose from his chair. “That’s all right, Colonel. Dixie is one of my favorite tunes, too.”


Nathaniel was taken aback. “Mister Lincoln,” he said, snatching off his cap, “what are you doing here?”


“Why, I go where I’m needed, Nathaniel. I’ll likely have need of discourse with you later, but will you excuse us for now?”


Dissatisfied with McClellan’s dithering, Lincoln had come to the peninsula to personally direct the assault. Within days the Army was advancing. 


The Navy, which had been reluctant to advance up the York River, now found itself ordered to do so by the President himself. The results were unexpected. 


Unable to get up the river to Richmond, the Merrimack was scuttled by her crew for the second time in her career. As her sister the Richmond had never materialized, this left the South with no ironclad ships. The Union, however, received the Galena, a twin of the Monitor. 


Neither of these vessels did very well in the assault on Richmond. First of all, the Merrimack had been scuttled at a narrow point in the river and it was difficult to pass the wreck. Additionally, other ships had been scuttled in the channel to the same purpose. 


Next the ironclads encountered shore batteries on bluffs overlooking the river. The ships found that they could not elevate their guns enough to strike these batteries. Although the batteries could not do great damage to the two ships, both found it too difficult to proceed up the river. The lower part of the river was theirs, though, to the relief of the Army.


Nathaniel sat at mess with Smith and Vogler one evening, describing a new weapon he had observed on the battlefield. “At first I didn’t know what it was,” he said. “It sounded like the rattling of a ship’s anchor chain running out. I looked around the field until I saw it. 


“It was a gun that was operated by a crank. The gunner turned the crank and it fired bullet after bullet. He played the fire around the field like a fire hose.”


“That’s a Gatling gun,” Smith said. 


“No,” Vogler countered. “I’ve heard of this. It’s not the Gatling, it’s the Ager gun. They call it the coffee mill, as the ammunition goes in a hopper on the top of it, and the hopper and the crank make it look like a coffee mill.”


“Ammunition?” Nathaniel asked. “You mean balls and powder? How does the gun load them so fast?”


“The ammunition is made up in cartridges,” Vogler explained. “It’s ready-made in little brass shells, ball, powder and primer, all in one. The mechanism simply drops the cartridges in and fires them.”


“How far away were you?” Smith asked.


“About half a mile away, and at two thousand feet.” 


“And was the gun effective?”


“Oh, extremely. I think it must be expensive to operate, but it killed a lot of men.”


“So it was once more the victory of Progress?”


“Yes. If you can call that Progress.”


“How did you do today?” Smith asked Vogler.


“I never got off the ground.”


“Oh? Why not?”


“My ground crew rebelled. They didn’t want to work for me, et cetera, et cetera.”


“Ah,” Smith said. “We’ve all sung that song.”


They had indeed. The balloonists had no permanent ground crews, new ones being assigned to them daily. As a result, the balloonists had to start each day by training their crews. The soldiers often resented this menial work. They generally preferred being sent into battle to working for civilians far behind the lines. Worst of all for these men was the experience of having ordinance aimed at the balloons falling on their heads and being unable to fight back. 


“Did you go up?” Vogler asked Smith.


“I did indeed. There was a battery up the line they especially wanted me to look at. They suspected it was Quaker guns.”


The Quakers were a pacifist sect that refused to take part in warfare. They produced no guns. The name “Quaker gun” was applied to counterfeit cannon constructed of logs painted black. 


“Were they?”


“I never found out. I thought the ceiling was above two thousand feet so I laid out that much tether. I told the boys that I would wave when I wanted to come down. Then I tested the telegraph and went up. 


“Turned out the ceiling was a little lower than I thought. I went up and vanished into a cloud. Couldn’t see a damned thing.”


“So what did you do?”


“Well, at first I thought the boys would bring me down when they couldn’t see me. But they couldn’t think that fast, I guess. After a few minutes I contacted the fort, but they couldn’t get in touch with my ground crew. I don’t think they even understood my predicament.”


“Probably not,” Vogler said.


“So I pulled the valve and started down. There was a breeze pulling me north. When I finally got below the ceiling I found myself over the enemy pickets. I started waving and my boys eventually saw me. If they hadn’t caught on I don’t know where I would have ended up.”


“What did they do?”


“They got on the pulley and hauled me in. When I got down, I said I wanted to be charged again and go back up on a shorter line. They were pretty angry and were not very receptive to the notion of sending me up again.”


“So what did you report on those guns?”


“Well, I did catch a look at them on the way down. I told Porter I thought they were Quaker, but then some of them commenced firing. I think they’re mixing real guns up with Quakers to chouse us.”


“Well, that hardly seems sporting,” Vogler replied.


“I know,” Smith said. “Our job is hard enough.”


The next morning the aeronauts were called to a staff meeting, though they were never called upon to speak. They were standing in a group by the door when Nathaniel detected a person standing behind him. The man’s presence was disclosed not by any sight or sound but by his odor, which was the smell of sweaty wool, cheap cigars and whiskey.


He turned and beheld what at first glance was a drunken madman. The man’s eyes were filled with tragedy and a burning intensity. His head was thrust forward arrogantly on his shoulders. His hair and beard were unkempt. The raveled stump of a cigar was clenched in his teeth. 

Nathaniel thought he must be a soldier who had wandered into the tent. This impression was furthered by the man’s uniform, which was that of a private infantryman. Upon each shoulder of the tunic, however, an officer’s mortarboard had been crudely affixed, and upon each mortarboard was the star of a brigadier general.


After the meeting Thaddeus Lowe asked General Porter about him. Porter replied, “We’ve seen McClellan’s turn as Hamlet. Now we’re going to see the brave Ulysses.”


“How so, sir?”


“He’s Ulysses Grant, and he’s Lincoln’s new darling.”


“He looks like a man who has just determined to thrust his face through a brick wall.”


“Well, he might be the man to do just that. No one likes him, least of all Lincoln, but Lincoln says he’ll fight. So he’s the man of the hour.”


“If I recall my Homer, Ulysses won out in the end.”


“Yes,” Porter replied. “But it took him twenty years to do so and it cost the lives of all of his men.” 


A few days later an officer of McClellan’s staff visited the Corps with a young foreign officer in tow. He wore a uniform so opulent that it hurt the eye to look upon it. He had a jaunty step, a penetrating gaze and a finely shaped, perfectly waxed and utterly magnificent moustache. 


“This fellow—“ the foreign officer clicked his heels and bowed “-- is of the Prussian Army, sent here to observe how we primitive colonials make war. He’s expressed an interest in your operation. He seems to speak very little English so I don’t know how far you’ll get with him.” 


Vogler stepped forward, gave a short bow and addressed the man in German. At this, the American officer wheeled and departed. 


The Prussian spent several hours with Wendell Smith, Solomon Vogler and Nathaniel Curry; Professor Lowe was away making a solo ascent at the front. Vogler was a good translator and the four had a lively discourse.

The officer, whose name was Ferdinand von Zeppelin, was quite interested in the activities of the Corps and had many intelligent questions. One thing he wanted to know was whether any of them had ever tried to affix a propulsive engine to a balloon. 

“The experiment has been made by others, but the results were not happy,” Smith told him. “The round shape of the bag impeded the progress of the device.”

“But suppose a balloon was made in the shape of a sausage? Would it not pass more readily through the air?”

“Yes, and that has also been tried. A Frenchman flew such a device ten years ago. It didn’t really work out, though. The gas tended to run to one end and the device would either turn head-down or tail-down.”

Von Zeppelin considered this. “Perhaps some clever American will devise a solution to this problem.” He left without seeing a balloon in flight.


The next day began with Lowe being called in to meet with the officers. Nathaniel was to have spent the day “casual” but instead found himself flying. 


He had six men, privates and one corporal, assigned to him. None of them looked with favor upon working for a sixteen-year-old civilian. The balloon Constitution was soon lumbering northward on a wagon with two gas generators bringing up the rear. A Connecticut regiment was planning an advance and wanted observations. With no telegrapher on the ground, he would use flags and, if possible, voice to communicate with the soldiers.


There had been little actual combat lately. After a series of clashes of varying intensity the Confederate army had for the most part vanished into the forests of the peninsula. It was felt that they would regroup around Richmond. With a smaller front and shorter supply lines they could make a stronger stand than they had in the isolated wilderness of the land further south.


It was a beautiful day. Cumulus clouds, the harbingers of fair weather, drifted at five thousand feet. The road was dry enough to allow easy passage but not so dry as to raise great amounts of dust. 


They met up with the Connecticut boys at the rendezvous point, found a stream and started charging the balloon. About four hundred men were gathered to begin the advance.


Nathaniel rose to two hundred feet and observed the countryside. Within two miles it was low, rolling country without a great deal of cover. Beyond that the land was wooded. An entire army could well be hiding there; he did not know. But at least there were no enemy within two miles. He waved a yellow flag over the side of the basket to signal all was clear. 


The men advanced in loose formation, their weapons cradled in their arms. As no resistance was expected men smoked and talked as they went. Nathaniel could hear them clearly. He observed the horizon with his telescope.


An explosion came from below, a sound so sharp and unexpected that he dropped his telescope into his lap. He leaned over the side of the basket.


A man was lying on the ground, writhing in agony. He lay in what looked like a fresh shell crater. Some of the other men were coming to his aid; others were looking around for their attackers. A few of them were looking up at Nathaniel. 


It had sounded like an artillery shell striking but no one had heard a shot fired. Nathaniel brought his telescope up and looked at the man on the ground. 


He was in a bad way. The shell had struck right at his feet and both of his legs had been blown to bits. Nathaniel could see the gleam of white bone protruding just below his hips, all that was left of his left leg. The man was quivering like a wounded fish. As he watched, the man’s head rolled limply to the side and he was dead.


Confusion ruled on the field. At last the captain called for silence and addressed Nathaniel:


“Where did that shot come from?”


Nathaniel put his hands on each side of his mouth and shouted back, “I didn’t hear or see a shot!”


The captain turned away, as thoroughly confused as anyone.


The corpse was placed on a stretcher and brought to the wagons, where it was left in the charge of the Negro drivers. 


With no explanation presenting itself the men began advancing again. This time there was no talk. 


Nathaniel saw the second explosion. A man was thrown into the air, did a somersault and landed on his back. He grabbed his leg and started howling. 


The man was no longer wearing trousers and Nathaniel could clearly see that his leg ended just below the knee. Although he was covered in blood, he looked like he had a better chance of survival than his comrade had had. The captain rushed in and applied a tourniquet to the soldier’s leg. 


The man continued howling. His fellows had to hold him down while the captain worked. He was carried back to the wagons, bellowing all the way.


The captain directed one of the men to fall back and fetch a long stick. While the men waited in the rear, the captain slowly advanced, carefully scraping the ground before him. 


He stopped. Hugging the ground, he worked carefully for a minute, then called the men forward. 


Nathaniel could see it clearly through his glass: it was an artillery shell, buried with its tip pointed upward and at ground level. Some dead grass and litter had been placed over it to disguise its location. 

The men were so outraged that the Confederates had resorted to this cowardly tactic that they refused to fight them. The balloon was brought down and they returned to the forward command post.


A few Confederate prisoners had the misfortune of being held at the command post. They received the full fury of the returning soldiers and it was only the intervention of the officers present that saved their lives. The soldiers wanted to bring these unfortunates forward and march them across the field.


One of the rebels protested that it was not their idea to bury the shells, but that of the officers. Even among the officers this had been considered a dishonorable and abhorrent practice. It was argued, however, that the practice was similar to the laying of torpedoes to guard a harbor, something both sides had done since the start of the war. Moreover, the Confederate officers had felt themselves outmanned and outgunned. They turned to this practice out of desperation. 


“So you knew about this?”


“Well…yeah.”


“Did you lay any of these here land torpedoes?”


The man looked at his feet. “…No.”


“You’re a God-damned liar, Secesh. You and your friends are going to go up there and help us out. You buried them, you can damned sure dig them up.”


The prisoners unloaded the dead man and the wounded one, then marched ahead of the wagons to the field. If they had not buried the torpedoes, they somehow had an uncanny knack for discovering them. After the first of these was exhumed the captain stopped the man who had spoken before. 


“We need to advance. Where is there a clear passage?”


The man stood up and looked around. “Far as I know it’s clear over yonder, on the right.” He swept his arm in that direction.


“Don’t men know how to address an officer in the CSA?”


“Yep. We know how to address a God-damned Yankee, too.”


“Just for that you’re going to check that field for us. Get to stepping.”


The man’s eyes blazed. “I’ll see you in Hell first.”


The captain walked to the rear. The prisoner now had twenty muskets pointed at him. He spat on the ground and went to the area he had indicated. He walked all over the area, stamping his bare feet on the ground as he went. “There! If’n you ain’t too scared, you can skedaddle on through here. And if you live to get to Richmond, tell ‘em Jeffers of the Ninth North Carolina sent you!”


A detail stayed with the prisoners clearing the torpedoes while the regiment formed up again. As the order was given to march, a rider leading a second horse galloped up.


“You Nathaniel Curry?”


“Yes.”


“They want you back at the fortress straight away. I’m to ride with you.”


“What’s this about?”


“You think they’re going to tell me?”


Nathaniel had never been a very good rider and he didn’t do particularly well in this instance. The stirrups were too long for him and he had to hold on with his legs. After a few miles he begged to stop and shorten the straps, but was refused. He completed the fifteen miles holding the saddle horn, not caring how it looked. 


Exhausted, stinking and drenched with sweat, he was ushered into the staff room of Fort Monroe. Present were Lincoln, Lowe, McClellan, Pinkerton, Grant and others he didn’t recognize. A civilian was addressing Lincoln in a nasal, wheedling voice: “They’re very good horses, Mister President.”


“Yes,” Lincoln replied, “they’re very likely good meat animals, although they may be too old and lean for anything but stew. What I need is draft animals and that’s what I thought I was paying for.”


“So will you not—“


Lincoln made a dismissive gesture. “I’ll pay for them. I’m sure you’d just sell them to Jeff Davis if I didn’t buy them. But I feel ill-used in this bargain, sir, and I’ll not suffer it again.”

Nathaniel thought that he would be mortified to have the President speak to him so but the man took it in stride. Lincoln’s secretary signed the bill of sale and the man took it and his hat and left without further ado. Only then did Lowe take notice of Nathaniel. He turned to the boy and smiled. “Thank you for arriving on such short notice, Nathaniel.”


“Yes, sir.”


Lowe took him aside. “I am embarking on a very dangerous assignment. I intend to take the entire Corps with me, but I wish to meet with each man singly, to offer him the opportunity to decline.”


“What is the task, sir?”


“I intend to take a boat up the Pamunkey River, flanking the Army, on a mission of both naval and aerial reconnaissance.”


Nathaniel’s heart stirred. “I’ll go.”


“Be aware that we will be at great risk of capture. And I would remind you that as civilians, we could be adjudged to be spies, and hung.”


“Sir, please don’t try to make it sound like more fun than it really is.”


The answer was more flippant than he had intended and he instantly regretted it. Lowe took it well, though. “We’ll consider it settled, then,” he replied. 


They set out the next day. The entire Corps, the balloons and their support equipment were loaded aboard the redoubtable George Washington Parke Custis. A hundred infantrymen came aboard as well. A tug drew the vessel; a small gunboat brought up the rear.


They went up the James, on the north side of the peninsula. The river at this point was actually a broad estuary. They stayed a mile or so off the coast, close enough to observe the shore but far enough away that any fire they received would be inaccurate. Several times Lowe ordered the anchor dropped and ascended from the deck of the Custis, but the enemy never came in sight.


They came to the head of the estuary. There at West Point McClellan intended to build a major fortification, a base for the assault on Richmond. No such fortification as yet existed, however, just a small outpost. They passed it and into the shallow waters of the Pamunkey River.


The gunboat was adjudged too large and cumbersome to take up the little river so Lowe loaned it to the Navy. Commodore Darling took charge of it, promising to make good use of it on the James.


The Pamunkey was small and winding but quite navigable for their small flotilla. They had passed no more than a mile when they encountered gray-clad troops on the shore. Although the aeronauts had little means of countering an assault from the shore, the Rebel soldiers fled from their sight.


The river turned this way and that. They knew that it would lead eventually to White House, where they would meet McClellan’s vanguard, but it seemed to be taking its time in doing so.


Lowe decided to anchor in the river and make an observation. They came around a bend and encountered a company of men watering their horses. The Confederate soldiers hastily left the scene.


“Professor Lowe,” Nathaniel asked, “why are they so afraid of us? I should think they’d want to take potshots at us.”


“Ah, Nathaniel, it’s simple, really. Look at this boat: a low, flat deck with a single structure amidships. What vessel does it remind you of?”


“Why, the Monitor!”


“Yes. It’s even the same length as the Monitor. And it’s the Monitor that the Southern soldier fears most right now. Want to go up with me?”


They went up to five hundred feet. Nathaniel raised his telescope and found, beyond the trees and low, rolling hills, the spires of Richmond. His heart thrilled at the sight.


Lowe too observed the city, but only for an instant. He was interested in the local scenery and what he saw did not please him.


“There are nothing but Confederates down there. They’re all racing to reinforce the capital. McClellan should have had forces here by now. I wonder what is delaying him?”


McClellan was delayed not so much by enemy action as by the poor maps of the peninsula. His force was advancing on both sides of the Chickahominy River. As this river meandered more than he anticipated, his force was widely split and the two parts were not in communication. The marching troops were also encountering unexpected obstacles such as swamps, creeks and heavy brush. The retreating Confederates had been inconsiderate enough to destroy any bridges and railroad tracks in their rear, further delaying the Union advance.


The Pamunkey grew smaller and shallower as it wandered north, and finally, at White House, Lowe decided to make land. 


White House had once been the home of George Washington. It had passed to the hands of Washington’s favorite general, “Light-horse Harry” Lee, and thence to Lee’s son Robert. That worthy had since passed it on to his own son. Lowe had expected to find that McClellan’s forces had captured the plantation but such was not the case. The Lee family, however, had fled the premises, leaving only the slaves behind. 


The servants greeted the invaders with trepidation, then welcomed them. Lowe represented himself to them as their liberator and they took him to their bosom.

He landed wagons and gas generators and the hundred and fifty soldiers that had been assigned to him. He pitched all of his tents and lit many campfires to mislead the enemy into thinking his force was much larger than it was. The riverboat and the tug were sent back to West Point, to wait in this secure location until needed.

Lowe went up several times to spy out the enemy. There were considerable forces in the area but Lowe’s deceptions had worked and they made no attempts on White House. 

On the morning of the second day he brought Nathaniel up. They had run a telegraph line from the estate to the line running beside the railroad and were now in communication with West Point, and thence to Fort Monroe and Washington. Lowe was describing the disposition of the Confederate forces when he interrupted himself to say, “Well, upon my warrant, it’s Stoneman’s cavalry.”

“What? Where away, sir?”

“Coming through the woods to us. They’re coming to White House. Do send a message to Fort Monroe, ‘Stoneman at White House.’ I’ll bring us down.” He waved the green flag to the ground crew, then reached up for the valve. 

When they reached the ground Lowe set out on foot to meet Stoneman. Nathaniel tagged along. They walked along a footpath in the woods, through groves of larch and pine. It was a fair morning and for a little while it was possible to forget about war and all the other cares of the world. 

After about ten minutes they met outriders. Lowe waved to them in greeting. A scowling staff sergeant raised his hand to stop the squad, then said, “Who the Hell are you?”

Lowe doffed his top hat and said, “I am Professor Thaddeus Sobieski Constantine Lowe and I’ve captured White House. Do you send to tell General Stoneman that he’s welcome to tea.”

“Tea! Why, you look like a Rebel spy to me.”

“Then you’ve never seen one.”

“You son of a bitch, I’m looking at one now!”

“Very well, I’m a Rebel spy. The general would think it remiss if you executed me before he could interrogate me.”

This didn’t go far to placate the man; in fact, Nathaniel thought he would have apoplexy and die on the spot. The soldier did not in fact expire, but rather drew out a Colt revolver and pointed it at Lowe. He then vented his spleen upon the professor, using the sort of language soldiers have always employed at moments of great emotion. Lowe ignored the man’s very existence, which of course enraged him all the more. 

Fortunately an officer of Lowe’s acquaintance rode up and took things in hand. A few minutes later Stoneman arrived. 

The general was surprised and pleased that Lowe had captured White House nearly single-handedly, had informed Fort Monroe of his, Stoneman’s, arrival, and that he was invited to tea. Soon the two men were conversing amiably. The affray of Stoneman’s horses and their arched backs was apparently a thing of the past. 

Stoneman was surprised at the camp that Lowe’s small force had made at White House. “How many men do you have here, Professor?”

“A hundred and fifty muskets.”

“But you have twice as many tents pitched! Do your men live in such luxury?”

Lowe and the general retired to tea; later he asked Lowe to meet with one Lieutenant Oliver to discuss his observations. They met in Lowe’s tent, to which Nathaniel was called. Oliver had an infinity of questions for the boy.

He was very interested in Richmond and its environs. His questions reminded Nathaniel of the interrogation he had undergone by Allan Pinkerton, and he realized that Oliver was involved in espionage. 

As they were talking a private came into the tent. Addressing the lieutenant, he said, “James, I’d like to sit in on this.”

“Certainly, David,” Oliver replied, waving him to a chair. The private sat down. 

Nathaniel was astonished. He had never heard an enlisted man address an officer by his first name before, or invite himself into a meeting. Even more surprising was that the officer hadn’t taken umbrage and put the man on report.

The man had an intelligent, even refined manner, unlike that of the typical common soldier, and spoke with a Virginia accent. He seemed to already know everyone in the room. 

“Professor Lowe, Master Curry, my name is David Miller. I’m a civilian serving as a scout for the Army. You see me in uniform simply because it would be better for my health to be captured this way than in mufti.

“I’m interested in whether the local Confederates have telegraphic communication with the city. I plan to inspect some of these lines over the next few days.”

“And how can I be of service in this endeavor, Mr. Miller?” Lowe asked.

“First of all, our maps but poorly show the locations of the local rail lines. As telegraph lines tend to follow railroad rights-of-way, knowing where the rail lines are would help me find telegraph lines.”

“Say no more. I’ve drawn several maps showing rail lines, and you’re welcome to them.”

“Secondly, I understand that young Nathaniel is both an expert telegrapher and a Richmonder. Could you spare his services?”

Lowe demurred. “Several days, you say?”

“Two at the most.”

“How dangerous a task would this be?”

“Now, there’s the rub. I’ll be traveling as a Confederate officer. I have papers that establish my bona fides, but they might not hold up. Nathaniel in that case might be in very great danger.”

“Then I could not countenance letting him go.”

Miller looked at Nathaniel, then stood up. “Just a minute, sir,” the boy said. He turned to Lowe. “Professor, I’d like to go.”

“Nathaniel, you don’t know the danger you’d be placing yourself in.”

“Would it be worse than the danger I face working for you?”

“Yes it would. After all, in the half-year the Balloon Corps has existed, we have suffered no casualties at all. If you were caught out as a spy the penalty would be death.”

“Mr. Miller, is this an important mission?”

“It’s important enough that I’ll risk my own life to go on it. I can’t make that decision for you.”

Nathaniel turned back to Lowe, who signaled his reluctant assent with an upward chop of his hand.

An hour later they set out. Miller was dressed in a gray uniform with the piping of a second lieutenant on his sleeves. His leather shako further identified him as a Georgia cavalryman. Nathaniel remained in his civilian clothes. Miller rode a great black gelding, Nathaniel a smaller roan mare. Although both saddles bore the embossing of the Confederacy, both horses had a prominent “US” branded on their rumps. 

The brands worried Nathaniel. “Shouldn’t our horses have ‘CSA’ on them, Mr. Miller, sir?”

“Not to worry, my boy. Half of the Confederacy’s horses are turncoats and none of them asked for new brands when they came over. And call me Lt. Saxton.”

None of the soldiers seemed surprised to see an enemy officer riding in their midst; several saluted, either out of ignorance or in jest. Miller returned the salutes crisply.

As they rode north, Miller said, “If we encounter any Confederate forces, let me do the talking. If pressed to speak, you are simply Nathaniel Curry of Richmond, hired by me for fifty cents a day to do for me. Remember that good liars don’t give details. In fact it would be best if you were a simpleton and knew next to nothing at all.”

“Yes, sir. What will we be doing, sir?”

“It would be best for all concerned if you knew as little as possible until it was absolutely necessary. That’s always an asset for a spy.”

“But I’m not a spy, sir.”

“Yes you are.”

Within an hour they came upon railroad tracks; a line of telegraph poles ran beside them. Without a word they turned and followed the tracks west, toward the city. Miller stopped at a point where the tracks ran through a small dell. 

“This looks good. This low ground means we can’t be seen for more than a hundred yards or so.” He dismounted and took a lineman’s belt and spurs from his saddlebag.

Nathaniel had never used these items before, although he had seen them in use. He attached the spurs to his legs as well as he could, then put the belt on and fastened it around a telegraph pole. Miller handed him a lineman’s telegraph key and he put it in his shirt pocket. 

Tentatively, he put one spur against the pole and pushed off of the ground. The spur came loose and his foot slipped down. He tried again, stabbing his foot into the pole harder. This time it held. He climbed the pole, hitching the belt upward as he went. 

The pole was only twenty feet high but it was more frightening than being a thousand feet up in a balloon. He wasn’t sure why this was; maybe he simply wasn’t used to it. He took the key out of his pocket and attached it to the line.

“The line is dead.”

“Are you sure?”

“Sure I’m sure. It would have clicked as I hooked it up.”

“Damn it. Excuse me, Nathaniel, but damn it.”

“Maybe it just wants a ground.”

“What do you mean?”

“If the line was broken further up, there would be no ground here and the line would be dead.”

“Well? Can you give it a ground?”

“I don’t have any wire.”

“Well, I do.” He produced a coil from his saddlebag and tossed it to the boy. Nathaniel attached it to the key. 

“What should I do?” Miller asked. “Should I just stick the end in the ground?”

“No. The ground is pretty dry, we haven’t had rain in several days. Attach it to the railroad track.”

Miller did so and they both heard the key start to click.

“Can you understand it?”

Nathaniel raised his finger and Miller waited. 

“Something about ’With all due dispatch. Enemy force approaching Seven Pines. Enemy engineers constructing bridge over Chickahominy.’ And now a different operator, ‘Jackson holding in the north. Large enemy force at White House. Do not engage at White House.’”

“Good!” Miller said.

“’Lee orders no furloughs.’ And that’s it.”

“Let’s wait a minute.”

They waited several minutes, with Nathaniel’s legs starting to cramp up, but there was no further activity on the line. Miller ordered the boy down. He seemed quite excited and said they were returning to Stoneman’s camp immediately.

As they rode back south they encountered a company of Confederate cavalry. Their captain returned Miller’s salute as they passed. 

At White House, Miller immediately closeted himself with Stoneman, Oliver and several other officers. Nathaniel returned to the Corps. At dinner his comrades were clearly curious, but they asked him no questions; Nathaniel saw Lowe’s hand in this. He himself offered no information; he was, after all, a spy.

Two days later Stoneman made his first balloon ascent and was very impressed. He quickly became an avid supporter of aerial reconnaissance and went up with Lowe whenever opportunity afforded.

From the air, Lowe and Stoneman were able to see the windows of Richmond. More importantly, they could see the troops that had fled from Yorktown encamped around the city. They were digging in. It was clear that Dixie land would make its stand around its capital. 


Lowe ate with the Corps that evening. The men pressed him for his plans.


“Boys, it’s on to Richmond.”


“Well, what are we going to do? Fly into the city?”


“Nothing that grand. I’m taking our force to Mechanicsville. That’s only about four miles from the city. We’ll be able to watch over Jeff Davis’ shoulder as he decides what to do next.”


Then calamity struck. And it struck in the form of the Union Army.


Right after Reveille the next morning a transportation company rode into the camp. Their commander was a beefy, no-nonsense major mounted on a huge brown gelding. “You Lowe?”


“I am indeed, sir.”


“We got orders to take your wagons and horses.”


“Orders? From whom?”


“Never mind who. How many you got here?”


“I insist on communicating with General McClellan first.”


“Bull. Maybe I should come down there and poke your nose first.”


The company gave them ten minutes to unload the wagons, then took the wagons and horses. They had no need of the gas generators so those were left behind. 


Lowe raged at the departing soldiers, then went with Nathaniel to the telegraph tent. He insisted that his own telegrapher be allowed to use the key.


Nathaniel reached West Point, which informed him of McClellan’s location. The general was not in telegraphic communication but he was only about five miles away.


Lowe begged General Stoneman himself for a horse and was furnished with one. He galloped off alone, returning in the afternoon. 


“Well,” he told his aviators, “McClellan wasn’t surprised at what had happened. He in fact said that everything was being done to annoy him. He wants my services, though, and we’ll get horses. We’ll get to Mechanicsville tomorrow.”


Smith remarked, “That was some cheek of that transport company to take our horses and wagons like that.”


“Yes,” Lowe said, “but do you know, I found out that they received clearance from Washington to take them. As if what we did was of no utility whatsoever!”


Both McClellan and Lowe were as good as their words and by the end of the next day he and the Washington were installed behind a heavily fortified redoubt at Mechanicsville. He took Nathaniel up to two hundred feet the next morning. 


The city was only four miles away. He could recognize the Capital building, the State Supreme Court and several of the churches. Through his telescope he could easily see people moving about the streets. He couldn’t recognize individuals or even tell the color of the different people, but he could tell men from women.


A number of people were stopped and looking in their direction. Well, this was understandable. Most of them had probably seen nothing of the Union forces before and there was likely no one in Richmond who had ever seen a balloon.


He put the glass down. “Quite a sight, isn’t it, my boy?” Lowe asked.


“Yes, sir. I, well, I miss the place.”


Lowe was slow in responding. “Well, I’m sure you do.”


Was Amanda looking at the balloon right now? She very likely was. She was one of the very few people in the city who knew who was operating this frightening apparition. He was looking at her and she at him, though neither could see the other.


And what was she thinking? That he had come to free the slaves? No: she was thinking, as was everyone in the city, that this gray monstrosity was come to destroy them.


“Is your key working?”


He bestirred himself. “No. I still have to charge it.” He turned to his task.

Lowe went up several times daily at Mechanicsville, and often at night. He gave detailed accounts of enemy positions and movements, often telegraphing them directly to the camps of McClellan, Heintzelman and Stoneman.


The generals communicated amongst themselves on the same line. An exchange always began with a header, which named the sender of a message and its intended recipient. While it was considered bad form for one to eavesdrop on a conversation not intended for him, it also inevitably occurred. Once Nathaniel interrupted an observation to turn to the clattering key and listen closely for a minute.


“What’s wrong?” Lowe asked. “Was that intended for me?”


He shook his head. “No, it surely wasn’t. It was about you.”


“What did it say?”


“Stoneman just said he needed three wagons and their teams. McClellan told him that if he couldn’t find them elsewhere, you could spare them.”


“Are you certain? He knows I can’t spare a single nag.”


“Professor Lowe, I’m sorry, but I know that’s what he said.”


“But this entire assault would have been in vain if not for –“ Lowe did not finish the thought but raised his field glasses again.


One morning he and Nathaniel took the Washington up at first light. They turned their gaze upon the city. As the city was to their west, the rising sun reflected off a myriad of windowpanes. It looked like a city of gold. Lowe remarked, “It’s like the fabulous city of Eldorado that the conquistadors —“

He never finished the sentence. From the forest before them came the simultaneous flash of at least a dozen cannon, firing at close range. They had both seen muzzle flashes often enough that they could usually tell where the shots were aimed. In this case, all of the guns were aimed directly at them. 

There was nothing to do but stand there and see what would transpire. A second after the flashes they heard the loud report, then the angry hum of the spinning shells passing close by them. The balloon gave a jolt as if startled. The shells exploded about two hundred feet behind them. 

“I think we had best get down before they reload,” Lowe remarked calmly. He reached for the valve. They both noticed at this point that the rigging had been torn by shells passing through it. Nathaniel looked at the tattered ropes in wonder. At least one of the shells had passed only a foot or two above their heads.
They made a rapid descent, using a technique the Corps had developed for just such a contingency. Most of the gas was released from the bag and they plummeted to earth. While descending, both of them untied several sandbags, holding their ropes to prevent their actual release. Just before reaching the ground they released the ballast, slowing their descent to a reasonable speed. 

General Stoneman seemed genuinely amused by the story. “Well! The most shot-at man of the war, eh, Lowe? And you came within an ace of becoming the most shot man of the war. Bravo!”

They relocated to the rear of the camp. They might still draw fire but it would be less accurate at this distance. That night Lowe ascended again. He was only up a few minutes before coming down again. “The camps are ablaze.”

“What?” Smith asked.

“All around Richmond there are campfires. I’ve seen this often enough to know what it means.”

“Why,” Vogler said, “doesn’t it mean they’re cooking rations? That means they’ll be marching out soon.”

“Precisely,” Lowe said. “And that’s bad for our forces. McClellan’s force is still divided by the Chickahominy. Heintzelman has men building a bridge near Seven Oaks, but I don’t think they can finish it before they’re attacked. If the force is attacked while divided like this, they’ll be cut to pieces.”

“What do you want to do?” Smith asked.

Lowe hesitated. “I don’t want to raise a false alarm,” he replied. “Heintzelman might need to speed the completion of that bridge, but I want to be sure of my information first. I’ll look again in the morning. They can’t work on the bridge at night, in any event.”

Lowe went up again in the morning, bringing Nathaniel and his telegraph apparatus along. It was a beautiful day, the last of May, and the air was perfectly clear. 

“Do you see them, my boy?”

Nathaniel had been looking at the city again, trying to spot familiar landmarks, and it was only with reluctance that he looked where Lowe was pointing.

“Yes, sir. Three columns of troops. They have artillery along as well.” He raised his glass. “They have the whole kit and caboodle with them. There’s camp wagons, mess wagons, extra horses…they probably have sutlers and hookers along as well – excuse me, sir.”

“Yes. Get on the line to Heintzelman. ‘Three columns of infantry with artillery and ammunition headed toward your position.’ You can omit mention of the sutlers and hookers. Send it to his attention and require confirmation from him or his adjutant.”

“Yes, sir.” 

Lowe trained his telescope on the half-completed bridge. “Tell him this as well: ‘The force working to complete the bridge at Fair Oaks is too light to complete this task before the enemy should arrive there.’”

Nathaniel sent the message. “Take a look around, Nathaniel. See if there’s anything that I missed that you can pick up.”

Nathaniel plied his telescope around the area. There were certainly plenty of Confederate troops and they were all marching their way. “We better be prepared to move out, Professor.”

“I quite agree. In fact, telegraph Gaines Hill and tell them to inflate both Intrepid and Constitution. We’ll likely have to relocate there by the end of the day.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Are you in communication with this very camp?”

“They’re partied in, I think.”

“Get a message to the boys assisting us today. Tell them to withdraw to Gaines Hill with everything but six men and our wagon. If things get hot here, we can get ourselves gone in no time.”

“Yes, sir.” He sent the message.

“I’ve had another thought, Nathaniel.”

“Yes, sir?”

“We may find ourselves taken at unawares. There’s a lot of ground cover here and a small force of men might attempt to capture us.”

“Yes, they might.”

“Tell our ground crew that if we cut our tethers, it’s every man for himself. They must attempt to get away as best they can.”

“Cut our tethers?”

“Yes, I would do that only in the furthest extremity, but it might come to that. Have you noted the wind?”

“Yes, it’s out of the north-northwest at about five knots.”

“It would take us in the direction of West Point, I believe. I would pull the valve and try to set it down just before the coast, in any event. We can only hope to do as well as old Fitz-John Porter.”

“Would we be awarded the Order of the Golden Valve, sir?”

Lowe smiled. “I imagine so. But let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

“Yes, sir.” He sent the message.

“Have you taken a look at the city?”

Nathaniel didn’t need to be told twice. He turned the lens to the city and looked it over.

Something caught his eye. He could scarcely believe what he was seeing. When he was sure of it, he told Lowe, “I think you better take a look at Richmond, sir.”

“What? Why?”

“It’s to the left. It’s on the south edge of the city, at about four hundred feet.”

“At four hundred feet? Are you serious?” He put the instrument to his eye.

“You’re right, my boy, it’s indeed a balloon. Johnny Reb has a balloon.”

“It’s not like ours, though, sir.”

“No. It’s not a solid gray like our balloons. In fact, I don’t quite know what we’re looking at. I’d like to take a closer look at that, but it will have to wait until we take the city.”

Within the half hour Heintzelman replied to Lowe’s warnings. He thanked Lowe and said that he would send more men to finish the bridge.

Lowe and Nathaniel remained up in the Washington for several hours. When the Confederate columns approached within four or five miles, Lowe decided to relocate. He gave rapid orders to the ground crew for the removal of the balloon; then he and Nathaniel mounted horses and thundered to Gaines Hill.

Lowe was not pleased with what he saw when he arrived: the gasbags of both Intrepid and Constitution were being charged; neither bag was attached to its basket yet. Both bags were only partially filled. When Lowe complained, Wendell Smith, who had supervised the charging of the devices, countered that this was still enough to bring him over a thousand feet.

“But I need to go much higher than that,” Lowe said. “And I need to bring Nathaniel with me.”

“Very well, I’ll connect both generators to Constitution.”

“That still won’t do. Time is worth a million dollars a minute right now.” Lowe looked around furtively. His eyes lighted on a teakettle lying on the ground.

He picked the kettle up and looked it over. “Yes, yes, this will do. Quickly, lads, knock a hole in the bottom of this thing the size of a gas nozzle. Then take the hoses off the generators and connect both hoses to this kettle. You, Solomon, help Nathaniel attach the telegraph key and lines to Constitution.”

“How much line should I lay on, sir?”

“Three thousand feet. That much tether as well.”

“Why so much, sir?”

“I need to see the whole theater of operations. And there’s a lot of hilly country around here.”

“Very well. However, we only have about four thousand feet of tether line here.”

“Then make it a single tether. It’s calm, I don’t think we’ll twist too much.”

As they were making the connection between the two balloons Nathaniel heard Smith say, “Why, if it isn’t Mathew Brady and Mathew Brady!”

He looked up. A wagon driven by two young civilians had just pulled up. He recognized them as Alexander Gardner and James Gibson, two of the photographers who had been traveling with the Army of late. The photographers all worked for the famous portrait photographer Mathew Brady, and it was his name that appeared on all of the photographs. He insisted on taking credit for the work of his minions, even though he himself never left Washington during the war. 

“Mind if we set up and make an exposure, fellows?”

“Only if you don’t get underfoot,” Smith said. 

The photographers set to their task. Gardner set the camera up on a tripod, then threw a black hood over his head and adjusted the instrument. Gibson went into the black tent on the back of the wagon and prepared the plate. 

The task of connecting the two gasbags was by this time complete. Nathaniel didn’t understand what was supposed to happen next. The gasbags were connected by the two gas lines, themselves connected through the teakettle, but Nathaniel could see no agency that would pump hydrogen from one gasbag to the other. 

“Run Constitution’s gasbag up that hill and let out some line,” Lowe ordered. The soldiers did so.

As if by magic, Intrepid deflated and Constitution inflated. It took Nathaniel a minute to understand what was happening. He realized at last that the hydrogen in Intrepid was simply attempting to rise, and it was somehow wise enough to know that the path to doing so was to go down the gas line, through the teakettle and into Constitution.

“Everyone please stand still for a few moments,” the photographer said. “Thank you,” he said five seconds later. He removed the plate from the camera and gave it to his assistant to develop.

Lowe closed the valve on Constitution’s bag and ordered the car attached beneath it. He and Nathaniel climbed aboard. “Let us up to three thousand feet,” the professor ordered.

The soldiers removed the tether from the pulley and released it. The aerostat shot skyward.

Nathaniel found himself popping his eardrums more rapidly than he had ever done before. The wind rushing from above grew cooler. It was a warm day at ground level; at two thousand feet over Mechanicsville he and Lowe had required jackets. It was sure to be even colder farther up.

He glanced upward. The only clouds were stratus clouds at about ten thousand feet so they would continue to have an unobstructed view of the ground. 

The landscape spread before them, a mix of the dark green of foliage, the light green of grass, the patchwork of farmland and the blue of water. Richmond, about ten miles away, was a grid of streets and roads.

The balloon slowed, then stopped. The wind pushed the balloon to the point where the tether itself resisted, and they felt the cold breeze play over them. Lowe was already making observations.

“To General Stoneman: your bridge construction is continuing apace. To General Heintzelman: force of Confederate infantry is marching down the main road from Richmond and is three miles from your force at Fair Oaks. To General McClellan: Confederate forces are within range of your rifle cannon. Firing coordinates to follow.”

The two of them stayed there throughout the day, sending and receiving messages from the commanders of the Union forces. In addition to his telegraphic duties, Nathaniel looked at the disposition of not only the forces of both armies but of their fortifications. He was forming an intention in his mind.

They could see all of the forces in the upper part of the peninsula. From this altitude it was impossible to discern individual soldiers, even with the use of telescopes. They watched armies clash throughout the day but never saw individuals fighting. It was much like watching a game of chess.

The pieces moved back and forth on the chessboard all day. The Confederate forces had the opportunity to crush the widely-separated Union forces but could not manage to do so. They were clearly not in communication with one another, nor did they have adequate information on the disposition of their foe. As the day came to an end Lowe remarked, “Heintzelman thinks this war will devolve to Union artillery against Confederate infantry. That may be. But I think the Union also has an advantage in its organization and in its application of the natural sciences.”

“So do you think they’ll take the capital now?”

Lowe sighed. “No. Tell no one this, but I think McClellan has failed, and it may well cost him his command. He took too long and never pressed his advantage. There are many roads to victory, and one is named Audacity. McClellan is too prudent.

“The entire South has had time to come to Richmond. The whole city is now an armed camp, and one we can not at this time defeat.”

They descended, exhausted. Lowe said, “I feel I’ve put in a good day’s work.” Nathaniel thought that his day was just beginning.

Chapter Six: The Order of the Golden Valve

A plan had been forming in Nathaniel’s mind for the last few days and he now put it into action. First he removed the “BC” insignia from his collar. Then, as dusk fell, he went out for a walk, telling Wendell Smith that he might be an hour or so before returning. 

He took a saddle horse and rode it to Mechanicsville. He left the horse in the hands of a colored groom, gave him a nickel to watch the creature and to keep mum, and left the camp, headed north.

About a half mile north of the camp there was an old cart road running roughly parallel to the railroad tracks but several hundred yards away from them. He found this cart road fairly easily and turned west onto it.

He had seen this road from the air. He thought he knew it, although he wasn’t sure if it was one he had wandered in what now seemed the distant past, when he had lived in Richmond and not in the sky. The road looked like it went right into the city. Best of all, there appeared to be no pickets guarding it.

He recalled that General McClellan had said that a man walked about three miles an hour. If Mechanicsville was four miles from the city, he could be there in a little over an hour. That would give him time to visit Amanda. And his family, of course. 

After that he would simply retrace his steps and be back at Mechanicsville a little after midnight. It would be late when he got back to Gaines Hill, but not terribly late. He would even be able to work the next day.

Milky clouds glowed in the sky. A crescent moon smiled at him as he walked. The cart road was uneven and overgrown with scrub brush. Mesmerized by that moon, Nathaniel stumbled and fell several times.

The moon descended and was framed by the spires of the city. He didn’t know how long he had been walking but the city didn’t seem to be getting any closer. Prudence told him to turn back but he was starting to get scared. He no longer dared to turn around.

At times of great anxiety he would clutch the locket beneath his shirt. If it didn’t give him actual courage, it at least gave him a counterfeit of courage and allowed him to go on.

What was he afraid of? The dark itself? Well, no, but he was afraid of musket shots in the night or of stepping on an unseen torpedo. He was afraid of being captured and shot as a spy. And, yes, he was probably afraid of the dark as well.

There was a thump a few rods to his left and he stopped. “Who’s there!” he demanded.

The tall grass rustled. He could feel the hairs stand up on the back of his neck. He turned and looked in the direction of the sound but could see nothing.

About fifteen feet from him something rose from the grass. A face like a death’s-head, white with round black eyes, came silently toward him. An owl, heedless of war and all the affairs of men, flew over his head and away to the north.

He stood there, trembling, for what seemed a very long time. He looked eastward, back the way he had come, but there was only darkness. 

Westward lay Richmond. The moon had set but its glow still illuminated the sky. Silhouetted before him were buildings. 

Were there no streetlights? That had seemed one of the wonders of the city when they had first moved there, that the streets themselves were lit up at night. But it made sense that this luxury would be sacrificed in time of war.

His pace was less than the normal one of a man walking on a road. He stepped livelier to make up for lost time. 

He heard a man’s voice ahead. He stopped and made out the faint glow of someone smoking. 

Two men. Pickets. He was coming face to face with the enemy.

The other man spoke. They were speaking softly and he couldn’t make out their words.

What should he do? Perhaps it would be best to simply turn around and go back. But he had almost made it to the city and was determined to see this enterprise through.

He turned to the left, off of the road, intending to pass around the picket. The grass was tall and rustled as he moved through it.

He blundered into a bush, recoiled and went around it. Then he stopped, his pulse pounding in his ears. An elephant stumbling through a jungle would surely have made less noise than he was making.

“Hello?” one of the pickets called.

He fell down in the grass, breathing through his nose so as to make less noise. He thought the soldiers must hear his heart beating. 

“I saw a fox last night.” The soldiers were speaking more loudly now.

“Fox, Hell! This was something white.”

“White, like a white man?”

“White like a white shirt. Or maybe something, I don’t know, less natural than that.”

“Less natural, what you talking about, man?”

“I seen a ghost once, it looked like that.”

“Ghost! You’re a fool!” 

“I ain’t never no fool. I kilt at least six men the last two days and they might not have all been Christians.”

“If they weren’t Christians, then what?”

“Then they wouldn’t ‘a’ gone to heaven, and they might be looking for me.”

“You’re a no-count fool!” The man raised his voice: “You out there! Sing out!”

Silence.

“Give us the password or we’ll shoot!”

A longer silence.

“You want to shoot?”

“At what? There ain’t nothing to shoot at.”

“You said you’d shoot.”

“Oh, and bring the whole camp down on us for shooting at nothing?”

“Oh, you’re afraid to shoot, because it might be a ghost?”

“Well, what was it, then? No soldier wears white.”

“Then it was a civilian. It was Honest Abe.”

Nathaniel didn’t hear the response to this. He crawled through the grass until he was around the picket. Unsure of himself, he moved back onto the road.

Black humps rose before him: the ramparts. Strangely, where the path ran between these artificial hills there was no sentry. He entered the outskirts of the city unchallenged.

There were army camps on each side of him but no one was guarding the road. A few campfires were still burning and he could hear low voices. He thought this unusual; in the Union army it was surely after “lights out”. Maybe discipline was more lax in the Confederate forces; or perhaps these men were cooking rations.

It was a very dark night. The last vestiges of the moon had long since fled the sky and the stars themselves were obscured by the clouds. He could see the city, a darker black against the black sky. It was closer but it still wasn’t close. 

The smell of burning tobacco came to him; not being a smoker, he detected it readily. Another picket, this one apparently placed there to protect the army from the city.

“Evening,” he said.

The soldiers turned to look at him. “Who the Hell are you?”

“I’m from Richmond. I want to go home.”

“What are you doing in the camp?”

“My brother’s in the army.”

Jesus, he thought. All of that’s the truth but it sounds like I’m lying.

“What army is he in?”

“I don’t know.” He heaved an utterly sincere yawn.

“All of you should have left before sunset.”

“Yep.” He had his hands in his pockets and he looked the soul of innocence. 

The men observed him in silence for a moment.

“Well, then, get on with yez.”

“Okay. Good night, soldier.”

“Good night.”

He knew the road he was on now; the Mechanicsville rail line would sweep in and run beside it before he got to the city. The road was hard, smooth and dry. A few minutes later he was on macadam and his heart soared. 

It was getting very late. His wisest strategy now, as it had been from the beginning, would be to turn about and go back to the Union camp. He quickened his pace toward the city.

Both his family’s home and that of the Swansons lay on the far side of the city, near the river, in the most densely populated district. The streets were confusing in the darkness and he made a number of wrong turns. Whenever he saw or heard other people he would duck into an alley until they passed. Although there was nothing about him to disclose that he was with the Union cause it still made sense to be prudent. He wondered if he was still named a traitor in the city.

He was surprised when it started to get light. At first he thought his eyes were playing tricks on him, but no: it was morning.

People were out and about now. There was no longer any use in trying to disguise his presence. He walked openly on the sidewalk.

As he approached his home his step quickened like a nail approaching a magnet. He wanted to throw caution to the winds and run, but he stayed his feet. 

At the last corner he stopped and observed the building. The lower story, the family store, was still shut fast. The shades were raised on the upper story. 

As he watched, one of the twins came out onto the landing and down the stairs. 

He squinted at her: Ada. As she walked down the sidewalk she was in profile to him. She was taller now and her dress was no longer the short dress of a little girl, though not quite the long dress of a woman.

His sister had a bosom. This seemed shocking, almost impossible, but she was walking down the sidewalk with a bosom as if it were a perfectly natural thing to do. 

“Ada.”

Her head flicked for a second, then she continued on her way.

“Ada!” 

She stopped and turned his way but she still didn’t see him. He smiled and waved at her. She waved back. Then, as he watched, recognition came. She mouthed his name silently. He nodded.

She crossed the street, a look of absolute astonishment on her face. She stopped right in front of him, her hands clasped before her chest.

“Nathaniel?”

“Yes, it’s me. How are you, Ada?”

“What are you doing here?”

“I came to see y’all.”

“Are you on leave or something?”

“I’m not in the army, so I don’t get leave. I just came here.”

“I saw the Yankee balloon day before yesterday. Was that you?”

He nodded.

“How – how long can you stay?”

“Not long. I should be back now.”

“You have to come in and see Ma and Pa and Daisy.”

“Melly.”

“Melly’s in the army. We think.”

“He joined up, then?”

“He did it because of you. He said he was going to join up. He’d go and be gone for a week or so, then he’d show up at home again. Then he’d say he was joining up again and go. But finally he never came back, and we think he’s in.”

“He never wrote?”

“No. Neither did you.”

“Ada, how’s Amanda?”

“Nathaniel, you’re wicked not to ask about your family.”

“I know, but tell me. Have you seen her?”

Ada smiled. “This is true love, just like in the books. Yes, I’ve seen her. She’s well and she always asks if we have news of you.”

He smiled.

“Nathaniel, is it true what they say about the balloon?”

“What do they say?”

“They say the army will … you will bring a cannon on it and bombard the city.”

“No, that could never happen. The balloons can barely carry three people, they could never carry a cannon.”

“Oh. Well, will the Yankees make the darkies our masters, and send their children to school with us?”

“What? That’s just foolish. Who says that?”

She shrugged. “People.”

“People say stupid things.”

“Well, the Union Army’s trying to take Richmond now, that much is true, isn’t it?”

“Yes, but I don’t think they will. I think the Union will win the war, but they can’t take Richmond now.”

“Oh. Well, that’s good.”

“When did you see her last?”

“You mean Amanda? It was last week.”

“Can you go to her house and catch her before she goes to school?”

“She doesn’t go to school. A lot of the young people have stopped going until the war is over, so we can help the Cause. But I know where she works.”

“Amanda … works?”

“Everyone works now, except when there isn’t work. I’ll fetch her. You go to the house and wait.”

“I’ll wait here.”

“You’ll go in the house or I’ll not get her. And you don’t know where she works, and you dassn’t go to her house, so you just do as I say.”

She was being stubborn but she was right. Nathaniel crossed the street and ascended the outside staircase to his parents’ door. It felt good to touch the doorknob.

As he came into the kitchen he heard his mother call, “Did you forget something, Ada?” He walked through to the parlor, where his mother, his father and Daisy sat. He smiled.

They looked up at him for a few seconds as if they didn’t know him; then all three burst from their seats, abandoning their coffee, and the room was filled with clamor. His mother and sister embraced and kissed him.

“But what are you doing here?” his mother asked, beaming with joy.

“I snuck off to see y’all.”

“Oh, but that’s wonderful that you were able to—“

“Wait a minute,” his father said. “You came here without leave?”

This produced a silence. “Well, I don’t need to take leave, I’m a civilian.”

“Yes, but does anyone know you’re here?”

“Only y’all. And Ada knows, I saw her. And Amanda will know when Ada finds her.”

His father looked pained. “Two girls know you’re here? Then it will be all over town.”

“I’ll tell her to keep mum when she gets here.”

“When she gets here!” his mother exclaimed. “Is Amanda Swanson coming here?”

“Yes, I asked Ada to –“

“I can’t have a fine young lady like Amanda Swanson coming here. The house is a wreck! All of you, jump to it! We have to clean this pigsty up!”

Nathaniel felt very much at home then, rushing around the parlor under his mother’s lashing tongue. The parlor looked fine to him but she still found plenty for him to do. His limbs were weary and his mind was dull from lack of sleep, but no matter: he was going to help clean up.

“The kitchen is a disaster but she’ll just have to not look at that. Get this comforter into the bedroom! Daisy, get your needlepoint off the table!”

The torment ended only when they heard footfalls coming up the stairs. His mother stopped, smoothed her apron, touched her hair and smiled as Ada led Amanda into the parlor.

She did not look as pretty as she had the last time he had seen her. Her simple gray dress with its plain white apron looked like the camp dresses the army women wore. It was threadbare but clean. It was also a little small for her: he glimpsed her ankles as she came through the kitchen. She wasn’t wearing a hat but a simple mesh cap, and she carried a small mesh bag.

Her golden hair was cut shorter and was not as pleasingly coifed. Her face was tanned and looked tired. But perhaps the greatest change was in her attitude. She seemed no longer a carefree girl but a young woman already weary of the cares of the world.

She was giving him the same searching look and he wondered what she now saw in him. Then she smiled. “Good morning, Nathaniel.”

“Good morning, Amanda.”

They might have stood looking at each other like that for days if Mother Curry hadn’t cried out, “All right, we have to open the store! Quick march, everyone, downstairs!”

“No,” Daisy countered, “I want to stay here.”

Her mother took her by the ear and led her, squawking, out the door. Her husband and other daughter brought up the rear. 

The door closed and at last they were alone. 

“Won’t you … sit down?”

He gestured to the settee and she sat, her hands primly folded in her lap. Her every movement was to him like water to a thirsty man. He sat in his father’s chair. 

He should have sat beside her on the settee. He was so tired that he wasn’t thinking clearly.

She smiled. “I saw you yesterday, though you did not see me.”

“Ah. I thought you must see me.”

“Then it was you.”

He nodded. “Me and Professor Lowe.” 

Both were silent for a moment.

“So. How have you been?” he ventured.

“I am well. How are you?”

“Oh, fine thank you. And your family? How is your father? I think of him a lot.”

“He’s well. We received a letter just two days ago.”

“You mean he – where is he?”

“He’s with the army. He’s with his unit. When he left he still wasn’t well enough to ride a horse and of course the doctors didn’t want him to go. But he said he was fit enough to die on the battlefield—“

She choked and her hand flew to her mouth. But a moment later she was smiling. “He left in a coach. He said that he might be the only cavalryman going into battle in a coach, but if it was good enough for Napoleon it was good enough for him.”

“So he was getting his strength back?”

“He could walk without assistance, but not very far. He could ride but it tired him so.”

“And what of the rest of your family, your mother and brothers?”

“Mother is fine, and I’ll remember you to her.” He nodded. She went on, “Lemuel has received a commission.”

“Really? What is he doing?”

“He’s a cavalryman. His uniform is even grander than Father’s.”

“Good. David, he must be getting along better at the Citadel.”

Her face clouded and she looked down. “That’s the hardest news, Nathaniel. After the secession a colonel of hussars came to the school and asked for volunteers. He went into the regular army at the age of fifteen. He – he was at the battle of Ball’s Bluff.”

She paused. In the distance he heard a single cannon shot. It sounded like a muffled cough. A dish in the kitchen rattled.

“A musket ball hit him in the head.”

His head seemed full of something, blood or something that made his ears buzz and made it hard to swallow. “Amanda…”

She didn’t look up but gestured for silence. She swallowed and said, “The ball went into his left temple and out his right temple. It passed through his eyes. He wasn’t injured bad except that he lost both his eyes.

“His unit had to retreat and he lost his way. He was captured by a unit from New York. A doctor treated him, treated him with kindness, he said. There was no infection and he will probably live, but he was taken prisoner. They sent him to Maine.”

“How did you hear this?”

“He sent us one letter just as he was about to get on the train for Maine. We got it in December. We’ve heard nothing since.”

“They should parole him, he can’t…”

He was on the settee beside her. Her fingernails dug into his back as she wept against his chest. Then, by an effort, she wept no more. 

“Nathaniel, are you safe where you are?”

His face was in her hair. He closed his eyes and breathed in the smell of it and his weary mind went to a different place. Before him was a shining city of gold. A beautiful blue sky was above him and rolling meadows of treetops spread beneath him. Somewhere below him a dozen cannon suddenly flashed. The muzzle flashes didn’t point to the left or to the right but directly toward him. They were a dozen brilliant yellow-white flowers instantly blooming below him, and the car jumped and he jumped. “Yes. Yes, I’m safe where I am.” 

“What is this?” Her hand was on his chest.

“That is your heart, which I carry next to my own.” He wondered if this sounded foolish.

“You do wear it, then?”

“It has never left me. And if we have the rest of our lives together, I could not tell you all the places it has been.”

She looked up at him and smiled. “That is good, because your heart is also always with me.”

Kissing her felt even better than he remembered. At first they were cautious, neither wishing to be forward with the other. Then they were kissing each other hard. It wasn’t like the first time they had kissed; rather, they were like two wild animals acting with reckless abandon. Their lips broke apart at last, but they still held each other close, and he knew her heart was beating as hard as his own because he could feel it.

“Oh, Nathaniel, I was afraid you might not care any longer! Oh, be silent, and leave us in peace!” she cried. Nathaniel hadn’t heard the cannon booming but he heard them now. Some were near and some were far. They were kicking up quite a ruckus out there.

“I thought they wouldn’t fight today,” he muttered.

“Do you know where it is?”

“Fair Oaks.”

“Oh. I know it. It’s a pretty name for a pretty place. But I should think it’s pretty no more.”

He shook his head. 

“I should go back,” she said. 

“Where do you work?”

“I work for a ladies’ aid society. We roll bandages and make up lint for the wounded.”

“Strange that you should be working for the Confederacy.”

“Well, I’m not, really, I’m just working for the wounded. The wounded need care in any case.”

“That’s true.”

“And truth be told, the Confederacy is my country.”

“I never thought I’d hear you say that.”

“Well, it’s not the same as saying I accept slavery. What I believe, what I’ve come to see, it all changes all the time, and none of it’s simple. Just before Papa went away he took Titus into the parlor. He told him that he was the man of the house now and he had to look after Mama and me and the other servants. Titus took it to heart. He’s not putting on airs, really, but he’s changed, he’s more grave. The slave has become the master of the house, yet remains a slave for all of that. It’s passing strange.”

“So you think it’s not so bad? Slavery, I mean?”

She looked deep into his eyes. Her eyes were a different blue than his own, lighter, with a hint of green, and he would remember that. 

“Sometimes, Nathaniel, I don’t know what to think.”

“Professor Lowe says that all that we do, all that we see and learn, is speeded up now. We live through more in a month than we would in ten years before all this began.”

“That is certainly true.”

“Professor Lowe is about the smartest man in the world.”

“I have to go.”

He took her hand. “You have to tell me that you love me first.”

She smiled playfully. “No, the gentleman has to first declare himself before the lady.”

He wanted to play along, but instead he said, “I love you, Amanda Swanson, and when all this is over I’ll come back and marry you.”

She smiled back at him and said, “I love you, too, Nathaniel Curry, and I’ll proudly bear your name.”

He stood in the doorway as she descended the stairs. She looked back once from the boardwalk, but only once, and then she was gone. He listened to the cannon for a minute and felt some guilt for shirking his duties, then went back into the parlor and waited.

His mother and sisters flooded up the stairs seconds later. He answered all their questions, then begged leave to sleep. A few minutes later he was lying in his own bed. He remembered feeling that he was too tired to sleep and that he might die of exhaustion first.

He was entering Richmond in a great balloon. A twenty-pounder protruded from a gun port in the front of the car. Nathaniel wore the shoulder boards of a brevet general with the Order of the Golden Valve, First Class, pinned to his chest. 

He stood at the front of the car with his hand stuck in his blouse like Napoleon and glared down at the captured city. The basket and balloon were ironclad and as he sailed along shot and shell bounced off of them. The iron plate was a wonderful idea and he wondered why he had never thought of it before. 

He was flying just above the housetops. The roofs of the city rolled past just below him and on every street men and women pointed upward and cried, “The balloon! The balloon! Huzzah for the balloon!”

He awoke. He was still very tired but he could sleep no more. It was the middle of the night but it was daylight. He was fighting in a war but had no gun and no uniform. His comrades were firing at him while his enemy defended him. He was in the heart of enemy territory but he was lying in his bed at home. The girl he loved was his foe. He was awake but men and women still cried, “The balloon! The balloon!”

He dressed and went into the parlor. The Confederate balloon was about a half a mile away at two hundred fifty feet. He squinted at it and wished he had his telescope. 

It looked in many respects like a Union balloon. While the Union balloons were a uniform gray, however, this one was squares of all different colors, like a patchwork quilt.

“A pretty thing, isn’t it?”

He hadn’t heard his father come in. “Do you know what it’s made of, Paw?”

“Silk. Dress silk. A few weeks ago the Army was going around buying up every last bolt of silk in the city. Cleaned me out, but that’s fine.”

“Oh. That’s what ours are made of, too.”

“Well, there’s no more silk to be had so there will likely be no more Confederate balloons.”

Nathaniel nodded. He knew that a cotton balloon would be nearly as light as a silk one but there was no need to tell his father that. “Do you know how they charge it?” he asked.

“Charge it?”

“What do they fill it with?”

“Ah. City gas, I believe. That’s what I heard.”

“Paw, I have to go.”

“You can’t go now, there’s a battle going on.”

“It’s dying down and it will end tonight. I have to get back or there’ll be Hell to pay.”

His father hesitated. “If you were a soldier they’d shoot you.”

“Well, the professor will be fit to be tied. He’ll understand, though.”

“How will you get back? How did you get here?”

“I crept through the lines.”

“You’ll be lucky not to be shot by a sentry.”

There was no answer to this but, “I know.”

Nathaniel left an hour later. His mother and sisters fed him, then took leave of him in the parlor. It was all he could do to tear himself from their tearful embraces. 

He stopped in at the store. His father smiled and said, “It’s lucky no one is in here now.”

“Why?”

“No one had talked about you for a long time. Then when we saw the Union balloon, everyone wanted to know if it was you that was flying in it.”

“Really?”

“You’re famous now. It’s an ill fame, but it’s fame.”

“I’m heading out now.”

“That’s good. I hate to see you go, we all do. But this city is too dangerous for you, Nattie. You shouldn’t come back until all is done.”

He returned to the road he had come in by the night before. Supply wagons were leaving to provision the Army and he hopped aboard a haywain. There were already three boys on this wain and they welcomed him to their company. 

The procession moved through the encampments surrounding the city. To his dismay they didn’t head toward Mechanicsville but turned south, toward the fighting. 

The sound of battle was different on the ground. In the air he heard the booming of cannon and the rattle of small arms fire directly. On the ground the sound echoed off of hill and dale and was more like the rolling of thunder.

As they moved along the road the sounds of battle died away and night fell. Nathaniel fell asleep in the hay.

They stopped at the rear of the army. Nathaniel had thought that the boys in the wain had come along on a lark, like his brother Melrose had at Manassas. Such was not the case, however; they were hirelings. Each was assigned a task and each leapt to it. Nathaniel himself was told to unload the wain and was equipped with a pitchfork. He soon had a haystack on the ground. The wain then proceeded to the morgue tent and he helped load it with corpses.

Nathaniel hadn’t expected this task and he didn’t like it. He had never touched a dead person before. He was repelled by the touch of the cold flesh and the stiffness of the limbs. Because it was dark he had to work by touch, and this made things worse. 

From the poems he had read in newspapers and magazines about the “honored dead” he expected that the soldiers would treat their fallen comrades with tenderness and respect. They did not, though. The corpses were tossed onto the wain like firewood and Nathaniel had to stack them as best he could, as quickly as he could. 

Many of these men had died not from musket fire but from artillery. As a result they were badly mangled. More than once Nathaniel reached for an arm or a leg and grasped only a bloody stump. Some of the men’s bellies had been blown open and their internal organs were spilling out. 

Worse yet, some of the corpses had already begun to decay. He had loaded about two dozen of these unfortunate individuals when his stomach rebelled. He leapt to the ground and vomited. 

The soldiers laughed at him. “What’s the matter, boy, never seen a dead soldier before?”

“Sure I have,” he replied. 

“Buck up, sonny,” a different voice said. “That could be me tomorrow or you next year.”

“I hope not,” he said, and there was more laughter. 

“Can I have some water?” he asked. A soldier offered his canteen, but he said, “No, I want to wash off.”

“There’s a stream yonder, but mind you don’t get shot by the pickets or you’ll be loading yourself on there next.”

“Okay.”

He found the stream and washed off. He used the opportunity to slip up to the picket lines. He found them impassable, however. Worse, the Confederate Army had been ordered to fall back at the close of the previous day’s hostilities. He didn’t know where the Union Army was or how far away it was. 

He didn’t know what to do next. He decided to wait a few minutes and see if an opening developed. Or maybe he would think of something else to do.

He opened his eyes and it was daylight. He hadn’t intended to fall asleep out in the open but after two nights of very little sleep he had done just that. 

He looked out across the blasted landscape. Most of the trees had been felled by soldiers’ axes or by cannon fire. The ground was chewed up as if by madmen with plows. He thought he could see dead horses and men lying out there; there was certainly nothing alive.

“Looks like we stopped ‘em.”

Nathaniel turned around to see an old Negro smiling at him. He looked as if he smiled most of the time. When he saw Nathaniel’s face he said, “Why, honey, you just a baby! Whose army you with?”

“I don’t rightly know any more.”

“Well, whose army was you with?”

He struggled to think. “Johnston,” he said, naming the first Confederate commander he could recall. “I was with Johnston’s army.”

“Well, no wonder you don’t know. What company you with?”

“Headquarters.” He let a little annoyance creep into his voice; it was impolite for Negroes to be so inquisitive.

“You don’t say. What your name be?”

“Nathaniel.”

“Well, I’m Samuel. You can call me Uncle, if’n you want. Folks used to call me Uncle Sam but that won’t do no more. It have to be Uncle Sammy now.”

Samuel had a full white beard. His scalp was hairless and as black and shiny as any officer's boots. Many of his race had at least some white ancestry, but the blood of Africa clearly ran undiluted in his veins. His clothes were old but not ragged and he wore shoes, which was unusual for one of his race. In one hand he held a straw hat; under the other arm was a load of kindling.

“What you doing out here?”

“Just … looking for Yankees.”

“Come on, honey, I take you where you ought to be.”

Nathaniel looked out at the desolation again. It looked like he would have to stick with the rebel army a while longer. He got to his feet and let the old black man lead him away.

As they walked back, Nathaniel asked, “Do you have a master, Uncle Sammy?”

“No. I used to, but I free now. Reach me that stick, my back be kicking up. He was a fine man name of Grubert.”

“How’d you get free?”

“I did it by getting old. The master called me into the house one day. We sat in his parlor just like fine folks and we talked over old times. Master done bought me when I was just a pup, you see. He says, ‘Sam, what you want to do? Now, I can give you a cabin or I can give you the paper.’”

Nathaniel understood this. It was common practice for plantation owners to allow their older slaves to retire. They would then live out their lives in the care of the other slaves. Another option, granted rarely, was to set the slave free.

“So you took the paper?”

“Yes, I did, honey,” Sam said, patting his back pocket. “The paper” was his certificate of manumission, the document that proclaimed him a free man, and it was probably Sam’s most precious possession. 

“Why didn’t you take the cabin?”

“Well, Master Grubert was kindly, but like I told him, nobody lives forever, and” –here his voice dropped a note –“there’s always that river.”

This, too, Nathaniel understood.

Many masters sold their old slaves to brokers. These brokers in turn sold the slaves to the sugar cane plantations in the Mississippi delta. While slavery on a cotton plantation was not a pleasant life, it was nothing compared to the brutality of the cane fields. Slaves there were simply worked to death under conditions of great cruelty. 

Plantation slaves had little to expect of their masters, but for most of them there remained at least the possibility that they would one day be allowed to retire. For a master to sell a slave down the river was considered the greatest possible betrayal. To this day, long after its original meaning has been generally forgotten, the phrase “to sell someone down the river” lives in infamy.

Sam had feared that river. He also feared that, had he elected to retire, Grubert might die and his heirs would then sell him down the river. This was in fact the fate of many slaves.

“So he wrote me out the paper and we went to the courthouse and made it proper the next day.”

“So what are you doing here?”

“I working for the Army now. I fetch and I do. Guess I could ask the same of you, if’n you don’t mind.”

“Don’t mind at all. I’m just a camp boy.”

“And you was with Johnston, you say? How long?”

Good liars don’t give details. He asked Sam, “Why do you say ‘was’? Is he gone?”

“Why, he sure enough is, or he will be soon. He got shot real bad last evening and they’re waiting for him to die. But you didn’t know that?”

“No – no, I did not.”

Sam shook his head. “So General Lee is the new field boss on this plantation.” He smiled at this sally. He glanced down at Nathaniel and added, “So you can probably fit right in here.”

Sam seemed to be implying something with this but Nathaniel didn’t pursue the matter. 

They walked into the camp, picking up sticks as they went. Sam led Nathaniel right to headquarters. The old man dropped his sticks onto a pile near the cook tent. A group of soldiers was lolling on the ground, smoking and talking. One of them barked at Sam:

“You old rascal, we sent you out for wood! What’s this you brought back?”

“Well, sir,” he replied humbly, “this just a boy who done lost his way. I told him Headquarters can always use a good boy.”

Nathaniel said nothing but he knew that this ran counter to what he had told Sam. He set his weary mind to figuring.

He had told Sam that he had been with Johnston, in Headquarters Company. But that’s where Sam himself was. So Sam had known he was lying but hadn’t said anything. And now he was covering for him with the soldiers. 

All of this would require more study later. He was detailed to help out at the cook tent. The men wanted their breakfast; after breakfast and the inevitable cleanup there were rations to be prepared. In and amongst his labors he managed to fill his own belly. 

At the end of a very long day he was assigned to a tent with other boys his own age. As several of them were also newcomers his presence wasn’t questioned. 

One of the other boys asked him his name. He didn’t want to reveal his identity so he used the first name that came to mind: “Thaddeus.”

“Thaddeus what?”

What, indeed? He was about to say “Lowe,” but that would not do. “High,” he replied.

“Your name is High? Thaddeus High?”

“Yeah.”

“What kind of a name is that?”

“I don’t know. That’s my name.”

“Okay. Good night, High.”

It was a stupid response. No one was named High, and in a way it hinted at his true identity. High in a balloon, Lowe in a balloon…He fell asleep and dreamt of balloons and battles and living in the midst of the enemy.

After breakfast the next morning he was sitting with the soldiers when they were suddenly called to attention. He and the other boys didn’t stir but all the soldiers leapt to their feet. 

An officer rode gravely into their midst accompanied by several aides. He was not a very imposing figure. He was elderly, with snow-white hair and beard. He was of greater than average height but was slightly built. His gray uniform was impeccably tailored. 

He looked a very mild and inoffensive creature, more like a schoolmaster or a clergyman than a soldier. Without a word he dismounted and entered the commander’s tent. 

Behind him Nathaniel heard a soldier say, “Well! Looks like my granny has come to fight the war.” Another man laughed. Thus it was that Nathaniel laid eyes for the first time on Robert E. Lee.

Lee was not embraced by the officers and men in the field. For a year he had been President Davis’ military advisor and by all accounts had given only bad advice. He counseled caution when boldness was needed; he counseled retreat when men should stand fast. Now he had given Davis the worst advice of all, that he, Lee, should become commander-in-chief. 

The military grumbled, as militaries always do; then it returned to its task, as militaries always do. The Yankees still ran rampant on the peninsula but the wave had broken on the rocks and must now roll back to sea. They were running low on provisions and could get no more, while the Confederacy was well situated to supply its own troops. All of McClellan’s plans had gone awry and there were no plans to replace them. Best of all, from the Southern point of view, the Union no longer had the initiative.

Napoleon had a point with his remark that the moral was much more important than the material in warfare. The Union no longer felt that it could take Richmond so it no longer tried. The best it could manage was an orderly retreat.

Throughout the month of June, 1862, the Army of the Confederacy pressed the Union Army. The rebels tried to cut the Federals off from their paths of retreat in order to surround and capture them. They were continually hampered, though, by poor communication and poor coordination. 

All this time Nathaniel Curry sought the opportunity to leave the Confederate Army and rejoin his comrades. This wasn’t easy, though. Both sides felt that things could go either way so both sides were vigilant. 

Nathaniel fell into camp life. He groomed horses, polished officers’ boots, gathered firewood and performed a thousand other tasks. Normally a talkative boy, he forced himself to keep silent as much as possible.

A curious feature of Headquarters Company was the extremely short chains of command that might come into being. A private soldier might find himself speaking to the commander-in-chief at any time. Nathaniel came to know several of the top generals by sight, including Jackson, Longstreet and both Hills. 

Johnston visited Lee several times. Although Johnston had been badly wounded he had not died and was in fact slowly recovering. All the same he was not considered fit for active duty.

Nathaniel took note of the character of the soldiers around him. Long contact with Yankees had sensitized him to the differences they bore to his countrymen. Compared to Northerners, the soldiers of the Confederacy were a simpler, rougher lot. They were more likely than not to be illiterate and ignorant of anything beyond their circumscribed existence. They usually knew little or nothing of other countries, of art and literature, or of the sciences.

Most marked of all was their different relation to the Negroes of the camp. Most of the Northerners had never seen Negroes before and didn’t know how to treat them. They acted as if they were exotic beasts that had the marvelous ability to speak.

Southerners took the colored people for granted. In the South each race knew its place. God had put Negroes on Earth for the same reason that He had placed horses and dogs here: to serve the white man. As with a horse or a dog, an obedient, subservient Negro should in theory receive decent treatment from his masters.

This was seldom the case, however. Human beings do not make good slaves. Negroes resisted their lot, even when they saw no alternative. As a result, the white race treated the black one with continual suspicion, hostility and cruelty. The master race ruled the slave one with constant insults, threats and physical violence. 

This was especially true of the common soldier. When orders were given to the colored people of the camp they were often accompanied by kicks or blows. This was so even when the Negro in question was nominally free.

Despite this, friendships did arise between black and white. Uncle Sammy for one became Nathaniel Curry’s best friend. Nathaniel had known few Negroes in his short life, and none well. He and Sam, however, took naturally to each other. Sam wasn’t a “simple creature,” as most whites considered black folk. His speech was simple, true, but his thoughts were deep and complex. Despite having been a plantation slave for most of his life and being illiterate, he knew a lot of the world and had a considered opinion of everything. 

They would seek each other out at the end of the day’s labors and sit at the edge of the camp to watch the sun go down. Sam had a fine briar pipe that Grubert had given him in parting and he would smoke as the two of them talked.

“Funny, all my life I growed my own tobacco. I always thought it must be poor stuff beside the store-bought tobacco the white folks had.

“Now I buys my tobacco from the sutlers. And you know, it no better. I think my slave tobacco be better.”

“The sutlers sell to you?”

“Well, they have to, honey, nobody else here to sell to the niggers. I just wait ‘till nobody else there. My money look the same as white folk money.”


The next day he was grooming an officer’s horse when he heard a man cry, “There he is! Look, it’s the Yankee!”


He looked in the direction the man was pointing. There, about four miles away, a gray balloon floated at about a thousand feet. He squinted at it but was unable to see which balloon it was. 


Officers were barking orders to the men and all around him soldiers were scurrying to comply. Anything of military value was moved out of the view of the balloon. When this was completed the men assaulted the balloon with the most venomous curses in their arsenal. 


Nathaniel followed all of this with great interest. It was the first time he had seen the effect the Balloon Corps had on the enemy. It heartened him as nothing had in months. 


A half hour later artillery opened up against the balloon though it was clearly ineffectual against so small a target at such a range. After a score of rounds the barrage ceased. 


Then a cheer went up from the men. About a quarter of a mile away the Confederate balloon was taking to the air. Nathaniel, who had turned his attention back to the officer’s horse, moved to the other side of the animal so he could see better. 


The gasbag was indeed made of dress silk. It was a mad mix of colors. A deep burgundy rectangle was right beside a pale yellow, with a lime green beside that. Compared to the Union devices this aerostat looked downright absurd. 


A young officer was the car’s sole occupant. He had a pair of field glasses that were much like Professor Lowe’s and he was scanning the area to the south even as he rose. The balloon did not have a very good charge and it rose slowly. 


The balloon had a single line to the ground. Lowe always used two drag lines at least, and often three or even four. The Allen brothers favored a single line attached at a corner of the car. The Confederate balloon’s line seemed to be attached to the center of the bottom of the car. This seemed to Nathaniel to be disadvantageous as it would allow the balloon to rotate in the air, and indeed it did. The officer had to move around constantly in order to make his observations.


The balloon rose to four hundred feet. Its operator dropped notes attached to rocks, a technique the Balloon Corps also used at times. A light breeze was coming out of the north. The balloon must have had little ballast as it bobbed and rocked at the end of its line.


Nathaniel finished his chores, then devoted his full attention to the balloon. A plan was once more forming in his mind. 


At dusk the balloon was drawn to the ground and Nathaniel wandered over to look at it. A ground crew of six men brought the balloon down. They did not use pulleys as their northern counterparts did; they simply pulled the thing down. When they got it low enough they threw ropes across the basket and tied these to stakes driven into the ground. 


Nathaniel looked nonchalant, standing with his hands in his pockets, but his heart was racing. His right hand was in his pocket, clutching a small carving knife stolen from the cook tent. If the balloon was left unguarded he would make his way to it and climb into the car as stealthily as he could. Then, without exposing himself, he would reach up and cut the ropes holding the balloon to the ground. He would probably rise to five or six hundred feet. The wind would bring him south, right over the Union forces, and he would then descend into friendly hands.

It would be dangerous and difficult but it could be done. He would make his return to the Union camp in grand style. Yes, he would be in trouble for having skipped, but it would be a great coup to have stolen an enemy balloon. 


He might even get a medal for it. Did they give medals to civilians? 


The young officer, satisfied that his balloon was secure, departed. Nathaniel drew nearer. 


The car of the balloon was not a wicker basket as the Union ones were, it was a wooden box. The gasbag was farther above the car than the balloons he was used to and he could not see any valve at all. 


It occurred to him that he would have to cut the rope from the bottom of the balloon before he got into the car. If he didn’t do this, cutting the ropes lashed across the basket would allow him to rise but would leave him stranded four hundred feet above the ground. This was perfectly obvious but had not occurred to him before. 


He stopped. Why had he not thought of this? More importantly, what else was he not considering? 


Two soldiers lounged on the ground beside the balloon, and one of them now took notice of Nathaniel. He called out, “What the Hell are you looking at, boy?” The other soldier snatched his musket off the ground and pointed it at him. 


“Can I look at the balloon?”


“No, you can’t look at the balloon,” the man said, mimicking his innocent tone. “Why you want to? You a Yankee spy?”


“I ain’t never no Yankee.”


“You look like a God-damned Yankee to me,” the soldier said, and beside him his companion shouted “Boom!” and pantomimed the musket recoiling against his shoulder.


The first soldier rose menacingly and Nathaniel turned away. He could afford no trouble with these men. First the knife in his pocket would be discovered, then the question of his identity would arise. He would have to take a different path out of the Confederate camp. 

Nathaniel and Sam ended one day on a hill overlooking their own camp. Beyond the camp was a ruined plain; beyond that were the white tents of the enemy.

Or his friends. Nathaniel was getting confused.

Sam gestured with his pipe. “How far away you reckon they be?” he asked.

“Three and a half miles.”

“Why, Thaddeus, you can reckon that good?”

“That’s what I guess it is.”

“Well, get out. Why you not say it five mile, or three?”

He shrugged. “It looks like three and a half to me.”

“And how long it take to walk that far?”

Nathaniel gave a short, bitter laugh. “Long enough.”

“When you going to do it?”

Nathaniel turned to him. “What?”

“You going to walk over there some time, when you going to do it?”

“What you talking about, nigger?”

Sam shook his head. “Lincoln say, ‘You can fool all the folks some of the time, and you can fool some folks all the time, but you can’t fool all the folks all the time.’” 

“So you’re saying I can’t fool you?”

“Not for a second. But you go on with you.” He puffed his pipe.

Nathaniel considered his words. Maybe it was time to risk a trip through the lines. He had done it before with little trouble; why not try it again?

Why not, indeed?

The thought occurred to him that he didn’t want to.

He had to admit that he was getting to like life in the Rebel camp. He missed Smith, Vogler and the other aeronauts; he especially missed the brilliant Professor Lowe. He missed flying in the balloon. He missed sending messages back and forth on the telegraph.

But he liked the simple life he was living here. Taking care of horses, gathering wood, sitting and talking with Sam…it was all very pleasant. 

After the Yankees left, the Army would likely withdraw back up the peninsula. He would then be able to see Amanda and his family again. It had felt awkward to be on the other side when he had seen them; he could correct that by simply continuing to do what he was doing.

He was still officially a traitor. Well, he would cross that bridge when he came to it. If he served the Cause this way for a while, then revealed his identity, he would probably be forgiven. 

A few days later he and Sam were gathering kindling one evening north of the camp. He said, “I’ve thought it over, Uncle.”

“You thought what over?”

“I’m not going back.”

Sam straightened up and looked at him. “You not?”

“Why should I? After all, I am a…”

Sam dropped his bundle of sticks and unbuttoned his shirt.

“What are you doing?”

“Something I never done for nobody.” He dropped his suspenders from his shoulders and held his pants up with one hand, then took off his shirt.

His chest was as shiny and black as his face. It was populated with snow-white tufts of hair. Thick, knotted lines ran across his chest and belly, and Nathaniel wondered what they were. 

Sam turned around. His back looked like it was covered with black ropes. The ropes were laid down in straight lines that went clear across his torso. They crossed over and under each other in a tangled mass. The scar tissue was so thick between his shoulders and his waist that none of the original skin showed. 

Nathaniel opened his mouth but no words came out. What must it feel like to be whipped? What was it like to bear such scars? No wonder the old man didn’t like to bend over.

“I thought…I thought you said your master was kindly.”

“He was. But his overseer weren’t.”

“Oh.”

Sam picked his shirt up. “You go back, boy.”

“Yes, sir.”

The next day Nathaniel was returning from bringing a message to an officer when he heard a woman singing. The tune was “Dixie,” but the words were not the original. 

             I’m proud to live in the land of cotton

Where Liberty is not forgotten

Look away! Look away! Look away! Dixie Land!

            Where sons of Truth and Honor stand

Defenders of their fathers’ lands

Look away! Look away! Look away! Dixie Land!

There was something about the song that was familiar aside from the tune. It took him a minute to realize that it was the singer. He couldn’t see through the wall of men surrounding the woman so he made his way through them.

The singer was finishing the song when he made it to the front rank of the crowd. The soldiers clapped and cheered and tossed coins into her open guitar case. She held her arms out to the side, the guitar in one hand, and took a bow. Her red hair spilled over her shoulders. 

“You’re Red Sally.”

She looked up at him. “What?”

“You’re Sally. You’re of Hooker’s Batallion, but what are you—“

“Shut up, boy.”

“I was just – I don’t –“

“I said SHUT UP, God damn you!” She stepped over the guitar case, grabbed the front of his shirt with her free hand and kneed him in the crotch. 

Nathaniel’s testicles exploded in pain. The pain continued to build over the next few seconds until it blinded him. He fell to the ground, his hands cupped over the afflicted area. The soldiers laughed and applauded this unexpected coda to the song.

When he was able to get up he was alone. He walked bowlegged to the edge of the camp. He stared off in the direction of the vanished Union Army.

What the Hell had just happened? Seeing Sally in the Confederate camp was as strange and unexpected as seeing Lincoln himself would have been. Did hookers move from side to side?

Someone tapped his left shoulder and as he turned a fist smashed into the side of his face. The blow was hard enough to spin him completely around. He collapsed on the ground again, his head striking a rock.

His head now rivaled his crotch in its degree of agony. He tasted blood and as he spat it out on the ground a large white tooth came with it. He looked up at his attacker. 

He was one of the largest and most powerfully-built men he had ever seen. The brute towered above him, his feet set apart, his fists clenched before him. “Got a message for ya.”

“Muh?”

“She say her name is Muriel and don’t you forget it.”

He nodded and spat more blood on the ground.

“No, wait, that weren’t it. She say her name is Muriel and you best keep your mouth shut.”

He nodded again and waved to show that he understood. The assailant departed, leaving an old Negro behind. Sam stood with his hands in his pockets, looking at his young friend.

“Reckon I know what time it be.”

It was absolutely the most foolish thing for anyone to say at that moment. Nathaniel looked up at him. His neck hurt.

“It time to go.”

Nathaniel got heavily to his feet. “I reckon so. I’ll just have to take my chances with the pickets tonight.”

“No you won’t. I heard the officers talking. We pulling back. You can just stay behind.”

“We’re pulling back?”

“Sure enough. The Yankees are at Harrison’s Landing. They getting on ships to leave. They whupped.”

“Well. If’n that don’t beat all.”

That night Nathaniel and Sam walked out to the northern edge of the camp. There were pickets here, of course, but fewer than on the southern edge. 

There was a hollow with a copse of birch trees in it. The copse had plenty of underbrush; a boy wrapped in an army blanket would be well hidden. 

The new moon had set and the sky was very dark. There were no clouds at all. The two of them lay down on the ground and chatted like old friends. There was a sudden flash as Sam lit his pipe. Nathaniel smelled the acrid sulfur of the match, followed by the sweet scent of the tobacco. 

“That sky is so big and dark that I feel like I could fall into it,” he said.

“Yeah. I gets that feeling too, sometime. Know what my pappy told me about stars?”

“No, what?”

“He said the sky is just a blanket, and stars are the holes in that blanket, and you can see the light of Heaven on the other side.”

“Yeah? How did the holes get there? Gabriel shoot them?”

“Nope. He said that when someone die, he make a hole in that blanket as he go to Heaven. A big, important man make a big hole, and that a big star. And most folks just make a little hole.”

“Huh. Where’d he get that?”

“An old Indian that was slaves with him.”

“I have a couple of friends…somewhere else. They tell me that the sun is just a star.”

“Say what?”

“The sun is a star, and it’s just like other stars.”

“How could the sun be a star? It don’t look like no star.”

“It don’t look like a star because we’re so close to it.”

“Because we so close to it? What that mean?”

“It means if you could get close to another star it would look like the sun. They look small because they’re so far away.”

“Well, don’t that beat all. All of them little lights is like the sun?”

“Yeah.”

The grass rustled as Sam shook his head. “It could be true, I reckons, but I don’t see it.”

“Here’s where it gets funny.”

“Yeah? What? What you done said be damn funny already.”

“All of these stars are suns. And they all shine down on other worlds.”

“Other worlds? This be the only world, and Heaven, and Hell.”

“They say it’s not. Like there’s other countries, there’s other worlds with people and all.”

Stars were eclipsed by a black arm pointing into the black sky. “You mean they’s other folks up there?”

He shrugged. “Maybe.”

“That’s a thought.”

“Yeah. It sure is.”

“You reckon they have their own States Wars, and folks is slaves, and Abraham Lincoln and all?”

“I reckon some have to.”

A minute of silence.

“Why, that just the most God-awful thing this old nigger ever heard of.”

Sam puffed his pipe for a minute. 

“Uncle Sam?”

“Yeah?”

“How come you never asked me who I am?”

“Figure it ain’t nohow my business.”

“Hell, that never stopped you before, boy. Ain’t you curious like?”

“I suspects so. First you Nathaniel, then you Thaddeus. You sure enough a Southern boy, and you in the Confederate Army and all, but you not. You knows things and you knows folks you shouldn’t ought to. Everything about you not so, but you still the most honest man I knows. Guess I’s afraid to ask you nothing because you might tell me the truth.”

“Oh. Fair enough, I guess.”

Sam lit his pipe again. The stars flickered overhead; if they were conducting their own States Wars, no sound of battle reached them.

“I’ll tell you, if’n you want.”

“It probably be better not sharing secrets. But when this be all over you come back and see old Sam and tell him everything.”

“Sure.”

Another minute of silence.

“Uncle Sammy?”

“Yeah?”

“Whyn’t you come with me?”

“To what? The Yankees?”

“Sure. Lots of colored come over. They call ‘em ‘contraband.’”

“What ‘contraband’ mean?”

“I dunno. Maybe it just means ‘runaway slave.’”

“Then why not say runaway slave?”

“Shit, I don’t know. Maybe it means ‘lost nigger.’”

“What’s a colored man do over there?”

“About the same as here, I guess. Fetch and do for the white folks.”

“Then I may’s well stays here.”

“You reckon?”

“Sure enough.”

“Okay.”

“Why these ‘contraband’ niggers come over there?”

“Union Army sets ‘em free.”

“I’s already free.”

“Oh, yeah. That’s right.”

They got to their feet. Nathaniel couldn’t see Sam’s face at all, it was so dark. They stood facing one another. Then each reached for the other’s hand.

“You take care of yourself, young fellow.”

“You too, old fellow.”

The next morning the tents were struck, the wagons were loaded and Johnny Reb went marching home again, Hurrah! Hurrah!

Nathaniel Curry awoke. He was in a small stand of trees, lying deep in the underbrush. He had a blanket around him and there were leaves and branches atop the blanket. 

He peeped cautiously out. There was no one there. 

He crawled out of his lair like a bear leaving its winter abode. He was stiff and sore from sleeping on the rough ground. 

The Army was gone. All around him were the marks of its presence, tire ruts and hoof prints, fire pits and latrines, horse and human feces everywhere. But everyone was gone. 

He started for Harrison’s Landing. This, he recalled from the maps, was about ten miles southeast of his present position. There was likely still a Union presence there. If not, he would head down the peninsula to Fort Monroe. 

He soon came to a battlefield. There was a cluster of shell craters to his left and the burnt remains of a wagon beyond that. Ahead of him two horses lay, their rumps toward him. One was a dappled gray, the other brown with a black tail. Two crows argued over one of them, although there looked like there was horse enough for both. A naked human arm lay on the ground. It appeared to be the arm of a black man, although Nathaniel knew there were no black soldiers. 

There was a dugout before him. Several soldiers, Union and Confederate, lay in a tangled heap. 

For the first time he detected the smell. The battle was two days old and the stink of decay was getting bad. He was glad he hadn’t eaten. 

A Union cavalry captain lay on his back before him. Beside his outstretched hand was a jackknife. Nathaniel picked it up. It was a pretty thing, with a nice rosewood handle and a locking blade about four inches long. The handle had a little brass inlay on each side in the form of a rose. The blade had dried blood on it. 

He had always fancied such a knife. He wiped the blade on the captain’s pant leg, folded it up and put it in his pocket. 

The sun rose high overhead; the day grew hot. Nathaniel found a few canteens with water in them. Despite his hunger he didn’t search for food among the dead. 

In late afternoon he reached the banks of the James River. The shoreline curved back on itself and it was easy to see Harrison’s Landing about a mile south of him. He picked his way cautiously through the trees. 

Harrison’s Landing was a small town with several docks and jetties. The Stars and Stripes flew over the largest building in town. 

As he approached the town he was accosted by pickets. “Halt! This area is in Union hands, boy. You better turn back unless you live here.”

“I don’t live here, but I’m with the Union army.”

“You are? How come you’re not in uniform?”

“I’m a civilian attached to the Army.”

This didn’t seem very likely to the sentries, but one of them ran off to report the news. They came back and escorted him to the fort. This was little more than a dirt rampart near the wharf in the form of a circle a hundred feet across. The fort contained a few tents housing the installation commander and his staff. About a hundred yards away was a mass of tents containing men awaiting transport down the river.

In a few minutes Nathaniel found himself before the commander, a lieutenant colonel of infantry. His second in command, a first lieutenant, sat beside him.

“What’s your name, son?” the colonel asked.

“Sir, Nathaniel Curry.”

“And what’s your business here, Nathaniel Curry?”

“I’m with the Army, sir, in the Balloon Corps.”

“The Balloon Corps? That humbug?”

“Sir, the Balloon Corps is never a humbug. Sir.”

“Of course it was. It was just a contrivance to bilk funds from the Union coffers when they were sorely needed by the military.”

“I don’t think so, sir.”

“Be that as it may. You traveled with the Army, then? You were part of the Peninsula Campaign?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Who can vouch for you?”

“Sir?”

“Who can say you are who you say you are?”

“Well, sir, there’s Professor Lowe.”

“Who the Hell is Professor Lowe?”

“Sir, he’s the director of the Balloon Corps.”

The colonel made a dismissive gesture. “The Balloon Corps is disbanded. It no longer exists. Name somebody else.”

This news came as a great surprise to Nathaniel. “The Balloon Corps is disbanded?”

“Boy, I’m reasonably well-disposed toward you, but I’m losing patience. Name someone in the military structure.”

“Sir, I know General McClellan.”

“You know McClellan?”

“Yes, sir.”

The colonel looked at him dubiously, then shrugged. “Well, whether you do or not, it won’t do you much good. McClellan’s out.”

“He is? But I always liked General McClellan.”

“Well, he’s out. He’s not commander-in-chief any more.”

“Sir, excuse me, but who is?”

The lieutenant cleared his throat significantly. “There’s no harm in telling him,” the colonel said. “It’s public knowledge. General Halleck is the general-in-chief now. And Grant is running things in the West.”

“Grant is?”

“Sure enough, why, what’s wrong with that?”

“Well, sir, nothing, I guess, except that I thought him, well, never mind.”

“Next you’ll tell me you know Grant?”

“Not know, sir, leastwise not to talk to. But I’ve seen him around.”

“You’ve seen him around. Around where?”

“Fort Monroe, sir.”

“So now it’s Fort Monroe. You’ve been there?”

“Yes, sir. If you contacted General Butler—“

“He’s out as well. Or not there, at any rate. Another acquaintance of yours, I take it?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, he’ll do you no good. Who else you know?”

“Well, I know Mr. Lincoln.”

Every eye in the room now turned to him. “You know President Abraham Lincoln?” the colonel said.

“Yes, sir.”

“But not well enough to talk to?”

“No, sir. I mean yes, sir. I mean I talk to him whenever I see him.”

“And he talks back?”

“He calls me by name, sir. Sir, do you have a telegraph line to Fort Monroe?”

The colonel looked at him in silence for a minute. “Well, Nathaniel Curry, I’ll tell you that we do. And I’ll also tell you that you’ll not leave this installation with that knowledge. Leastwise not until we clear this matter up. Why did you ask me that?”

“Well, sir, if you send a message to Fort Monroe, they can get it on to Washington. And if you ask Mr. Lincoln, he’ll tell you I’m who I say I am.”

The colonel thought this a splendid suggestion and sent the message at once. Nathaniel remained under guard in the headquarters tent while the reply was awaited. When Washington at last replied he was placed in irons.

Nathaniel looked perplexed as a soldier applied the heavy manacles to his hands and feet. The manacles were connected by chains which themselves were attached to an iron ball the size of a twenty-pound cannon ball. “What did I do?”

“No more questions,” the soldier replied gruffly.

“But if you—“

The soldier gave him the back of his hand. “I told you to shut up!”

The facility had no jail, but he was bundled off by boat to Fort Monroe, which had a fine one. In keeping with the medieval appearance of the fortress the jail looked like a dungeon, dank, dark and airless. Nathaniel stayed there, sleeping in the hay, for three days. Then he sailed in a packet for Washington.

He was placed in a military prison. At last the charges against him were enumerated. 

He was brought before a second lieutenant who read the charges from a letter, not even bothering to look up at the boy as he spoke. “Nathaniel Curry, you are charged with desertion in the face of the enemy, failure to repair, quitting your post without relief, espionage, consorting with the enemy and treason,” he intoned in a flat voice. Nathaniel was hauled off without another word. 

The manacles were at last removed and he was issued prison clothing consisting of a shirt and pants printed in a pattern of stark black and white stripes. He was given no underwear or shoes; the belt for his pants was a length of rope. In uniform at last, he was marched into the prison between two guards.

The building had stone walls and iron bars for the cells and windows. The guards led him past cells filled with men. Some of them called out to him, threatening to kill him or eat him, others entreating him to come in and visit them. 

They led him to a cell in the rear of the prison. The cell was made of stone, with a front wall of bars. It was dark and Nathaniel could but dimly see the inside of the cell. There were three men in there and as they opened the door one made a desperate attempt to rush out. “Please,” the man said, “let me talk to someone. I shouldn’t be in here!” One of the guards seemed to anticipate this action and was ready for the man, pushing him roughly back into the cell. They shoved Nathaniel in behind him, locked the door and left.

Nathaniel stood on the cold stone floor, afraid to move. “It’s all right, laddy,” a voice in the darkness said. “We’re not going to hurt you.”

The speaker sounded kindly, even refined. “Who are you?” he replied. His own voice sounded like that of a small child.

“We’re just poor prisoners like yourself. Come, sit down here.” There was a rustle as of someone moving around. 

There was a rude wooden bench against the back wall. Nathaniel approached, afraid to refuse the invitation, and sat. 

The man who had rushed the door sat on the floor with his back to the wall, hugging his knees. The man who had called him over was a handsome man in his thirties. He had a thin moustache which was obscured by about three days’ growth of beard. The man smiled.

“What’s your name, sonny?”

“Nathaniel Curry. Sir,” he added hastily.

“I am Daniel Bannion. That gentleman is Carter Phillips,” he added, indicating the man on the floor. “Our other companion, on the other side of you, has not spoken. We don’t know his name or his tale.”

“Pleased to meet you.”

“Hm. Well, I’ll say the same to you, although it would be more pleasant to meet under other circumstances. And may I be so bold as to ask…?” He arched an eyebrow.

“Why I’m here? They say I’m a spy.”

“Oh? And are you?”

“Well, sort of. But for our side only!”

Bannion smiled. “Any proper spy would not say he’s a spy.”

“Oh. Well, I’m not a proper one, then. And why are you here, sir?”

“I am not a proper spy either. I guess I’ll make no bones of it, they caught me out well enough.”

“Really? You’re a Confederate spy?”

He sighed. “I’m a soldier who did his duty for his country. But I committed the crime of wearing the uniform of another country whilst doing so. Still, regrets are a waste of time.”

“But if you’ll excuse me, sir, you sound like a Northerner.”

“My family is an old Southern family. I was schooled in the North, which accounts for my accent.”

From his spot on the floor Phillips said, “I shouldn’t be here.”

“What do you mean?” Nathaniel asked. 

“It wasn’t my fault. I wanted to go but my legs wouldn’t move. They all cramped up or something.”

“Oh.”

“My father was a Senator. I want to write a letter to my mother. This shouldn’t be happening to me.”

Bannion sighed. Nathaniel now felt he knew all that he had to know of Carter Phillips’ tale. 

The evening meal wasn’t very good and there wasn’t much of it. He lay down to sleep in the straw. Around him were the murmurs of men talking in the surrounding cells. He suspected some of them talked all night.

The next morning Bannion had a visitor. A first lieutenant of cavalry appeared at the door to the cell. Bannion immediately rose to greet the man. The lieutenant smiled and shook his hand. 

“It was very kind of you to visit me again.”

“I come on business this time, I’m afraid.”

“You have news for me, then?”

“Yes. It’s to be tomorrow.”

“Ah well. Still, this is a rough game we’re in.”

“And you’re a stout fellow. I’ve brought you a few things.”

The lieutenant passed a small oblong box through the bars followed by several sheets of paper and envelopes. “I can’t promise that I can deliver these letters but I’ll try. I recall you have a sweetheart, and your parents are still alive.”

“Lieutenant Murray, you are really too kind.”

“Please leave the letters unsealed, I’ll have to look them over.”

“Naturally. My heart doubts that I should even write these letters.”

“I know what you mean. And yet, think of them waiting at home, not knowing. It would be better to know.”

“You are correct, of course. I do not doubt that they can bear it.”

“I also have this. I remember your fondness for cheddar.”

“Why, this is much too kind. I hope you didn’t spend very much for this.”

“Tut! This is courtesy of the Army of the Potomac, and none the wiser.”

“Ah? And now it’s you who are at my mercy!”

“Is there anything at all I can do for you?”

“There is one other thing. It’s a vanity, of course, but if I could be allowed to shave in the morning…”

“That sounds reasonable, and I’ll speak to the commandant. Now, I recall you said you were Methodist.”

“I appreciate the thought, but any Christian is as good as any other Christian at a time like this. The presence of clergy would be a comfort but I’m sure the prison chaplain will serve splendidly.”

The two regarded each other through the bars for a moment. When the lieutenant spoke at last, it was with difficulty.

“Daniel, I want to speak the word regret, to ask your—“

“I won’t hear of it, sir. We are all here to do our duty. Truly, you could do no better. Will you be here in the morning?”

“I am ordered here.”

“Then we shall speak again.” Bannion shook Murray’s hand.

Bannion offered the cheese around. Nathaniel was happy to have a large piece; Phillips and the silent man declined. 

Bannion opened the writing box. There was a nice steel pen in there, a bottle of ink and a small blotter. There was also a slender candle and a few matches. 

“This is a bounty indeed,” he said, turning the candle in his fingers. “I was afraid I would have to write in the dark.”

“You don’t sound like a man who’s afraid of much of anything,” Nathaniel remarked. 

“I’m sort of beyond fear.” Bannion lit the candle, dripped some wax onto the end of the bench, anchored the candle to it and sat on the floor to write. 

“That officer,” Nathaniel ventured. 

“Yes?” Bannion lifted the pen.

Nathaniel felt guilty wasting the man’s time. He spoke quickly: “Well, it was really nice of him. It’s nice that he’s staying your friend this way.”

“Lieutenant Murray is a brick. I fear he feels some guilt.”

“Guilt?”

“He was my friend. But he found me out and he turned me in. But for his diligence I’d be a free man.”

Nathaniel woke well before dawn. Bannion was already up. A guard had brought a washstand and he was shaving by a small hand mirror, reaching through the bars to dip the razor in the bowl. He closed the razor and set it on the stand. The guard handed him a towel and he wiped his face. He finished his toilet by brushing his hair. He inspected the result, then set the brush and mirror on the stand, murmuring his thanks to the guard. 

The chaplain was standing nearby. Bannion took the man’s Bible and kissed it. The two spoke for a few minutes; Nathaniel didn’t attempt to overhear them.

A detail arrived; Lieutenant Murray was in full dress uniform. Bannion handed Murray two envelopes and the writing box and Murray put them in his tunic without a word. Bannion seemed to recall something and begged their leave, then came back to where Nathaniel lay. The boy scrambled to his feet. 

“Young man, I leave you all my worldly possessions.” He handed him the wedge of cheddar with a smile. 

“Thank you, Mr. Bannion, sir.” They shook hands.

Bannion leaned closer. “If you come out of this, I have a message for Conroy,” he whispered.

“Yes, sir?”

“Tell him that the bird had flown the nest. He’ll know what you mean.” 

Bannion’s hands were bound behind his back and the detail left. Twenty minutes later Nathaniel heard a clatter and a thump, and he missed Richmond all the more.

The death of Daniel Bannion left Nathaniel with no one to converse with but Carter Phillips. Phillips had been involved in a minor skirmish in which he saw the men on either side of him cut down by rifle fire. Told to advance, he could but stand and tremble. His captain had had him arrested after the battle and charged with cowardice in the face of the enemy. 

He had been tried in the field and sentenced to death. When he evoked the name of his father, however, execution was postponed. His father had been a United States Senator and had been held in high esteem by the officers and men of his unit. 

The Army didn’t want to summarily execute him but it could not excuse him. He was sent to Washington and allowed to file an appeal. Locked in the bowels of this prison, however, he had little means of making an appeal. Phillips inveighed upon Nathaniel, if ever he got out of his present predicament, to contact his mother and effect his release.

Nathaniel agreed to everything he was asked, if only to shut Phillips up. His acquiescence did not have this desired effect as Phillips then lavished him with his fawning gratitude. At last the boy broke off the conversation, feigning the need to sleep. 

It was actually a fortune for the boy to meet this wretch; he had considered himself a coward but now saw he was nothing of the sort. 

They got a new companion, one Michael Leary. He was a great red-headed Irishman from the slums of New York City. He never told his story in great detail; indeed, he said little, but bellowed and swore a great deal. In his first five minutes in the cell he offered to kill Nathaniel, Phillips and the silent man; loudly demanded that Abraham Lincoln do something that was likely not even anatomically possible; and kicked over the slop bucket. When the meal came he took all four portions for himself, offering no apology but a snarl. 

It was but uneasily that the other three lay down to sleep that night. Leary thrice arose to rage at the bars. 

The next day he was more subdued. He refused to eat, and Nathaniel divided his portion among the other two and himself. As darkness fell Leary began to speak.

“What did ye say yer name was, laddy?”

“Nathaniel, sir.”

“Nathaniel, that’s right. And we know that bloke’s name, and we don’t know that one’s.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, I’m sure old Mickey could beat it out of ‘im, but that’s awright. That’s for another day.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Do ye have a wee drop on ye then, me boy?”

“Sir?”

Leary smiled as he pantomimed a bottle tipping at his lips.

“Oh! No, sir, I don’t.”

“Well, ‘twas drink that got me here, be that as it may. Still, I’d fancy a little taste right now.”

Leary was a poor conversationalist and Nathaniel didn’t press him for information. At length all four fell asleep. Leary again got up several times to rage at the bars, and in the morning he was dead.

Nathaniel was surprised but not saddened by Leary’s sudden demise. He had by this time seen many a better man die in battle and didn’t think Leary especially worthy of life. We must forgive him for being callous; the warriors of both sides were by this time quite inured to the deaths of those around them.

He had little chance to enjoy the silence that Leary left as his only legacy. That afternoon he was taken from the cell and interrogated.

He had always feared being taken prisoner and interrogated, but that it should happen at the hands of the Union Army was a bitter pill. The guards bound his hands behind him and led him to a small room. The room had a stone floor and stone walls; the door was solid wood, with no grate. The only illumination was by a small window high on the wall. 

The guards led him in, thrust him to his knees and left, locking the door behind them. 

He raised his head. He had been in the dark cell for so long that he was unused to even this much light.

The afternoon sun coming in the high window shone directly down on the room, giving everything a theatrical appearance. Where the light shone was bright, almost too bright to be borne; all else was in shadow. 

Two officers were seated before him. One was extremely thin, like a consumptive. He had a large brush of a mustache. Contrary to military regulation he wore a kepi indoors. His arms were folded and a slender cigar burned in his hand.

The other man was in late middle age. He was fat and bald and slouched in his chair with his hands in his lap. He seemed to be asleep.

“Your name?” the thin man asked.

“Nathaniel Curry, sir.”

“What’s your grade?”

“I’m a civilian, sir.”

“You’re not a civilian and your name is not Nathaniel Curry.”

“Sir, that’s the truth.” Nathaniel dared to look the man in the eye.

“Don’t look at me. Keep your eyes down.”

A long silence ensued. Nathaniel wondered if he would be allowed to get off his knees but was too afraid to make the trial.

“What’s your task in the war?” The man’s voice was flat and deep.

“Sir, I’m a balloon observer.”

“And that’s all?”

“And I operate a telegraph.”

“So there is more. What else do you do?”

“I don’t think I’m allowed to tell you.”

The man rose from his chair and stepped before him. Nathaniel could smell the sweat in his woolen uniform and the polish on his boots.

The thin man stood before him for a minute, then kneed him in the face. Nathaniel’s left eye flashed with a light like a cannon muzzle in the night. He cried out and tumbled backward onto the floor.

The man pulled him off the floor by his hair and thrust his cigar in the boy’s face. “Listen to me, you little puke. I’m going to get it all out of you, so you may as well make a clean breast of it and save the both of us a lot of trouble. Talk!”

“Okay, I spied!”

The fat man finally looked alive. He rolled forward in his seat, resting his hands on his knees. 

“You confess that you’re a rebel spy?”

“No! I was a Union spy!”

“A Union spy! Well, that’s a likely story!”

“It’s true, sir! I was with David Miller.”

“And who’s that?”

“He’s a civilian agent.”

The thin man looked at the fat one; the latter nodded. 

“What did you do with David Miller?”

The cigar was so near his cheek that he felt the heat of it. “We listened in on the Confederate telegraph. We heard the Reb army talking with Richmond.”

“Yeah? What did they have to say?”

“That Jackson was holding in the north.”

“This was in Virginny?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“Was that before or after you deserted?”

“I didn’t mean to desert, sir.”

He let go of Nathaniel’s hair and the boy fell back on the floor. He managed to squirm around into a seated position.

“Do you know what the penalty is for desertion in the face of the enemy?”

“I’m a civilian.”

Again a knee to the face sent him sprawling. He saw it coming this time and took it on the side of his head. 

“Sit up.”

“Take it easy on the boy,” the fat man said. His voice was higher and thinner than that of his companion.

“I know how to make him talk.”

“He won’t tell you nothing if you kill him.”

The thin man dragged Nathaniel by his hair to a seated position. He pulled a Navy Colt pistol out of the holster at his side and held it to the boy’s head.

“D’you think I’ll use this?”

Nathaniel knew he would not. “Yes.”

“Are you going to tell me the truth now?”

“I’ve been telling you the truth.”

“You betrayed a Federal agent to the Confederacy.”

“What? I never did that.”

“You did it in Lee’s camp.”

“I did not. Sir.”

“Well, I’ll take her word for it over your’n.”

Her word? Why, he had to mean Red Sally! 

Then she was an agent.

It was so startling and so obvious that he felt a fool for not anticipating it. Yet he felt it was wiser to say nothing.

“You agreed to carry information for the notorious Confederate spy Daniel Bannion.”

“I didn’t agree to such a thing.”

“Then what was that message he gave you just before he was executed?”

“He said something about the bird had flown or something. I don’t know what he meant.”

“You agreed to carry this message for him.”

“The man was going to his death.”

“You accepted a bribe from him.”

“What, the piece of cheese? I’ll give you that, if you fancy it.”

The thin man struck him with the pistol and he went down again. Then he once again grabbed Nathaniel’s hair and sat him up. Nathaniel was surprised a man that skinny would have the strength to do this so many times. 

“You still accepted it.”

“If I was working for him, why would he need to bribe me?”

“I’ll ask the questions here.”

He had paused for an instant before saying this; Nathaniel knew he had scored a point.

The interview continued in this vein for a few minutes longer. The thin man beat and accused and threatened him; the fat man protested mildly. 

At last he was returned to his cell. No sooner had the door shut behind him than Phillips asked him if he had raised his case with his interlocutors; Nathaniel confessed that it had slipped his mind. Phillips stood at the bars, calling for the guards, while Nathaniel sat down on the bench beside the silent man.

How had they known about his final conversation with Bannion? It seemed inconceivable that Bannion himself would have discussed it in his last minutes on earth, but the guards had been too far from them to overhear what they were saying. Carter Phillips wouldn’t have mentioned it; he had only one subject of conversation. 

The prison chaplain showed up a little while later. Phillips rushed to meet him. The chaplain spoke low to him but he had not finished a sentence before Phillips began to wail. The wretch turned away from the bars and refused to listen to the man. The chaplain departed, leaving Phillips to weep alone. 

Nathaniel and Phillips were both awake before dawn, though they did not converse. The chaplain arrived first and urged Phillips to prepare his soul for what was to come. The latter again refused to listen to him. He sat with his back to the wall, hugging his legs and weeping.

A party came down the dark corridor led by a soldier with a lamp. The soldier held the light over his head and peered into the cell. “Yes, this is the one,” he said. “That’s him.”

The others stepped uncertainly to the bars. “Nathaniel?”

Nathaniel felt as if he had been struck by lightning. “Who is it?”

“Your fellow aeronauts.”

He sprang to the bars. It was indeed Wendell Smith and Solomon Vogler. “You’re here!” he exclaimed.

“Yes, we are. We could only manage a brief visit, though.”

They smiled at him through the bars. He groped uncertainly for them but they made no move to raise their hands. 

“We mustn’t touch you, Nathaniel,” Vogler said. “We can but—“

“Help me!”

“I beg your pardon?” Smith said.

Phillips had appeared beside Nathaniel and now resumed his usual litany. “They mean to execute me, and me an innocent man. You must save me!”

“Nathaniel, who’s your friend?” Vogler asked. 

“You wouldn’t want to see an innocent man die, would you?”

Smith shrugged. “I’ve seen many an innocent man die,” he replied evenly. He seemed amused by the man’s distress. “In fact, in my experience, all innocent men die.”

Phillips didn’t take this riposte well, but his answer to it was lost by the arrival of the prison adjutant with a party of soldiers. Phillips’ clamor had in fact served to mask their arrival, so they took him quite at unawares. At the sight of them he cried out and fled to the back of the cell. 

The soldiers ordered Nathaniel to stand well back from the door. Then they opened the door, entered and took the man fast. It was necessary to hold him face down on the floor in order to bind his hands. At last they led him shrieking away, with the chaplain bringing up the rear with the Twenty-third Psalm.

“Well! I’m glad that’s over,” Vogler remarked, but he was in error. They could still hear Phillips, albeit faintly, in the courtyard, invoking the name of his dead father. 

Musket fire suddenly rang out, so loudly that it might have been in the same corridor with them. The sound echoed up and down the halls of the prison, shaking the walls, rattling the bars. It filled every cubic inch of the place like a ghost desperate to escape its confinement. Then it faded away and there was silence.

“Peace at last,” Smith said. 

Nathaniel didn’t know if he meant peace for them or peace for Phillips, but it didn’t mean peace for him. He was suddenly unable to control his movements. He jerked like a marionette worked by clumsy hands. He was once again a wretched coward. He could tell that he was pissing his pants but could do nothing to stop it.

He moved to the bars again like a man who was himself half in the next world. He reached through the bars but his two living friends shrank from his touch. “Tell me – tell me what is going to happen,” he said.

The two hesitated. “We don’t know,” Smith replied. “You can but answer honestly. Be an honest man.”

Nathaniel nodded. He looked at the floor. “I hear tell the Balloon Corps is no more.”

“What? What are you talking about?”

“The officer who took me prisoner at Harrison’s Landing, he said the Balloon Corps was disbanded.”

“He lied. We changed hands again. We’re with the Quartermaster Corps now.”

“Sure enough?”

“Sure enough.”

“So have you all been … flying?”

“Yes. We’ve been in more battles. There was a big one at Rappahannock Station.”

“Oh, I know the place. How did we do?”

“Not very well. I think they—“

Vogler glanced at Smith and the latter stopped. 

“Nathaniel,” Vogler said, “we must go.”

The boy nodded.

“Good luck,” both said at once, and were gone.

Nathaniel had nothing to do but sit on the bench again beside his silent companion. Slowly he mastered himself; he would not weep before this man.

In the afternoon he was again taken for interrogation. His hands were bound and he was brought before the same two men in the same room. This time he was left standing.

The two regarded him in silence for a minute. He was ashamed of the wet crotch of his trousers. 

“Do you still deny that you are a rebel spy?” The thin man’s voice echoed off of the walls.

“Yes.”

“What would you do to prove yourself?”

“I would do anything.”

“Even at the risk of your own life?”

He looked up, glaring defiantly at the two men. “Yes. Give me a gun and send me to the front. I don’t care any more.”

“There is something else you can do.”

He stood mute.

“We propose to let you go.”

He waited.

“We’ll let you go back to Richmond. You can tell everyone there that you changed your mind. Like the Prodigal, you wish to return to the fold. And you’ll sound most sincere.”

“Why – why would you let me do that?”

“You’ll be the toast of the town. You’ll be an example of contrition, of Southern honor, an exemplar for your generation.

“But there’s more.

“At a certain time after your return our agent will furnish you with a pistol. It’s a small pistol, such as a lady might carry in her purse. Or a boy might carry in his pocket.”

Nathaniel searched the man’s face. It was shadowed so deeply that he could only see the glint of his eyes.

“You must get close to Jefferson Davis and kill him.”

“What?”

“You’ll have the opportunity. They’ll be watching you when you return so you must play the angel. But when they become accustomed to you, you must find an opportunity to get near the President. They’ll likely catch you, but you’ll have proven yourself a patriot. And you might even live to tell the tale.”

He looked at the two seated figures but could not read their expressions. “I don’t know if I can do that.”

“I admit, it might not work.”

“I mean, it don’t seem right. Isn’t there anything –“

“The only other choice for you is the potter’s field.”

“I’ll have to think about it.”

“Don’t think too long.” He gestured and the guard led him back to his cell.

Nathaniel sat on the bench while a million thoughts raced through his mind. 

To kill Jeff Davis! Well, he was fighting a war against him, what was the difference?

If that one man was killed, it could end the war. That in itself could save thousands of lives.

He would be famous forever as the boy who ended the war with a single shot.

But they would surely shoot him.

He longed to see Amanda and his family again. But if he came back and shot Jeff Davis they would certainly turn their backs on him. They would have to despise him; anyone would.

What if he went back and took up the Southern Cause in earnest? 

But he had worked so hard already for the Union. He had in fact come to truly believe in the right of the Union Cause. 

Then what if he fled? What if he went to a border state, or went out West amongst the Indians? 

But no: he would despise himself if he indeed turned out to be a coward. 

So what, then? Should he agree to shoot Jeff Davis, and do it?

But to come back and lie that he was now a true Southerner, that would be worse than being a coward.

Or would it? It would take great courage to do such a thing.

He pictured himself coming up behind Davis, taking the pistol out and shooting him. What would that be like?

He could do it. It would be a hard thing, and there would really be little chance of coming out of it alive. It might not truly stop the war but it would be worth many a battle. He stood up.

An image came to his mind, of someone else sneaking up behind Abraham Lincoln and shooting him. Aghast, he sat down. 

He could see it very clearly, like a waking nightmare. The solemn figure, clad in black, with that worn stovepipe hat on his head, stood before him in the cell. He was  facing to the left and he was speaking low, in his rolling cadence, to someone Nathaniel could not see. And creeping up behind him came another figure, also in black. The figure slowly raised a pistol -- 

The vision terrified him. He almost cried out for Mr. Lincoln to turn around, to run away. And the vision was gone.

Another image came to him, of himself staring into the muzzles of a firing squad. For some reason he could no longer fathom this was not frightening. It was comforting.

To be executed for desertion was not a very honorable way to go. But it was something he could face with courage and with his head held high. He turned to the silent man beside him.

“Tell them that I’ve decided what to do.”

The man made no answer. Then he nodded. He got off of the bench and went to the door of the cell. He took a key from his pocket and opened the door, closed it carefully behind him and left.

Weeks passed. Nathaniel never saw the silent man again. The thin man had come to his cell, heard Nathaniel’s refusal to assassinate President Davis, and left without a word. 

Other prisoners came to the cell and left again. Some went to their deaths, others to other confinement; a few were released. A few men died in the cell.

Most of these men clearly deserved to be behind bars. Some of them seemed to be innocent. With others it was hard to tell. 

Some of the men were wounded and would have more properly been in the hospital. One man was blind and another had no arms; Nathaniel had to help with the care of both of these. 

Several prisoners attempted to force their affections upon the boy. Nathaniel had heard of such creatures but didn’t know that they actually existed. After some initial confusion he learned to spurn their advances quickly, loudly and violently. His suitors learned to leave him alone.

During all this time Nathaniel expected to be sent to his death at any moment. He knew not why it did not happen but he didn’t inquire. If he had been forgotten in the rush of the world’s affairs it was fine with him. 

At last two soldiers came for him. They bound his hands and led him away without a word. 

They went not to the courtyard where so many lives had ended, nor toward the adjutant’s office. He was brought to an office where the thin man sat behind a desk, doing paperwork. He looked up impatiently.

“Take off his shackles,” the man said. “I never told you to put those on him.”

“Just standard practice, Major Grover,” one of the soldiers said.

“Now leave us.”

When the door had closed behind them the thin man said, “You’re being released.”

“I am? What am I to do now?”

“Whatever you like.” The man clearly didn’t relish telling him this. “You can go back home to Richmond, you can stay in the North. You can go back to the Balloon Corps if you have a mind to.”

“That’s what I want to do.”

“It figures. The Balloon Corps is a fraud and you’re a fraud. But that’s no longer mine to decide.”

“Major, sir, you’re wrong on both counts.”

“You’re a clever lad, aren’t you?”

“Sir?”

Grover tapped his pencil on the table. “You’d best change your clothes and get out of here,” he said, “before you have a terrible accident.”

“Yes, sir.”

“But mark it: I’ll be watching you. You’ll make a mistake sooner or later and I’ll stand you up in front of a wall and shoot you.”

He was given the clothes he had worn when he came to the prison, the very clothes he had worn when he made his journey by moonlight to Richmond. They were filthy, but not as filthy as his prison uniform had become. He had grown in prison and the breeches were now too short for him. He couldn’t wear the shoes at all so he left them behind.

The guards led him out the front door of the prison where none other than Smith and Vogler waited in a carriage.

“Here he is,” Smith said, smiling. “Hail the conquering hero!”

“He looks like the Count of Monte Cristo,” Vogler said. 

“Can you get up into the back seat, there?”

“I think so. The sun is awful bright.”

“Well, you’re as white as a maggot. Whew, you stink, too, if you don’t mind my saying so.” He shook the reins and clucked to the horse.

“I suspects I do.”

“That’s why we got a rented carriage. And I think this horse is blind.”

“I don’t want to go back to the Corps right now.”

“We’re not going there right now. We rented a hotel room where you can clean up. We got you some clothes, too.”

“That’s real nice of y’all.”

“Stay on the road, God damn you! Nathaniel, I see you scratching back there, you lousy?”

“Yeah. I guess I am.”

“Well, a hot bath will help that. And I think you had best shave your head.”

“I ain’t a-going to shave my head.”

“It’s the only way to get rid of the little critters. A lot of the soldiers are doing it these days. Guess you could say it’s the fashion.”

“Well, maybe I will. Say, I saw the Confederate balloon.”

“You did? Good for you. Where did you see it?”

“In the rebel camp. I went right up to it. It’s not as good as ours.”

“It’s certainly not as good now,” Vogler said.

“What do you mean?”

“It is no more,” Smith said sadly. “It was a casualty of war.”

“It was? What happened to it?”

“They brought it down the river and the boat grounded. We captured it.”

“Yeah? We who?”

“We us. The Balloon Corps.”

“The Balloon Corps? Y’all captured it?”

“That’s right,” Smith said brightly. “Professor Lowe ordered it cut up into silk handkerchiefs and sent to everyone in Congress. I suppose Lincoln is blowing the presidential nose on one as well.”

“Well. Don’t that beat all.”

Vogler said over his shoulder, “You look like Hell.”

“I thought I was going to die just now. You know what they wanted me to do?”

“Yes.”

He thought about this.

“You know? You know what they wanted me to do?”

“Shoot Jeffy Boy?” Smith said. “Yes.”

“Now…how could y’all know that?”

“We told Major Grover to tell you that,” Vogler said. “We made a deal with him.”

He sat bolt upright. “You told him that? That was your idea?”

“No. It was the Professor’s.”

“Professor Lowe? It was his idea that I kill Jeff Davis?”

“Is it this street?” Smith interjected.

“No,” Vogler said. “It’s 15th Street, the next one up.” He turned in his seat to face the boy. “It was Professor Lowe’s idea that you be presented with this choice, to kill President Davis or go to a firing squad. He said that a real spy would certainly accept the deal, just to be let go. But an honest man would refuse.”

“But what if I had said yes?”

“Then there’d be an opening in the Balloon Corps.”

“And there’d be an opening in you,” Smith added breezily.

“We could have hired John LaMountain or John Wise,” Vogler continued. 

“No, shoot me before you do that,” Smith said.

Nathaniel thought it over. “So the whole thing was a trick.”

“Call it a test.”

“If I had agreed to shoot Jeff Davis, I must be a spy. But I might have agreed to shooting him, to prove myself.”

“Yes,” Vogler said, “but we didn’t think you’d do that.”

Smith shrugged. “I dare say we guessed right.”

“The other side of it,” Nathaniel continued, “is if I was really clever, I could see through this and say no.”

“That’s what Major Grover said. And that’s what he’s convinced you did.”

“What did you tell him in that regard?”

“We know you. You’re nowhere near that clever.”

The ornate wrought-iron gates of the White House were passing by on the right. Two bored soldiers sat before the gates, smoking. Nathaniel looked at the lawn, where a colored man tended a flock of sheep. 

“Well,” he said, “thanks for sticking up for me.”

Chapter Seven: His Terrible, Swift Sword


            Nathaniel’s sole consolation during his incarceration was that, if he were executed, he would not have to face Professor Lowe until both were in the next world. With his release the confrontation came sooner.

It occurred in Lowe’s office at the War Department. The boy entered, hat in hand, and sat while Lowe went over a piece of correspondence. At last he tossed the quill into the inkwell and looked up at him.

“Good day, Nathaniel.”

“Good day, Professor Lowe, sir.”

“You look different. I should hardly know you.”

Indeed he must have looked different. He had gained several inches in height over the course of the last few months; despite this, he had lost several pounds. Additionally, he had no hair, he was pallid and he bore bruises on many parts of his body, including the face. 

“Professor, I’m sorry I skipped.”

“Are you, now? You should be happy you lived to tell me that.”

“I am, sir. I know I don’t deserve it.”

“Deserve it? It has nothing to do with merit. You’re simply lucky, that’s all.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’ve been … reading. When I get the chance.”

“Yes, sir?”

“I’ve read a remarkable work on Japan. Fascinating culture. The ruling class is taught warfare as a way of life. Dying honorably is considered the greatest good.”

Nathaniel said nothing.

“I found an aphorism in this book that it would do all of us well to remember. It is said that courage on the battlefield can bring one renown, but victory usually goes to the one who makes the fewer mistakes.”

“Oh. That’s interesting.”

“You mustn’t make another mistake, Nathaniel.”

His heart leapt. “Do you mean you want me back, sir?”

Lowe looked at him sharply. “I need someone with your skills. Additionally, I must admit you have pluck. None of the others in the Corps would have attempted what you did. It may simply be ‘impetuous youth’, and it was foolhardy, but it took courage.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Well, that was hardly a compliment. But be warned that you are on probation. Another such indiscretion will lead to you being bound over.”

“Yes, sir.”

“The matter would be out of my hands. Several parties oppose your return to service. They feel that you are indeed a rebel spy.”

“Well, I really appreciate you defending me in that.”

Lowe shrugged. “I’ll not do it again. I have enough troubles of my own.”

He returned to his papers; Nathaniel stood but didn’t leave. Lowe looked up, surprised. “May I ask, sir, what troubles you’re having?”

“What?”

Nathaniel himself was surprised at his boldness. “It’s just that you seem like your cares are greater now. Sir.”

Lowe nodded to show that he didn’t take offense at this familiarity. “Indeed they are, Nathaniel. I don’t know how I’ll keep body and soul together around here. The Army is not coming through with funds for the Corps. I haven’t been able to pay the men for several months now, and Mrs. Lowe writes weekly that she, too, is in need. Even those general officers who support the Corps find it difficult to give me any practical aid. 

“The Army is reluctant to let the Corps eat with them, and they don’t want to provide us with rations, either. We must be expected to forage off the land, or to eat grass.

“And now I find myself again pestered by John LaMountain! He’s been haunting Washington, trying to get my appointment revoked in his favor.”

“I would hate to work for him. Wendy and Solly have nothing good to say about him.”

“Well, I hope he never finds enough friends to succeed at that. I suspect, though, that he’s an agent in our monetary difficulties.”

“All right, sir. I’m sorry to pry.”

After the debacle of the Peninsula Campaign the Balloon Corps had withdrawn to the vicinity of the nation’s capital. The war continued without it. With time on their hands, and with coin occasionally provided by Solomon Vogler’s disapproving father, the three friends took in the cultural attractions of their nation’s capital. 

Nathaniel sat amazed, transfixed by the scene before him. The other conspirators stood at the rear of the stage, bathed in yellow-green light, themselves shocked into silence by the sight before them. Before them in the limelight, horrified by the act he had just committed, was the youngest, the fairest and the most noble of their number, and the one who had loved Caesar best. His clothes were soaked in blood; blood dripped from the trembling knife he held point-downward before him; blood leaked from the crumpled corpse of the man-god who lay before him. The odor of blood, sickeningly familiar to many in the audience, filled the theater.
Nathaniel felt his heart beating in his throat. The scene seemed more real than any death he had yet witnessed. 

Union Major General John Pope was placed in charge of the newly-minted Army of Virginia, operating in the north of that state. Robert E. Lee dispatched Stonewall Jackson to fight him. Later, A.P. Hill was sent to reinforce Jackson and the Balloon Corps was sent to support Pope.

The Corps for this campaign consisted of two balloons and four men, all that resources would allow. The balloons were transported on two wagons and two gas generators followed them. The company bounced along in the rear of the convoy with the rest of the support personnel. 

“No respect!” Wendell Smith lamented. He was driving a wagon, which consisted merely of holding the reins, as the horses knew enough to follow the wagon in front of them. “We’ve proven our worth, and we get no respect whatsoever. My confidence in the ignorance of the human race in the aggregate, and of the military establishment in particular, is reaffirmed.”

“We may still get to make our mark,” Solomon Vogler replied. “Sooner or later the Army will have to realize that we’re making a difference.”

“Well, it will only be after we’ve perished of starvation. I’ll tell you, if I weren’t a coward, I’d quit this and join the regular Army.”

“Same here,” Vogler said. “Thank God for that yellow streak.”

Once again there was rifle fire, from the front of the column this time, and Smith muttered under his breath. Once again they halted. Thaddeus Lowe, driving the other wagon, pulled up beside them. His father Clovis sat beside him.

“This seems to be just another skirmish,” the younger Lowe said. “Not worth going up.”

“Maybe someone’s shooting some deer,” Smith said.

“I don’t doubt the deer have all evacuated,” Lowe replied. “Still, some venison would be nice.”

There was more gunfire, this time from the rear.

“Thirty-eight, thirty-nine, forty,” Smith said. “What the Hell is this? Sounds like we’re surrounded.”

“Maybe we’ll tarry awhile,” Lowe said. “We might get some flying in yet.”

After a delay the firing died away and the order came down the line to dig in. They were on the banks of the Rappahannock River and Lowe immediately drew some water and charged the balloons.

Lowe went aloft alone and drew a map of enemy dispositions. He went straightway to Pope’s headquarters tent, returning in less than an hour.

“I was rebuffed,” he reported. “I never got to see Pope or any of his staff. The fools!”

This outburst demonstrated for Nathaniel how dispirited Lowe was becoming. “No one wanted to see you?” he asked.

“One man only, and that was your friend David Miller. He was quite happy to look at my map, although not happy to see what it showed.”

“What does it show?” Smith asked. 

“Small forces all around us, but they seem the outrunners of much larger forces. What Miller told me was even less inspiring.”

“What? What?” the others pressed.

“Jackson came in behind us and has sacked Manassas Junction.”

“Pope’s headquarters?” Vogler gasped.

“Yes. He wrecked the place, destroyed most of the stores and made off with the rest. They’ve killed General Taylor and he’ll be sorely missed. Now, word is that Jackson’s dug in at the old battlefield.”

“But if the stores are all gone—“

“Precisely. An army moves on its stomach, and our stomachs are now empty. And sure to get emptier.”

“Nature abhors a vacuum,” Vogler muttered.

“So where does that leave us?” Smith asked. “Besides stuck in the middle of the woods, that is?”

“Well, that’s what Pope and his staff are now deciding.”

“It’s little wonder that you didn’t get in to see him,” Vogler said. “It sounds like they have a lot of thinking to do, and that in no time.”

“Quite so,” Lowe replied. “But one would think that in the midst of their deliberations they would want to know where the enemy is.” As if to punctuate this remark a rifle cracked in the distance. “Forty-one,” Smith said.
The Army bivouacked on the banks of the river that night; the next day orders came to retreat to Manassas Junction. Jackson had quit the area and the Union Army would seize the opportunity to take the railroad north and reprovision.


Since they would be again in the rear, the Balloon Corps and the other support units pulled off to the side of the road and let the vanguard pass. As they waited a half dozen horsemen rode up. “Who’s in charge here?” a first lieutenant demanded.


“I am. I’m Professor Thaddeus Lowe.”


“What’s that in your wagons?”


“Observation balloons and support equipment.”


“Good, get it out of there, I need your wagons and horses. What are those things?” he asked, indicating the gas generators.


“You certainly may not have my horses and wagons! I need them!”


“Are they yours or are they Government property?”


“This unit was established by personal order of the President.”


“Well, I don’t see him here today, do you? Empty those wagons, boys, and we’ll take those horses there, too.”


Lowe remonstrated against this outrage but to no avail. The balloons were unloaded roughly onto the ground and the other equipment was tossed on top of them. This would have been the end of the Balloon Corps had not Providence stepped in, in the person of General Fitz-John Porter.


The general happened to be riding by at the head of his column and stopped to inquire as to what was taking place. Lowe composed himself and described the situation in a few terse sentences. Porter shook his head and turned to the interlopers.


“You can’t take Professor Lowe’s equipment,” he said simply.


“General, we need wagons and horses.”


“Well, you’ll find them somewhere else. Professor Lowe’s operation is essential to the Army. Now, load these wagons back up.”


“He can have them,” the lieutenant snapped, “but he can load them himself.” He threw a quick salute and, not waiting for its return, wheeled back into the saddle and was gone.


“Well! The Army is surely hard up for officers,” Porter remarked as he dismounted. “How are you, Lowe?”


“Much better now, General, and thank you.” They shook hands. 


“Shall I detail some men to help you load up again?”


“My boys and I can do it. You’ve already been of immense help, more than I can ever repay.”


Porter thought for a moment and said, “There is something you can do for me.”


“Name it! Up to the half of my kingdom.”


“There’s a scout who wanted the loan of a telegraph operator for the day. It doesn’t look like you’ll be flying today, and – ah!”


Nathaniel had stepped forward at his words, to Lowe’s discomfiture. Porter clapped the boy on the shoulder. “Stout fellow! Yes, I remember you, you stopped me from burning my hands on that rope.”


“Yes, sir. Sir, it will have to be all right with Professor Lowe.”


“I can hardly hold you back, it seems,” Lowe said with a laugh. “Where’s your scout, General?”


Porter had turned to his orderly and the latter now saluted and rode toward the rear of the column. When the man returned with a small party of men, Porter mounted and rode to the head of his column without another word.


The party included none other than David Miller. Miller expressed pleasure at the loan of the young aeronaut. He conferred rapidly with his comrades, then dismounted. 


“Nathaniel, how would you like to join the Army of Northern Virginia for the day?”


He smiled. “If General Lee will have me, sir.”


“Good! Here’s your uniform.”


“Well, sir, it looks mighty fine, but…” He smiled, embarrassed. 


“Tut! We can change right over here in the bushes.” 


A few minutes later Miller and Nathaniel were decked out in gray, right down to their forage caps. Miller glanced at Nathaniel and said, “I’m sorry, lad, the shoes will have to stay here.”


“But I’ve seen Rebels in shoes.”


“But not many. Few of the common soldiers have them and you don’t want to stand out.”


“Yes, sir.” He kicked his shoes off and handed them, with the rest of his clothing, to Solomon Vogler.

Nathaniel was provided with the very same lineman’s telegraph key he had used on his previous expedition with Miller. He opened the tin box and tapped it: it was still set for his “fist.”


“What’s your itinerary, Miller?” Lowe asked. 

“Professor, I could tell you, but then I’d have to shoot you.”

“Then I’d rather not know. Still, I’ve been acting in loco parentis with young Nathaniel here, and—”
“I quite understand, and I respect that. I can tell you I’ll probably have your boy back by the end of the day. We may be stuck out there overnight, but I hope not.” He turned to his comrades. “Boys, can you give us an escort? I’d hate to be shot in the back as I was leaving.”

Nathaniel was given a rifle, an ammunition bag and the other accoutrements of an infantryman. He was also issued a small dappled-gray mare. On impulse, he put his small pocket telescope in his kit bag.

He slung the rifle over his back as if he had done it all his life and the party rode off. The boy looked back at Lowe, who was watching him go. Nathaniel had never heard the phrase in loco parentis before but he could guess as to its meaning.

It was a strange party: four Union soldiers, two Rebels, all armed. They trotted south until they were out of rifle range of the Army and halted. One of the soldiers, a brutal-looking man with one eye, said, “When you get back, report directly to me.” Miller nodded in reply and their escort wheeled and rode off.

Miller now picked up the pace, galloping as fast as the small, winding road would allow. Nathaniel’s mare had all she could do to keep up. She was a fine little steed, smooth even at a gallop, and she followed Miller’s large roan with no coaxing. All Nathaniel had to do was to hold on. 

The open country gave way to deciduous trees, then to pine. It was about noon by this time, a typical hot August day. Miller slowed to a walk, the horses blowing and puffing. Nathaniel’s ribs and rump were sore. 

A short distance ahead there was a fork in the road. Just north of the fork a young soldier sat and smoked; a fine bay gelding was tied to a tree nearby. As the two scouts approached, the soldier set the pipe on the ground and stood, brushing the seat of his pants off. 

Nathaniel looked around him. The sun was in front of him and above him, sending its yellow rays through the pine branches in a thousand beams. The scene looked like a picture he had once seen of the inside of a cathedral.

The soldier was about Nathaniel’s age. He had shaggy blond hair and freckles, and he smiled shyly as the two approached. 

“Whew! Good morning, soldier,” Miller said. He sounded quite tired. He pulled up beside the young man and struggled to get his rifle over his head. Just as he got the strap clear of his cap he brought the rifle down hard, striking the soldier in the face. 

The boy fell on his back with a cry of pain, stunned but still conscious. Miller sprang from his horse, tossed his rifle on the ground and pulled out a Bowie knife. He fell on the soldier and stuck the knife under his chin, killing him instantly.

Nathaniel was horrified. “What did you do that for?” he asked feebly.

Miller replied by quickly going through the man’s pockets, producing a folded sheet of paper. He opened it and read aloud, “’Take the right fork.’ Jesus! I was afraid of that.”

“Is that – bad news?”

“Well, it’s a short message, that means it’s from Jackson. He never lets his right hand know what his left is doing. Give me a hand here.”

They carried the soldier into the woods. Miller searched the corpse but found nothing else of note. He did, however, find his nametag. This was a slip of paper upon which was the soldier’s name, unit and home town, pinned to his uniform. Many soldiers wore these to allow their families to be notified in case of their demise. 
“So long, Joshua whatever that says,” Miller said.

“What do we do with that tag?”
“Bury it with him.”

“Yeah? What about his poor maw and paw?”

“His maw and paw will know he’s dead when he doesn’t come home.” The two of them covered the body with leaves. Then they threw leaves on the pool of blood which was the man’s sole epitaph and obliterated the tracks leading into the woods. 

Miller pulled the message out again. Nathaniel looked at it. “So Stonewall Jackson wrote this?” 

“He or one of his staff,” Miller replied. “Likely him.”

“Who is it for?”

“Damned if I know but I’d like to find out.”

“Well, you just killed someone who knew.”

Miller shook his head. “All he knew was he was to give someone this note. Stonewall probably picked someone who couldn’t read to deliver it. His secrecy is legendary.”

“I’ve seen Jackson in Lee’s camp, but I never talked to him.”

“I knew him when I was at the Virginia Military Institute. I never did take cotton to him. He’s queer, right queer. I never would have picked him to become a great commander.”

“Really? You knew him?”

“Not well. I of course knew the names of all the teachers, but I think he was the only teacher knew the name of every student. Even those he never taught.” He shook his head again. “I fear running into him again, I surely do.”

Nathaniel glanced down the road. “So someone’s going to be coming up this road. Hadn’t we better skedaddle?”

Miller put the note into his blouse. “Let’s wait and see who it is.”

Nathaniel felt a thrill of fear but also of excitement. “All right,” he said. 

Miller looked at the dead soldier’s bay gelding. “I want to see just who-all is coming and how many men he has. I don’t know if we’ll even see any telegraph lines today.” He petted the horse’s neck. “Did you notice any on the way down?”

Nathaniel shook his head. “I was too busy staying in the saddle.”

“This is a nice horse. Nice tack, too. How would you like to trade with Johnny Reb?”

He glanced at the horse. “Sure enough.”

“All right, take your little mare into the woods and shoot her.”

“What?”

“It wouldn’t make sense that we would have an extra horse. If we have to be rid of one, it may as well be the smaller.”

“I ain’t a-going to shoot my horse. Can’t we just let her go?”

Miller shook his head. “She’d stay with the other horses and we’d look funny with an extra. And if she did light out, she’d just end up getting grabbed by some Rebel. We don’t need to supply horses to the enemy. Now, shoot the damned horse. And don’t be all day about it, company should be arriving presently.”

There was nothing left for Nathaniel to do but to lead the little gray mare into the woods, up near the soldier’s grave. Feeling sick to his stomach, he tied her to a branch and stepped back. 

The horse looked at him. She had great sad eyes with long gray lashes, and she seemed to be wondering what he was going to do next. Finally she put her head down, nosing the pine needles and leaves.

Nathaniel took the rifle from around his neck. He could shoot into the air, scaring the horse away, but he was afraid to disobey Miller. No, he hated to do it, but he was going to have to kill the horse.

It became a contest of wills within him. Part of him wanted to be kind to the animal that had just worked so hard to get him here, the good, gentle beast whose heaving flanks he had petted just a few minutes before. But the other half of him was a soldier, a killer, one who had killed any number of men, albeit it indirectly, and could surely kill a horse. 

He wanted to give the horse one last pet but knew he should not. He stepped back and raised the rifle. 

He pulled the hammer back until it clicked. 

He had never fired a rifle or a musket but he had hunted with a shotgun. The horse raised her head and looked at him curiously. He sighted in on the center of her forehead, closed his eyes and yanked the trigger. 

The report was louder than he had expected. He hadn’t had the butt of the weapon against his shoulder and the rifle punished him for this error by kicking him hard. 

The horse screamed! He looked at her in horror.

He hadn’t hit her in the center of the forehead but in the side of the head. The bullet had shattered her skull but had not killed her. She reared back, breaking the branch she was moored to, and screamed again. 

“Oh, I’m sorry, I’m sorry!”

The horse fell on her side and thrashed on the ground. Blood poured out of the wound. She struggled to regain her feet, but she was clearly getting weaker. After a minute she snorted weakly and lay back on her side. She was not dead, but she would not rise again. 

He walked back to the road, weeping, ashamed of his tears. 

“Buck up, now, lad, you did what you had to do.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Dry your tears, now, we’ll want to make a good impression on the enemy.”

“Okay.”

“And reload your piece, you may need to use it.”

Nathaniel got control of himself. “Reload?”

“Yes, load your weapon. Haven’t you ever loaded a gun?”

“Only a shotgun, sir.”

“Use a powder horn with it?”

“Yessir.”

“Okay, here’s your first lesson in the art of war. Look in your cartridge case. See those little paper packets? They look like cigarettes. Take one out and rip the end off with your teeth. No, with your teeth, yes, like that.

“Now pour the powder into the muzzle. Have your piece dead vertical so it don’t fetch up on the sides. That’s good. Now, ball the paper up and toss it down there, too.”

“What’s the paper do, sir?”

“Well, nothing, really. That’s just a little habit of mine. It gets rid of the paper. I hate to leave evidence that I’ve been somewhere. Now, grab a ball.”

“Is this a ball, sir? It isn’t round like a ball.”

“That’s a Minié ball, called a ‘minie’ ball.” He pronounced it like the name Minny. “Stick that in the muzzle. No, the other end around.”

“What?”

“The end with the hollow in it goes in first. You stuck it in backwards.”

“I can’t get it out.”

“That’s all right. It just won’t fly as true this way. But it could be worse. Now, get out your ramrod. Good. Just drive the ball all the way in with that. That’s fine. 

“Now, the last thing you need is a cap. Hold the weapon up like this, muzzle down, and pull the hammer back. Pop the spent cap off of the nipple. You’ll find another one in the ammo bag, yes, that’s it. Just snap that right on there. 

“Now return it to half cock. Be careful you don’t let it slip. That’s fine. Now you’re ready for battle.”

“I was really stupid to put the minie ball in backwards, wasn’t I, sir?”

“No. That’s not so bad at all. The first time I was in a tussle, I loaded my weapon with the ball first, then the powder.”

“Oh! That wouldn’t fire at all, would it?”

“It sure wouldn’t. I used up six caps before I realized what I had done.”

“So what did you do?”

“Well, I bet that musket is still sitting on that hill in Mexico. I had to wait until one of my friends didn’t need his any more, and I took his.”

Nathaniel laughed, feeling a little better, and turned to see General James Longstreet riding up at the head of his army. Four officers rode beside him. The men marched behind them, twenty abreast, as much as the breadth of the road could accommodate. 

“Stand beside me at attention,” Miller said. “Don’t salute, I’ll do that. Don’t speak unless spoken to.” He delivered this entire speech without moving his lips.

“Good morning, sir,” Miller said, and gave a rifle salute. 

Longstreet spoke to his adjutant, then returned Miller’s salute. The adjutant called over his shoulder, “Column, halt! Fall out for five minutes.”

The column gave two tramps and halted just south of the fork. The men stood at attention for a moment, then were at ease. Some unslung their rifles or raised their canteens. Many stepped off of the road to relieve themselves in the woods. The closest were only fifty yards from where the dead man and the dead horse lay.

“Do you have something for me, soldier?” Longstreet asked.

“Yes, sir.” Miller pulled the message out and handed it to him. Longstreet glanced at it and exchanged a few words with his staff.

Miller mounted, gesturing to Nathaniel to do the same. They turned back the way they had come, up the left fork. Miller turned and saluted the general. “Hold up a minute, there, soldier,” Longstreet called. “Where are you going?”

“Sir, I can’t tell you that.”

“Well, that’s fair enough. But why is that other man with you?”

“Sir?”

“That other man. Why are there two couriers?”

“Sir – there just are.” 

“Well, there doesn’t need to be. Several of my officers have had their mounts shot out from under them and are walking. I’ll take that bay.”

“Sir, this man is with me.”

“Well, he’s with me now. I’ll take his horse and he can fall in with my army. We’re all going to the same place.”

Miller looked at Nathaniel. “Well, he’s the general,” he said. “Go ahead, I’ll report this and you’ll not be held to account.”

Nathaniel could scarcely believe what was happening. He was so terrified by this sudden turn of events that he didn’t dare speak. He dismounted and led the horse to where a weary colonel took possession of it, then fell in at the rear of the column.

The column was called to attention a few minutes later and started marching up the right fork. 

Nathaniel figured they were headed for Manassas. That was the general direction they were going, and if Jackson was dug in there then Longstreet was surely being sent to his aid. Pope’s army would be getting there soon enough and there would be a scrap.

The other soldiers looked at him with interest but said nothing until they were well under way. The man beside him asked in a low voice, “Where you from, soldier?”

“Richmond. What about you?”

“We’re all Alabama boys, but you’re welcome.”

Nathaniel nodded.

“What fighting you seen?” the man asked.

“A passel of it. What about you?”

“Well, a passel as well. Got hit yet?”

“No, thank you Jesus. How about you?”

“A nick here or there.” He held up his left hand, which was missing all but the little finger and the thumb, and grinned at the boy.

“That will grow back, won’t it?”

“We’ll have to wait and see,” the man said with a laugh. “Where you think we headed?”

“I don’t rightly know, but I bet we get a warm reception.”

They marched the rest of the day. Nathaniel grew quite footsore but saw no call to complain about it. The sound of cannon fire could be heard ahead of them, growing stronger as they moved north. As darkness fell the sound of battle died away and the army halted. They bivouacked beside the road and awoke at dawn to the renewed sound of battle. 

They moved north with more frequent halts now. Their leaders were scouting the area ahead, seeking friend and foe and the lay of the land. 

They marched out from under the eaves of a forest and the cannonade grew louder. “There he is!” a man called.

“Shee-it!” another responded. “Big as life. Look at him!”

Nathaniel looked up. A balloon was riding the morning breeze about five miles away from their present position. It looked like it was at fifteen hundred feet.

He squinted at it. It looked wider than it was tall, so it was the Washington, and that meant he was looking at Professor Lowe.

“Get me my pheasant gun!”

“He thinks he’s so high and mighty.”

“The son of a bitch, I’d like to take him down!”

The men called out imprecations against the balloon until they were ordered to silence.

They made a right turn and flanked the battle. They ended up in woods to the right of Jackson’s position. At last the march was over and they were ordered to fall out. Men took turns going forward to see what was happening.

Nathaniel went up for a look in the late afternoon. In front of him was farmland, rolling and treeless. On the left was a railroad embankment and behind that was Jackson. 

Facing him was an army that Nathaniel assumed was Pope’s. Cautiously, he pulled out his small telescope and leaned against a tree, both to hide what he was doing and to brace the instrument. 

The army was indeed Pope’s. He could recognize several of the standards and battle flags. Pope’s army was much larger than Jackson’s but the Union general could get no purchase on the stubborn Confederate. Jackson’s army had very good cover behind the embankment and few shots were reaching it. Not only that, every man Jack of the Stonewall Brigade was proud of the reputation of their unit and of their fearless commander and every last one would die rather than retreat. 

Nathaniel looked to the right. Another Union army was there, apparently held in reserve. A moment’s telescopic observation showed it to be that of Fitz-John Porter. It seemed to be Porter’s presence that was deterring Longstreet from advancing. 

Darkness fell and Pope withdrew a little way. Fighting again stopped for the night.

Nathaniel spent the night in an agony of doubt. Was it possible to make it to his own lines under cover of darkness? He might succeed, but it was more likely he would be shot by Union pickets. 

Then what should he do? Well, he appeared to be stuck. There seemed little choice but to stay where he was, keep his head low, try not to kill any Union soldiers, try not to get killed himself, and wait for his chance.

Everyone was awake and ready for action before dawn. Again Pope drove against Jackson’s center; again Jackson resisted. 

At last Porter moved into action, or at least tried to. He attempted to get around Pope’s left flank but found himself continually blocked by the latter’s army. 

No one seemed aware yet that Longstreet’s army was on the field. Without orders the men advanced a few at a time, staying low to escape detection.

Around him the soldiers were eager for action. “Look how close they are! I want to see if I can pick one off.”

“You can’t hit a man at this range.”

“I can’t miss, you mean. They’re so thick I couldn’t help but hit a Yank.”

“Hold your fire. Orders is orders.”

Nathaniel considered firing. It might alert Porter or Pope that Longstreet’s forces were there. But there was already so much firing going on that none of the Union troops would pay it any mind. 

“What are they waiting for? I didn’t come this far to hide behind a tree.”

“Look at ‘em all! I want to bag me one of them.”

“Hold your fire, men. You’ll get your chance.”

“The Hell with that. I’m going to fire.” But still no one fired. 

The order came down the line to fix bayonets. The men complied, although some still grumbled. 

“What’s this about, then? We should be firing on them and bayonets just make it harder to reload.”

“Just do as you’re told. Someone must know something.”

“Well, it isn’t the officer class.”

“Hold your tongue! Do you want to—“

On the left, from Jackson’s vicinity, artillery opened up. This was a surprise, for there had been no cannon firing from that quarter before this. The commander of the artillery, however, must have decided that, while Pope’s army was still out of range, Porter’s forces were not, and they could use a dose of lead.

Nathaniel had never seen artillery used against infantry from so close at hand before. A volley would fire, a sudden blast of white smoke, followed a few seconds later by the rumbling report. Then Porter’s troops would waver like a field of blue grain as the shot struck them. Men were thrown about like toys, knocking other men down as they flew.

He trained his telescope upon the scene. Another volley struck and he could see that men were being blown to pieces by the shells landing in their midst. One instant he would see soldiers marching with their arms at the ready; the next, men and pieces of men were spinning through the air. Somewhere in Porter’s army a band played The Battle-Hymn of the Republic.

This was a reversal of the usual pattern of the war to this point, with Confederate artillery employed against Federal infantry. Still there was nothing for the Federals to do but to press on, to try and overrun the cannons and either employ them against their owners or drive spikes into their touch-holes and render them inoperable.

Nathaniel wondered where Porter himself was. He liked the general and hoped he hadn’t been killed in this hideous carnage.

The advancing Union troops greatly outnumbered the entrenched Confederates, and still they pressed on. The day hung in the balance; it could yet tip either way.

From near where Nathaniel stood one of Longstreet’s officers ran out of the woods with his saber in his hand. He ran about fifty yards into the open field and stopped. For a moment he stood alone looking at the enemy. He was a queer sight, an army of one against the might of the United States.

He thrust the saber into the air, twisting it as if penetrating the bowels of Heaven itself. He turned his head to the army behind him. His eyes blazed with the fury of Heaven and the fury of Hell and his lips were pulled back in a vicious snarl. He shouted a single word:

“Chee-arge!”

Longstreet’s army shouted in reply and flooded onto the field. Nathaniel Curry went with them. 

The men were shouting, cheering, yipping like foxes, whooping like Indians. The earth thundered under the feet of twenty-eight thousand men, the largest mass infantry charge of the war, the largest ever seen by the American continent. Longstreet’s men smashed into the combined armies of Pope and Porter, a much larger force, and the Union troops wavered, then broke. 

Such breakthroughs are uncommon in warfare and the Confederate forces made the most of the opportunity to kill as many of their enemy as they could. They cut the Union forces into smaller groups, then chewed up the pieces. At first the Yankees fired upon their attackers, but those who stood to reload were charged and bayoneted by the Rebels. Soon the whole mass of blue uniforms was turning to flee, harried by the running, shouting Southerners. 

The mood of the troops around Nathaniel was gleeful as the charge began. It soon changed to one of murderous rage. Isolated knots of Union soldiers were cut down where they stood. 

Nathaniel kept with the vanguard as well as he was able. His plan, such as it was, was to reach the Federal lines and to be captured. Then he would reveal his identity and return to the Corps. 

His intention was not working out, however. He was not used to long marches or to running hundreds of yards at this speed and he was falling behind. 

Ahead of him Nathaniel saw an old Union soldier running. His head was bald, his beard was white, and his frightened face as he turned it to his pursuers was toothless. He swung around and raised his rifle but if it was loaded he never got to use it. Four men thrust their bayonets into his chest as one and ran on before he had time to fall.

The ground grew slippery beneath Nathaniel’s feet and he looked down. Men’s arms and legs were scattered all over the ground. This strange vision lasted but a moment; then he was past it. 

Ahead of him a Union soldier was helping a friend to run. The wounded man stumbled along with his arm slung over the other man’s shoulder. They turned at the same time, wearing identical expressions of horror. Their faces were almost comical, with their wide eyes and gaping mouths. A dozen bayonets were thrust into each of them and they fell in a heap.

A first lieutenant in the uniform of the New York Guards stood bravely facing the onslaught. He had a saber in one hand, a pistol in the other and the perfect attitude of defiance on his visage. He called on the men behind him to stand their ground; there were no men behind him. Four Confederates fell to his pistol and he was poised to take another when a man bayoneted him from behind.

A young man knelt on the battlefield, his hands clasped before him in prayer. He loudly implored both Jesus and the attacking troops for mercy. Both agencies seemed to heed him as soldiers swept past on either side. Then a man stopped and stabbed him in the face. The young soldier fell and his assailant stood above him and raised his rifle to strike again. He did not, however, as another Confederate soldier stumbled and struck him in the thigh with his bayonet. The stabbed man shrieked and tumbled to the ground. Nathaniel swept past, his ribs aching.

A horse was rearing in terror ahead of him. An officer dragged behind it, his foot caught in a stirrup. The man seemed quite insensible. A rebel soldier ran up and grabbed the horse’s reins, speaking soothing words, and the animal settled down, though its eyes still rolled in fear. Several soldiers bayoneted the officer; he appeared not to mind. Then one of the soldiers turned and plunged his bayonet into the ribs of the horse. The beast shrieked and reared. It came down on the man holding its reins, killing him.

Nathaniel scanned the horizon for a balloon but saw none. If one of the Corps had gone up today he must have descended when the battle was lost. But no: the charge had begun only a few minutes before, though it seemed hours. There would not have been time for a balloon to be hauled down. 

As they came over a rise two men on Nathaniel’s left cried out and fell, struck by the same bullet. Up ahead a company of Union soldiers under the command of a sergeant was making a determined stand. Standing in three ranks, they in turn fired, stepped back and reloaded. It was the kind of disciplined behavior that in other circumstances might have carried the day. Here, however, it was of little utility. A few more Rebel soldiers were killed but the greater number advanced. When they closed within a hundred yards the sergeant gave the order to retreat and his troops obeyed with alacrity.

Nathaniel looked about him. The battlefield was in total disarray. Confederate troops were running pell-mell, attacking whatever Union forces they could find. No one was with his proper unit. If ever there was a time to slip away this was it. 

The advance had slowed and he ran forward. As he came over the rise he saw, about six hundred yards away, an entire regiment of bluecoats drawn into battle formation. They were making a determined rear guard action. The Confederates ground to a halt; they knew their charge was finished.

Six hundred yards was the maximum effective range of a rifle musket and the Confederate troops ventured no closer. They hung on the very edge of perdition and hurled taunts at their enemy.

“How y’all like that, boys?”

“Y’all just come back if’n you want some more.”

“Get out of our country, you hear?”

They were so excited by their victory that they couldn’t stand still. They strutted back and forth like roosters in a barnyard. Nathaniel leaned on his rifle and looked at the gulf he would have to cross to return to the Corps. 

It could not be done. He would have to find another way to get back to his friends. He would be a counterfeit Confederate for another day at least.

At least he didn’t have to worry about being charged as a deserter or a spy when he did return. David Miller would have—

There was a sharp whack! right in front of him and both of his legs stung. He looked down. Both of his pantlegs were ripped up and bloody, as if he had been running through brambles. This surprised him; he knew he hadn’t done anything of the sort. It looked as if his legs should hurt—

And then they did. He started running and jumping around the field from the pain. “Jesus Christ and Joseph! I’m hit!”

Some of the other soldiers looked at him and laughed. “Look, it’s the walking wounded!”

“Give him a sticking plaster.”

“I get first look in his kit if he goes down.”

“I’m serious, fellows, I got hit! Help me!”

“That’ll learn you to stand still like that. You got to keep moving or they’ll take a bead on you.”

“Ow! Ow! Ow! I really got shot!”

“No, you didn’t. That was just a ricochet.”

“A ricochet? It was?”

“Sure. If’n you’d been hit with a ball, you’d have one goodly hole in you. You got your legs peppered with lead from a ball hitting a rock.”

“That ain’t nothing,” another man said. “You still bleeding?”

“Jesus, I don’t know. Yes, look, I’m bleeding here and here.”

“Well, come back over the rise with me so them New Yorkers’ll leave us alone. Yeah, here is good.”

The man knelt and looked at Nathaniel’s legs. “Yes, you’re bleeding pretty good here. Say, I ain't seen you before. Who you with?”

“I came in with Longstreet.”

“Longstreet? Was he even at this picnic?”

“Yes, we came in on Jackson’s right. We made the first charge.” He felt a thrill of pride as he said this. 

“Well, I’m with Lee. Northern Virginia is off east there about a half mile. If you’re with Longstreet, why is your uniform of Lee’s army?”

“It’s a long story.”

“Well, never mind, then. Got any lint in your kit bag?”

Nathaniel almost answered “I don’t know,” when he realized that he should certainly know what was in his kit. “No.”

“Well, I reckon you can have some of mine.” He smiled. “Maybe if’n I gives it away I won’t need it myself. Ya think?”

“You never can tell.”

The man pulled out a few wads of cotton and bound them to Nathaniel’s legs with rags. “This will have to do,” he said. “Wish my granny was here. Reckon she knows more ‘bout healing and all than about anybody, and it don’t make no never mind if folks say it ain't honest.”

“Honest?”

“Oh, it ain't Christian enough for some. It’s all witchy stuff like bury a cat at a crossroads at midnight and spit on the moon and such. But it always works.”

“Too bad you didn’t bring your granny to the war.”

He grunted. “The only granny we got here is Granny Lee,” he muttered, “and he don’t know much of anything.”

“Know where there’s a medical tent?”

“What-all you want to go there for, boy?”

“I want a doctor to look at me before I bleed out.”

“Shoot, boy, you don’t want to do that.”

“I don’t?”

“Shit no. Surest way to die is to go into a hospital.” He shook his head. “I seen many a man go into the hospital and come out feet first.”

“I’ll take my chances.”

“Well, I’ll take you if you really wants to go. But I betcha a dollar you go in there and never come out.” 

“I’ll take your money, soldier.”

“Yeah? Let’s go.”

“You know where it is, then?”

“Nope. But it’s always in the rear, with the whores.”

They started off across the battlefield. Around them men were reloading and picking up the weapons and gear that littered the ground. They laughed and talked about their latest victory.

“What’s your name, soldier?”

“Thaddeus High. What’s yours?”

“Silas Parker.”

“Well, Silas Parker, thank you for taking me on like this.”

“Shit, boy, I just want your dollar.”

“If’n I go into the hospital and never come out, how you going to collect?”

“Well, I reckon I’ll have to search you out in Heaven.”

“Heaven? Think I’ll bring a dollar with me?”

“My preacher says in Heaven we going to have gold and riches and angels to minister unto us. After I gets up there, I’ll say, ‘Angel,’” – here he spoke as one would speak to a colored person – “’you find that boy what owes me that dollar, that Thaddeus High, and you fetch him here.”

Nathaniel stole a glance at him. He was in dead earnest. 

They made their way around a heap of tangled bodies. “You bag you any?” Parker asked.

“I might have. How about you?”

Parker smiled. “There was this old major, bald as an onion with a big white beard. He was too fat to run so he stood there holding his saber in front of him like this. I runs up and says, ‘What you got for me there, Santa Claus?’ He says, ‘Your prisoner, sir.’ I takes the saber and says ‘Thank you kindly’” – Parker threw a salute – “and I shoots him in the belly.” He laughed. “He sure looked surprised as he went down.”

“Yeah? So where’s the saber?”

Parker spat. “Got no use for it.”

“Here’s the hospital.”

“Don’t that beat all. There was nothing but bluecoats here not half an hour ago.”

“They set up fast.”

“In a big hurry to cut arms and legs off that don’t need it.”

“You coming in?”

“Up a pig’s ass.”

“Well, thanks, then.”

“I’ll wait here a spell. You won’t be back, you’ll see.”

He made his way through a pack of ambulances and into the field hospital. The walking wounded were milling around smoking and talking; others were lined up waiting to be seen. A woman looked him up and down and told him to wait on the grass.

He felt ashamed to be there. All around him were severely wounded men. Some of them whimpered or wept in pain, although some with grievous wounds were stolid. He heard four death rattles in the space of a minute.

He checked his bandages. His wounds had stopped bleeding for the moment. What would a doctor in fact do for him? What he really needed was for the bits of lead and stone imbedded in his leg to be dug out, and he could probably do that as well as any trained professional. He took out his jackknife and started probing his skin. There were many openings in his trouser legs convenient to this purpose.

He listened to the voices around him. 

“Whosoever believeth in me shall not die, but shall—“

“Nurse, get this bed cleared immediately.”

“Yes, doctor. I’ll wait until the pastor finishes the—“

“Damn it, woman, I said now! I have no time for your lip.”

It was good to hear a woman’s voice again. It had been several weeks since he had last heard one. It was easy to imagine that this was Amanda’s voice.

“Soldier, help me pick this man up.”

“Get somebody else. I don’t feel like it.”

“Soldier, get over here now!”

Nathaniel stirred. This was just the tone Amanda used when addressing the servants. He looked up.

The woman was about twenty feet away. She wore a short white skirt such as a child would wear, with loose breeches under that. Amanda Swanson would never wear such a thing. Still, could it be her? He squinted. He could see little of her hair but it looked to be her color.

He got up and started toward the large open tent where the cots were. The woman continued to scold the soldier like a magpie though he was now in fact assisting her in moving a body to a stretcher. 

“And this is his name tag. Place it on his chest, and make sure you don’t nab it! I’ve seen many a pretty tag like this stolen from dead men, and to think of their poor mothers waiting for news. You there, I know you’re well enough to walk. Help this man carry this poor soul to the morgue or I’ll report you well and send you back. Look alive, there.”

“Amanda?”

“Yes, what is it?” She turned sharply around, and when Nathaniel did not answer she finally looked in his face. 

She stepped back, astonished. The color drained from her face and Nathaniel though she might faint. Her mouth worked until she managed, “Is it really you?”

“Yes, Amanda. I was in the charge that broke the Yankee line.”

She still could not master her voice. She turned and helped a man into the freshly-vacated cot, then examined his wound.

The patient’s upper left arm had been hit. White skin and dark-red muscle hung in shreds; deep in the arm white bone gleamed. Above the wound a tourniquet had been applied; the arm below the elbow hung stiff and pale. 

The doctor returned with a nurse in his thirties. The doctor glanced at the man and said, “Okay, we’ll take it off at the shoulder. Prepare him.” The soldier groaned but said nothing.

She turned to Nathaniel and whispered, “What are you doing here?”

“I got wounded.”

She stepped back with a hiss and looked at him, following his pointing finger to his legs.

When the doctor left Amanda told the nurse, “If you can handle this, Edward, I’ll tend to this man.” The nurse barely nodded. 

Amanda took Nathaniel by the hand and led him smartly to a bottle of iodine, cotton balls and some instruments, then brought him to a table. “Take off those trousers.”

Nathaniel hesitated. “Do it,” she snapped, and he pulled them off. 

His underpants, which in the style of the day came below his knees, were torn and bloody. “Take those off, too,” she commanded.

It required the same resolve that it took to step onto a battlefield but he complied.

“Now lie down on this table. Come on, step to it!”

He lay before her, horrified and embarrassed. It felt worse than being shot. She took a cloth from a bowl of water and washed the blood off of his legs. She glared at his battered legs indignantly. “Mercy! What is this truck? What have you done to yourself now?”

“I caught me a ricochet.”

“Well, it has to come out. You’ll never heal with this stuff in you.” She picked up a probe and forceps. “It’s going to hurt.”

She was as good as her word. Nathaniel gritted his teeth and hissed. Wasn’t she supposed to give him laudanum, or at least a piece of wood to bite on?

“Nathaniel, I hardly know what to say. I could scarcely be more surprised.”

“Likewise, I’m sure.” He felt a little better talking to her. “What are you doing here? Well, I can see, you’re a nurse!”

She smiled. “Yes, and no one even says ‘lady nurse’ any more. And are you in this army now?”

“Amanda, can anyone hear us speak?”

She looked up. “Speak low and it will be all right.”

“I’m in the same army I was before.”

She looked only at his legs, her face impassive. “Then can you explain … this?”

“I don’t think I should.”

“I see.” Tears sprang to her eyes and she eradicated them with a quick swipe of her apron. She bent back to her work, her eyes dry.

“It’s very brave of you to be here, doing this,” he ventured.

“No braver than what anyone else is doing,” she said crisply.

“No, it has to take more courage for a woman.”

“Why should it? A stray shot would wound me no more than it would a man.”

“Yes, but men are naturally more…” He hesitated.

“Do you think women less courageous than men? I’ll tell you, we have to be brave just to live in the same world as you creatures. Hold out your hand.”

He held the tiny object where he could see it. “What’s this, then?”

“The dog that bit you. A lot of soldiers save it as a charm to ward off a subsequent shot.”

The little piece of lead had been smashed into an arcane form by its collision with the rock and with Nathaniel. He placed it in his blouse pocket. “Amanda, I’ve decided that this cause is just.”

“I think you’re a fool if you would give your life to…” She reached for the bowl and washed more blood away.

“But Amanda, what of your feelings on slavery?” He was searching for words that would not give them away if they were overheard.

“Those remain. But a greater issue is the defense of our homeland.”

“But if you succeed at that, you lose the other.”

She shook her head. “I and others like me feel that both goals can and should be accomplished. And if not both, certainly the first.” She dabbed iodine on the wounds. 

He gasped and tears sprang to his eyes. “You’re wrong, I know it.”

“Nathaniel, if I had the time or opportunity, I could make you see it. I’m sorry, but I’ve had…advantages you have not.”

“You mean your education?”

“That, and, well, apprehension. I know men think all women intellectual weaklings.”

“I don’t think that.”

“Hmph! Well, I’m glad to hear it.”

“I’ve always thought you smarter than me. Than I,” he amended. “But I think your gifts fail you in this matter.”

“It’s dangerous to continue this conversation,” she replied primly. “Your wounds require no further care. I’ll have a new set of trousers sent to you. There are many sets to be had today.”

The first person he encountered upon leaving the hospital was Silas Parker. Parker regarded him with surprise, then a profound sadness. He dropped his kit bag to the ground like it carried the weight of the world and grimly opened it. From some deep recess he extracted an old and battered letter containing a dollar bill folded over four times. The money must have been agonizingly scrimped together by some dirt-poor family back in whatever hills Parker hied from, saved for some dire necessity, and shit, it was North Carolina money. It would be worth little enough by this time back in North Carolina, viewed with suspicion here in Virginia and not worth wiping your ass with where Nathaniel was going.

“Put that away, soldier. I don’t want your money.”

“You don’t?” Parker’s smile was bright and genuine. “Say, that’s right sporting of you.”

“Shit, boy, I ain't taking your last dollar. Why didn’t you just say you didn’t have it?”

“I ain't going to Hell for no dollar. I figure I’m playing it pretty close with them boys up there already.” He closed the bag. “You heading back to your unit? You know where they are?”

Nathaniel sighed and looked across the field. His unit? He had none. He could hardly walk up to a unit and just fall in. He would be called a straggler and ordered to his own unit. 

Parker said, “If’n you can’t find ‘em, why don’t you come in to Headquarters?”

“How could I do that?”

“You leave it to me. I think they’re over this way.”

“All right.”

“Where you get them blue britches? Peel ‘em off a Yank?”

“No, nurse got ‘em for me. I think they’re Reb.”

“Old Tom?”

“No, Tom’s boys are a darker blue. These might be left over from when we were in the United States.” Parker spat on the ground at the mention of the name.

Parker found his way to his unit, Nathaniel in tow, and walked right up to the first sergeant. “Beg pardon, sir,” he said brashly, “but my friend here would like to fall in with us.”

“What’s the matter with his own unit?”

“His company got wiped out, down to the last man, and he’s him. I watched it all happen. It was a big Yank company, maybe even two companies together, and they had them new fast-loading muskets they got. Kilt every one of his pals.”

“Not him, though?”

“No!” Parker was warming to his performance. “This here boy fought like a wild Injun, and he kilt every last one of them Yanks. He’d be right fitting in with us.”

This sounded like a poorer lie than Nathaniel would ever come up with, and Nathaniel knew the sergeant would reject it out of hand. Instead he turned his tired eyes upon the boy and asked, “What’s he doing in them blue britches?”

“Well, Sergeant, I reckon they’re spoils of war. He done beat the pants clean off them there Yanks.”

“Oh.”

“So can he join up?”

“I don’t give a shit.”

Just like that Nathaniel was in Lee’s army again. While strange, it was not as strange as it might have been. He knew his way around here, he knew people here. 

He might even run into Uncle Sammy again. He smiled at this prospect. Would the old darkie take offense at seeing him in a Confederate uniform? Probably not. The sly old boy always seemed to know what was going on and would need no explanation.

And what of Red Sally? He hadn’t seen her since returning to action, which meant she was probably working the southern side of the line. And what better place for her to be than in Headquarters Company? His balls ached at the thought of encountering her again. But if he did see her, he would keep silent. And if he addressed her, her name was Muriel.

“Hey, soldier!”

He looked up. “Yes, First Sergeant?”

“We got orders to stand down.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah! So away that bayonet before you take an eye out.”

“Oh! Okay, Sarge.” He had never removed a bayonet before and had to figure the mechanism out under the eyes of the noncom.

“We better put you on the roll. What’s your name?”

“Thaddeus High.” He had a flash of regret that he had not taken the time to concoct a cleverer name.

“Thaddeus High? How do you spell that?”

“I – ain’t never had no call to spell it.”

“All right, then. Give your name to the company clerk. And boy?”

“Yes, sergeant?”

“I’ve seen niggers that can read and write. You ought to learn.”

“Yes, Sarge.”

The man gave him a searching look. “You a Yankee, boy?”

“Huh?”

“Yankee soldiers say ‘Sarge.’ We don’t do it in this army.”

“Oh. Yes, sir, Sergeant.”

Nathaniel was disappointed to discover that no one that he knew remained in Headquarters Company. Red Sally was not to be seen; neither was Uncle Sammy. The only one he knew was his new best friend, Silas Parker.

The Army was ordered in pursuit of the Federals. Nathaniel fell in with men striking tents and loading wagons. 

In the afternoon, as this task was finishing, General Lee rode into the camp on his little sorrel mare. He was injured and unable to control his mount, so a mounted adjutant led the horse.

Although he had been in battle for several days the old man was in fine fettle. His well-tailored uniform would have passed muster at a full-dress inspection and his eye was alert. The horse alone looked weary. Foam speckled its coat and fell from its mouth in white clots.

The sergeant in charge called everyone to attention and saluted the Commander-in-Chief. Lee returned the salute with a nod and said, “As you were.” He didn’t speak loudly but his voice carried to all present. Still, by unspoken agreement, every man stayed at attention while the commander’s eyes were upon them. 

Lee was helped to the ground and strode toward his tent, the only one still standing. His gaze fell upon Nathaniel. “You’re out of uniform, private.”

“Sir, I lost my pants this morning.” 

Lee considered this. “Some would say that it was General Pope who lost his pants this morning.”

“Yes, sir.” 

“Have the Quartermaster equip you. I know he is well supplied with uniform trousers.”

“Yes, sir.”

Lee turned away, and as he did, some small sign, a slight waver, betrayed his weariness. In the next moment he mastered himself and his stride was again steady. 

He was an old man, in the very last years of his life, yet still willing to give his all to the cause he had undertaken. He marched alone to the tent, the true Father of his Country, a country that never was. He removed his hat and bowed his head as he entered the tent, there to receive his generals.

The Quartermaster was packed and ready to roll. He had no interest in finding a pair of trousers until Nathaniel mentioned that his orders came directly from Robert E. Lee. The man then reached back without looking, flipped open a crate and threw a pair of trousers at the boy. It was exactly like a conjurer’s trick and took but a second. Nathaniel went into the bushes and changed, stuffing the blue pants into his kit bag.

The Army of Northern Virginia was now in pursuit of the Army of the Potomac. This was the first time that the Confederacy had taken such an initiative. Everyone around Nathaniel was buoyed by their recent success and eager to press their advantage. All lips sang the praises of General Lee; never again would he be called “Granny”.

The Confederates made several marches in the ensuing days. The Union Army was not disposed to another confrontation and kept moving. At every stop Lee conferred with the commanders of the various armies. 

At last the Army halted. They were getting far from home and supply lines were getting thin. They were also close to leaving the territory of the Confederacy altogether. 

Something was afoot. Lee huddled in his tent with the other generals. The air was heavy with expectation, and rumors, the lifeblood of any military organization, were rampant.

Nathaniel became a courier. This task was assigned to him by the first sergeant. The boy divined that he had been chosen for this task because he had intimated to the sergeant that he was illiterate. 

Many of the messages were hand-written notes, but some were printed. Lee had a printing press in the field with him, something Nathaniel at first felt an absurd extravagance. He came to see its utility, however. Sometimes orders were printed for distribution to the commanders, and when printed, everyone could be sure that his fellows were getting the same instructions. 

Messages were also printed for distribution to the troops. Since many of the soldiers were illiterate, their commanders generally read these pronouncements to the troops. They were generally exhortations to heroic valor, although sometimes they actually provided information.

Sometimes Nathaniel delivered messages on horseback, but most of the time he simply ran. Once he stopped at a latrine and endeavored, like any good spy, to read the message he was carrying. It was a waste of time, however; the hand-written note read, in its entirety, “As to your first question, yes. As to the second, I do not know. Robt. Lee.”

Nathaniel fell back into camp life. Each day’s labor ended with conversation around the campfire, and he learned to look forward to this. He didn’t dare contribute much to the discussion but he enjoyed listening.

Silas Parker was full of lurid tall tales. He reminded Nathaniel of his brother Melrose with his exaggerations and self-serving stories. His encounter with the Yankee major grew more lurid with each retelling. The major grew younger and fiercer and sprouted comrades. Parker had a harder time every time he fought him, but he always ended up wresting the precious saber from the man and sending him to Hell.

One evening a man reminded Parker of an incident that had taken place about a month earlier. “Remember that old nigger hung around here and you took his shoes? Tell us about that.”

“Oh, yeah! Man, that was one stupid nigger.”

The other men clamored for the story and Parker complied.

“Oh, he was just this old nigger, but he wore shoes. Now, what call does a nigger have to wear shoes? I never seen it. And it’s stupid. Nigger feet are tough. You look at any field nigger and you’ll see.

“And I said, ‘Nigger, where you get these shoes?’ And he told me, ‘Massa, I done bought ‘em.’” The other soldiers laughed at Parker’s croaking depiction of the man’s voice.

“Now, you know that’s a lie. Niggers don’t buy nothing, they steals it. And I told him that.

“And he starts in, ‘Oh, please, sir, don’t hurt me.” Parker’s voice quaked with fear. More laughter ensued. 

“So I reckoned that I needed them shoes more than he did. I says, ‘Nigger, you give me them shoes, real quick like.’ And he didn’t want to do it. Now, you can’t have no truck with no uppity nigger.” There were murmurs of assent from his audience.

“So what did you do?” someone asked.

“Why, I up and took the shoes off that old boy. I—“ and here he pantomimed several punches. “I knocked him down and helped myself. God helps them who helps themselves, I always say.”

“So where are these shoes?”

“Well, do you know, after all that, they didn’t fit.” He said this with such an air of injury that the other men burst into laughter again. 

“So you gave them back to the nigger?”

“Hell no! I threw ‘em on the fire.”

Gales of laughter. “And what did the old nigger think of that?”

“Well, he wasn’t too pleased, I’ll give you to understand. And neither was anyone else. ‘Cause don’t you know, that fire smelled awful the rest of the night.”

The other men laughed with delight. Nathaniel at last spoke up. “What ever happened to that old nigger?”

Parker turned to him. “What say?”

“That old nigger. You ever see him around any more?”

“Nope. And I don’t expect to, nohow.”

“Why not?”

Parker threw a stick onto the fire. “I done sold him.”

“You what?”

Another man spoke up: “Who would buy an old nigger like that?”

“Slave broker,” Parker replied. “Took ‘im down the river, I suspects. Only gave me five dollars for him, but he was really old. So now he’s cutting cane in his bare feet.”

Chapter Eight: the North Pole of Mars

At last the intentions of the commanders became clear: the war would be carried to the enemy, in his own country. A mere two weeks after the victory at the Second Battle of Manassas, Lee was preparing to invade Maryland. 

Lee believed in careful, even painstaking preparation for battle. In this he resembled the Union general McClellan; the difference was, Lee finalized his plans, then executed them. 

At every halt Lee met with his generals and with his many spies and scouts. Nathaniel and the other runners were kept busy. It occurred to the boy that in some ways his life was as it had been before the war. He had started his career running messages in Richmond, and here he was doing it in the field. The generals, however, never tipped him. 

One thing seemed to be working in his favor, he noted ruefully. He was returning to the North, perhaps to Washington itself. 

The common soldiers seemed to know little of what was occurring and to care less. They marched every day and they complained about it. What lay at the end of the road was of little moment to them. This was perhaps for the best; the end of the road for many of them was a mass grave.

The advance slowed: the Yankees were near. The Confederate Army was now in Maryland, in the vicinity of the town of Frederick. The Union Army was nearby but unseen. Spies, and possibly balloons, knew where each army was, but this information did not reach Nathaniel Curry.

Nathaniel ran a message to Jackson’s headquarters one morning and remained in the camp, expecting to be given a response. He sat on the ground, chatting with other soldiers. After about half an hour Jackson himself emerged from the tent. It was a hot day and it had to be even hotter inside that tent, but he was in full uniform, his tunic buttoned up to his chin. He glanced around the camp for a moment and spotted Nathaniel. “You there!” he said. “Do you know how to read and write?”

“No, sir.”

“Can you ride a horse?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Do you know where General D.H. Hill is encamped?”

“Yes, sir.” Nathaniel got up. “He’s due east of here, up by the creek. It’s just a couple of miles off. I was there this morning.”

“I need a message run to him. It must go into his hands or the hands of his second in command. Do you understand that?”

“Yes, sir.”

Jackson’s steel-blue eyes blazed down upon him. Nathaniel felt that the man was looking into his very soul and he nearly quailed beneath his gaze. He held his ground, however, and Jackson relented. 

“Let no other man see this message.” The general thought for a moment. “Let another man accompany you. Is there another runner who cannot read? I mean a man of good character as well.”

“I think so, sir,” Nathaniel said, but no sooner were the words out of his mouth than Silas Parker was at his elbow, saying, “I’m your man, General. I never had a lick of schooling in my life!”

Jackson scrutinized him, then produced a folded sheet of paper. “Hide this well on your person.” He held the paper out to Nathaniel, but before he could take it Parker intercepted it. 

“Watch this,” he said. He took three cigars from his pocket and wrapped the message around them. “Now it looks like I got three cigars from a sutler and he wrapped them up for me.” He placed the package in an inner pocket of his tunic. Jackson looked at the two of them and nodded his approval.

Nathaniel and Parker set out on horseback a few minutes later. It was rolling farm country interspersed with patches of wood. They had no road to follow but Nathaniel knew that if he continued to ride toward the rising sun he would meet Hill’s army. 

Hill’s army, Lee’s army, Jackson’s army, the military might of the South surrounded him. A few miles away there ranged the might of the North. In a few hours to a few days there would be a mighty clash here, and how would this pleasant farm country look then? 

It occurred to him that he actually felt more comfortable in the air these days than he did on the ground. He wanted to be about five hundred feet up, looking down on Creation as if it were a chessboard. Riding along on the ground like this he had no idea what lay beyond the next hill. 

“Parker,” he said, “there’s no need for the two of us to be doing this. You head on back, now.”

“Naw. General Hill’s an old acquaintance of mine, reckon he could use a visit from me.”

“No, I mean it, g’wan back.”

“No.”

Beyond the hill lay a cornfield. It was discourteous, at least, to ride through another man’s corn, but such niceties were liable to be ignored in wartime. They rode abreast, carelessly trampling the crop beneath them. The ears were large and ready for harvest. 

Nathaniel looked behind him. They were out of sight of everyone. “Hold up a minute,” he told Parker. 

“Why?”

“I have to take a piss.”

“You should have thought of that before we left camp.”

“I know.” Nathaniel reined in and Parker did the same. Nathaniel took his rifle from his shoulder, cocked it and shot Parker in the stomach. 

Both horses reared, sending both soldiers tumbling from the saddle. Nathaniel scrambled over to where Parker lay. There were broken cornstalks and fat ears of corn all around him. The echoes of the shot were still rolling around the landscape.

“What – what – why?” Parker gasped.

“That old nigger you sold down the river was my friend.”

Parker shook his head. “I never did that. I was joshing you.”

This was a surprise. He almost asked what happened to the old man, but did not.

“Oh, God!” Parker said, “you killed me for nothing.”

“Not for nothing,” Nathaniel said. 

“Take my hand. Sweet Jesus, I’m going fast!” Parker reached out and Nathaniel took his hand. 

Parker turned pale. His breathing became labored and he began to quake. His head lolled to the side and he went limp. 

“I’m a Yankee spy,” Nathaniel said. But Parker did not hear or did not care. His eyes were closed and he was still.

Nathaniel pulled the cigars and their precious wrapper from Parker’s tunic and put them in his own pocket. He traded rifles with Parker, got back on his horse and rode away. Parker’s horse hesitated, then followed him. 

He looked back. Parker’s body was only twenty yards away, yet he could no longer see it. 

He came to the area lately occupied by Hill’s army. Hill had quit the area, leaving nothing but piles of human and equine excrement. He dismounted and tied his horse to a small tree that had somehow survived a week with an army. He removed the gray uniform, putting the blue pants back on and doing without a shirt. Although he looked nothing like a proper soldier, he was at least less likely to be shot on sight by Federal troops.

Both horses watched this transformation with great interest; they looked worried. He smiled. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I ain’t a-going to hurt you.” He continued north, keeping an eye out for soldiers.

As it turned out, soldiers saw him before he saw them. As he came over a rise he heard a rifle crack and the musical hum of a bullet passing a few feet over his head. “Halt!” came the shout from about fifty yards away.

He threw up his hands and leaned back in the saddle, bringing the horse up short. “Don’t shoot me, boys, I’m on your side!”

A private and a sergeant in Indiana uniforms advanced on him. The sergeant trained his rifle on him while the private reloaded. “Yeah? What side is that?” the sergeant demanded, grabbing his reins.

“The Federals.”

They looked him over. “What are you doing up here?”

“Returning from a scout.”

They ruminated upon this. “Where’s your shirt?”

“Don’t have one.”

“What kind of pants are those?”

“Well, truth be told, they’re Georgia pants.”

“You talk like a Southerner,” the sergeant said. “I think you’re a Rebel spy.”

“Wouldn’t a Rebel spy talk like a Yankee?”

“Don’t get gay with us,” the private said. “I’d just as lief shoot you out of that there saddle.”

“Get down from there,” the sergeant commanded, and Nathaniel complied.

“I have a very important message.”

“Yeah? For who?”

“For your general. From General Stonewall Jackson.”

“Jackson’s sending a message to McClellan?”

“McClellan? He’s back in the saddle?”

“Damn it, Mitchell,” the sergeant said, “be careful what you tell him. I think he is a Rebel spy.”

“Bring me to McClellan,” Nathaniel said. “Whether I’m a Yankee spy or a Rebel spy, he’ll still want to see me.”

“Yeah?” Private Mitchell responded. “Well, maybe we’ll just shoot you where you stand. Where is this message of yours?”

“In this here kit bag.”

Mitchell took the indicated bag from around Nathaniel’s neck and opened it. He became greatly agitated upon discovering a Confederate uniform inside, but the sergeant, whose name was Bloss, calmed him. “We’ll just run this fellow in,” he said. “Boy, you got any other weapons on you?”

“No, sergeant. I only have a pocket knife.”

“Well, I seen more men die of sticking than of shooting. Give it over.”

“Let me stick it in the kit bag.”

“Give it to me, God damn you, or I’ll kill you! That’s better. What do you have there, Mitch?”

“Three cigars inside a paper. Is this the message, Secesh? It don’t look like much. What is this thing?”

“I don’t know, but it’s important.”

Mitchell drew a cigar beneath his nose. “These cigars are pretty good, anyway,” he said, and put them in his pocket.

They made Nathaniel change back into the gray uniform, took him prisoner and marched him off. They didn’t tie his hands but Mitchell did think to punch him in the stomach several times to show who was boss. 

Back at company, the colonel was quite intrigued by Nathaniel. He brought him and his captors to the company headquarters tent and sent a message to McClellan. Within minutes the runner returned. McClellan was quite interested in the Rebel with the three cigars. Nathaniel’s hands were bound and the whole party set off for headquarters.

McClellan’s tent was larger than Lee’s. The colonel, whose name was Colgrove, led them into the commander’s presence and told him what he knew of the matter.

“Let me see the message,” McClellan said. He had no more than glanced at it when he called for his adjutant and such others of his commanders as were present. 

As the men entered, McClellan tapped the paper before him. “This document purports to be an order for the invasion of Maryland,” he said. “If it is genuine, it will give us the upper hand in the next few days.” He briefly described for the newcomers what he knew of the paper’s progress.

He turned his attention to Nathaniel. “Who are you, private?”

“Sir, I’m Nathaniel Curry, sir, and I’m not a private, I’m a civilian.”

“Haven’t we spoken before?” This produced a stir; what discourse would the commander of the Union Army have had with an enemy enlisted man?

“Yes, sir, I—”
“Of course, you’re one of Professor Lowe’s people!”

“Yes, sir.”

“Free him at once.” McClellan turned to his adjutant. “Send a message to Lowe at once, telling him Nathaniel Curry is in my tent. I know the Balloon Corps is in camp.” He turned back to Nathaniel. “How did you come to be here?”

Nathaniel rubbed his wrists. “I went out with the agent Miller, and General Longstreet stole my horse and conscripted me.”

“Miller? I’ve seen field reports with that name. Under whose command is he?”

“He was with Porter when he took me, sir.”

A murmur swept the room. “You could have given a better name, my boy,” McClellan said.

“Than Porter? There’s no better name in my accounting, sir.”

“Then you must not know.”

“General,” a burly lieutenant colonel spoke up, “I urge you to hold your peace.”

McClellan shrugged. “This has been in all the papers, it’s no secret. General Porter is in disgrace. He is facing court martial for his conduct at Manassas.”

“At Manassas! But I saw him there, and that wasn’t his fault!”

“You were there? With whom?”

“With Longstreet, sir, and I was in position to see that—“

“We shall speak no more of this at present. Lieutenant Drucker, find this agent David Miller for me, see if he can provide some bona fides for this boy.” McClellan turned back to the order. “How did you come into possession of this paper?”

“I was ordered to deliver it to General Hill.”

“Which one?”

“D.H. Hill.”

“But you did not?”

“No, sir. I shot the other courier and lit out for this side.”

“And why did you do that?”

“Sir, I’m on the Union side.”

“Well, that is still being determined. Let me see his musket.” The weapon was produced and McClellan sniffed the muzzle. “This weapon has not been fired in two days at least and probably longer.”

“I traded rifles after I shot him.”

“And why did you do that?”

“His was loaded. And it hadn’t been fired recently.”

McClellan turned back to the order. “Was something wrapped in this paper? Why does it look like this?”

“There were three cigars in there.”

“And where are these three cigars now?”

“That man has them.” All eyes turned to Mitchell. Although he did not speak, his countenance indicated that he indeed had the cigars, he did not wish to relinquish them, and he did not like Nathaniel Curry.

Mitchell reluctantly gave McClellan the cigars. McClellan placed them in the order and saw that they fit the folds of the paper. “Well, that much is true. I’m beginning to believe you, Curry.”

Several officers quickly demurred with this decision; others then concurred with it. Even the two enlisted men chimed in: both were sure that Nathaniel was a Rebel spy and should be instantly dispatched. 

McClellan and his staff turned their attention back to the order. A young man, a captain, said, “This order is either genuine or it is a ruse.”

“You’re stating the obvious, Captain,” a major replied.

“My point, sir, is that if we can not determine whether or not it is real, perhaps we should prepare for both eventualities.”

“What does that mean? And should you be speaking of this in front of this Rebel?”

“Go ahead,” McClellan said. “One way or the other, I don’t think he’s going anywhere.”

“We should be wary of the Confederate armies being disposed in accordance with this order. We should have scouts watch for enemy movements toward these points. But we should still beware of treachery. We should consider what the enemy would do if he was in fact trying to deceive us.”

McClellan studied the order. “Some of the movements called for in this order have already been carried out, I believe,” he said.

“Yes,” someone said, “but that—“

“I accept this document as genuine. But I do not wish to let it be known that Master Curry brought it to me. You men,” he said, indicating Mitchell and Bloss, who snapped to attention. “Speak to no one of this. When this story comes out, let it be known that you yourselves found the order on the ground and brought it to me.”

“What about them cigars, sir?” Mitchell asked.

“Yes, and say the cigars were in the paper.”

“No, sir, I mean can I have the cigars back?”

“Oh, for God’s sake! No, you may not. I need to keep them. There might be an inquiry, and I—”
“That’s not fair, gen’l!”

“Fair? Here’s ten cents, get some cigars from a sutler and be gone!”

The man accepted the silver, told Nathaniel that he would see him in Hell, and turned to leave with the sergeant and their commander. Nathaniel said, “Stop! Sergeant, give me back that pocket knife.”

If anyone had any doubt that Nathaniel was a civilian it was dispelled by the way he spoke to the sergeant. This worthy threw the knife on the floor of the tent with an oath and walked out.

McClellan looked again at the paper. He said, “Here is a paper with which, if I cannot whip Bobby Lee, I will be willing to go home!” He and his officers perused it again. 

The young captain said, “Master Curry, what do you know of the disposition of the various enemy armies?”

“A little, sir. They may have moved in the last day or so.”

“Do you see this map?”

Nathaniel had noticed the large map set up on its stand as soon as he entered the tent. It was hand-drawn. The river and some of the landforms were in ink and pencil. The various armies, both Federal and Confederate, were denoted by scraps of paper with pins in them. “Yes, sir,” he replied.

“Are the Secessionist armies in their true positions here?”

“Well, sir, I’m not even sure that the river is in the right position. General Lee’s map shows it different. Has Professor Lowe made a –”
“I’ll ask the questions, lad, and it’s for your own good as much as ours. You’ve seen General Lee’s maps?”

“Yes, sir. I was in Headquarters Company of his army.”

“Were you, now. I have heard that Lee is a cripple and is not truly in command at all.”

“That is certainly not so, sir.” Nathaniel couldn’t keep a note of offense out of his voice. “He’s sure enough injured, but he’s very much in command.”

“How was he injured?”

“He was leading his horse and it shied, and it threw him against a stump. He put out his hands, like so, and he fetched up hard enough to break his hands.” McClellan looked up at him as he spoke.

“So his hands are broken?”

“Yes, sir. I don’t see how that would break your hands but that’s what everyone says.”

“Well, he is an old man, after all. So how does he get around?”

“Well, he mostly rides in an ambulance. Sometimes he rides a horse with a man leading it.”

“Not that same horse, I hope? Traveller, I think?”

“Yes, and no, sir, he rides a little mare now.”

At that moment James Allen entered the tent. McClellan recognized him and said, “I asked for your commander, Professor Lowe.”

“General, Professor Lowe is in Washington. He’s ill with the malaria again. In his absence I am in charge of the Balloon Corps.”

“Mister Allen, isn’t it? Tell me, can you vouch for the patriotism of young Mister Curry here?”

“Yes, sir, I am fully satisfied on that point. He has done more for the nation than a regiment of infantry.”

“That’s good. I release him to your custody. And with my thanks,” he added hastily. He turned back to the order lying before him on his desk.

Allen said, “General, there is another matter I need to press with you. The Balloon Corps has not received official clearance to take part in the upcoming battle. Would you—”
“Mister Allen, this is not the time. Take your man and put him in more appropriate clothing. You’ll forgive me, I hope.” The tone of his voice showed that the conversation was over. 

At that moment Lieutenant Drucker returned and rushed to McClellan’s ear. He spoke too low for Nathaniel to make him out and pointed at his eye. McClellan seemed to shrink back from the man. “Well, then, he must,” he muttered.

Drucker turned to Nathaniel. “Come with me.”

“Where?” he replied, but Drucker had already left the tent. He left Allen and chased after the man. 

“Curry,” Drucker said without turning, “do you know what a blank check is?”

“No, sir.”

“It’s a bank draft that someone has signed and given to someone without filling in an amount. The recipient can enter any amount he wishes.”

“Oh.”

“The man you are going to see holds such a check. If you’re one to take advice you’ll keep that in mind.”

“Yes, sir.”

They were approaching the back of the mess tents. Several hogs were tied there, rooting noisily through the remains of their brethren. A large man watched them and turned to look at Nathaniel as they came up.

It was the boy’s first good look at the one-eyed man. If Nathaniel had been familiar with the recent discoveries in Germany’s Neander valley, he might have thought he looked like a cave-man. Instead he just saw him as a large and brutal-looking man. He was tall and sturdily built and carried his bulk easily. He wore a nondescript private soldier’s uniform with a weather-beaten forage cap pulled low. A Colt revolver hung at his side. 

As he got closer he looked at his face. His right eye had been destroyed quite violently, by the look of it; the entire temple was blown out, leaving a large gap in the side of his head. The left eye was as dark as any Negro’s and glowed mercilessly at him.

“You Curry?”

“Yes, sir.” Nathaniel looked around but Drucker was gone.

“Where’s Miller?”

“What? I don’t know. Didn’t he come back?”

A colored cook trailed by children with baskets had come up and was looking the hogs over. He liked the looks of one large boar but as he approached it, it pulled its stake and fled, squealing.

“Where did you see him last?”

“After we ran into General Longstreet. Pete grabbed my horse and made me fall in. Miller rode back north. Didn’t he show up?”

The clamoring children were now chasing the hog, each armed with a large knife. The animal wanted none of it and ran through the garbage, its rope trailing behind it. 

“Tell me what happened.”

Nathaniel gave a quick recitation of events. When he had described Miller’s departure on the road north the man said, “That’s it? He didn’t tell you where he was going?”

Nathaniel at last placed the man’s accent. He came from the woods of Alabama, probably deep in the woods, at that. He shrugged. “Should he have?”

The hog blundered against the man’s leg. He pulled a knife from his boot and nicked the animal’s neck. Shrieking and gushing blood, it ran off with the cheering children hot on its heels. They clambered atop it as it fell and butchered it alive.

The man held his knife behind him, where the smiling cook wiped it with his apron. “You hear anything about him, or you recollect any different, you look me up, you hear?”

“Yes, sir. Uh, who are you?”

The large man stuck the knife back in his boot and walked away.

The full strength of the Balloon Corps, absent its commander, was present as he came into the camp. This consisted at that time, in addition to Nathaniel, of Clovis Lowe, the Allen brothers, Wendell Smith and Solomon Vogler. These last two greeted him most warmly. “Hail the conquering hero!” Smith said. 

“It’s nice to see you on your two feet,” Vogler added.

“It’s nice to be here,” the boy replied. “Do you have my clothes?”

“Of course we do,” Vogler said. “We’ve saved them since you left. I have to say, we were losing hope that you’d ever need them again.”

Nathaniel went into the aeronauts’ tent and saw his clothes neatly folded on a cot. Atop the clothes was the brass “BC” insignia. He picked this up and fingered it. Perhaps it was only the dim light of the tent, but it did not shine as it used to.

His shoes still fit but his feet had become so tough that it actually hurt to put them on.

“So what took you so long?” Smith asked, when he had rejoined his friends. “That is, if you can tell us mere mortals, we who are not spies.”

“I got a little distracted,” he said. He then recounted his adventures of the last few weeks. 

Nathaniel didn’t consider himself a very good storyteller but he did his best. Then he asked about the absent Lowe.

“Yes, the malaria,” Smith confirmed. “I don’t know if it’s the same malady that struck him back on the Peninsula, but whatever it is, it’s laid him low, if you’ll pardon the pun. It’s caused him nearly as much trouble as the United States Army itself.”

“He’s having the Devil’s own time with the Army,” Vogler said. “They hound him over his expenses. They say he does not keep proper accounts.”

“What does he say to that?”

“He says that his job is flying, not keeping accounting books.”

Nathaniel hesitated. “That’s not the correct answer, is it?”

“No, it’s not,” Smith said.

“As a result, our logistical problems are worse than ever,” Vogler continued. “We’re the poor stepchild of the Army now.”

“Really?”

“The return of McClellan was a boon to us,” Vogler said, “but we have needs that he has not attended to. Sometimes we fly, sometimes we do not. Sometimes we go up but no one listens to the telegraph and it’s a waste of time.”

Nathaniel nodded. “When I went out with Miller the first time, he told me that a lot of the reports he hands in are never even read. He thought this was because Pinkerton’s information was always so bad.”

“Pinkerton?” Smith said. “He’s omniscient and infallible, according to the papers.”

Nathaniel shook his head. “He was wrong on enemy numbers and positions all through the Peninsula Campaign. Miller said that it would take another ten years before the military listened to intelligence reports. Now, tell me what happened to General Porter.”

A sad look passed over both faces. “He was accused of cowardice and incompetence after the Second Battle of Manassas,” Vogler said. “He was ordered onto the field against Jackson but did not follow through.”

“But I saw that,” Nathaniel said. “He was blocked by Pope, then he had cannon firing into the face of his army, then there was the infantry charge.”

“Well, it doesn’t look good for him. He was stripped of command and ordered bound over for a court martial. General McClellan is his friend and he’s gotten the order suspended in the present emergency. But it looks like he’ll have to stand trial.”

“Of course, as with everything, there’s more to it than that, and less,” Smith said. “Certainly it was not Porter’s fault. However, the Union lost a battle it should have won and someone has to be called to account. Porter was chosen. It’s not fair, but a lot of men lost their lives that day, or their legs or their private parts. All Porter lost was his career and his sacred honor. Not so bad a bargain if you think about it.”

Of all Nathaniel had heard in recent weeks, this news was the saddest. “Did y’all see the battle?”

“Not Longstreet’s charge, no. We didn’t fly that day.”

“That’s a shame. You would have been proud of me. But tell me, is this ‘present emergency’ all that bad?”

“I should say so,” Vogler said. “Do you realize it was only three months ago that we were knocking at the door of Richmond? Now the Rebels are knocking at the door of Washington.”

Nathaniel nodded, although he could scarcely believe that so little time had passed. “What’s the problem, do you think?”

“The South got all the good generals,” Smith said.

“Well, they certainly have one good one, at least. Lee is accounted the savior of the Confederacy these days. This drive into Maryland was his idea.”

“Well, it’s Lincoln’s idea to drive him back,” Vogler said. “We’ll have to see if McClellan is equal to the task.” 

“Mark my words,” Smith said. “Even if he beats Lee and sends him packing, McClellan won’t pursue him. It’s not in his nature.”

“How did y’all get here?”

“We came in by train,” Smith said. “I swear I’ve traveled more by railroad train in the last year than I have in my life up until now.”

“Men traveling by train and messages traveling by telegraph,” Vogler said. “Everything’s a mile a minute these days.”

“Well,” Nathaniel said, “it’s like the Professor says, in this war, everything’s speeded up.”

“But it’s not just the war,” Smith said. “Everyone is used to fast travel and fast communications now. I think the trend will continue after the war. America will be a fast country from now on.”

“It’s already a lot faster than Europe,” Vogler said. “Europeans take all day to do anything at all. Even the English. I think after this war, America will become a greater power than the powers of Europe.”

“Unless they have a war of their own,” Nathaniel said with a grin.

Vogler smiled back. “I hope Europe never has a war this great. Even the depredations of Napoleon were not this bad.” 

Over the next few days the two great forces moved closer to confrontation. The Union Army had left itself an avenue of retreat to the north, but Confederate General McLaws captured Maryland Heights with his division, blocking this route. 

To their south was the Federal garrison at Harper’s Ferry, with twelve thousand men and great stores of supplies. Lee split his army, leading one portion against McClellan’s force and sending the other portion under Jackson to Harper’s Ferry. This seemed imprudent, as the Confederate Army was smaller than the entrenched Union force. 

Harper’s Ferry, however, surrendered in short order and the victorious Jackson rejoined Lee. From the Union perspective this was the worst possible outcome: that the mighty garrison should fall with little resistance, its stores going to feed and arm the enemy, and Jackson’s army, barely delayed, was still able to take part in the Maryland invasion.

The common soldier on the Union side knew little of what battles were being fought or lost; he knew only that he moved frequently, he was continually on guard, and the sound of battle was likely to come from any direction. Lowe’s contacts within the scouts, however, continued to tell the Corps what was happening. 

The news was seldom good. Confederate forces surrounded them on all sides; even a retreat would be a hard trick. The citizens of Maryland were not helping Lee, as he had hoped, but neither were they hindering him. The Southern troops, barefoot and hungry, were yet in good spirits and eager for a fight. 

Once, during a halt, Nathaniel went to the edge of the column to stand alone and think. Smith found him there a few minutes later. When Nathaniel saw him approaching he wiped his eyes on his sleeve. 

“Are you all right?” Smith asked. 

Nathaniel nodded but did not face him and did not speak. 

“What are you crying about, Nathaniel?”

Nathaniel cleared his throat and said, “It’s that fellow I shot, Parker. I feel bad about that.”

Smith stood beside him and measured his words before he spoke. “It’s too bad,” he said, “but that’s the way of things. This is war.”

Nathaniel nodded. 

“And I don’t know if this should make you feel better or worse, but you’ve killed other men. So have I. So have we all.”

“I know. But never one I knew.”

“Well, he said he had sold that old darkie down the river. That’s a wicked thing to do.”

He nodded. “But he said before he died that he hadn’t done it.”

“But you had to kill him to get away. And he was after all a Rebel.”

Both stood looking at the range of low mountains to the north.

“I know,” Nathaniel said at last. “But I still feel bad.”

“Well,” Smith said, “You’ll feel better about it over time.”

Nathaniel grimaced. “You want to know what feels the worst about it? I had killed him, but he still asked me to take his hand as he was dying. He still felt I was his friend.” He kicked the dirt before him. “Some friend.”

“What precisely did he say, again?”

“He said, ‘Take my hand, Sweet Jesus, I’m going fast.’ Then he died.”

Smith pondered this. “Maybe he was telling Sweet Jesus to take his hand.”

“You think so?”

Smith shrugged. “Could be.”

Nathaniel looked out at the hills again as if looking for the distant enemy forces. “Well, that’s a thought. That’s a comfort, anyway, to think that he went to a better place.”

Smith glanced at him. “So you think he went to Heaven?” he said.

“Yes. I know you don’t think so.”

“You suppose he’s sprouted wings from his shoulder blades?”

“What?”

“When I was little I asked my mother what those bumps on my back were. She said that when I died and went to Heaven, wings would grow from those bumps and I’d be an angel.”

“Yeah. I think my mother said that, too.”

“If that was the case, he should be glad you shot him.”

Nathaniel knew he was out of his element arguing with Smith. He was also beginning to have his own doubts on such things. Still, he could not help saying, “Look, I know I have a soul. I can feel it. So what will happen to it when I die? It has to go somewhere.”

“Where does a match flame go when you blow it out?” Smith turned back to the column.

The Union Army moved down the Boonsboro Turnpike, at last coming into view of the Confederates. Both armies halted on the banks of Antietam Creek. The country rolled in a treeless plain to the creek on both sides, leaving each army in full view of the other. McClellan set his headquarters up in a handsome two-story brick residence called Pry House. 

The Balloon Corps had still received no authorization to fly and still had to do without its Commander. The Corps was directed to set up camp north of the headquarters, about a mile from the creek. 

The Antietam Creek became an object of fascination to the Corps. The balloons were empty and folded in their baskets. In order to fly, water would have to be pumped into the generators. 

The various armies had set up camp in the area and there was no clear path to the creek. The aeronauts considered forcing a path through the camps to inflate the balloons. The troops, however, would not have been cooperative. They were soon to go into battle and could not be troubled with trifles like balloons. It would also be dangerous to transport the inflated gasbags through the camps. Men were cooking rations and there were fires everywhere. 

James Allen tried several times to see McClellan but was repeatedly rebuffed. The general was, after all, quite busy.

Nathaniel was walking through the camp alone when he was accosted by Red Sally. She was wearing an orange dress with a sky-blue officer’s jacket over it. She pulled him behind a tent and hissed, “Nathaniel, what happened to David Miller?”

“He still hasn’t shown up?”

“No. The last one to see him was you.”

“Sally, I don’t know. He saluted Longstreet and rode back the way we come.”

“Did he say anything about where he was going?”

“No.”

“You see anyone talk to him before he left?”

Nathaniel closed one eye and scowled.

“Shit,” she said. “Who else you talk to about this?”

“The same guy.”

“He threaten you?”

Nathaniel shrugged. “Not in so many words.”

“What did he tell you?”

“He asked me what happened to Miller.”

She looked surprised. “He didn’t know?”

“Reckon not. Hey, who is he anyway?”

She turned and walked away. “If you’re smart,” she said over her shoulder, “you’ll put him out of your mind. If you’re lucky, he’ll do the same for you.”

Nathaniel had never considered himself either smart or lucky.

Everyone was awake early on the morning of September 17, 1862. The night had been clear and cold and mists rose from the creek, keeping the armies from each other’s view. As the sun rose the mist vanished and the adversaries could suddenly see each other clearly.

Nathaniel and his two friends had ventured from their camp to a ridge overlooking the valley. They stood for a few minutes in silence. Wendell Smith bore a folded tripod on his shoulder like a musket.

Arrayed before them were tens of thousands of men, clad for the most part in blue. Across the valley, on the other side of the creek, were tens of thousands of men clad in gray. Every one of them knew that they would soon be engaged in deadly struggle but for the moment all were content merely to look at each other. 

The Confederate forces presented quite a sight. The regiments were forming up. Officers rode up and down the line, seeing to every detail. A pyramid of balls was stacked beside every cannon and ambulances were lined up in the rear. Companies of musicians, their uniforms as resplendent as those of circus bands, made ready to lead the troops.

Banners flew everywhere. The various militias, state guards and armies all flew their own colors. Everywhere the emblem of the Confederate States of America, the Stars and Bars, was held aloft.

Smith set up the tripod. Atop it was a spotting telescope and through this it was possible to make out the faces of individual men a mile away. They took turns at the eyepiece.

Vogler said, “One man just waved. He smiled and waved at us. I swear he was waving at me.”

“Yeah?” Smith said. “Shame we have to kill him.”

“Let me have a look,” Nathaniel said.

No one waved or smiled at him. He turned the knobs on the mount, playing the small telescope around the multitudes. The flattened perspective of the telescopic view meant that he saw a dense tapestry of men in uniform. Smith said, “See anyone you know?”

“I’m sure there’s plenty of fellows I know over there but I ain’t seen any. I see a woman, though. I see a passel of them.”

“Well, we ought to head back. It looks like the show’s about to begin.”

“All right.”

Through the telescope Nathaniel saw a woman, a nurse, speaking to an officer. He held his hat at his side and his golden hair shone in the sun; her bonnet hid her face. They concluded their conversation and the officer put on his hat and turned away. As the woman turned she touched his arm for a second. 

Then both were gone. He turned the knobs but could find neither of them.

“Come on, Nathaniel. Bring the scope.”

Nathaniel hesitated. He wanted to say something but couldn’t articulate it. His friends, sensing this, waited.

“It’s too bad all this has to happen,” he said at last. “I wish we could all just turn around and go home.”

Smith thought for a moment and opened his mouth to deliver a droll response. Vogler gasped and pointed across the valley. 

Great white puffs of smoke were billowing out of Confederate cannon on the far right. In less than a second the artillery position itself was entirely hidden by the cloud. Instantly there was answering fire from the Federal side. Every cannon on both sides seemed to be firing. As yet no sound had reached them. 

The effect on the soldiers, North and South, was instantaneous. As if waking from a dream every man drew himself up and turned in grim resolve to his adversary. The battle had begun.

The fearsome drumming of the cannon-fire at last reached them. Although the nearest cannon was over a mile away the din was still deafening. Nathaniel closed the tripod and shouldered it.

A few minutes later Wendell Smith, Solomon Vogler, the Allen brothers, Clovis Lowe and Nathaniel Curry sat together before their tent, having a meager breakfast of chickpeas and bread. They looked up at the rattling sound of musket fire. “The infantry has joined the party,” Vogler remarked.

“That’s only about a mile away,” Smith said. 

Nathaniel smiled. “What’s the count up to, Wendy?”

“I don’t think anyone on Earth can count that fast.”

“I wonder who is giving and who is getting?” Vogler said. 

“I don’t know,” Smith said. “I only know it’s more blessed to give than it is to receive.”

Within minutes the musket fire had become a continuous roar, threatening to drown out the cannon fire. “It’s going to be a hot one,” Nathaniel said. 

Thaddeus Lowe suddenly stood before them. In the din they had not heard his approach. He carried a carpetbag in one hand and his waistcoat in the other. He was pale and disheveled and looked quite ill. Nathaniel, sitting a foot away from him, detected the sickly odor of fever.

“Professor Lowe!” Smith said. “When did you get here?”

“Get ready, boys,” he said, shouting to be heard above the battle. “I’m going up.”

“Did you get authorization?” Ezra Allen said, surprised. 

“No, I did not, but Fortune favors the bold. I’m going to go up with Nathaniel. We’ll splice into the telegraph line before we go. Imagine their surprise at headquarters when they begin to receive detailed reports on the enemy positions. Why has no one charged a balloon?”

“We’ve had no access to the creek,” Allen replied.

“Well, you seem to have it now.”

They did indeed. The troops that had been blocking their way were busy elsewhere.

They had two teams of draft horses and a little mare hitched to a light two-seat buggy. The two teams would be enough to bring one gas generator and one balloon to the creek. After the balloon was charged it could be easily transported back to the telegraph line by the buggy. Nathaniel gathered up wire, splicing equipment and his linesman’s spurs. He knew that a telegraph line had been run to Pry House and he would cut into this line while the balloon was being filled. 

There was firing coming from several quarters now. Nathaniel jumped to his task. He felt good. In a few minutes he would again fly above a battlefield, seeing and reporting everything.

Behind him he heard the thunder of hooves coming into their camp. “Halt! We need those teams. Let loose the hitches.”

Nathaniel turned. A captain of artillery had ridden in with five men. The men sprang from the saddle and began to unhitch the horses. 

“NO!” Lowe screamed. He was leaned over, his eyes blazing, his hands upturned claws before him. Nathaniel had never seen him like this. “You can’t take my horses!” Lowe shouted. The captain ignored him. 

Lowe turned to the men unhitching the team from the gas generator. He grabbed the tunic of one soldier and pulled him away. The man looked confused but did not resist. 

The captain himself dismounted. He ran to Lowe and held his revolver to the professor’s head. “You settle down, mister,” he said. “I’ll drop you like a pig.”

Lowe let the soldier pull loose from his grip. “I’m Commandant of the Balloon Corps,” he said, “and this organization is under the personal protection of General McClellan.”

“Well, then, you can take it up with him. We got cannon to move.” 

Despite the pistol barrel pressed to his temple Lowe’s eyes blazed defiance. He broke away from the officer and headed toward the tent he shared with his father. 

Both teams had been unhitched now and the soldiers stood up. “What about that little buggy horse, sir?” one soldier said.

“Let’s just get to moving, boys,” the captain began, but he was interrupted by a shout from Clovis Lowe: “No! Stop him, boys!” He was pointing to the tent his son had just entered.

Everyone understood. The cavalrymen brought their carbines to the ready as Smith and Nathaniel leapt for the tent.

It was dark in there and it took Nathaniel a few seconds to see Lowe. By that time Smith had already run to him and was struggling with him. “No, Professor, you can’t do that!”

“The Hell I can’t! They’re robbing me!”

“Sir, it can’t be helped. They all have their weapons trained on this tent.”

It was only then that Nathaniel saw the small pistol in Lowe’s hand. He stepped forward and grasped the weapon. At this Lowe relaxed and let him take it.

“You’ve lost this one, sir,” the boy said.

When they left the tent the artillerymen had left with their booty. Lowe scanned the horizon for them but could not see them. Then he turned to his men. “Hitch Molly to the generator wagon,” he commanded.

“Molly, sir?” Ezra Allen responded. 

“Yes, Molly. She can do her duty and bring the gas generator to the creek. Then we can make another trip for the balloon.”

“Sir, that generator is too heavy for that horse. She’s about twenty years old.”

“Then we can help her. We can get on the wheels and push.”

“Her harness won’t even hitch to that wagon, sir,” Ira Allen pointed out. 

“Then let’s just move the wagon ourselves. Come on, men, put your backs into it!”

Lowe went to the gas generator and strained at one of the back wheels. The effort was futile: the heavy wagon did not budge. The only result of the attempt was a streak of mud on Lowe’s jacket. His men remonstrated with him to stop. He stepped away from the generator in a fury.

“You cowards! You’re pitiful! You’re letting the opportunity slip away!”

“You know better than that, sir,” someone said.

“I have to see McClellan,” Lowe said. “He got my horses returned during the Peninsula Campaign. He can do it again.” He turned and looked at Pry House, sitting on a rise about a quarter mile away.

“That’s a good idea, sir,” Vogler said. 

Lowe leapt into the buggy and released the brake. He shook the reins and when the old gray mare did not respond quickly enough he snatched up the buggy whip and applied it to her hindquarters. The horse sprang to life. He wheeled the light buggy around, then reined in hard. “Get aboard, Nathaniel.”

Nathaniel stuck Lowe’s small pistol in his pocket and complied. “Why am I coming, Professor Lowe?”

“It’s you who provided the intelligence that put McClellan in such a favorable position,” Lowe replied, “just as it was I who three months ago descried the evacuation of Yorktown. When he sees the two of us, he’ll know he has to help me, as I have helped him and shall do again.”

A full company of infantry guarded the brick residence. The soldiers at the door watched their arrival with suspicion. Lowe drove rapidly to the door, reined in mere feet from the guards and leapt from the seat while the buggy was still moving. A dozen bayonets were instantly pointed at him.

The battle was louder now and Nathaniel could barely hear Lowe above the sound: “Is General McClellan here?”

“What business is it of your’n?”

“I have to see him at once. Stand aside.”

“Go to Hell! Get out of here before I poke a hole in you!”

“This is very important military business.”

“Are you an officer?”

“No, I am—”
“Then be gone with you!”

“McClellan’s not here,” another man shouted. “He went down to the river.” He waved in the direction of the battlefield.

Lowe hesitated, then flew back into the buggy. He headed directly toward the battlefield, bouncing across the fallow fields. Nathaniel could see that they were headed directly toward the creek, a half mile distant; worse, they were heading into the thick of the battle.

“Professor! Not that way! We’ll never make it across the creek!” He pointed at the Boonsboro Pike, a few hundred yards south of them. “Go to the Pike and take the bridge!”

Lowe hesitated, then turned to the left. A small stream cut across the field. Lowe drove into this at full steam. The little horse stumbled and nearly fell. The buggy came to a halt as the wheels bogged down in the mud.

Both of them jumped out and hauled on the wheels. They would have been out in a jiffy but for Molly’s lack of cooperation. Confused by the soft mud beneath her hooves, Lowe’s erratic driving and the ever-louder battle, she froze, her mane and tail bristling, her head thrown back and her eyes rolling. 

Nathaniel ran to her head, spoke gently to her and led her out of the stream as Lowe pushed. The boy was disappointed that they got free; he would have happily spent the rest of the day stuck in the mud. Such was not his fate, however, and they promptly turned onto the macadam road and sped, mud flying, over the bridge.

The battle roared before them. It was hard to make out details. The scene seemed to Nathaniel a confusion of men running through smoke. He knew it would look different from above and he longed more than ever to be flying. 

Lowe reined in and stood, looking all around. He sat down and shouted, “The fighting seems thickest to the north. I think I can find him there.” He turned right and passed the masses of struggling men. They came to another stream. Without a word they got out of the buggy and Nathaniel led Molly across as Lowe pushed the back wheels. 

The way had been clear when they turned north, but the surging lines of men moved in front of them. Wounded men stumbled away from the line and blocked their path. Soon the way forward was entirely blocked by dead and dying men. Lowe at one point made to drive right over the corpses. Nathaniel put his hand on Lowe’s arm and the professor relented. He turned again to the right, away from the battle line, and found a clear path. 

Most of the wounded in this area seemed to be Union troops. One Confederate soldier, though, walked unmolested through the blue-clad troops. He had no hat and no arms. He stumbled, dazed, right into the side of the buggy. Lowe hesitated, then reined in; if he had driven forward, the rear wheel would have run the man over. Lowe said, “I can’t help you, soldier. I have my own duty to perform.”

“It don’t hurt,” the man replied. He didn’t seem to see either of them and may have been talking to himself. “Jesus help me, but it don’t hurt.” He turned and headed back toward the battle. 

They approached an area of fierce musket fire. Here, in a cornfield, men in blue faced men in blue. Each army seemed intent not on any tactical objective but on simply killing as many of its enemy as possible. Each army was achieving that objective in grand fashion. The corn was shoulder-high and Nathaniel saw man after man tumble into the stalks and disappear. The fusillade was so fierce that the corn stalks themselves were being cut down.

Nathaniel was struck by a sudden thought: as these men had moved into the cornfield, had they found a man there already dead? But no: Silas Parker lay in another field, miles away.

Lowe leaned over to him. “Do you see McClellan?” he shouted. Nathaniel did not, but he did see someone he recognized. On the far side of the field Tom Jackson rode among his troops. He looked as cool as a gentleman riding home from church on a Sunday morning while his men toppled to the ground like ninepins around him.

Behind them Union artillery fired a volley and canister shells exploded over the cornfield. Men and horses screamed and fell into the corn under its deadly rain, the corn itself fell, but Jackson rode through unscathed. 

It was strange for Nathaniel to think that every time he saw a man fall down another human life had ended. The men were dying as if their lives were of no more significance than that of the corn.

There was a queer flickering motion to the grass around him and Nathaniel realized that it was musket balls striking the ground. One ball struck the dashboard of the buggy with a hollow clump. Nathaniel shouted, “He’s not here. We best get out of here.”

“Who is that over there?” Lowe said, pointing to a group of men on horseback.

Nathaniel cursed his weak eyes and pulled out his pocket telescope. The men were too far away to make out but he recognized their colors. “Hooker,” he said. “Hooker and Massachusetts.”

Lowe shook his head and turned south. Although they were two hundred yards from the actual fighting, stray shot whistled and hummed past them constantly. Wounded men and horses streamed off of the field to die in relative peace near the creek. 

A man stumbled into their path, bearing a heap of something in his arms. It was wet and sloppy and it swung as he walked. He looked at Lowe and spoke:

“Kill me! I can’t live like this.”

Lowe hesitated, then asked, “Soldier, do you know where General McClellan is?”

The man made to answer when his head was blown to bits. It made a hollow thud like a melon striking the ground and pieces flew in every direction. Molly shied, then shook her head. The body, as if resisting its sentence of death, stood twitching for a second, then fell backward onto the blasted earth. The man’s intestines spilled over him. Lowe drove around the corpse.

Fresh Union troops, an entire army, rushed into the battle. Lowe had to rein in and let them pass. They were Sedgwick’s forces and as they ran they shouted and screamed with the joy of battle. They streamed across the open plain and into the woods that held the bulk of Jackson’s army. 

A fierce barrage of musket fire greeted them as they entered the wood. Nathaniel would later learn that over two thousand of these men died in the space of a half-hour. 

Lowe shook the reins and they went on. 

A company of men had taken refuge in a stand of trees. They were using Spencer repeating carbines. Nathaniel had never seen these marvels in action before. A man would fire, then rotate the large curved trigger guard down and forward, ejecting the spent shell. He then placed a new shell in the chamber, rotated the trigger guard back and he was ready to fire. It seemed like a most profligate use of ammunition, and ammunition that was itself more costly than cap-and-ball. Still, they were throwing a great deal of lead at the foe.

Lowe drove right in front of these men, to the distress of the soldiers. “Get out, you damned fool!” they shouted, waving. “Get away from there!”

“Do you know where General McClellan is?” Lowe shouted.

“What? What do you want?”

“I need to find General McClellan!”

“He’s away south,” an officer said. “Get out of our way!” As he spoke several musket rounds struck the trees with a sickening thud. 

The corpses were so thick that Lowe was now compelled to drive over them. This was bad enough, but it soon became apparent that many of these men still had life in them. Still Nathaniel did not object: there was literally no other course. Molly, terrified, at first refused to tread on a human being, be he alive or dead. Soon, however, overcome by the urge to be away from the dreadful place, she treated them like so much rough road. 

Lowe found a road that was free of soldiers, living, dead, or wounded. He put the whip to Molly’s rump and she made a facsimile of a canter. 

A hundred yards down the road they could see, hidden in a gully on the left side of the road, a company of Union soldiers. On the right side was a rail fence; beyond that was a low ridge. 

As the buggy approached the soldiers rose as one and crossed the road. They were climbing the fence when Rebels appeared above the ridge and began to fire into them. The Union soldiers hesitated; they knew they had fallen into a trap. Then, at the urging of their captain, they continued climbing the fence.

Lowe reined in fifty yards away and they watched the skirmish. The Union soldiers fired only a few shots and none got the chance to reload. The color bearer, a young boy, fell, but the captain himself grabbed the colors before they hit the ground. With his saber in one hand and the flag in the other he urged his men to continue advancing. He himself fell on the fence, one of the last of his company to die. Lowe turned the buggy and sought another route.

Lowe stopped several times, asking for McClellan. No one had seen him. After a few hours they came to a bluff that overlooked a stone bridge about a quarter mile away. The bridge crossed the Antietam in three graceful arches. 

An entire Federal army was attempting to cross this narrow span. On a ridge on the far side was a force of Confederates that could not have numbered over four hundred. They poured merciless fire into any man that ventured onto that bridge, reserving their most intense wrath for any man who crossed it. 

“Who is that, can you tell?” Lowe asked.

Nathaniel trained his telescope on the blue-coated troops. He did not recognize any of the standards. “No, sir. Someone new, I think.”

“This, my boy, shows the utility of the aeronautical science as nothing else could. Were we but flying, we could see this from as far away as our camp. Artillery directed from the air could clear those Rebels from that hill in jig time.” He gestured toward the hill. “The general must think he’s opposed by an entire army, but it’s less than a regiment. A little canister shot would clear them away.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Are you sure it’s not McClellan trying to cross that bridge?”

“It’s sure not, sir.”

Lowe turned the buggy. “We might yet save the day.” He applied the whip again and Molly struggled away.

Ahead of them two companies approached each other on a stretch of flat land. Both flew Old Glory; the captain of one of the companies carried the colors himself. He beckoned to the other company, making signs that he would talk with their commander, but as the two moved together he suddenly threw the flag and himself to the ground. His men fired upon the other company.

The true Union company reeled and returned the fire, but such was their state at being taken at unawares that their fire was ragged and inaccurate. The Confederates, laughing, reloaded.

The Union company fired again, killing several of the Rebels. The Confederates realized to their dismay that the Federals were equipped with repeating rifles. Hurriedly, their commander ordered them to fix bayonets and charge. 

They had to charge into the muzzles of firing rifles. The Union company fell back from the bayonet charge and fired at will. Soon the Rebels were suing for peace.

The Union captain would have none of it, however, and ordered his men to fire until all resistance ended. Then they, too, fixed bayonets and finished off the men scattered on the ground.

At this point the officer took note of the man and boy in the buggy. He took a squad of men and confronted them. He came right to the point: “Who the Hell are you?”

“I’m the commander of the Balloon Corps, captain, and a friend.”

“You must be a God-damned imbecile to be out on this field this way. Did you see what I did to those Johnnies?”

“You fairly butchered them. You didn’t care for their little trick, did you?”

“The sons of bitches! They’ll not disgrace my flag and live to tell about it. But tell me what you’re doing here.”

“I need to find McClellan.”

“What, Mac? I haven’t seen him all day. I think he’s staying at that big brick house.”

“The sentries said he wasn’t.” 

“Then he’s ducking down somewhere else.” The captain turned back to his men.

“I want to try the house again,” Lowe said, turning toward the river. He made his way to another bridge, but it was blocked by something horrible. Thinking on the scene later, Nathaniel was unable to recall what he saw on that bridge, but it was something so awful that Molly refused to advance, her mane and tail standing on end, her eyes rolling. Lowe did not bother to urge her on, but turned away.

After about an hour they came to a sunken road, the bed of which had been dug three feet below the surrounding grade. It was filled to its brim with corpses. Lowe halted before this sight. The road was clearly impassible; on each side of the road the ground was also littered with corpses and pocked by artillery fire. 

There was very little firing in their vicinity; indeed, it seemed that anyone who might have been inclined to fire was already dead. Fierce fighting continued north and south of them. 

Nathaniel gave a sudden cry and clapped his hands to his thigh. “Are you all right?” Lowe asked in alarm.

“I think so,” the boy replied. “Look at this.” He held up a minie ball. 

“That struck you?”

“Look, it put a hole in my pants. It broke the skin but it’s not bad. Thank God, it’s spent.”

“You must be getting tough, Nathaniel, if bullets no longer penetrate you.”

“Yes, sir.”

A dead man rose from the heap of corpses before them and came up to the buggy, screaming. He was naked from the waist up and his right arm ended at the elbow. His body was scorched from powder burns and his hair and beard were burned away. He had several bullet holes and bayonet wounds on his torso and a large gash on his forehead. He pawed at Lowe, attempting to pull him from the seat. He screamed continually, but if he was uttering words Nathaniel could understand not a syllable. 

Lowe resisted the man but the wounded soldier was a tough customer. He had nearly succeeded in pulling Lowe to the ground when Nathaniel leaned over, pressed Lowe’s pistol to his forehead and killed him. Lowe struggled back into the seat and turned the buggy around. 

 “This is a fool’s errand,” he said. “It looks like we’ll not fly today.”

Nathaniel thought, not unless we sprout wings from our shoulder blades. And that might yet happen.

It was late afternoon before they made it back to the camp of the Balloon Corps. The exhausted horse drew the buggy up the slope to the camp and stood, her head sagging nearly to the ground. Something dripped from her face. Thinking of this later, Nathaniel realized it had to be foam from her mouth, but at the time he thought it was tears.

Wendell Smith, Solomon Vogler and Clovis Lowe came out to greet them. No one said anything. The three men stood and looked at the two on the seat of the buggy. The little horse panted. There was a sound in Nathaniel’s ears like the keening of violins.

Vogler spoke: “Are you … all right?”

Nathaniel moved. He did little more than shift about on the seat but it was enough to show him that he was alive. 

He turned to Lowe. He could not control his movements very well and it required an effort to look steadily at the professor.

Lowe looked silently back at him. He was covered in blood and other, less wholesome substances, as were the buggy and the horse. But he didn’t seem to be badly wounded; nor was Nathaniel. 

He turned and nodded at the three men before him. There was something odd about their appearance but he couldn’t decide what it was. They looked perfectly ordinary, the same as they had looked that morning. And he realized, at last, that that was precisely what he found remarkable about them. 

“We were in the battle,” he said at last. “It was bad.”

Smith turned to Vogler. “Why don’t you get some soap?” he asked, then helped Nathaniel from the seat of the buggy. Clovis Lowe moved to help his son the same way, but the professor said, “No, Father, you come with me now.” The elder Lowe climbed into the box and they drove off.

Vogler returned with the soap and a change of clothing. The three went down to the creek where Nathaniel stripped and washed in the cold water. He gave his clothes the same treatment, noticing several holes that had not been in the garments that morning. 

 “We made sure you were dead,” Vogler said. “We’ve spoken to a lot of the wounded coming back from the field. The death toll was terrific.”

“I shouldn’t have gone,” he replied. “Y’all shouldn’t have said it was a good idea to go.”

“I thought he would go to Pry House, not to the battlefield,” Vogler said. “We didn’t think him that mad.”

“Do you think the professor is mad?” Smith asked.

Nathaniel paused in his labors. “I did at first,” he said. “But I think – I don’t know – if someone is mad, is he still mad if everyone else is mad as well?”

He looked at the water. It was red. It wasn’t as red as wine, but he could see a distinct red tint to it, even the water upstream of him. He dipped his hand in it and drank.

“Did you ever find McClellan?” Smith asked.

“Never,” Nathaniel said. “I bet he sat it out at the farmhouse.” He dressed and they headed back to the camp. 

“I’ve never seen so many wounded,” Vogler said. “Look at them all.”

Nathaniel noticed for the first time that men littered the ground. Vogler said, “Don’t tell me you didn’t see them.”

“I’ve seen so many dead and wounded today, I didn’t notice they were up here, too. Do you think we should help them?”

“What do you propose to do?” Smith asked.

“Well, I’m no doctor so I don’t know.”

“Most of these doctors are no doctor, either,” Smith said. “A lot of them hired on as doctors just to keep out of the fighting.”

“We could bring them water,” Nathaniel said.

“Feel free,” Smith said.

“No, you can help me. The whole Corps should pitch in on this.”

Professor Lowe was still gone but Nathaniel rallied the rest of the aeronauts to fetch water from the creek. They used several containers from the gas generators to carry it and ladles and cups to dispense it. Smith in particular was reluctant to take part in this endeavor but once he started he pursued the task with enthusiasm. Being the sturdiest member of the Corps he could carry a ten-gallon bucket with ease.

The wounded men were all grateful for the water. There was little else the aeronauts could do to ease their suffering; in the darkness, they could not even see to bind their wounds. After several hours of this work they were exhausted and called it a day. They retired to the camp and a quick meal.

“How are you feeling, Nathaniel?” Vogler asked.

“Better, I guess. I got a poke or two during the day and I’m a mite sore.”

“Well, then, you need some medication,” Smith said. He went to his locker and came back with a bottle of brandy. “Have a little fire-water. It will either prevent infection or make it so you don’t care.” He tossed the water out of the boy’s tin cup and poured him a generous dollop. He raised an eyebrow and Vogler emptied his cup and held it out.

Nathaniel took a sip. He had very little experience with spirits. He had to this point occasionally drunk wine at meals and had tried whiskey a few times. The brandy was a delicious midpoint between the two, having more of a bite than wine but being not as distasteful as whiskey. It also produced a warm glow over every part of his battered and punctured body.

“The firing has finally stopped,” Vogler said. “I wonder if it will pick up again in the morning.”

“Only if Bobby Lee sticks around,” Smith replied. “If he goes home I doubt McClellan will want to chase him.”

“So where did the Professor go?” Vogler asked.

“Maybe he’s lit out after Lee on his own,” Smith said.

Vogler glanced idly toward the west. “Hey, what’s that?” he exclaimed.

“What?” Nathaniel replied, for he saw nothing.

Vogler pointed. “I swear I see three planets there. They have to be Jupiter, Saturn, and if I’m not mistaken, Mercury.”

“Mercury?” Smith said. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen that one.”

“I know I’ve never seen it,” Vogler said. “Do you know where the professor keeps his big telescope?”

Smith went to the Lowes’ tent and returned with a wooden case and the tripod he had had at the start of the day. The case contained the finest telescope Nathaniel had ever seen. The fittings were all of brass and the main body was encased in black leather. Smith mounted it to the tripod. Vogler quickly brought it to bear on the three planets that were approaching the horizon. 

“That’s Mercury, all right. Go ahead, have a look.”

Nathaniel allowed Smith to look first, then he had a look. “It looks like the crescent moon,” he said. “A lot smaller, though, of course.”

“And what you see of it,” Smith said, “the best astronomers have never seen better.”

“Really? What do you mean?”

“He means,” Vogler said, “that Mercury is notoriously hard to see. Many an astronomer goes his whole life without seeing it. And those who do, see no more than you see now.”

“So why is that?”

“Because it clings so close to the sun. It never gets very far from it. The only chance you have to see it is when it’s in the right part of the sky. And that’s only right near sunrise or sunset.”

“What were those other two you mentioned?”

“Jupiter and Saturn. They’re usually a lot easier to spot, but they happen to be right near the sun now as well. Let me see if I can catch them before they set.” He turned the knobs of the tripod, then relinquished the eyepiece again. 

Nathaniel had never seen anything like what he now beheld. A white ball was in the center of the field of view. It had horizontal bands of color running across it. Near the planet were four white points that didn’t quite look like stars. No, not all white: one of them was distinctly red. 

Speechless, he let Smith have a look. “Ah, Jupiter,” he said. “The king of the gods, and the king of the planets.”

“What were those four other things?” Nathaniel asked. 

“Those, my boy, are the moons of Galileo.”

“Why aren’t they the moons of Jupiter?” 

“Well, they are. But they’re named for Galileo, who was the first to look at the sky with a telescope. He looked at Jupiter and saw four moons moving about it.”

“Wheels within wheels,” Vogler said, “and worlds within worlds.”

“So this planet has its own moons? How big are they?”

“Well, they’re reckoned to be about the size of our own moon.”

“And Jupiter has four of them?” Nathaniel tried this thought out. What would it be like to look up in the sky and see not one but four moons? Well, it would be perplexing, but then again, if it had always been this way it would only seem natural. Still, he couldn’t help but ask, “Why does Jupiter need four moons?”

“Well, it doesn’t,” Vogler said. “That suggests a reason for them being there. In earlier times, it was speculated that there had to be a lot of sailors on Jupiter because sailors reckon their position by the moon. But that’s just fancy.”

“Today,” Smith said, “we simply say that Jupiter has four moons and we don’t worry about the ‘why’.” He poured Nathaniel and Vogler more brandy, then had a swig from the bottle. “Of course, in ancient times, it would have made perfect sense.”

“Why?” Nathaniel asked. 

“Because Jupiter, unlike the God of the Christians and the Jews, betrayed his wife. The Galilean moons are named for his four lady friends: Io, Europa, Ganymede and Callisto.”

“Not quite true,” Vogler said. “Ganymede was a beautiful young boy.”

“Ah?” Smith said. “And that, perhaps, reveals an unsuspected side of Jupiter.” 
“Jupiter brought him to heaven to be his cup-bearer.”

“I’m sure,” Smith said. He frowned. “Who was Jupiter’s wife, again?”

“Hera.”

“That’s right. Poor thing, she doesn’t rate a moon to her name, does she?”

“As for the God of the Jews and Christians, we don’t know if Yaweh has ever strayed, nor if he even has a wife,” Vogler said. “The Scriptures are silent on that subject. Let me see if I can get this other planet in there. Ah, yes, that’s a pretty sight.”

“Let me see,” Nathaniel said. Saturn was an even more magnificent sight than Jupiter. Although smaller, it had more moons than Jupiter. Most clustered close to the planet, though a few straggled off to the side. Most striking of all, however, was the planet itself. It was a pretty orange color with a bright yellow ring around it. It wore the ring at an angle like a jaunty wide-brimmed hat. 

“What’s that ring around it?”

“No one knows,” Vogler said. “But it’s probably dust or snow or the like.”

“But how did it get there?”

“Again, no one can be sure. It’s been there since men first observed the planet with a telescope. Galileo thought the planet had something like jug handles on it. But his telescope was pretty crude.”

“All right,” Nathaniel said, stepping away from the eyepiece, “what do you guess it is?”

“I suspect that two of Saturn’s moons crossed paths one day and smashed each other to bits. What we see there is the result.” Vogler adjusted the aiming knobs as he spoke; the planets were getting very close to the horizon and would soon set with the sun. 

“I thought that the motions of the planets and everything were supposed to be very orderly.”

“Well, they are, for the most part,” Vogler said. “But we know things happen. Meteorites fall from the sky. For two moons to strike each other isn’t out of the question.”

“Well, maybe it’s for the best that we only have one, then.”

“Ah. Yes.”

“It also doesn’t look like something that smashed up. It’s beautiful, and well, perfect. Like a piece of jewelry or something.”

“Yes. Yes, it is.”

“What else is there to look at up there?”

Smith looked around. “Hey, look, there’s something!” He was pointing to the east, where the sky was getting darkest.

Vogler turned the telescope around. Nathaniel could see what he was sighting in: a yellow-orange star. No, not a star: he had learned that only stars twinkle. This shone steadily so it was a planet. 

When he looked through the eyepiece he was again astonished. Unlike the other planets, this didn’t look like a jewel at all. It looked like a place. The surface was variegated, like the ground looked from a great altitude.

“What is this?”

“That, my boy, is the planet Mars,” Smith said. “It’s much more like the Earth than either of the others.”

“It’s like the Earth?”

“Well, more or less. It’s closer in size. Jupiter and Saturn are both enormous and seem to be all clouds. You could drop the Earth into one of them and it would disappear like a stone into a pond.”

Nathaniel doubted not that what he said was the truth, but the notion of the entire Earth being dropped into that white dot was passing strange.

“Mars is a little smaller than the Earth, a little farther from the sun. But it’s not all that different. Do you see the white patches at the top and bottom?”

“Yes, what are those?”

“Those are the North and South Poles, and they’re covered in perpetual ice and snow.”

“Like the North and South Poles of the Earth,” Vogler said.

“Yes,” Smith said. “But consider this: no one has ever seen the North or South Pole of the Earth. If anyone has, it was some poor Esquimeau at the North Pole, or whatever wretched individual has to live at the South Pole, and he knew not the significance of what he was seeing. But you are now looking at the North and South Poles of another world. You can see them at the same time, something no one will ever do on Earth.”

“On the other hand,” Vogler said, “someone on Mars might be looking at our world through a telescope right now.”

Nathaniel looked at the little yellow dot in the sky. It seemed strange to him that the little world was always up there, always looked like that, even when he couldn’t see it.

“Do you think there might really be someone there?”

“Sure,” Smith said. “The laws of Nature don’t forbid it.”

“But how would we ever tell?”

“Well,” Vogler said, “I suspect we’ll never know.”

“Never?” Smith said. “That’s a pretty long time. There’s no telling what Science will be able to determine in the distant future.”

“Yes, but another world? How would we discern such a thing?”

“How indeed? But look at our world today. We, you and I, could talk to Washington a few minutes from now, if we had a notion. We could talk to California, or, if they repair the Atlantic cable, with England or France. We could fly away into the air but for want of a horse or two. What was my point?” He took another swig of brandy. “Ah, yes. The point is, our modern world would astonish the people of a hundred years ago. What will the future hold?”

“What, indeed? What do you think?”

“Ahh, so it’s speculation you want, is it?”

“Yes.” 

“Well, there’s aviation.”

“We already have that,” Nathaniel pointed out. 

“We do and we don’t. With a balloon you’re either tethered to a single spot or at the mercy of the zephyrs. Thaddeus Sobieski Constantine Lowe himself hath said it: aviation will not progress until we have moved beyond the balloon.”

“Perhaps an engine with a propeller could after all be fitted to a balloon,” Nathaniel said.

“Yes,” Smith said, “perhaps our Flying Dutchman will find the solution. What was his name again?”

“Von Zeppelin,” Vogler said. 

Smith pointed at him and nodded. “Or perhaps he won’t.”

“I have thought,” Nathaniel said, “that it might be possible to construct something with wings, driven by steam. Not a balloon but a sort of mechanical bird.”

“Yes, da Vinci’s dream,” Vogler said. “It’s been tried and it has failed, but perhaps it will be tried again. Scientific knowledge increases over time, you know.”

“I think scientific knowledge will continue to increase,” Smith said. He was quite drunk by now.

“Well, it could hardly decrease, could it?”

“It certainly could. Remember the Dark Ages after the fall of Rome. A thousand years, a full thousand years of ignorance! It’s the fault of Christianity that—”
“Let us not fault Christianity, not while so many Christians lie around us,” Vogler said. “Let’s get back to cases. You think that we might be able to tell if anyone lives on Mars. How might we do that?”

“Oh, there have been proposals,” Smith said. “Great mirrors could be constructed to shine sunlight on the planet and messages could be sent by semaphore. They would have to construct their own mirrors to talk back to us, of course, but that would do it.”

“What if they were shy? Or simply taciturn?”

Smith poured his companions another draft, then slugged from the bottle. “Then we’ll just have to go there.”

“Go there?” Nathaniel said. “How in thunder could you do that?”

“I don’t know,” Smith replied, “But it could be done.”

“You’ve clearly thought about it,” Vogler said. “So have I, but let’s hear your thoughts first.”

“All right,” Smith said. He raised a finger like an orator declaiming. “One could be shot out of a cannon.”

“You go first,” Nathaniel said. “I’ll just watch.”

“A cannon wouldn’t work,” Vogler said. “First off, no cannon can fire a projectile at that sort of speed. And if one did, it wouldn’t be safe to ride in such a cannonball.”

“Aha! I propose the construction of a new sort of cannon. Give it a very long barrel. Run it up Pike’s Peak. Use slow-burning powder, or some other propulsive medium. That way you can slowly run your projectile up to a very high speed, and when you come out the muzzle, you’ve already left most of the Earth’s atmosphere behind.”

“All right,” Vogler said. “Now you’re on your way. But you can’t be sure you’re aimed correctly, no matter how careful you are. How do you navigate the ether?”

“Stick a cannon out the window,” Smith said. “Fire it one way, you’ll be pushed the other. Thank you, Sir Isaac Newton.”

“You’d need quite the arsenal.”

“You of course have a better solution.”

“Indeed I do. Many scientists think the ether itself is magnetic. You could use a great electro-magnet to pull you through space.”

“Once you got to Mars, how would you land?” Nathaniel said. “After all, you’d be in a cannonball falling to earth.”

“That part’s simple,” Smith said. “Just open a parachute. Easy way down, the parachute.” He swung his arm downward in what was supposed to be a graceful arc and nearly fell on his back. “If there’s a Plymouth Rock on Mars you could plunk right on top of it.”

“You’d have to be aimed just right if you wanted to hit Mars,” Vogler said.

“Yes,” Smith said. He pointed heavenward again. “Determining the proper trajectory would be the task of many a computer.”

“What’s a ‘computer’?” Nathaniel asked.

“A computer, my boy,” Smith replied, “is a person who computes. It is the dreariest work ever conceived by the mind of Man.”

“What does that mean? Explain it better.”

“Science and industry require better and better calculation of sines, cosines, square and cube roots, logarithms and the like. These figures can be determined readily enough, but no one wants to take the time to do such a calculation when he’s in the process of, say, designing a steam engine. So great books containing these sums are produced by fools such as Your Humble Servant.”

“Ah! The voice of experience,” Vogler said. 

“Indeed. I have spent many a dreary day working on long sums. Then, when I had produced a hod-load of paper, the figures were sent to a clearing-house where they were compared to the results of other computers. Typically they have five or six computers work on the same set of figures to make sure that everyone gets the same result.”

“You can console yourself that you have increased the store of human knowledge,” Vogler said. 

A rifle cracked in the distance. “Ninety-nine,” Smith said. He looked around the field. They could no longer see the men who littered the ground but they could hear the moans of the living. “Yes, it’s inspiring to see mankind’s progress,” he said. 

“Is this truly the fault of knowledge?”

“Well, yes, yes, it is. If not for the development of modern industry, it would have been impossible to move so many men here, or to arm them, or to produce the cannon that slaughtered them. Why, this is becoming like the visions of da Vinci.”

“That’s the second time you’ve mentioned this da Vinci,” Nathaniel asked. “Who the Hell is he?”

“Leonardo da Vinci,” Vogler said, rising. “Yes, I know what you mean, Wendell.” He turned to Nathaniel. “A Renaissance man, a true visionary. He produced designs of marvelous machines of war. Imagine a horseman drawing a machine across a field. The machine has rotating scythes that cut the enemy down at the knee, like sheaves of wheat. Or a giant crossbow, designed to knock down fortress walls. Or a rolling fortress bristling with cannon, much like our friend the Merrimac on wheels, laying waste to an army. Or – or—” Vogler turned and tottered off, looking for bare ground to puke upon. He didn’t find any so he came back.

“It all sounds so horrible.” 

“But it’s the path of Progress,” Smith said. “It’s the bargain we struck when we evolved our big brains. ‘And yet, what is this quintessence of dust? Man delights me not.’”

“Dust,” Vogler muttered. Another stray shot popped in the distance and he clutched his chest and toppled onto the heap of corpses beside him. 

“But what … ” Nathaniel grasped for the words. “What does it all mean?”

Smith waved the bottle at Vogler, then tipped it into his mouth. “In all the millennia that my people have been dispensing wisdom,” the dead man said, “I don’t think anyone has ever suggested that anything actually means anything.” 

Smith clutched the bottle to his bosom, raised a finger and declaimed, “Thus spake Democritus: Nothing exists except atoms and the void.”

“Who was Democritus?” 

“Hung around with Aristotle. Very wise. Now deceased.”

“And what are atoms?”

“A theory of his of what matter is composed of. Since discredited.”

“So nothing exists except the void?”

Smith threw the bottle away. “Another dead soldier,” he muttered.

The Rebel army, or what was left of it, had escaped. The hungry and exhausted men stumbled from the field of battle, leaving their dead and wounded behind, and returned to Virginia. They had in fact lost fewer men than the Union, but it was a greater portion of their army than their foe had lost. Worse, they had lost the initiative. The Confederacy was now the wave that had broken on the rocks and must run back to the sea.

Military doctrine dictated that McClellan should pursue Lee; he did not. In this he was criticized by Lincoln and by History. Lee was reeling, his army was on its knees, but McClellan stood fast. 

A small portion of the Confederate Army remained behind, operating under a flag of truce. They endeavored to save as many as they could of their wounded. Upon the same field, under the same flag, Union soldiers worked at the same task. Nathaniel Curry joined such a party.

Ambulances would not do, such was the magnitude of the task, so wagons were used. The living were identified and loaded onto the wagons; the dead were left for another day. 

On their third trip their commander, a captain, turned and looked at a nearby party of Confederates. He put his hands to his mouth and shouted, “Morr-is!” The Confederate officer looked back at him, then turned back to his men. He gave them some quick instructions, then he and the color bearer came over.

As they approached the Union officer straightened like a ramrod and threw a perfect salute. The Confederate officer smiled and said, “Evelyn, one does not salute the enemy. Did I teach you nothing?” Then he paused and returned the salute.

“You will ever be my upper-classman, sir,” Evelyn replied. 

“Yes, and it looks like I still outrank you. By two grades, in fact.”

“Thank God you’re well, sir.” Evelyn offered his hand and Morris took it. “So many of our classmates are gone now, it’s a breath of fresh air to see one on his feet.” Evelyn turned to see that his men were still working, then continued his conversation with the other officer. 

Nathaniel and the soldiers loaded as many wounded men as the wagon would hold, then paused to let the officers finish talking. Nathaniel approached the color bearer, a boy of about twelve. “Where you from, soldier?” he asked him.

The boy smiled shyly, shifted the white flag to his shoulder and said, “Chattanooga. I ain’t never talked to no Yankee before.”

“Well, you still ain’t. I’m a Southern boy myself. I’m from Richmond.”

The boy looked at him in wonder. “You’re a Southern boy with the Yankees? I heard tell of such things, they’re called ‘turncoats.’ But how come you ain’t in uniform?”

“I’m a civilian. I work for the Balloon Corps.”

This produced even greater amazement. “You mean you fly in that thing? Ain’t you scared?”

“Sometimes. And it’s not one thing, we have seven of them now.”

“Seven! That’s seventy thousand dollars!”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, the reward!”

“What reward?” 

“There’s a reward of ten thousand dollars in gold for the man who captures the Yankee balloon. If there’s seven of them, that’s seventy thousand dollars. You could be rich!”

This was news to Nathaniel, but he would ponder it later. He said, “You ever hear tell of my brother? He’s with the Confederacy and his name is Melrose Curry.”

The boy shook his head. “I never heard that name. Where is he from?”

“Well, I’m from Richmond, can you guess where my brother is from?”

He laughed. “Richmond, too, I reckon.”

“That’s right.”

“Well, there’s a lot of Richmond boys in the Third Virginny. You might look there.”

“Are there any of the Third here?”

“Plenty of ‘em, although they might not be up and around.”

Nathaniel turned to the officers. Although he did not speak, he stood in obvious entreaty and they both turned to him. “Please, sir,” he said to the Confederate officer, “are there any men of the Third Virginia here today?”

“Well, soldier, I’d have to know why you want to know that.”

“It’s my brother, sir, he might be with them.”

“Oh! Well, I could not encourage you to desert, and as there exists no formal truce—”
“This man is not a soldier,” Evelyn said. “You and I have each lost a brother, sir, and I would not be averse to granting him leave to visit the other camp.”

“Well, Evelyn, if you’re certain, I’ll tell you, lad, that there are elements of the Third Virginia near the church that sits on yonder hill.”

Nathaniel remembered the church. “I’ll be back in an hour, sir,” he called over his shoulder.

The church had been the scene of fierce fighting as each side had striven for the high ground the day before. There were indeed soldiers of the Third Virginia there. Some of them were from Richmond, though none recalled Melrose.

One soldier with long red moustaches stopped in his labors and said, “I knew a Mel Curry, though he never said it were no Melrose. What did he look like?”

“About my height, with dark curly hair.”

“Have a beard?”

“No, he weren’t shaving when I last seen him. He was only fourteen. He’s fifteen now, so he might have a few whiskers.”

“Big talker, were he?”

Nathaniel’s heart rose. “Yes, that’s him all right.”

“Let me ask somebody. Hey, Peake! Peake!”

Another man came over. He was scrawny, with a vulture neck and a prominent Adam’s apple. “Yeah?”

“What ever happened to Mel Curry?”

“Mel Curry? Dead, ain’t he?”

“Well, he dead, then?”

“Sure ‘nough. Died in a skirmish about a fortnight before the Second Manassas. It was at that town with the real funny name.”

Nathaniel’s task occupied him the rest of the day, but when he had returned to the Corps and had his supper it finally hit him that his brother was dead. He fled the camp and went into a unit where he was not known. He wept countless times that night; the soldiers around him seemed not to notice.

The Lowes returned in the early evening. The professor was cleaned up and in a new suit. No mention was made, then or ever, of his seeming madness of the day before. 

The next day Alexander Gardner and James Gibson of the Mathew Brady Studio arrived at Antietam. They remembered the Balloon Corps from the Peninsula Campaign and paid them a visit. 

“This goes far beyond what I expected,” Gardner said. “I never expected to see corpses littering the ground this way. I hardly know where to start.”

“Any place is as good as another,” Smith said. “There’re dead everywhere.”

“That’s not quite true,” Nathaniel said. “They’re thicker some places than others.”

“Do you know this?” Gardner said. “I mean, have you been there?”

“Yes, I have. We don’t seem to be very busy today. I’ll show you around, if you’d like.”

His offer was well received and he went aboard their wagon. He sat up front as Gardner drove and Gibson busied himself in the back. “Are you interested in photography?” Gardner asked.

“Well, yes. Look what I have.” He pulled out Amanda’s locket.

Gardner glanced at it. “Ah, yes, a tintype. A dying art these days.”

“It is? What do you mean?”

“Tintypes are going out of fashion. They take too long to make. She your sweetheart?”

“Yes. Sort of my bittersweet-heart right now.”

“All right. Well, that exposure took about five minutes to make. She had to sit with her neck in a brace to keep her head steady. She had to hold the same smile and not let her eyes wander. It’s a significant investment of time you hold in your hand there. But in its day it was counted a wonder. An artist with brush and oils could not do better in five minutes.”

“Yeah? I didn’t know that it took that long. I remember back on the peninsula you fellows didn’t take that long to make an exposure.”

“No, the wet-plate process is a lot faster. It has other advantages as well.”

“Yeah? Such as?”

“You can make more than one image from it. A tintype is a single image; you can’t easily make a copy of it. But the wet plate can make as many prints as you’d like.

“Another thing: you can’t really tell it from that picture, but a tintype’s like a mirror image. It’s reversed left to right.”

“It is?” He looked at the image. “It looks all right to me.”

“That’s because your friend parts her hair in the middle, and there’s nothing else there to show right or left. But if she were holding a book you’d see the writing was all reversed.”

“But it’s not that way with wet plate?”

“Not at all.”

They stopped beside the creek. Here corpses littered the ground so thickly that it would have been possible to walk from one to the other for hundreds of yards without touching the ground. Most of them were Confederates, but there were Union troops scattered among them. The soldiers had died from minie balls and bayonets, so they were for the most part in one piece. 

A rail fence ran beside the creek and men were draped over the rails. The Confederate color guard lay face up on the top rail, his flag across his face like a shroud. Flies were gathering and it was starting to stink.

Gardner said, “This looks like a good place.” He called, “Five minutes, Gibson.” Gibson, from within the black tent that filled the back of the wagon, replied, “Yep.” 

Gardner set to work. He set the tripod up with the camera atop it. Then he threw the black cloth over his head and busied himself behind the camera. He moved the camera several times and adjusted the lens. At last he threw the cloth aside and stood waiting.

“What were you doing under there?”

“I was setting up the shot. Do you want to see?”

“Yes, please.”

Nathaniel stepped up to the camera and the cloth was put over his head. Before him he saw the scene projected onto the ground glass of the camera. The image was upside down, but everything was captured in exquisite detail. He could even see tiny moving dots that were the circling flies.

He threw the cloth off. “That’s a wonder,” he said. “It’s a pity that the photograph can’t record the colors. It would look just like that.”

“I know,” Gardner said. “There’s a way to do that, I’m sure, but no one’s found it yet.” He closed the shutter of the lens.

Gibson delivered the plate to him a minute later. It was in a flat black wooden box. Gardner placed this in the camera, then pulled a black metal sheet from the box. Then he took the release cable and opened the lens. Nathaniel heard him chant, “One chimpanzee, two chimpanzee, three chimpanzee, four chimpanzee, five,” then he closed the lens again. 

Gardner took pictures all up and down the creek that day. There were dead in every sort of condition. Some men had died with great violence, their bodies torn apart by shellfire or cannonballs. Others looked like they had simply lain down to take a nap. In places the corpses were still in positions of struggle, men who had killed each other and died in each other’s arms. In other places the corpses had been gathered into rows like windrows of hay, or piled like split firewood. 

Gardner exclaimed over everything he saw. He continually made remarks like, “This is amazing,” and “Mr. Brady will be very pleased.” 

There were few places that Nathaniel could connect with his disjointed memories of the battle. One of these was the cornfield. Here Jackson’s men had been surrounded and pounded mercilessly for over an hour. Any other army would have withdrawn to fight another day, but these were men of Jackson and were constitutionally unable to retreat. The dead were organized by company, in rank and file. Men lay with their ramrods in their hands, or with their weapons drawn to the ready. Officers held their sabers in their hands, urging their dead troops forward.

The corn no longer concealed them. Nearly every stalk had been cut down flush with the ground. 

Days passed. The remnants of the Confederacy took their wounded away. McClellan did nothing. 

His officers urged him to do something. His President ordered him to do something. McClellan did nothing. 

Five days after the battle Abraham Lincoln did something. He took an action that ranks among the great moral acts of History. It was also a politically astute move. The Balloon Corps found out about it when the Army of the Potomac itself nearly rose in rebellion. 

A great clamor arose in the Union camp, coincident with the arrival of the Washington newspapers. A while later Solomon Vogler hailed a man who was passing the camp with a paper in his hand. “Can you tell us what’s happened, soldier?”

“What’s happened? We’ve been played for fools by this son of a bitch Lincoln, that’s what.”

“Can you be more specific?”

“I sure as Hell can!” The man shook the newspaper as if it were the transgressor. “He says that he’ll free the slaves, effective January the first of next year!”

“Free the slaves, you say?”

“Yes! It seems that that’s what this whole war has been about, to set the niggers free. That’s what he wanted to do from the start.”

Wendell Smith said, “Well, isn’t the freedom of Man a noble cause?”

“Not when the man’s a nigger! I for one ain’t dying to free no niggers!”

This seemed to be the general sentiment of the Army. At the same time, everyone recognized that it wasn’t that simple. They were soldiers and they would indeed fight and die for the freedom of the African race if that’s what their leaders decreed.

The aeronauts settled down again. “Well!” Smith said. “With the stroke of a pen, this is a different war.”

“This should make things easier on the other side of the water,” Vogler said.

“What do you mean?” Nathaniel asked. 

“The powers of Europe have been wondering whether to recognize the Confederacy. The Union victory here has probably decided things to the contrary. And now that Lincoln is openly out to free the slaves, it makes it all the easier for France and England to turn their backs on the Confederate States of America.”

“Why does it make it easier?”

“Because Europe has itself abolished slavery. And as with the Northern states in this country, if they are not making a profit from slavery, they consider it a sin.”

“There’s no slavery in Europe?”

“No, not really. Wage slavery, that’s all.”

Smith said, “The climate doesn’t suit Africans, so slavery wasn’t profitable there, so it’s a sin. Humanity’s morals come to the fore solely in the absence of monetary gain.”

“So where will all the darkies go once they’re free?” Nathaniel asked.

“Good question,” Vogler said. “Will they be shipped back to Africa? Will they go out west amongst the Indians? Or will they simply become Americans?”

“I have a modest proposal,” Smith said.

“Ah?” Vogler responded. “Let us hear it, and be swift.”

“I have heard that a young healthy Negro child well nursed is at a year old a most delicious, nourishing, and wholesome food, whether stewed, roasted, baked, or boiled.” 

“Most intriguing! Go on.”

“I make no doubt that it will equally serve in a fricassee or a ragout.”

 “You know, I believe I’ve heard this. It tastes like chicken, doesn’t it?”

“No, that’s white people. Negroes taste like turkey.”

“Oh, dark meat, right?”

“To be sure.”

Nathaniel had heard discussions of this sort before. Smith or Vogler would express something outrageous, and they would calmly debate it. 

“Do they have any other uses, Wendell?”

“Certainly. Their skin, being tanned, does nicely for shoes.”

“Black shoes, of course.”

“Well, also brown shoes.”

“Yes, and yellow, for that matter,” Nathaniel added.

“And think of the fine gloves that could be made from the hands!” Smith went on. “They would not even require sewing.”

“And the scalp would make a fine woolen cap,” Vogler said.

“Available only in black, I’m afraid.”

“No, no, no, no. A fine white wool can be obtained from elderly individuals.”

“Well, then!” Smith said in conclusion. “We can but bid welcome to our dusky fellow citizens.”

Another week passed. The Balloon Corps was issued new draft horses and was finally given authorization to fly. They made several ascents but there was nothing to see. They could see far beyond the Potomac, but no Confederate forces were in evidence. 

Everyone on both sides knew what was to occur next. The Confederate capital of Richmond lay open for the taking, a mere hundred miles away. The Union Army would now advance and take this ripe prize. But this did not occur. 

Lincoln ordered McClellan to move on Richmond. He begged McClellan to move. He pleaded with him to move. 

McClellan did not move. Lee reformed his battered army and moved to protect Richmond. Once again a chance to strike hard and win the war had been squandered. 

One of the greatest Union advances upon the Confederate capital was conducted by Nathaniel Curry, Wendell Smith and Solomon Vogler in their one-horse buggy. On a crisp morning, the last day of September, they took a drive to the Potomac. They crossed the stone bridge that was now called the Burnside Bridge after the Union general who had crossed it at such cost. Nathaniel glanced at the ridge where the troops had lain and blocked the passage of the Union forces. A rabbit turned and ran away.

“This is actually quite agreeable country,” Vogler said. 

“Yes,” Nathaniel responded, “now that the corpses have been removed.”

“Yes,” Smith said. “That always seems to improve the appearance of a landscape, doesn’t it?”

They turned northwest into the town of Sharpsburg and onto the Boonsboro Pike. It was turning into a beautiful day. Even Molly seemed to enjoy the journey. She kicked her heels up as she went along the road.

Nathaniel said, “I’ll ask y’all again, and I’ll expect an honest answer. What do you think will happen to the colored people after they’re freed?”

“I expect that in time they’ll be Americans,” Vogler said. 

“You really think so?”

“Yes, and why not?”

“Well, suppose they’re not smart enough. You believe in Science. Suppose they’re not evolved as much as we are.”

“Evolution?” Smith said. “All right, let’s look at it in terms of evolution. Say that the conditions of Africa favor a level of intelligence that’s less than what is favored in America. The fittest in Africa would then achieve this level of intelligence. This is just a hypothesis, of course.”

“And that means that when the colored man came to America, he’d have a lesser intellect,” Nathaniel said.

“Yes. But—we then have to consider that, in America, the African race would be faced with the same conditions as the whites. They would quickly evolve the same intellect as whites.”

“That makes sense, I guess,” Nathaniel said. “But I have to say that bothers me, too.”

“Really? What bothers you? The notion that black and white should have the same intellect?”

“No, not that. It’s that you reduce everything human to something like a machine or a chemical reaction.”

Smith pondered this. “And you’d like to think of Man as the paragon of animals, a creature with a divine spark, like an angel on earth.”

“Well, yes. Yes, actually, I would.”

“The trouble is, humans don’t act like that. It’s so much easier to understand people if you think of them as machines or chemical reactions because that’s what they are.”

“All right,” Nathaniel said. “Be that as it may, as y’all would say. So you think the colored people will do all right once they’re free.”

“In time, yes,” Vogler said. 

“In a lot of time,” Smith amended. 

“Why a lot of time?”

“Because the whites will resent their freedom and will treat them like dirt.”

“Again, why?”

“Because it’s the stupid thing to do.”

“Oh. Of course.”

The country opened up as they left the last patch of forest.

“You always anticipate that people will do the stupid thing, don’t you, Wendell?” 

“Yes I do. And they never disappoint me.”

They came to the banks of the Potomac. The river had been spanned by a bridge at this point, but the retreating Rebels had destroyed it. 

Smith reined in and set the brake. “End of the line, ladies and gentlemen. Five minutes for sightseeing.”

Nathaniel looked around. It was certainly beautiful country. Patches of forest alternated with cropland and green fallow fields, with the broad blue river winding through it. Despite the battle the farmlands had been little disturbed. The Confederates had stolen some corn and hay from the fields but the other crops were coming in fine. 

The road still showed the swift passage of an army. Nathaniel picked up a horseshoe and exhibited it, grinning. “Yes,” Vogler said. “Now Lee’s horses are running around barefoot, just like his men.”

“But for all that, he might still win out,” Smith said.

“You think so?” Nathaniel said.

“Of course. The North doesn’t like losing so many men and so much treasure either. Another Manassas and they might start to wonder if the South is really that valuable to them.” He walked away from them, to the edge of the road, unbuttoning his flies. “The Southerners, on the other hand—”
An explosion knocked Nathaniel and Vogler to the ground. They were pelted with dirt and rocks as they scrambled to their feet. Molly, startled, leapt forward, dragging the buggy, and they had to get out of her way. 

Vogler had lost his glasses and squinted desperately around as the ragged echoes came back from the surrounding hills. “Who was that? Where did that come from?”

“It was a torpedo,” Nathaniel said. Smith was lying in the crater, naked and quivering. Both of his legs had been blown to bits. Nathaniel ran to him and touched his face. Smith, with an effort, slowly turned his head to him, but by the time he had completed the motion he was dead.

END OF PART ONE
Part Two: Descent

Chapter Nine: Heroes, Whores and Bums

“Why do their eyes stay open?”

“Because they’re dead.”

“But all the pictures I’ve seen of dead folk, their eyes were closed.”

“That’s just the artist’s fancy. When a man’s dead his eyes stay sort of half open, half closed. Like that fellow.”

“Sure enough?”

“Sure. Ain’t you never shot a deer?”

“Nope. Birds but no deer.”

“Well, birds do shut their eyes when they die. Not deer, though. If’n you shoots a deer and his eyes are closed, he’s alive. Every time. I lost a deer one time, thought he was dead and up he pops and jumps away. His eyes was closed and then they open.”

Nathaniel’s eyes opened. It was pitch dark. Not even a sentry fire flickered on the side of the tent. He could tell he would not sleep again before morning.

He could see the face of Silas Parker before him as he lay in the fallen corn. His neck was at an unnatural angle, lending no support to his head. He was not breathing and his eyes were closed. 

The scene was burned onto his brain like a photograph on a plate of glass. He could see Parker’s face and the eyes were surely closed.

But they were open. They fixed upon Nathaniel and he gave a cry. Parker gave a cry although he made not a sound, and he sprang to his feet. Nathaniel could not move a muscle in his body, nor did he deserve to, so he stood still as Parker –
He sat bolt upright in his cot, shouting. It was cold enough this day to see his breath and it was morning.

Beside him Solomon Vogler and the Allen brothers stirred, then rose. 

Ezra Allen bent over his shoe. “The crow of the God-damned cock,” he said.

“You do it too, Ez. At least I waited until morning.”

“I suspect we all do it. I hope we can stop when this…” Vapor trailed silently from his lips as he did up the laces.

The morning was clear and quite cold. They huddled around a smoky fire of pine knots and twigs. Breakfast consisted of nigger peas (now called chickpeas), goober peas (alias peanuts) and a slimy strip of fat that purported to be bacon. 

James Allen poured everyone a cup of coffee. He said, “Solly, I thought you never ate pork.”

“I never did until lately.”

“Isn’t it forbidden by the Mosaic Law?”

“Yes. I no longer believe in that law but I still observe the stricture on pork. Until lately, at any rate.”

“Hunger changed your mind?”

“Yes. And I’ve done far worse things to men than have ever been done to this hog.”

Ezra spoke up: “Aren’t you afraid of going to Hell?”

“Not very,” he replied. “I’ve lived there for a year now.”

It was an old joke, older in fact than any of them knew.

The Union Army was again operating in Virginia though there had been little fighting of late. The Balloon Corps ascended from time to time and made reports that were for the most part ignored. 

General Ambrose Burnside, who had made a great name for himself at Antietam by crossing a bridge, was now Commander in Chief of the Army of the Potomac. He was presently feeling his way toward Richmond. The Army had pushed forward again, had come to a halt outside of Fredericksburg and was reconnoitering. 

As part of this effort, Burnside met with the Balloon Corps in his tent. After expressing gratitude for the Corps’ efforts and appreciation of its accomplishments the general concluded with, “I can but confide, Professor Lowe, that during the coming attack you and your men will again acquit yourselves with honor.”

“Might I ask, sir, what the plan of attack will be?” Lowe asked.

“Well, I don’t see how that would be a problem, Professor.” Burnside glanced around at his officers to see if there was any dissent. A few of the men looked discomfited or cleared their throats, but Burnside hurried on. “No, it won’t do any harm to tell you. I intend to cross the Rappahannock in force, advance to Marye’s Heights and Prospect Hill and capture them. The whole enterprise waits only on the construction of pontoon bridges across the river.”

This last exchange surprised Nathaniel for several reasons. There was no need for the aeronauts to know this so they should not have been told. Moreover, while Thaddeus Lowe was by this time a well-known figure within the military command structure, the other aeronauts were not, and he, Nathaniel, was likely still an object of suspicion. Yet Burnside hesitated but a second in telling them all his strategy for the coming battle. 

The battle plan itself seemed simple to the point of folly. The enemy was dug in on the heights above the city and controlled the surrounding hillside with artillery and muskets. The town itself overlooked the river he intended to cross with his pontoon bridges, and it could only be anticipated that sharpshooters filled the buildings facing upon the water. 

Burnside would certainly find crossing that river a harder task than crossing the bridge at Antietam that would forever bear his name, but he approached the task with relish. Nathaniel thought him a fool. As they left the general’s tent he felt like throwing up.

As the Army settled into the area around Fredericksburg the Balloon Corps made more flights. Like his comrades, Nathaniel carried officers aloft when he made his observations. Sometimes the results were not happy. One man, a lieutenant who seemed barely older than Nathaniel himself, sat in the bottom of the car and refused to stir. When they reached altitude, Nathaniel scanned the city, made a brief report by telegraph, and then turned to his passenger. 

“Won’t you get up, Lieutenant Custer?”

“Is this thing safe?” the man answered. He sounded perfectly miserable. Nathaniel tried to reassure him by jumping up and down in the car but the officer protested so loudly that he stopped. 

“It’s perfectly safe, sir.”

“Oh, God. Why did I ever do this?”

“What sort of work do you do, sir?”

“What?”

“What’s your job in the Army?”

“Oh. I’m a cavalryman.”

“So you run around the battlefield on a horse?”

“Yes. And I wish I was there right now.”

“This is a lot safer, sir, and a whole lot prettier. You should have a look.”

Custer slowly pulled himself up and peered over the side of the basket. “Oh, you’re right, this is quite lovely,” he said at last. He stood up and gripped the shoulder-ring. “Look, there’s the city. Why, I swear you can see all the way to Richmond.”

“If it was clear enough, you could, sir. I think I saw the lights of the city the other night.”

“And look at the land. It’s like a velvety green blanket tossed on a bed. The farms all look so … you should bring a poet up here. Or an artist.”

“Yes, sir.”

“How does it look through that telescope?”

“Have a look, sir.”

“That’s all right. I would have to let go with one hand and I’d probably drop it over the side anyway.”

“Are you starting to like this, sir?”

“No, and I never shall. But I’m starting to tolerate it.”

Custer was as good as his word. He made a number of flights and became a skilled aerial observer but he never liked flying.

Nathaniel awoke with a cry. Beside him Solomon Vogler awoke. They stared at each other for a moment, then Nathaniel asked, “What time is it, Solly?”

Vogler pulled out his watch. “Quarter of seven. We may as well get up.”

As they dressed, Vogler asked, “What was it this time?”

“It was him. His funeral.”

Vogler nodded.

Wendell Smith had been given a Christian burial. This hardly seemed proper, but as Vogler pointed out, there was no such thing as an atheistic burial, adding, “He would have liked it this way, I think.”

“You really think so?”

“Yes. It would have confirmed his views as to the folly of human nature.”

Vogler himself wore a strange little cap for the occasion. It was round and black and covered only the back of his head. When the chaplain saw it he looked angry but said nothing. 

The funeral service gave Nathaniel no comfort; every word, in fact, seared. If the Devil Himself had delivered the eulogy, uttering words of bitter sarcasm and mockery, He could not have done better than the solemn and earnest old chaplain.

Jesus said, Whosoever believeth in Me, though he were dead, yet shall he live.

Nathaniel had been to funerals before this. Though sad occasions, they at least provided the comforting hope that the deceased was going to his reward. But Wendell Smith was either burning in the flames of Hell or was himself a flame that had been blown out. And who could say which was worse?

O Death, where is thy sting? O Grave, where is thy victory?

The best that Nathaniel could hope for was that Smith was indeed in Hell, as Vogler would be in his turn. This dreadful fate for his two best friends was his only path to Paradise.

O Lord, I believe, I believe. Forgive me my unbelief.

“Can I help you?”

The aeronauts, seated at breakfast, looked up to see whom Lowe was addressing. To their surprise it was the hooker known as Red Sally. Lowe had greeted her with stiff courtesy, that due a woman but nothing more. The rest of the Corps didn’t bother to rise.

“Yes, Professor. I have business with one of your men.”

“Which one?” Lowe said, but Nathaniel had already risen. “May we use your tent, sir?” he asked. Lowe, with equal parts disdain and curiosity, gave his consent with a gesture.

Nathaniel sat behind the table. Sally drew the tent flaps closed and took the seat opposite him. She was dressed in a blue crinoline. It was not as conservative in appearance as the clothing the nurses and vivendieres wore, although it was in no sense lurid. She carried a small bag and a parasol.

“How do you do, ma’am?”

“Quite well, thank you.”

“Excuse me, but I don’t know what to call you.”

She smiled. “You don’t want your ball-bag banged again, you mean?”

“Not hardly,” he mumbled.

“When we’re over here, Sally will do fine. I have a favor to ask of you.” She took an envelope from her bag. “Perhaps you can help us to understand this letter. It was taken from a Confederate spy. We suspect that it contains a message but we’ve been unable to decipher it.”

Nathaniel took the envelope and removed the letter. It was a single sheet of paper, filled on both sides with what seemed to be a woman’s script. He read the letter through but it seemed utterly banal, merely a letter from a woman to her female cousin. It discussed the crops on the family farm and the weather of the year just finished. 

“Why do you think I might be able to figure it out?”

She shrugged. “You’re a clever lad. And you bring fresh eyes to the problem.”

“This smells like it’s been scorched.”

“Yes, it was heated. Sometimes that brings out hidden messages.”

“Not this time, though.”

“No.”

“Well, I can’t make anything out of it.” He rose, went to the door of the tent and held the letter in the narrow beam of sunlight coming through the flap. “What’s this?”

“What?”

“There are lines or scratches on the paper. Like someone was writing with a pen with no ink.”

“Yes, we had seen those. They don’t seem to mean anything, though. They don’t make letters.”

Nathaniel held the page at an angle to the sun. “No they don’t. Wait a minute, I do see something.”

“You do?”

Nathaniel returned to the table and picked up a pencil. He held this at a shallow angle to the paper and lightly brushed it on the surface.

“Hey! What are you doing?”

“I thought so. Look at this.”

He gave her the paper. The pencil had darkened the paper, leaving the scratches light. Red Sally scrutinized the result. “What am I supposed to see?”

“You see how there’s a group of four small scratches, then a small one and a larger one? Then there are three small ones and a large one, then a little one by itself.”

“Well, yes, I suppose so. What does that mean?”

“It’s the word ‘have’ in Morse.”

“Really? It just looks like random scratches to me. What is ‘Morse’?”

“It’s the telegraphic code. Why don’t you let me see what else I can get out of this?”

“Well, very well. No, just try the first few lines. If you’re wrong it would ruin the note for us.”

Nathaniel rubbed the pencil on the top two inches of the paper. He carefully inspected the result, then took a message blank and wrote JEREMIAH WILL LEAVE TOMORROW AS PART OF. Sally gasped when she saw this, then gathered up both the letter and Nathaniel’s transcript. “We’ll carry on from here,” she said. 

Nathaniel stood as she rose and held the tent flap for her. “So was this a help?”

“Yes, it was.”

“What’s this about?”

She paused in the doorway. “You’re new to all this. If you were a proper spy you’d wish to know nothing but what you needed to know. Curiosity to no good end will kill you.”

“Oh. All right.”

“I’ll tell you this much, though: today you’ve saved the life of one man and cost another man his.”

“Really?”

She turned to him and he let the flap fall. “You ought to consider joining us when your present situation ends.”

“Who says it’s going to end? I plan to stay with the Balloon Corps until the end of the war.”

She shook her head. “The decision has already been made. You’ll be looking for a job soon enough, unless you really have a hankering to tote a musket. Consider being a spy. You come around Hooker’s headquarters and we’ll take you under our wing.”

“Sorry, that’s not for me.”

“You have what it takes.”

“No, I don’t. I hate that business. Look a man in the eye, call him your friend and then shoot him. Spend every day expecting the people around you to turn on you and kill you. It’s not for me.”

She searched his face for a moment, then turned away.

“The man who’s going to die – do I know him?”

She turned back. “Are you thinking of someone in particular, Nathaniel?”

“Yeah.”

Sally looked wistful. “No, it’s not him,” she said softly, “though I wouldn’t miss him.”

“I think he killed David Miller.”

She nodded, closing her eyes. “It was either him or you.”

It wasn’t an accusation, just a statement of fact, and he couldn’t begrudge her. Nathaniel realized that she was in love with Miller and felt a fool for not seeing it sooner. 

“He might not be dead. He might have been captured.”

She shook her head. “He could get out of any prison camp. I think he could get out of anything but the grave.”

He raised the flap again. “Give my regards to the man who’s going to live,” he said.

She put the papers in her bag and stepped out into the sunlight. She looked over her shoulder at him. The sun behind her made her hair glow and he thought suddenly of Amanda. But while Amanda’s hair with the sun coming through it was gold, Sally’s looked like fire. “You are that man,” she said softly.

As she left the camp all eyes were on him, not her. He sat down at the table and resumed his breakfast. 

How could she think that he had killed Miller? He remembered the way Miller had killed that soldier. He was far too deadly a fellow for him to take on.

On the other hand he, too, had learned a lot about killing in the last few years.

What sense did it make that she was in love with Miller? She was a fellow spy, yes, but she was a prostitute, a woman who had sold her body to countless men. What man would marry such a person? 

How could a woman live such a debased existence and then fall in love with a man? Compared to this, even the notion of him killing Miller seemed plausible.

He sighed as he reached for a piece of bread to soak up the bacon fat. The only thing that was good in all of this was that his comrades would not ask him what was going on.

Later that day a lieutenant came to the camp with written orders from Burnside. Lowe assembled the Balloon Corps for the officer to address them. He required that they stand at attention while he paced before them.

“I’m Lieutenant Comstock,” he said. “I have been assigned the task of supervising this organization and assessing its utility. As such I am to have access to all of the Corps’ records and accounts. I believe that no accounting of the activities of this unit has been conducted to date.”

“We shall be happy to comply,” Lowe said.

Comstock stopped in mid-stride as if discomfited that Lowe had addressed him. “I shall go aloft at the next opportunity to conduct my own assessment of the utility of your enterprise,” he went on. “I don’t mind telling you, however, that I requested this assignment. I have suspected from the outset that your little balloons were a humbug and a waste of Union resources.”

Lowe made a sound as if he were swallowing air. 

“Nonetheless, I consider myself a fair man. A proper regard will be given to the accomplishments of this organization, if I determine that such accomplishments exist.”

Less than an hour later Comstock made his first balloon ascent. Lowe brought him up to look at the Confederate defenses on the heights across the river. Nathaniel Curry and Solomon Vogler supervised their ascent, then waited for them to signal they wished to descend. 

From the heights above Fredericksburg they heard light artillery open up.

“Hear that, Solly?”

“Yes, it sounds like our friends across the way don’t have the same opinion of our little balloons as Lieutenant Comstock.”

“They’re pretty far away.”

“I don’t think they have much hope of hitting their target. More’s the pity.”

“I know. I wish they’d strike us and get this whole thing over with.”

Shells started to land on the broad swath of green between the heights and the river, splashing the black soil around like rocks in a pond.

“That’ll make it a bit harder to get across there when the pontoon bridges are finished,” Nathaniel said.

“It will give the boys a bit of cover from the defenders, though.”

“Yes, but they won’t be wanting cover. They’ll just want to keep moving.”

“Can you imagine how the professor must feel along about now?”

“I know, after pouring heart and soul into this for the better part of two years.”

Vogler turned to him, his eyes dark and sleepy behind their spectacles. “Maybe this Comstock will be convinced by what he sees up there.”

“I doubt it. He sounds like a man whose mind is already made up.”

“I suppose you’re right.” From above came the signal flag for descent.

Comstock spent the rest of the day holed up in Lowe’s tent, going over the accounting books. The aeronauts knew that when the virtues of Thaddeus Lowe were enumerated, care in the accounting of finances would not be amongst them. Comstock left without a word as evening approached.

As darkness fell a common soldier arrived with a message: representatives of the Corps were requested to visit one Captain Thomas in the headquarters of General Joseph Hooker. Lowe, feeling ill at ease, asked James Allen to represent him. Allen in turn asked Nathaniel Curry to accompany him.

Hooker’s army was as always a scene of debauchery. Private soldiers and their sergeants mixed freely, the social strata lubricated by various distilled substances. Women of negotiable virtue plied their wares among them. The presence of two fresh faces in civilian garb drew their attention, but this waned as the aeronauts protested their abject poverty.

The general’s headquarters was a compound of tents within the camp. The revelry only increased in pitch within this compound. There seemed to be no chain of command, no organization whatsoever.

Allen spotted a soldier sitting by himself on a broken chair beside an open latrine. He had about three days’ growth of beard that was liberally stained with tobacco juice. His close-cropped hair was tousled and unkempt. Despite the cool evening he wore no shirt. The man was so intoxicated that he could scarcely keep from falling into the latrine, yet he manfully continued to pull at the bottle in his hand. 

“My good man,” Allen began, but he was interrupted. 

“I ain’t your good man.” The soldier leaned dangerously over and spat in the pit. Nathaniel noticed, to his surprise, that the man’s trousers had the red piping of an officer.

“Can you direct me to Captain Thomas?”

“Who?”

“Captain Thomas.”

“Captain who Thomas?”

“I don’t know.”

The drunk endeavored to look Allen in the eye, succeeding upon the third attempt. “Who the Hell are you?”

“I’m Mr. Allen of the Balloon Corps. If you would be so good as to --”

“Kelly!” The aeronauts stepped back, repelled by the sharpness of his shout and the reek of his breath.

“Yeah?” came the reply from within a nearby tent.

“We got a Captain Thomas around here?”

“No…Wait a minute. Isn’t that one of them whore spies?”

The drunk squinted at them. “You boys looking for a whore?” He pronounced it “ho-ah.”

“No,” Allen replied, but Nathaniel interrupted him: “If one of those whores goes by the name of Captain Thomas, we want to talk to her.”

“Kelly, get your ass out here!”

“All right, all right.” There was a prolonged rustling from within the tent, interspersed with the soft protestations of a female voice. Then there was a crash like a tree falling. At last Kelly appeared, naked but for an American flag around his waist. “See that tent? The one that’s all lit up?”

“Yes?”

“Okay. The wench you want is in there, or like as not they’ll know where she is.”

“Kelly,” the drunk said, “get that woman the Hell out of my tent. I need to sleep tonight.”

Kelly turned back to the tent. “General, this isn’t your God-damned tent.”

Allen and Nathaniel proceeded to the indicated tent. Allen seemed convinced that they were on a fool’s errand. “There is no female Captain Thomas in the United States Army,” he declared. “If there was one, she surely would not be a prostitute. Those men were making sport with us.” Nonetheless he leaned over the door of the tent and said, “Hello?”

“Yes, who’s there?” came the reply in a female voice. 

“Allen and Curry of the Balloon Corps.”

“Oh, good. Please come in.”

Nathaniel expected to be greeted by Red Sally. A different woman, however, appeared at the entrance of the tent. She had black hair and dark eyes. She wore a high-buttoned black dress that made her look like a parson’s wife. Her manner was quite refined. Both men removed their caps.

“We were looking for a Captain Thomas.”

“It was I that summoned you. Thank you for coming.”

“Forgive me, madam, but how shall I address you?”

“You may as well call me Captain Thomas for now. Do sit on that cot. Don’t mind the blanket, but please hand me those papers.”

“Thank you.”

She sat on a campstool opposite them. “Mister Allen. Is it James or Ezra?”

“James, ma’am. You’ve heard of me?”

“You were the first man to fly for the Army. And Nathaniel, I know well your exploits.”

“I’ve done little but stay alive, ma’am.”

“Well, even that is an accomplishment, especially these days. We’ve seen our ranks thin considerably around here lately.”

“If this is about David Miller,” he said evenly, “I think you’d best look closer to home.”

She considered this, then said, “Well! On to business. You have a balloon charged and at the ready, do you not?”

“Well, yes.”

“Can you make an ascent in two hours?”

“What, in the middle of the night?”

“Yes.”

“Excuse me, but to what purpose?”

“In brief, we need to view a signal from an agent who is in enemy territory. This signal will be in the form of a rocket. We had hoped to have opportunity to observe this from the heights on the other side of the river, but such is not our lot. We think, however, that it could be seen from this side if one were in a balloon.”

“I see.”

“Does the balloon have a full charge?”

“It received one two days ago. It could make five hundred feet.”

“With two people?”

“Then three hundred.”

“Three hundred should do it. What about a ground crew?”

Allen smiled. “You know a lot about aviation.”

She returned a brief smile. “We can provide hands as needed.”

Nathaniel was quite taken with the sound of her voice. It had a cultured and intelligent quality like that of a schoolteacher. In fact, he imagined that the teachers at Amanda Swanson’s fancy school must sound very much like “Captain Thomas.”

Two hours later Nathaniel found himself helping the lady into the car of the Constitution. James Allen supervised a ground crew of six Negroes that had appeared like magic at the lady’s summons. They used no lights and spoke in low voices. Unlike the Negroes he was accustomed to, these men sprang eagerly to their task, working quickly and efficiently. Nathaniel wished that the soldiers who served as his ground crews were this good. As was his custom, Allen used a single guy line between the balloon and the ground. Nathaniel was going up as he was lighter.

Mrs. Thomas addressed one of the Negroes: “I’ll drop stones when I see the rocket. One stone will mean it was red and two will mean green. You set off the answering signal. Then fly back and tell Major Christian red or green. The rest of you then haul us back down.”

“All right,” the man said. “One if by red and two if by green.” He smiled at his own jest. He spoke with a cultivated Northern accent; if Nathaniel had not seen his face he would have thought him a white man.

Without another word they flew into the chill night air. Nathaniel doubted that the woman had ever flown before but she seemed quite unperturbed by the experience. She held the shoulder ring calmly and didn’t even remark when the balloon reached altitude and fetched up against the drag line.

They looked out into the night. The moon was waning and provided little light to the scene. Before them curled the Rappahannock; beyond that the city of Fredericksburg  awaited its fate. To the left of the city was the long low hill of Marye’s Heights upon which was situated most of the Army of Northern Virginia. Beside that was Prospect Hill which held most of the remainder.

There was an assortment of buildings in view: factories, churches, residences large and small. Every one was dark. Nathaniel found this an eerie sight: an entire city with no one in it.

But he realized that this was not true. Although the civilian population had been evacuated, the city was surely full of soldiers lying in wait. He wondered if anyone saw the dark balloon in the dark sky.

From far beyond the city a thin green line flew into the night. Captain Thomas threw one, then a second stone out of the basket. It was so quiet that he heard them strike the ground.

From below there came a sudden whoosh, then a yellow rocket flew past them. Because it had been launched from directly beneath them Nathaniel did not see it until it flew past. The loud hiss and the brilliant sparks of the missile startled and quite frightened him. “God damn it! Excuse me, ma’am,” he said as he reeled back in the car. She hardly seemed to notice.

Fifteen minutes later they were on the ground. As he helped Captain Thomas from the car, he said, “Any chance of us hearing what this was about?”

“None whatsoever,” she replied. Her black dress and her black companions vanished in the murk.

If his dreams were bad, at least they evaporated as soon as he woke up. Far worse than his nightmares were the thoughts that came into his head as he lay awake at night. 

Once more he was riding through that cornfield. He imagined himself pointing his gun at Parker and ordering him to fire his gun into the air. Then he would make him hand over those orders, then he would shoot Parker’s horse. By the time Parker had reloaded he would have been way out of range. 

Why had he not done such a thing? It all seemed so obvious now. Parker, while a fool, hadn’t deserved to die. 

The answer came unbidden into his mind. If he had done this, Parker would have denounced him as a Yankee spy as soon as he got back home.

And what was wrong with that? Nathaniel had learned his lesson, the oldest bit of wisdom among soldiers since before the invention of the wooden club: never volunteer for anything. Never again would he go amongst the Rebs. 

The nagging thought remained in his mind: wouldn’t he? Maybe he was a pretty good spy after all. He kept going over there and making it back alive. This time he even did a right smart job of it.

All right, maybe he did all right as a spy. But he didn’t like it.

Didn’t he? It was fun to get away with things. 

But it wasn’t fun to kill people. 

From some dark corner of his mind the wicked thought came: Wasn’t it?

He threw himself over in his cot and jammed the pillow over his head. He tried to think of something else. He tried to think of Amanda.

Whatever advantages Burnside had at Fredericksburg did not include the element of surprise. It took nearly a month for his army to assemble and the pontoon bridges to arrive. 

When the five bridges arrived they were laid across the river under the guns of the enemy. Nathaniel watched this from the shore. It was one of the most heroic actions he had ever witnessed. The engineers labored mightily to set the bridges up, stolidly ignoring the rifle fire from the city and the high ground beyond it. If a man fell, his fellows closed ranks and kept working.

A row of trees stood on the northern shore of the Rappahannock and Nathaniel used one of these for cover. He was actually in view of the enemy but must not have presented a worthwhile target. He watched from behind the tree for an hour without drawing a shot. 

“How do you like the show?”

Red Sally had come up behind him and he started at her voice. He turned around sheepishly. “Pretty good. Them boys are having a tough time.”

“No tougher than the Army’ll have tomorrow, I think.”

“I’m afraid you’re right.”

Sally was seized with a fit of coughing. It was a wet, rattling cough, and at the end of it she turned and spat on the ground. 

“We could use a Southern boy this evening,” she said.

“Yeah? For what?”

“A little excursion south of the city.”

He shook his head. “I done told you already, I’m not cut out for that kind of work. I don’t like it and I’ll not do it.”

“What makes you better – how can you think that –”
Nathaniel turned his back and she left.

By chance, he saw Sally again that evening. He had run a message to Burnside’s headquarters and was leaving when he saw two women, their arms linked, speaking to an officer. One of the women was in full mourning, in a black dress with a black veil that covered nearly her entire body. Her companion was in half-mourning, wearing somber gray clothing and a dark bonnet with a deep brim. They were a queer sight in the camp and Nathaniel could not help but stare. The woman in half-mourning turned and caught his eye and he recognized her as Sally. He realized then that they were in disguise and were about to leave for enemy territory. He turned away, suddenly ashamed.

The next day the Army of the Potomac crossed the river and formed up on the farther shore. They, too, received a warm welcome, but they dug in and settled down as well as they could.

The Balloon Corps swung into action. The Confederate gun emplacements were located over a mile away, far enough that they had little hope of hitting the aeronauts, but that didn’t stop them from trying. More than once a flier heard the hum of a shell passing near his car, followed by a report far in the rear. 

That evening the Balloon Corps took an early supper and an early bed. They were awake and aloft well before daylight. They made ascents throughout the day, usually bringing officers with them. They stayed low enough that they were able to make reports by voice.

As dawn broke the advance began. The various corps emerged from their dugouts and formed up. With colors flying and music playing they began the long march to the two enemy strongholds, Prospect Hill and Marye’s Heights. 

Nathaniel was up and watching as the first advance began. Beside him in the car was a Major Penrose. Neither attempted to communicate with the ground, transfixed as they were by the spectacle.

Despite the martial grandeur it seemed to Nathaniel that the legions hesitated before they set out. Well might they hesitate at the task before them: they had to cross a lot of very muddy ground toward an entrenched foe and it was uphill all the way. No sooner had they set out than men started falling. Their fellows stepped around them and carried on.

“They’ll never make it,” he murmured, unmindful of the man beside him.

“They’ll be fine,” the officer replied. “The only thing that victory depends upon is courage and strict adherence to duty.”

No, that’s wrong, and you’re a fool, Nathaniel thought but did not say.

The color bearer of the leading company fell, spilling the company colors onto the ground. A soldier broke out of formation, pulled the flag from the dead man’s grasp and held it high. Nathaniel trained his glass on the scene but could not find the man. Maybe he was looking in the wrong place, or maybe the new color bearer had already fallen. 

Men on the right side of the lead regiment began to fall. Nathaniel found this interesting, as they were principally receiving fire from ahead of them. He scanned the left side of the town and saw puffs of smoke coming from some of the windows. 

He leaned over the side. “Hey!”

A soldier on the ground looked up. “Yeah?”

“They’re getting enfilading fire from the town.”

“They are?”

The soldier, a lad younger than himself, stood looking stupidly up at him. “Don’t you think you ought to report that?” Nathaniel asked.

“I guess so. What are they getting, again?”

“Enfilading fire. Men in the town are firing into their flanks.”

“Okay.”

“Go and report that!”

“Oh. All right.” The soldier walked away. He looked like he had no idea where he was going or what he had to say. Nathaniel shook his head and returned to his observations.

The boy was a fool. The man beside him was a fool. The general who had ordered this line of attack was a fool. 

And what of the soldiers themselves? Were they not fools as well for giving up their lives in this folly? 

As the troops approached the summits of the two hills the fire became more intense and much more accurate. The men melted into the ground like spring snow. At last the remnants, with no hope of overcoming their foe, turned back for the river. 

More men took up the task of their fallen comrades, marching up that long hill in the face of enemy fire. They, too, were blasted by the entrenched Confederates, only turning back when there were too few men to carry on.

Unit after unit suffered this fate. Nathaniel, who felt he had become inured to the horrors of war, found that he was wrong. This ghastly slaughter appalled him. 

What made it even worse was that it was so predictable. Would the Union never find a competent commander? 

Another assault was under way. The tactic at this point seemed to be to send so many men up the hill at one time that the enemy would not have time to reload and kill all of them. As stupid as this approach sounded, it actually seemed to be working. 

Nathaniel was watching through his glasses. “I don’t believe it,” he said. “They’ve broken through.”

“What?” Penrose asked. “Where?”

He pointed, then continued to watch. “And it’s Jackson. They broke through Stonewall Jackson’s line!”

“Who did it? Who?” Penrose raised his field glasses but could not find the indicated area.

“Just a minute…I’ve seen that standard before. Yes, that’s Meade.”

“That’s General Meade, you mean.”

“Very well, General Meade, then.”

The officer looked at him sternly. “And you may address me as ‘sir,’ young man.”

“Yes, sir. Look, Stonewall is counterattacking, he’s driving—”
“And he’s not ‘Stonewall’ to you, he’s General Jackson.”

“I have to respect the enemy, too, sir?”

“Listen to me, soldier! I will brook no insubordination, particularly in the field.”

“Major, sir, I’m not a soldier.”

“You’re not?”

“No, sir, the Balloon Corps is a civilian agency.”

“So! And what is your excuse for not enlisting?”

“Sir, I’m doing my part.”

“What, by floating around in a balloon?”

“Yes. Sir.”

“You’re accomplishing nothing at all by doing this, do you hear me?” The man was shouting in his face from mere inches away. “And you’re demeaning these noble dead by comparing your actions to their honorable service.”

Nathaniel, his blood boiling, resisted answering. He feared that if he spoke he would not be able to control his tongue. Instead, his ears burning, he trained his glass on Jackson’s army. Jackson’s counterattack had by this time closed his own line and sent Meade’s corps back down the hill.

The major wasn’t finished with him. “Do you think yourself so far above the fray that you can bob around up here while better men die beneath you?”

Nathaniel wheeled on him and shouted, “Well, what good would it do to die like those men?” He gestured at the battlefield. “This attack is an act of lunacy. All they’re accomplishing is they’re using up some of Lee’s ammunition.”

“That’s more than you’re accomplishing,” Penrose answered quietly. “And it is only by such sacrifice as these men are making that the Union will prevail. What is your name?”

“Nathaniel Curry, sir.”

“And who is your commander?”

“It’s Professor Thaddeus Lowe.”

“I need the name of someone in the military structure.”

“We serve at the pleasure of the commander in chief,” Nathaniel replied, “so that would be Burnside. General Ambrose Burnside. And the Balloon Corps was established by President Abraham Lincoln, so you could talk to him as well.”

“Does your organization have a liaison to the commander in chief?”

“Yes, sir,” Nathaniel answered, his heart sinking. “It’s Lieutenant Comstock.”

“Well, I’ll be sure to speak to him.”

“Yes, sir.”

From below came a muffled explosion; it sounded like a large stone being thrown into mud. An instant later there came a chorus of men’s voices, all crying the identical word: “Shi-i-i-it!” Nathaniel and Penrose looked down but neither could understand what had just happened. 

A man straggled into view. His front side was covered in brown from head to foot. Nathaniel called down, “Hey! What happened to you?”

The man wiped his face and looked up. The flesh around his eyes and his mouth was now the only part of him that was its natural color; the effect made him look like Jim Crow in a minstrel show. “What?”

“What’s going on down there? What just happened?”

“A shell landed in a latrine!” the man shouted. “I got covered. Everyone got covered!”

“Oh!”

“I got covered in shit!”

“I can see that!”

“That shell was meant for you, God damn you!”

Nathaniel choked back a laugh, then said, “I know that. Sorry!”

“Sorry? I’m sorry too! I’m sorry the God-damned shell didn’t hit you!”

Nathaniel stole a glance at Penrose and for an instant he saw him smile. Then he was all business again. 

Both men turned their attention back to the battlefield. A new assault on Marye’s Heights was beginning. As the fresh troops moved up the hill, dying men on the ground clutched at them, begging for help. The advancing troops shook them off and kept going. 

Nathaniel looked more closely. He had been wrong: the men on the ground were not asking the advancing men for help. They were begging them to turn back, to break off the hopeless assault. But no one would do it.

The Balloon Corps stood down at sunset. Nathaniel sat at the camp’s table, too sick at heart to eat or even to talk with his fellows. 

Only once did he speak. The Allen brothers were discussing the casualties when James asked, “What about officers? Did anyone of note die today?”

“Yes,” Ezra replied. “I heard that General Jackson and General Bayard were both killed.”

Nathaniel stirred from his funk. “Jackson?” he asked. “Did Stonewall Jackson get killed today?”

“No,” came the reply. “Feger Jackson. He was our Jackson. He was Union.”

“Oh.”

Nathaniel returned to his dour reveries. He found it odd that he had been saddened by the thought of an enemy general dying. Jackson was a particularly dangerous figure to him; if ever the man laid eyes on him again, he would likely recall him as the bearer of the orders that had ended up in McClellan’s hand. Yet he had to admit that he respected and even liked this singular character.

His mind began to play tricks on him again. His vision and hearing were both distorted. His hands looked like they were a hundred feet away. He looked down on his hands and the table they rested upon as if he was still in the car of the balloon, looking at a man far below him. The voices of the men around him came to him as if from another world:

“Did you hear what Hooker had to say today?”

“No, what?”

“‘Having lost as many men as was required in the fulfillment of my orders, I am withdrawing.’”

“That’s rich. And it’s perfectly apt. They should put him in charge. Fighting Joe.”

Nathaniel tore his gaze away from his hands and looked around the camp. He shook his head until his vision cleared. 

The voices of the men around him were still distant and unreal:

“They couldn’t put Hooker in charge.”

“No?”

“No.”

“Too dissipated?

“It’s not that. There are plenty of profligate officers. But he’s insubordinate. That’s a quality that can be overlooked in a common soldier but not in a commander.”

“Oh.”

“Besides, he testified against Winfield Scott at a court of inquiry.”

“So what’s wrong with that?”

“He told the truth.”

“The truth? Really?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“Well, we can never have that.”

The words echoed in his mind: we can never have that, we can never have that…The echoes piled atop each other and he had an attack of vertigo though his feet were on the ground.

What did all of this mean? Was he losing his mind? But if so, why should he lose it in such a singular manner? Didn’t crazy people usually think they were Jesus or Napoleon or something? 

Out of the gloom strode a tall dark figure in a stovepipe hat. Nathaniel looked up at him, confused. For a moment he thought it was Lincoln, but it was not. Then he thought it was John Wise, but it was not. The man was gaunt and had a grim face like these two men but his chin was clean-shaven and he had white side-whiskers. 

“Is this the camp of the Balloon Corps?” he asked in a high, quavering voice.

“Yes, it is,” said Ezra Allen.

“Who is Nathaniel Curry?”

“I am, sir.”

The man reached into his waistcoat and took out a folded piece of paper. He stepped forward and tapped Nathaniel on the arm with it, saying, “I serve you, sir.” The others reacted with surprise, although they seemed to understand what had just happened. Nathaniel, however, had no idea.

Nathaniel was afraid, more afraid than he had ever been in his life. He found himself wishing that he were off on some battlefield somewhere instead of seated in this straight-backed chair. 

He was sitting in a finely-appointed room hung with gold-framed paintings depicting great battles on land and sea. He was freshly scrubbed and wore new clothes. Around him officers in full-dress uniform read newspapers or chatted in small groups. None seemed interested in conversation with a seventeen-year-old civilian, so he sat quietly and worried. 

From time to time the door at the end of the room opened and a sergeant would appear. The room always fell silent and all eyes would turn to the enlisted man as he came to attention and spoke a name. The man whose name was called would instantly leave with the sergeant. 

Nathaniel had arrived at seven o’clock in the morning. At a quarter past one in the afternoon, there having been no midday meal, the sergeant appeared at the door and said, “Nathaniel Curry!”

Nathaniel neither spoke nor rose, but gave such a violent start as to clearly acknowledge his presence. He scrambled to his feet and headed for the door, then turned back. A brigadier general handed him his cap. 

The sergeant led him down the hall to a large courtroom. They entered the room through the double doors at the end and walked the length of the room. Nathaniel felt increasingly anxious; there was not a soul in the room whom he recognized. 

No: there was one person. As he took his seat in the witness section he saw, seated at the defendant’s table, General Fitz-John Porter. He too was in dress uniform and his hair and beard were neatly trimmed. 

Nathaniel was surprised that a woman was in the witness section, in fact seated right beside him. She was in full mourning, veil and all.

No sooner was he seated than the bailiff came to attention and said, “Nathaniel Curry!” Nathaniel got up and went to the witness chair. This was a heavy wooden chair on a low dais in the front of the room, surrounded by empty space. The bailiff swore him in, then told him to state his name and be seated. 

Everyone in the room, and there seemed to be thousands, was looking at him. From the defendant’s table Porter nodded and smiled at him. On Nathaniel’s right was a table at which were seated the president of the court and his staff. 

Porter’s advocate, one Reverdy Johnson, approached. Nathaniel relaxed a bit at this; he had met the man before to discuss the testimony he was about to give. Johnson was in his middle sixties. He was tall, over six feet, and portly. He had a shock of white hair on top, ample jowls and sad-looking eyes.

“Master Curry, do you hold a position within the military structure of the United States?”

“Sir, I am an aeronaut of the Balloon Corps, attached to the United States Army.”

“You are yourself a civilian, are you not?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Describe to the court, if you will, your whereabouts on the afternoon of Friday, the twenty-ninth of August, 1862.”

“Sir, I was at Manassas, Virginia.”

“In what capacity?”

“Sir, I was with the army of General Pete Longstreet.”

A murmur swept the room; the president of the court suppressed it with a glance. 

Johnson said, “Let the record show that the witness is referring to Major General James Longstreet of the Army of Northern Virginia.”

“Oh! Yes, sir. But they call him ‘Pete.’”

“That is indeed his nom de guerre,” the lawyer said gently. “Can you describe to the court why you were in the ranks of the enemy?”

“Sir, I had gone on a scouting expedition with a Yankee spy, I mean a Union agent, sir…” Nathaniel gave the advocate a beseeching look as several present quietly laughed. “We met up with General Longstreet’s forces, and he took my horse for one of his officers and made me fall into the ranks.”

“You were, I take it, in Confederate uniform?”

“Yes, sir, of Lee’s army.”

“Mr. President, at a future time, the defense will present further evidence that Master Curry here present did indeed take part, as a volunteer, in a scouting expedition, operating under legal orders, and that he did so in the uniform of the enemy. Master Curry, returning now to the afternoon of the twenty-ninth of August last, were you in a position to see the battlefield?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And what did you see?”

“Sir, we were in the woods, I think they were on the south side of the battlefield. The armies were about half a mile away. Stonewall Jackson was on our left, behind a railroad embankment. Pope’s army was advancing on them, but old Stonewall was pushing them back with musket fire.”

“Did you see the army of General Fitz-John Porter?”

“Objection,” the Judge-Advocate said. “The witness was too far away to distinguish one army from another.”

Johnson turned to the president’s table. “I pray the indulgence of the court,” he said. He turned back to Nathaniel and asked, “Could you distinguish the different armies at that distance?”

“Yes, sir. I was carrying a pocket telescope.”

“And do you have said telescope upon your person today?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Let’s have a look at it.”

Johnson presented the telescope to the bailiff, who in turn gave it to the president. The president peered through it, as did several of his staff. They conferred for a moment, then the president said, “The objection is overruled. Proceed.”

“Again, Master Curry, did you see the army of General Porter?”

“Yes, sir, I did.”

“And what did this army do?”

“Well, sir, at first they held back on Pope’s left, but then they flanked Pope and moved in on Jackson.”

“Do you mean to say that the army of General Porter advanced, under fire, upon the position held by General Jackson?”

“Yes, sir. Or they tried, at least.”

“What do you mean, they tried?”

“Well sir, Pope was advancing too, so Porter had to swing around him as he went. He started out behind him, behind General Pope that is, and swung around his left side, so his troops really had to keep moving.”

“What resistance was Jackson giving to this advance?”

“Well, sir, he gave him musket fire, and when he got a little closer, he gave him cannon shot and canister.”

“How well could you see this from your position?”

“Quite well, sir.”

“Were there any other Union forces that could see this advance?”

“Objection!” the Judge-Advocate said. “The witness could not know of the position of other Union forces. Or, I should say, of any Union forces, as the witness himself was—”
“Sustained,” the president said. 

Porter’s advocate said, “Continue, if you please. General Porter’s army advanced upon Jackson. Did he complete this advance?”

“No, sir. We charged him.”

“You mean that General Longstreet’s army charged the army of General Porter?”

“Yes, sir.”

“How did Longstreet charge him?”

“From the side, sir. From straight out of the woods.”

“And what was the response of General Porter’s troops?”

“They skedaddled, sir. I mean they broke and run, sir.”

“But General Porter’s army was larger than that of Longstreet. How could a smaller force overcome a larger one that way?”

Nathaniel shrugged. “I reckon we took ‘em by surprise.”

“Do you mean that General Porter’s forces did not see Longstreet’s army?”

“I reckon they didn’t.”

“We’re talking about an entire army on a battlefield. Do you suppose they were overlooked?”

“Mister President, I object!” The Judge-Advocate sounded quite offended. “The level of supposition required—”
“I withdraw the question,” Johnson said evenly. “Master Curry, how close were you to Porter’s army when it turned and began its retreat?”

“I was about a hundred yards away when I could see they were going to break.”

The advocate raised his finger and spoke with great precision: “Master Curry, did General Porter’s army receive orders to retreat, or did the soldiers do it on their own?”

“Ob-jection!” gasped the Judge-Advocate. 

Porter’s advocate turned to the president’s table. “Sir, the witness was uniquely qualified by virtue of his vantage point outside of but yet near to General Porter’s army to observe whether any communication was made by the officer corps to the enlisted men at this moment.”

The president said, “Is the witness familiar with the methods of communication within General Porter’s corps?”

All eyes turned to Nathaniel so he spoke up. “Yes, sir. When the Balloon Corps began to follow Porter’s army, we learned their signals to make it easier to communicate with them. They used drums at first but it was too hard to make out over the firing. They mostly use bugles now. And sometimes—”
“The objection is overruled,” the president intoned. “The witness will answer the question.”

“No, sir. I saw no communication to the men that they should retreat. They just all skipped at once.”

“Your witness.” 

The Judge-Advocate, Colonel Joseph Holt by name, approached the witness chair. Nathaniel had not seen him before and he didn’t much like what he saw now. Holt was a heavy-set man in his fifties with blond hair and piercing eyes. He looked like an especially difficult schoolteacher, or perhaps one of those parsons who is always telling people they are going to Hell. He regarded Nathaniel with hostility and suspicion. “How old are you, my boy?”

“Seventeen, sir. Eighteen in two—”
“Let the record show that the witness has not achieved the age of majority. I again note the prosecution’s objection to the acceptance of this witness on these grounds. Now, then, Master Curry, where is your home?”

“It’s Richmond, Virginia.”

“So you are a Southerner, are you not?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Why, then, do you profess loyalty to the Union?”

“Objection!” Porter’s advocate said. 

“On what grounds?” the president asked. 

“It is a perfectly natural thing for a person to be loyal to his country.”

The president conferred with his staff. “There are after all many Southerners presently serving in the Union army,” he said at last. “The objection is sustained.”

Nathaniel didn’t understand. “Do I still have to answer the question?” he asked.

“Only before God,” the Judge-Advocate replied.

“Oh, good.”

“Now, then, my boy, tell the court again how you came to be in the service of General Longstreet.”

“Sir, I was on a scouting expedition.”

“What officer sanctioned this mission?”

“Objection!”

Holt waved his hand. “Tell us, then, if any officer was present when you were assigned to this mission.”

“There were at least two,” Nathaniel said. “One of them was General Porter.”

“The same General Fitz-John Porter who is on trial here today?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I will decline to ask him to confirm this. Who was the other one?”

“I don’t know his name, sir, but he’s a big fellow with one eye.”

Holt turned to the president. “Mister President, the officer to whom the witness is referring is in an extremely sensitive position. The Army prays this honorable court that his mention be stricken from this record.”

“So ordered.” The president peered over his glasses at the recorder as he drew a line through the transcript.

Holt turned back to his witness. “Who was the agent to whom you were assigned?”

“He’s a civilian name of David Miller.”

“And what became of him?”

“Sir, after Pete, after General Longstreet took my horse, Miller rode back the way we had come.”

“But the agent Miller never returned to our forces.”

“I know nothing of that, sir.”

“Sure you don’t. The truth of the matter, though, is that you yourself killed this agent David Miller, is it not?”

“I did nothing of the kind, sir.”

“What, then? Did you denounce him to the enemy? The very enemy you in fact serve?”

Nathaniel felt the hairs rise on the back of his neck. It was a most singular sensation: the hair on his neck was literally standing on end and pressing his collar away from his neck. “I serve the Union and only the Union.”

“Except when you serve the enemy.”

“No, sir.”

“Master Curry, this…sojourn with General Longstreet’s corps, was this the only occasion on which you served the Confederacy?”

“Yes, sir.”

“During your service with the United States Army, did you ever quit your post without proper leave?”

Nathaniel hesitated. Porter and his advocate had told him to tell the truth, even if it seemed to serve the prosecution. “Sir, during the Peninsula Campaign I visited my family in Richmond—”
“Just like that?” Holt asked rapidly. “Did you have leave?”

“No, sir, but I’m a civilian so I—”
“—can cross the enemy lines at will.”

“Objection,” Johnson said wearily. “The Judge-Advocate is badgering the witness.”

Holt coolly regarded his opponent. “This witness is lucky to have not been executed several times already.”

“Mister President!”

“Counsel will restrict himself to cross-examination,” the president said.

“My apologies, sir. Master Curry, leaving aside the question of David Miller, have you ever denounced a Union agent to the enemy?”

“No, sir. Of course not.”

“No further questions at this time, Mister President. We will, however, ask Master Curry to remain in the witness section pending further questions.”

Nathaniel returned to his seat. The Judge-Advocate said, “Mister President, the prosecution calls Mrs. Herbert Pettijohn to the stand.”

The president peered over his glasses at Holt. “Isn’t it still the defense’s turn?”

“It is material to the testimony of the last witness.”

“Call Mrs. Pettijohn,” the president said. 

“Mrs. Herbert Pettijohn,” the bailiff barked, and the woman in black seated beside Nathaniel rose. Nathaniel rose to let her pass, and as she did he saw, beneath her hat, her red hair.

After the witness was sworn in the Judge-Advocate addressed the court: “Mrs. Pettijohn here present is appearing incognito, as she functions as an agent of the Union.” He turned to Nathaniel. “Master Curry, please stand.”

Nathaniel felt himself flush bright red but there was nothing he could do to stop it nor to prevent what would now transpire.

“Mrs. Pettijohn, have you ever seen this youth before today?”

“Yes, sir, I have.” Her voice was sweet and clear and her accents refined. She was nothing like the raucous being Nathaniel had first encountered in the camp of General Hooker.

“And where did you see him?”

“While serving the cause of the Union in the camp of General Robert E. Lee.”

“And what transpired upon that occasion?”

“That young man said, in the presence of a number of Confederate officers and soldiers, that he had seen me in the Union camp, and in particular in the camp of General Joseph Hooker.”

A stir went around the room and the president suppressed it.

“Mister President,” the Judge-Advocate said, “the prosecution begs this court to strike the testimony of Nathaniel Curry. The prosecution also begs the court to strike the testimony of Mrs. Herbert Pettijohn here present, to preserve her anonymity.”

“So ordered, in both instances,” the president said. He turned to the recorder. “Cross this out as well, and this over here.” He looked up. “The witness is excused, with thanks for her testimony and for her service to her country.” He turned to Nathaniel. “I don’t know that you are a Confederate agent, young man, but I don’t know that you aren’t. In any event, that is not the issue before this court. You, too, are excused.” He handed Nathaniel’s telescope to the bailiff. 

Nathaniel stood his ground. He was shaken and felt on the edge of tears. “General Porter is no coward, and he’s a good soldier,” he said, but the banging of the president’s gavel drowned him out. 

Nathaniel had found the court-martial a humiliating experience; he found the train journey back to northern Virginia even worse.

Getting to Washington had been easy. He had the summons and he had military orders. The orders required all that beheld them to “speed” him, and speed him they did. It had taken less than a day to complete the journey. 

Now, however, he was on his own. First he tried to board a military transport. He found a railroad train in Washington that included cattle cars full of soldiers. He attempted to clamber aboard a car.

“Hey! You a soldier?” a young man demanded. 

“No, I’m a civilian attached to the Army,” he replied.

“What, a sutler?” another man asked.

“No, I’m with the Balloon Corps.”

“The what?”

“The Balloon Corps. Professor Lowe’s Balloon Corps.”

“Aw, get the Hell away from our train! This is only for soldiers. Not for little boys and their balloons.”

It may have just been youthful exuberance combined with esprit de corps, or perhaps the soldiers bore real antipathy toward the aeronauts. At any event, every man Jack began to jeer him:

“Give the child his balloon!”

“Go fly away somewhere else!”

“Why do you want to ride with the likes of us?”

“You want a ride? Go on the bum!”

“Why don’t you get a gun and really fight? We can teach you how.”

In the end, he bought a third-class ticket and boarded a car with no glass in its windows far in the rear of the train. He was the only white person in the car. 

Washington to Fredericksburg was only about sixty miles as the crow flies, but he was not flying. The train route went west through Maryland, then south through the portions of Virginia then under Union control. 

The second day of his journey found him in Warrington. His route had brought him only a few miles closer in actual distance to his objective. Worst of all, he no longer had enough money for even a third-class ticket. He had eighty cents to his name, he had not eaten since the night before and it was evening. He squandered forty cents on a meal, then went in search of a place to sleep.

He was scouting the alleys of Warrington when a youth of about fifteen accosted him: “You’re looking for a place to sleep, then?” 

By his speech Nathaniel could tell that he was Irish, though his hair was jet black. Nathaniel smiled in response. “Yeah.”

“Sure and there’s places aplenty. You’re a bummer, are ye?”

“I – don’t know what that means.”

“Ah, don’t you, now? It means you’re traveling with no money.”

“Yes, that I am. I’m down to my last few pennies.”

“Well, lack-a-day, me boy. Let Johnny help you out. There’s an alley I know, cozy as your little trundle bed. Come have a look.”

Johnny put his arm around Nathaniel’s shoulder and led him away before he had time to consider the notion. “Where be you a-going?”

“Fredericksburg.”

“Sure and there’s a big fight there! Many an Irish lad in it too, I hear.”

“Yes, there’s an Irish regiment.” He stopped. “Is this the alley?” 

“Yes, right here it is.” 

The alley was dark and Nathaniel hesitated to go into it. Then he mastered his fear and stepped in. As his eyes adjusted to the light he could see that there were several barrels lying on their sides. They had blankets and other sorts of cloth in them and apparently were serving as beds. 

There were also several other boys in there. Two of them were smaller than he was, as was Johnny, but one stood a head taller than him. This one spoke: “What’s this, then, John?”

“Just a lad as needs our help,” Johnny said evenly. One of the smaller boys turned and picked something off of the ground. 

“Yeah, I don’t have any money left,” Nathaniel said as cheerily as he could. The taller boy walked right up to him. His cap obscured his eyes but his mouth was set in a grim expression.

“I thought I might—” he began, then leapt at the boy, swinging with both fists for his face. He must have struck his eye, for the youth turned away with a cry of pain. The others hesitated and Nathaniel made use of this moment to turn and flee.

The Irish boys followed close on his heels, jabbering incomprehensibly. Nathaniel dug his few remaining coins from his pocket and threw them over his shoulder. When he looked back a few seconds later he was alone. 

He returned to the military train where he had been rejected before. He considered asking the officers if he could ride with them. But the officers might not merely refuse him, they might have him arrested or something. He turned to the rear of the train.

He found a cattle car whose door was ajar. He looked around to see if anyone was watching, then climbed aboard.

He found himself in the company of horses. They were tied by their halters to the sides of the car. Several of them turned to see who had joined them, but they made no objection to his presence. Nathaniel slid the door closed. 

He lay down in the space at the center of the car, the only spot not occupied by horses. All around him were horse hindquarters, the most unsanitary and the most dangerous part of a horse. He had little choice in the matter, though. He scratched some hay together and fell asleep. 

There presently came the jolt of the train starting. As it picked up speed the wind came through the sides of the car, improving the odor but lowering the temperature. He pulled more hay over himself and went back to sleep. This was, after all, not the worst place he had been.

He was awakened by the door opening and sunlight streaming in. He could scarcely believe it was morning; it felt as if he had only been asleep for a moment. He was so cold that he could hardly move. 

Soldiers had entered the car and were unhitching the horses. They laughed at the youth on the floor: “Get up, tramp! It looks like you took the wrong train.”

“What? Where – where am I?”

“You’re in Falmouth. You’re at the front.”

“Oh, good. This is my stop, then.” He clambered stiffly to his feet and exited.

It took him a few minutes to get his bearings but he soon made his way to the camp of the Balloon Corps. His fellows greeted him warmly. He sat down with the Allen brothers and Solomon Vogler, who gave him breakfast and pumped him for news.

“How did the court martial go?” he was asked. 

“Pretty poorly. It looks like General Porter is a goner.”

“What, don’t you know?” 

“Know what?”

“They came back with a verdict. He’s guilty. The verdict has to be ratified by Lincoln, but that’s just a formality.”

Nathaniel examined the scrambled eggs before him. 

“Nathaniel, there was after all little you could do to save him.”

“Yes, but it’s still not fair.”

“Well, no, it isn’t.”

“You know, I think I might have done something to save him but I was stabbed in the back by that hooker, Red Sally.”

“Red Sally?”

“Yes.  She’s a God-damned filthy whore, and she’s consumptive, and I’ll be glad when she’s dead.” Everything he had gone through the last ten days was summed up in his feelings for Sally, and he let them pour out. “She had no reason to do what she did on the witness stand, the bitch.”

“Why, what did she do?”

Briefly Nathaniel described his testimony before the tribunal and Sally’s ensuing testimony. 

“Why do you suppose she did that?” Vogler asked. 

“Because she has it in for me, that’s why, because I won’t join up with the spies, and because she thinks I killed a fellow she was sweet on.”

“And for that she went all the way to Washington? I doubt that.”

Nathaniel hesitated. Sally had indeed gone to a lot of trouble to counter his testimony. Was it in fact spite on her part? Or even revenge for Miller’s death? 

If she had wanted to do him harm she could have done worse right there in camp. She certainly had the means to kill him, directly or indirectly.

He shook his head. “I don’t know. I’ll have to think about this. How are things going with you all? What’s happened since I was here last?”

“We have a new commander-in-chief,” James Allen said.

“We do? Who is it this time?”

“Joseph Hooker.”

“Hooker? When did that happen?”

“Just yesterday. He’s meeting with the heads of all the services tomorrow. And that includes us.”

“Us? Or just the professor? Wait, that would be Lieutenant Comstock, wouldn’t it?”

“Comstock’s a captain now. And the order was for all of us to report.”

“Really? What does Comstock think about that?”

“He didn’t like it, that much was evident. But there was nothing he could do about it, so we’re all going.”

“So! Hooker in charge, hey? What do the men think of that?”

“Well,” Allen said, “the ones I’ve spoken to approve. They say he has brains and he has balls.”

“Yes,” Nathaniel replied, “but it’s a shame he’s such a God-damned drunk.”

“I know.”

The Balloon Corps looked appropriately spruce when it reported to Hooker’s tent the next morning. Lowe wore a cutaway and top hat; Comstock was in full dress uniform.

Joseph Hooker, as well, was in full dress, with an ornate saber at his side. Hooker was a handsome, strapping man and he looked this day like he was spoiling for a fight. He was nothing like the inebriated creature Nathaniel and Allen had encountered a few weeks earlier; he looked as sober as a Lutheran minister.

He opened the meeting by stepping forward and reading the order appointing him to command. He then handed the order to an aide and said, “I am of course honored and gratified by this appointment and will fulfill my duties to the utmost of my abilities. The corps that is called to serve me is the finest army on this planet. With the help of Providence we shall carry the fight to the enemy and we shall prevail.”

Nathaniel was impressed that Hooker knew that he lived on a planet. 

“A due regard for the opinions of the men who serve me impels me to say something more. There have been observations made as to my personal conduct. While these observations have not been entirely correct, I wish to remain above reproach in such matters. Therefore, I shall abstain from the consumption of alcohol until such time as I have compelled the surrender of Robert E. Lee.”

Nathaniel looked covertly around the room to see if anyone was reacting to this; no one was. He did, however, see three women who had entered the room after the general had begun to speak. He looked away lest one of them catch his eye. He sat seething with anger during the rest of the general’s remarks.

As the meeting broke up he told Vogler, “Y’all go on back without me, I’ll be along in a piece.”

Vogler nodded. “Be careful,” he said. “Don’t get carried away.”

“I won’t.” He turned and came face to face with Sally.

She smiled. “Good morning, Nathaniel. Were you looking for me?”

He nodded. Her courteous mien threw him off his tack. “Can we go and talk somewhere?”

“Yes. Please come to my tent.”

The tent was the same one where he and Allen had met “Captain Thomas.” She held the flap open for him. “Just a minute,” she said, then coughed, then spat on the ground outside. She dabbed at her lips with a handkerchief pulled from her sleeve, then closed the flap and turned to him.

He had been turning over in his mind what to say to her but none of it seemed right. “Look,” he said at last, “you had no call to say that about me on the witness stand.”

“All I did was tell the truth. That’s what I was ordered to do.”

“Ordered? Whose orders?”

“This conversation is sub rosa. Do you understand?”

“What? No, I don’t.”

“It means that this is just between us. I was ordered to testify against you. I happen to agree that the order was wise.”

“Who ordered you?”

“Ask me something else.”

“Listen, you know I ain’t no Rebel spy.”

“I know no such thing. I doubt you’re a Rebel spy, but I don’t know. For that matter, you don’t know that I’m not one, either.”

“No, I don’t, or…or…somebody else, either.”

“Let’s not get into that.”

“Well, all right, but all you ended up doing was hurt General Porter. He got convicted, no thanks to you.”

“Nathaniel, General Porter had to be convicted. The Union shouldn’t have lost Manassas, they had the Rebs outnumbered and surrounded. Someone has to take the blame. It can’t be Lincoln or the war is lost. And it can’t be that Porter’s men were cowards or the war is lost. It has to be Porter. He’ll lose his command and his career and his good name but the Union Cause shall go unharmed.”

He gaped at her. “You mean it was all planned out like that?” He recalled Wendell Smith saying a similar thing but that was just the sort of thing Smith would say. Sally spoke as if all of this was factual. 

“Of course it was. The outcome was known before the court martial ever began.”

“Such a thing is monstrous! Why, that a good soldier like Porter should be disgraced like that…Mister Lincoln would never go along with it.”

“But he shall. He’ll certify the conviction, you wait and see.”

Nathaniel looked away. He could see she was right, and that was the worst part of it. 

“Nathaniel, what I did up there was for your benefit as well.”

“My benefit? You call me a traitor or a Rebel spy, or whatever you…?”

“I called you no such thing. But I did cause your testimony to be stricken. Those minutes will become public record once Lincoln certifies the verdict. You wouldn’t want your name to come out in this way, boy. There are no famous living spies.”

“God damn it, I ain’t no spy nohow!”

“I consider this matter closed,” she said, and opened the tent flap.

Unlike McClellan, Hooker was eager to take the war to the enemy; unlike Burnside, he would plan carefully before attacking.

The problem now was a simple one: Richmond lay less than a hundred miles from the Army of the Potomac, and Lee stood between that army and its prize. Lee had to be defeated or evaded.

Hooker’s first need was to see where the Confederate forces were and what their intentions were. 

Balloons took to the skies near Fredericksburg to descry the enemy positions. It appeared that forces remained on Marye’s Heights and Prospect Hill, but these were only token forces. The bulk of the Confederate army had withdrawn to the south and west. 

Spies were sent out. The Rebels, they reported, were massed north of their capital. Their message to the new Federal commander was clear: it’s your move. 

As Hooker took command of his army, so did Captain Comstock take a firmer grip upon the Balloon Corps. He issued stern regulations concerning the operations of the Corps and the activities of its members. 

The Corps was mustered one morning in February to report on its recent activities. Nathaniel gave a belated report on the ascent he had made with “Captain Thomas.”

“No such ascents are to be made in future without my express consent,” Comstock said. “Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What did you do after you saw the rocket go up?”

“Well, sir, the lady dropped two stones to signal the folks on the ground, then they let off a rocket.”

“What?” Lowe said. “They let off a rocket below you?”

“Yes, sir. I thought it was going to hit the balloon for a second.” 

“Well, it certainly sounds like it might have. Even a near miss might have set the hydrogen alight.”

“Yes, sir, but it did not.”

“In future, there are other sorts of illuminations that might serve better.”

Comstock turned to him. “What do you mean, Professor?”

“Why, I have devised flares and rockets that can be safely released from the balloon itself. Additionally, I have signal balloons that can be used to send colored flares aloft. At night they could be seen twenty miles away or farther.”

Comstock nodded, then turned back to Nathaniel.

That evening General Hooker paid a visit to the camp. He and an aide simply walked into their midst, taking them at unawares. Comstock called, “Ten-hut!” and the men snapped to like genuine soldiers. 

“As you were,” the general said. “Captain Comstock, I read your report of this afternoon with great interest. Good evening, Professor Lowe, I don’t recall meeting you before.”

“We did, but briefly, sir,” Lowe said, taking the general’s hand. 

“You have, I understand, devised illuminations and signals that can be used in conjunction with your balloons?”

“Yes, sir, I have.”

“Please describe these to me.”

“Gladly, sir.” Lowe spoke rapidly, knowing this was his one chance to make a good impression upon the general. “For use in the daytime, banners can be suspended beneath balloons with messages on them which could be descried by distant observers with telescopes. These balloons could either be our current manned balloons, attached as they are with static lines to a fixed point on the earth, or free-flying, unmanned balloons. In this manner messages could be conveyed great distances without the use of telegraph or other agencies. 

“In a like manner, when sending signals at night, signal illuminations can be affixed to the car of a balloon, either a static device or a free-flying one. The illuminations can be of different colors, as is commonly done with signal rockets. 

“Additionally, a hydrogen-oxygen lamp could be affixed to the bottom of a balloon in such a manner that it can rapidly brighten and dim, and by this means signals of the Morse variety could be sent. If this were done at night it would be particularly effective. The signal could be observed and recorded by an observer at a great distance, perhaps as great as twenty or thirty miles, depending upon the atmospheric conditions.”

“Well, that’s excellent, Professor. Shall we set up a demonstration?”

Lowe looked perplexed. “A demonstration, sir?”

“Yes, I would like to see a demonstration of these signal balloons.”

“Sir…no such balloons exist.”

“They don’t exist?”

“No, General, they do not.” Lowe was at a loss; he clearly had not expected this. “These signaling methods have been devised by me but never constructed.”

Hooker looked aghast. “It was my understanding that you had constructed these devices. You mean to say you have not?”

“No, sir,” Lowe said. “However, I can begin construction at once.”

“So how long will it be until…?”

“Six weeks, no longer. The materials required can be procured in Washington, or, if not there, Philadelphia.”

“Six weeks? I had hoped to use them in the upcoming campaign.”

“The cost should not be in excess of six hundred dollars.”

Hooker shot a venomous glance at Comstock, wheeled on his heel and departed. Comstock in turn said to Lowe, “Professor, I need to speak with you alone.” The rest of the Balloon Corps rose as one and departed.

“Well, that pretty much settles the matter,” Ezra Allen said. “James and I will be back in Providence within the week or I’m an oyster.”

The next day Captain Comstock called a meeting of the Corps. “When I assumed command of this agency,” he said, “I required that Clovis Lowe leave the employment of the Corps immediately. May I learn why this has not occurred?”

“He serves at the pleasure of General Hooker,” Thaddeus Lowe replied. “The general has seen fit to continue to pay for his services, which are of value to the Corps.”

Comstock considered this before replying. “As I had anticipated, this experiment is a failure. Unfortunately, I do not have the authority to terminate its activities. I can, however, affect the remuneration this group receives. Professor Lowe, your pay is excessive. I require that it be reduced forthwith to six dollars a day.”

“That is quite impossible, sir.”

“In what sense is it impossible?”

“When I founded this enterprise, the Army wished to pay me thirty dollars in gold a day. I replied that that amount was excessive, and that I desired neither to enrich myself nor to impoverish the Army, but to be of service to my country and to further the science of aeronautics. I requested that I receive but ten dollars a day, which is not an excessive amount for the work that I do.”

“It is still not impossible that you be paid six dollars a day.”

“But it is, sir. In order to accept that figure, I would have to be paid that amount for the entire tenure of my service to the Union, from the beginning. This would require that I reimburse the Union four dollars a day for every day I have served. I do not have the funds to do so.”

“Let me see if I understand you aright…because you cannot reimburse the Union for your earlier salary, you can not accept a lesser amount now?”

“That is correct, sir.”

“Your argument is specious, sir.”

“I’m sorry, Captain, but it is not.”

“It is specious and absurd.”

“Captain, I can not accept six dollars a day. It must be ten dollars a day or nothing.”

“Then it shall be nothing,” Comstock said. “I shall see to it tomorrow.”

“As you will.”

“Does this mean that you resign?”

“Nothing of the sort, sir. But I am certain that General Hooker or at least General Butterfield will overrule you.”

“We shall see.”

Ezra Allen was not an oyster. The incident with Hooker, while not to the advantage of the Balloon Corps, did not actually signal its demise. Lowe’s pay was reduced to nothing but the rest of the Corps continued to receive its pay as before and they all continued to fly.

Lowe wrote a letter to General Daniel Butterfield, the Army Chief of Staff, describing the circumstances under which he had been compelled to serve without pay. The letter was returned unread, with the notation that it should be submitted through Captain Comstock. Lowe, seething with resentment, submitted the letter through Comstock. Comstock in turn neither forwarded the letter nor replied to it, letting the matter die. Lowe continued to serve without pay. 

Then, only a few weeks into his tenure, Joseph Hooker made a decision that made military history. All armies throughout time had gathered intelligence but it was considered a shameful practice. The conduct of war was supposed to consist of grand strategies and brave men contesting in the field, not spies slinking in the shadows, peeping in windows and eavesdropping. 

Hooker did not quail at the loathsome practice of violating the privacy of the enemy. He established the Bureau of Military Information with the mission of coordinating and analyzing all the intelligence that streamed into his command. Reports from spies, from contraband Negroes, from balloon observers, all were compared and studied.

The director of the Bureau, one Colonel George H. Sharpe, paid a visit to the Balloon Corps in early March. Captain Comstock, as ordered, mustered his men for the occasion. 

Sharpe was a nondescript man in middle age with a drooping mustache and short hair. After placing the Corps at ease Sharpe asked that copies be made of all reports that the aeronauts had made in the last six months and these copies forward to him. In future, he said, all communications to Headquarters must be copied to him.

Comstock rose to object. “The command structure recognizes that the Balloon Corps is a creature of politics and of no real military value,” he said. “Such reports would be superfluous.”

“I represent the command structure in this instance, Captain,” Sharpe replied, “and I shall determine the value of these reports.”

“It would be a waste of everyone’s time to comply,” Comstock said.

Sharpe regarded him coolly. “Is that to be the reply I bring to General Hooker?”

“Of course not, sir!”

“Thank you.” Sharpe departed before the Corps could again be called to attention.

Winter turned to spring. In March Nathaniel Curry turned eighteen, an occasion that caused him to reflect upon his life and to take stock of his present circumstances. 

He was slightly under average height and lightly built. His hair was light and he wore it short. His beard was thin and very light in color; from a distance he looked clean-shaven even when he was not. 

He tended to be shy and reticent with people he did not know, though his unassuming character masked a quick and agile mind. Although nearsighted, he saw a lot and remembered what he saw.

Nathaniel did not look or feel like a fighting man, and indeed in a head-to-head fight he would have been at a disadvantage. He was, however, intelligent and resourceful, as well as resilient and persistent. Perhaps most importantly, he kept his head in trying circumstances. 

He was also by this time firmly committed to a Union victory.

One afternoon found Nathaniel taking a young cavalry officer up. Lieutenant Spencer had light hair and a fair complexion and a fine new pair of field glasses around his neck. His uniform proclaimed him a member of Hooker’s corps. 

Spencer was very interested in the balloon and politely asked to look it over before flight. Nathaniel walked him around the Union, pointing out the various features of the device. 

“Why do you have two valves?” Spencer asked. 

“Well, sir, it’s easiest to fill it from the bottom. And when we’re flying we can make fine adjustments to the buoyancy with the bottom valve. But if we want to come down in a hurry we can open the top valve. The gas just pours out of that one.”

“Why do you have those sandbags? Doesn’t that make it harder for the balloon to rise?”

“Yes, sir, and that’s just why we have them. With more lift above and more weight below the balloon flies steadier. And if we’re flying free we can drop a bag or two to go up.”

“Oh, I see.”

“What would you like to observe today, sir?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Well, it matters in how high we need to go. The higher we go, the farther we can see. On the other hand, if you wanted to observe things nearby, you’d want to stay lower.”

“Ah. I see. Well, I’d like to see as far south as possible.”

“Will you want a telegraph along?”

“No, I’ll write a report upon landing.”

Nathaniel set the soldiers to knotting some coils of rope together, testing the strength of the knots himself. To save weight he used a single line.

“How much line are you laying on?”

“Three thousand feet.”

“Whew! More than half a mile.”

“Would you like to go up now?”

“Well, I suppose so.”

They climbed aboard and Nathaniel ordered the ground crew to cast them off. As they rose he sneaked a glance at Spencer. Most people making their first flight wore expressions of awe or fear, but Spencer looked calmly around at his surroundings. He was holding the shoulder-ring with both hands, but it wasn’t the white-knuckled death grip of most new flyers.

“Is this your first flight, sir?”

“Yes.”

“How do you like it?”

“It’s most instructive.”

They passed eight hundred feet. It was now possible to see over Marye’s Heights and Prospect Hill; there were still Confederate forces there. They rose more slowly now, as there was less buoyancy at this altitude and they were lifting more rope with every second.

“May I ask how old you are, sir?”

Spencer glanced at him. “You aren’t a soldier so I guess I can be familiar with you. I’m eighteen.”

“Why, so am I, just this past month. Isn’t that rather young to be an officer?”

“It certainly is,” he replied ruefully. “The older men indulge me something awful.”

“Well, there are worst fates.”

“Of course there are. Still, I hope I can make a name for myself in this conflict. It’s a wicked thought, but I sometimes find myself hoping it doesn’t get over too soon.”

“Or you don’t die.” Nathaniel instantly regretted these words but Spencer smiled in agreement.

“Yes, or I don’t die. Still, one mustn’t fear dying too much, either.”

“Well, you don’t seem to fear flying, and most men do the first time.”

“I assure you, I am on the absolute edge of panic,” Spencer replied with a laugh. 

Nathaniel glanced at the silk strip, the sole legacy of John LaMountain’s tenure with the Balloon Corps. They were still rising.

“Tell me, Curry, was that the Jew Ezekiel Vogler I saw in your camp this morning?” 

“No, that was Solomon Vogler, his younger brother. Why, is Ezekiel a friend of your’n?”

“My father has had business dealings with him. I wouldn’t call him a friend; his family after all can’t be received in society. But they’re one of the richest families in New York.”

“Really?” Nathaniel raised his eyebrows. “I must remember to be nicer to him.”

The balloon fetched up against its line. With so much rope below it the jolt wasn’t hard, but it still made the balloon bob and roll. The light breeze pushed them to the west, turning the balloon. “End of the line, ladies and gentlemen,” Nathaniel said.

Spencer smiled and took up his field glasses. At first he scanned the horizon, but after a few minutes he turned his attention to the city of Fredericksburg. He said, “Can we get any closer to that?”

“Sir?”

“Can the balloon go any closer to the city?”

“Well, sir, we’re fixed to the ground by the drag line.” 

“Yes, of course, but that doesn’t answer my question.”

“Well, no, sir, it doesn’t. The truth of the matter is we could get closer.”

“I thought so. Let me see if I have this figured out. The breeze is out of the east so if we released some gas we would settle to the west, over the city. Then, when we were through observing, we could drop some sandbags to rise over the camp again.”

“Very good, sir.”

“Well, shall we?”

“Well, first off, why do you want to do this? It would be dangerous.”

“Not if we stay out of musket range. And I’d like to see if there are snipers in those buildings.”

Nathaniel thought it over. They were at three thousand feet and the city was about twenty-five hundred feet away. They could settle right over it.

Should they? It was certainly an unorthodox move, but nothing in the rules forbade it. And it would be good to know if the city was indeed deserted.

He gave a hard pull on the rope attached to the top gas valve. He smiled at Spencer and said, “I hope I live to regret this.”

“Bully,” Spencer said. 

The breeze wasn’t very strong. As they released gas the balloon initially dropped straight down, with large loops of rope falling onto the ground. Then the wind moved them westward. The line lifted from the ground again; as it grew taut the balloon was pulled down some more. 

Nathaniel looked things over. The line behind them now ran at a forty-five degree angle to the ground. They were above the river now, near the edge of the city, at about two thousand feet. That left them well out of musket range. A rifle cannon could reach them but it would probably not be accurate enough to hit them. 

So far no one on either side seemed to have taken note of what they were doing. No: the ground crew must have noticed it. Well, he would have to talk to them when they got down.

Spencer was looking through his glasses again. Nathaniel spoke low: “Can you see anyone?”

“No,” Spencer said in the same tone. “Maybe the city really is deserted.”

“Only one way to find out. Shall we?”

“By all means. ‘Lay on, Macduff, and damn’d be him that first cries, “Hold, enough!”’”

Nathaniel used the lower valve this time. He vented for a few seconds; a few drops of evil-smelling water fell into the car. 

The balloon had so little buoyancy that it did not respond at first. Then it dropped several hundred feet. As it settled at its new height it drifted to the west, to the edge of the city.

Nathaniel glanced back at the line. Some of it was now in the river, and he had a sudden fear that the weight of the water in the rope or the river’s current would pull them downward. But the line pulled reluctantly from the water. As the line grew taut again the balloon was once more drawn downward.

It was the same pattern as before: the balloon dropped, it drifted to the west, then it dropped again.

Fredericksburg was not as large as it appeared from the other side of the river. The city extended a mile along the waterfront but it did not go back more than a few blocks. 

They were over the city now and about seven hundred feet up. Whatever else they did, they could not linger here very long.

“Do you want to go lower, sir?”

Spencer leaned forward, placing a hand on the edge of the basket, a look of wonder on his face. “Do…do we dare?”

Nathaniel gave another pull on the lower valve. A few seconds only he held it open, but that was enough. The balloon dropped to four hundred feet, then crept deeper into the city. City blocks moved slowly beneath them. Then the line grew taut again and the balloon edged downward.

Nathaniel’s heart was in his mouth. The buildings were a mere hundred yards below. If the breeze picked up it could drive them right down onto the rooftops. A steeple or a weathervane or, God forbid, a lightning rod could then puncture the gasbag. But the breeze held steady.

“If we get shot at, keep in mind there’s an iron plate under our feet.”

“Wouldn’t we go up like a powder-keg if the gasbag got hit?”

“Probably not. But it would start leaking and we’d have to skedaddle.” 

Both were whispering. 

The densely-packed buildings of the business district were below them, a patchwork of shakes and shingles. Pigeons flew between buildings and perched on the eaves.

The city was laid out in a grid like any modern American city. Some streets ran in sinuous patterns, following some landform or another, but most of them were straight. 

It was a prosperous and pretty town. Some of the nicer homes had gardens. Nathaniel saw several churches, a dry-goods store and a slave market, but not a sign of life.

He looked back toward the river. The line was just above the rooftops. What if it caught on something? What if someone reached up and grabbed it? 

Then he would drop some ballast. 

But what if the line was fouled and they couldn’t rise? 

Then he would cut the line. He would rise high enough to catch the easterly and ride that back to friendly territory.

“There,” Spencer whispered.

“What?” 

“Two horses at the back of that building.”

Nathaniel squinted at the shadows, then pulled out his pocket telescope. The horses were on the west side of the building where the Union Army couldn’t see them. They wore saddles and were tied to a post. 

“So that proves—” Nathaniel started, but Spencer whispered, “Ssh. Listen.”

The deliberate clop of draft horses drifted up from below. They both searched for the source of the sound and both found it: a wagon, making its way down a narrow side street. The surrounding buildings nearly blocked it from view.

Spencer said, “Is there any way to bring us over more that way?” and waved his arm to the north. Before Nathaniel could answer there came a sharp crack from below, followed by the angry hum of a musket ball passing near the car.

Both youths started shouting at once. They sounded like schoolboys caught in a prank by the headmaster. Nathaniel began pulling the knots of the sandbags, dropping them. Spencer began doing the same thing on the other side of the car. Nathaniel shouted, “Stop, that’s enough, don’t drop any more.” 

“Are you sure?” As if in answer several more shots were fired beneath them. There were also a couple of deeper booms.

“Look over the side and see.”

Union was again taking to the sky. It was swinging up and to the east like the second hand of a titanic clock. They watched the city drop away from them. They were soon at a thousand feet and nearly over the river. There were no more shots but they could hear curses shouted from below.

“What were they firing at us?”

Nathaniel shrugged. “Sounded like muskets.”

“Yes, but there was another sound. Was that mortar?”

“Oh, that was our sandbags hitting.”

“Oh, heavens!” Spencer laughed. “I hope we didn’t damage their roof.”

“Well, I suspect we did, sir.”

Nathaniel checked the line. They were rising clean, with no fouling. They were well over the Rappahannock now and above two thousand feet.

“Well!” Spencer exclaimed. “That’s the closest I’ve come yet.”

“Really?” Nathaniel said. 

“What, you’ve come closer? I thought you fellows were above it all in these things.”

“Well, not entirely.”

The balloon didn’t reach its full height; the second hand drifted to a stop about five seconds short of the twelve. Nathaniel could see no holes in the gasbag or in either of them.

“What shall we do now?” Spencer asked. 

“Well, we’re at altitude again. Do you want to look around the horizon some more?”

“Yes, I do, thank you.” He raised his glasses.

“There’s something else we can do, sir.”

“Yes?” 

“Well, that is, I don’t think anyone needs to know about this.”

“I heartily agree.”

Chapter Ten: Bones

The Army of the Potomac was advancing along the Rappahannock River, attempting to flank the Army of Northern Virginia. The Balloon Corps accompanied the Army and made ascents at every stop. Officers often went up with the aeronauts.

A letter arrived for Lowe from the Assistant Secretary of War. It requested that Lowe name an aeronaut to be sent with a balloon to either Charleston or Baton Rouge. The letter also inquired as to what would be necessary to support said balloon and aeronaut. Lowe replied that James Allen would be the best man for this job and detailed what he would need in the way of remuneration and supplies. 

The letter was returned to Lowe with the notation that it should be forwarded through Captain Comstock. Comstock met with Lowe, quite upset that Lowe was again flouting the chain of command in this manner.

“I assure you, Captain,” Lowe told him, “I had no intention of disrespect in this matter. Since I had received this communication from the Assistant Secretary directly, I felt I should respond directly to him.”

The other members of the Corps lingered outside Lowe’s tent, listening to this conversation. All made sure to make no sound nor to allow any shadow to fall upon the tent.

“I would have anticipated that you would have known better by this point, Professor.”

“The mistake was inadvertent and I apologize for it.”

“Very well.”

“Shall you forward the letter to the Assistant Secretary, sir?”

“Only upon due consideration. Are you certain that Allen is the best man for this position? What about Curry or Vogler?”

“Curry might fall under suspicion by the Federal forces in the South due to his southern origins. Vogler in turn might be suspect because he is a Jew. In any event, James Allen has the greatest aeronautical experience of anyone in the Corps, myself excepted.”

“All right. I’ll take that under advisement.”

“I believe the Assistant Secretary was expecting a reply forthwith, sir.”

“That is not your concern, sir.”

Lieutenant Spencer requested that Nathaniel Curry take him up for an observation and that telegraphic communication be made to Headquarters. They went up to six hundred feet. As Spencer began his observations, Nathaniel slyly inquired, “Would you like to descend over the enemy, sir?”

Spencer did not lower his glasses, but he smiled and said, “That won’t be necessary today, Curry, thank you.”

“Very good, sir.”

“Please transmit this: enemy forces still holding heights around Fredericksburg. Signs of new massing of forces west of these positions.”

“Yes, sir. Message is sent, sir.” Lowe had already communicated this, but it didn’t hurt to repeat the observation.

Spencer lowered the glasses. “It may interest you to know that I reported snipers in Fredericksburg. The report was quite a fillip for me, I think.”

“That’s very good, sir. Ah, how much detail did you report?”

“Not very much, I assure you.”

“That’s good.”

Spencer and Nathaniel became friends, making frequent ascents together. Their rapport was initially founded upon the shared secret of their descent upon Fredericksburg, but grew into a more sincere camaraderie after that.

Spencer clearly came from money. His uniform was nicely tailored. His boots were fine leather, quite unlike the “Shoddy and Company” footwear most soldiers wore. His binoculars were German and even better than Professor Lowe’s. 

Once he showed Nathaniel his nametag. It was pewter, with his name and address nicely engraved upon it. “I hope this never goes home to my mother,” he said. “It would break her heart.”

The Confederate forces completed their withdrawal from their positions above Fredericksburg, leaving only token forces upon Marye’s Heights and Prospect Hill. From the balloons, it could be seen that the troops were cooking rations in preparation for a march. Still, the enemy’s intentions were unknown.

These movements were most inconvenient for Hooker. He desired nothing more than to swing around Lee and his army and march upon Richmond.

A written request for an observation flight arrived from Hooker’s own corps. The note specifically asked that Nathaniel Curry be the pilot; there was no signature. Nathaniel prepared the Intrepid and awaited his passenger. He anticipated that it would be Lieutenant Spencer. To his surprise it was the one-eyed man. “Good morning, sir,” he said, snapping to attention. The man nodded in reply. “What would you like to observe today, sir?”

“What?”

“I need to know what you’d like to look at so I know how high to go.”

“Oh. The city.”

“And will you want a telegraph line?”

“No.”

Nathaniel set two drag lines at eight hundred feet, spoke with the ground crew and ordered them to cast off. Intrepid had a ten-day-old charge in its bag so it rose slowly. 

Nathaniel did not use the shoulder ring and the man followed his lead. As they passed two hundred feet the youth walked to the side of the car and looked at the ground, causing the car to rock. He never wavered.

Nathaniel looked up. There was a ceiling of broken cumulus at a thousand feet. The winds were light out of the southwest. It was a perfect day for flying. He held the ring for a second as the balloon reached altitude and fetched up against the guys. The big man’s hand reached for the ring, then returned to his side. 

“Here we are, sir.”

“Very good, Curry. Thank you.” He observed the city in silence for a minute, then pulled a telescope from his inside tunic pocket. Nathaniel felt sure this was his first flight but he handled it with utter aplomb.

“Is there anything in particular you’d like to know, sir?”

“No, Curry. Is there anything in particular you’d like to know?”

“I beg your pardon, sir?”

“Let’s stop beating around the bush, boy.” He lowered the telescope. “You think I killed David Miller, do you?” 

“Sir, I don’t know what happened to him.”

He stepped toward Nathaniel. He was nearly a head taller than the boy and more than twice as heavy; his dark eye looked like the muzzle of a gun. The two regarded each other from about six inches distance. Nathaniel felt a thrill of fear. He wanted to grab the support line behind him. Instead he smiled. 

“I see and hear everything,” the man said. “Walls have ears. Niggers have ears. Do you understand me?”

“Perfectly, sir. Sir, folks have been saying I done it, too.”

“I don’t give a shit for what you think of me, or what whores or niggers think of me. I use my men as required and like Grant I don’t count my dead. If I killed Miller I did so for a reason. A reason that does not concern you. If I didn’t kill Miller it concerns you even less.” He stabbed a finger into the youth’s chest. “If you have any suspicions about me, any thoughts at all, keep them buried in the deepest parts of your soul where even you can not see them. It will do you no good to do otherwise. Got it?”

“Got it.”

“Now take me down.”

The Union Army crossed the Rappahannock and moved south. No sooner had the Balloon Corps crossed the river and set up camp than Lieutenant Spencer rode into camp, leading a saddle horse. He dismounted and saluted Captain Comstock. “Good morning, sir. General Hooker has asked me to detail an aeronaut to assist with scouting the location of a new headquarters.”

“Why an aeronaut, young man?”

“Because it should be in an area visible to the balloonists when in flight, so that visual signals can be made. It also has to be suitable for telegraphy.”

“Very well. Curry, you’re the most experienced telegrapher. Do accompany this officer and report back here as soon as you are done.”

“Yes, sir.”

Nathaniel was soon riding hard beside the young lieutenant. “You’re a good rider, sir.”

“Thank you.”

“Were you a racehorse-jockey before the war?”

“No, but I did take lessons. It was in the English style, but it all helps.”

“Mind telling me why you dragged me along on this?”

“Why, you heard what I told your commander.”

“Yes, but I don’t need to step in shit to tell that it’s shit. Sir.”

Spencer smiled and leaned back, slowing to a trot. “There’s our party up ahead. You led me on an adventure a few weeks back, Curry. I just thought I’d return the favor.”

Adventures never seemed to go so well for Nathaniel. “Thank you, sir,” he said. Spencer clucked and both horses went back to a gallop.

The party consisted of a captain, a first lieutenant and twenty enlisted men. All rode like the cavalrymen that they were; the guide bore a small regimental flag beneath a large Old Glory with gold fringe. Spencer fell in with the officers, tossing a quick salute to the man beside him. 

Nathaniel fell into the ranks. This was done through no agency of his own. The horse knew to fall into formation and somehow realized Nathaniel’s place was with the enlisted men. 

Nathaniel was becoming a better rider. He stood in the stirrups, holding himself just above the saddle, and gave the animal its head. It was tiring but it meant for a smoother ride for both of them. 

The other men gave him no more than a glance, though it was strange for a civilian to ride with soldiers this way. 

It was several minutes before he considered his position: he alone was unarmed. If they were attacked he would be defenseless. Well, that was little matter: he was a terrible shot anyway. 

But what if he were captured? Since he was not in uniform he would be shot as a spy. 

He kept saying he wasn’t a spy but circumstances kept saying he was. 

Five miles further the road widened and a large mansion house stood before them. The group pulled up. There was a quick reconnoiter to determine that no enemy lay near; then they looked the house over.

The house was in the Classical style, with tall fluted pillars supporting a triangular portico. There was about a half acre of grass yard and flower garden; all the rest of the surrounding land was cotton fields. There were four weather-beaten red slave cabins in the rear.

The captain knocked on the front door, not bothering to remove his hat. The creature who opened the door was ancient and wrinkled, but wore an air of gravitas and great dignity. He wore black tails with a snow-white shirtfront and gleaming black shoes. He would surely have been accounted the owner of this house were he not black.

“Is your master at home?”

The servant literally looked down his nose at the officer, so haughty was his air. “He is not, sir.”

“Who is in charge in his absence?”

“I am.”

“No white people here at all?”

“No, sir.”

“Well, damn it all, where are they, then?”

“The white folks all lit out south, sir. They hear tell the Yankees going be a-coming and they not want to stay nohow. Only the niggers be left behind, we gots to mind the bugs, you see, sir.”

“Now slow down, you rascal, I can’t understand a word you’re saying!”

Nathaniel had to suppress a laugh at the officer’s discomfiture. He had understood the old man, but he could see why the officer, a Northerner, had not. 

The old man spoke like a field hand. The word “going”, from his lips, sounded more like gwah; “the white folks” he rendered as dwafo. To make matters worse, he had not a tooth in his head. 

Nathaniel stepped in to serve as translator. He felt like “Mr. Locutor”, the white character in a minstrel show who serves as interlocutor between the blackface actors and the white audience. When the captain ordered that all the slaves be summoned the old man hobbled to the back door and rang a large triangle. 

They started to drift in from the fields in groups of two or three. About a hundred and fifty colored people soon filled the road before the house, all scraping and bowing before the strange white men. They were filthy and stank and were dressed in rags. They looked afraid, yet hopeful and curious.

“You are all free,” the captain said, and an excited jabber arose from the throng. It died away rapidly and everyone looked from one to the other, uncertain of what was now expected of them.

One young man, still clutching his hoe, stood up and said, “Beg pardon, master, but what does you mean?”

“I mean that by order of Abraham Lincoln, President of the United States of America, all of you are no longer slaves and are forever free.”

The clamor from the throng increased with every word of this until it was a joyous shout. The slaves – no, the freedmen – rose to their feet, praising Jesus, the President and the strange white man before them. Although nothing like this had ever occurred in their lives they were no longer perplexed. This was a day they had long anticipated.

The same young man quieted the others and asked, “But what we do now, master?”

“Do? Why, do as you like, within the law. One thing you must not do is call me master, nor shall you call anyone but the Lord master ever again. But if it’s work you want, the Army will pay you fifty cents a day. Just head north up this road here and they’ll pick you up.”

The crowd started up the road until the shout of a woman stopped them. They flooded back into their quarters, coming back with their meager possessions. The women had donned their best dresses and carried baskets and bundles on their heads and babies tied to their waists. The men carried washtubs and wooden boxes filled with sacks of flour, sorghum meal and cooking utensils. Everyone, even the smallest child, bore a burden, but all wore smiles. They started up the road, a longer and a harder road than they knew, and they sang as they went. 

One man alone did not leave, and that was the old butler. “Why aren’t you going?” the captain asked him.

“I too old,” came the reply. “I free, but I too old and lame-up to go. And I don’t know nothing but this house.” He took out an immaculate white handkerchief and wiped his eyes. “You come too late,” he continued. “You come too late for Joe. Still, I’s glad I seen this day. Please, sir, can I stay?”

“Yes, you can,” the captain said, his voice kindly. “You can mind the house for us.”

“Yes, sir. What you going do now?”

“This house is our headquarters,” the captain said. “It will serve as the residence of the Union commander in chief during the present campaign. Please show me around, and first show me the master’s study. You, young man, what’s your name?”

“Nathaniel Curry, sir.”

“You a telegrapher, then, Curry?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Come along, see if you can set up here.” 

There was a pluck at Nathaniel’s sleeve. “If I die tomorrow,” Spencer whispered, “I’ll know it was all worthwhile.”

When Nathaniel returned to camp he was surprised to find General Stoneman there. Several young officers waited on horseback while the general conferred with Captain Comstock and Professor Lowe. Lowe seemed glad of his presence; Comstock did not.

“I am happy to write you that letter, Professor,” Stoneman said. “I count your aeronautical experiments a great boon to the art of warfare.”

“You are most kind, sir.”

“Not in the least. I consider your actions during the Peninsula Campaign to have been of great advantage to my corps. I can but anticipate that General Hooker feels the same. Wouldn’t you agree, Captain?”

“Of course, sir,” Comstock replied, a bit more stiffly than was required. 

The officers saluted and Stoneman left. Comstock turned to Lowe. “Professor,” he said, “I must require that you give me that letter.” 

“To what purpose, sir?”

“It must travel through channels.”

“It did. General Stoneman gave me the letter in your presence. It is addressed to me. What purpose would there be in my giving it to you? Would you immediately give it back to me?”

Comstock held out his hand. “Professor Lowe, I order you to give me that letter.”

“Is that a military order, sir?”

“Yes, it is.”

“May I see that order in writing, sir?”

“What?”

“If you are acting in the capacity of my military commander then I have the right to receive orders from you in writing except when in the face of the enemy.”

Comstock made no reply to this except to turn purple with rage. He turned and left the camp.  

When he was well out of earshot James Allen ventured, “Well, you won that one, sir.”

Lowe placed the letter in his pocket. “To quote King Pyhrrus,” he said, “‘another such victory and I am undone.’”

The Army of the Potomac was now gathered in strength on the south side of the Rappahannock and Hooker had established his headquarters in the manor house at Chancellorsville. Lee’s forces were massed west of Fredericksburg, but his intentions were unknown. 

Everyone expected Hooker to attack his smaller and weaker foe but he did not. He withdrew into a defensive position. This action was pondered by the military experts of the Balloon Corps.

“Do you think he has something planned?” James Allen asked, reaching for the hardtack.

“It’s hard to say,” Solomon Vogler replied, pouring himself a cup of coffee. “He seems unsure of what to do next. There’s an old military maxim, ‘when in doubt, attack.’ But he’s ignoring that.”

“The worst of it is, this gives the initiative to Lee,” Allen said.

“Do you think he has something planned?” Nathaniel asked. 

“I sure don’t know,” Allen replied. “Why don’t you ask your spy friends? They’d probably know.”

“I doubt they’d know,” Nathaniel replied. “If they did know, they wouldn’t tell me. And they ain’t nohow my friends, anyhow.”

“If they were,” Vogler said with a smile, “would you tell us?”

Nathaniel didn’t have a witty rejoinder so he turned back to his breakfast. 

“You know what I think?” Ezra Allen asked. All eyes turned to him. “I think Hooker’s lost his nerve since he stopped drinking.”

All were silent for a spell. His brother spoke at last. “You’re not the only one to think this, I’m sure,” he said. “But if that’s so, we can but hope that he recovers from this unfortunate and ill-timed bout of temperance pretty damned quick.”

The armies were separated by no more than a few miles but they might as well have been on opposite sides of the globe. The terrain was hilly and rolling. Some of it was freshly-sown farmland; other parts were forest. 

Only the Balloon Corps had a hope of seeing what Lee was up to, and the Corps was called upon to do just that. Even the aeronauts, however, found it difficult to make out what was going on. Thaddeus Lowe ascended daily from the vicinity of Chancellorsville; other members of the Corps ascended from Falmouth, across from Fredericksburg. All could see troops in motion, but it was as through a glass, darkly. 

Hooker and many of his officers by this time appreciated what the aeronauts could accomplish at their best. They were, however, weary of playing nursemaid to these troublesome civilians. They were also greatly distracted by the impending battle. 

The Assistant Secretary of War had repented of his decision to send a balloon to Charleston or Baton Rouge. This decision may have been influenced by Comstock, who reported that the balloons were extremely expensive to operate and were in any case of very limited utility. 

Thus it was that at the very same time that the Balloon Corps was at last being recognized for its contributions to the war effort it was being driven out of existence.

Nathaniel Curry considered these and other matters while he sat at breakfast one morning, alone but for Solomon Vogler. Vogler was reading the New York Times and becoming steadily more distracted as he read. 

“So what’s going on in New York, Solly?”

“Oh, it’s bad, Nathaniel. It looks like there’s a second civil war set to start there.”

“There’s a what? You consider this a civil war?”

“Certainly.”

“What’s civil about it?”

“A civil war is a war within a nation, as distinct from a war between nations. That’s what our nation has been undergoing the last few years.”

“Oh. And you say there’s a second one about to start?”

“Well, you’ve heard about the conscription, haven’t you?”

“Who hasn’t?” The Union, running low on soldiers, had ordered the conscription of all healthy white men between the ages of eighteen and forty; the Confederacy would soon follow suit.

“Well, New York is full of gangs, and these gangs are starting to resist the draft. Things could get really ugly there. These boys know how to fight.”

“Really? Well, if the Balloon Corps gets dissolved, where do you plan to go?”

Vogler put the paper down. “Oh, New York, of course.”

“Really? But you just said…”

“Yes, but this is nothing a New Yorker couldn’t handle.”

A private came into the camp. “Do you know where the Balloon Corps is?” he asked.

“This is it,” Nathaniel said.

“Yeah? Where’s your balloons, then?”

“They’re both out flying today. What do you want?”

“I have an order for—” he glanced at the paper in his hand “—Nathaniel Curry.”

Nathaniel took the paper and looked it over. “I’m supposed to report to General Hooker? To Hooker himself?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t write it.”

“Hooker didn’t either. Who gave this to you?”

“I don’t know,” the youth said petulantly. “Do you think I know the name of every brass chicken in the Army?”

“Hooker holed up in that big manor house at Chancellorsville?”

“Last time I looked. He and I ain’t close. I don’t know where he is. You got any money?”

“What for?”

“I delivered a message to you, didn’t I?”

Nathaniel threw the order on the table. “Not one that I wanted,” he said. The private departed without another word. Nathaniel bade Vogler good morning and set out. 

Two miles of walking brought him to the manor house. He presented the order to the sentry, who brought it inside. A captain came out and told Nathaniel to bring the order to the hospital which had been set up in an adjoining dairy barn. 

The hospital had a sentry as well and he was anticipating the order. He told Nathaniel to go to the back of the building, where a separate ward had been set up. 

Nathaniel was increasingly perplexed by these events. He walked through the barn to the pens at the back. The barn had been swept clean of any evidence of its former function and now looked as much like a hospital as a barn could. Cots were set up every few feet. These were at the moment empty, although this was likely to change. 

One of the pens contained a patient and a doctor. The patient, to Nathaniel’s dismay, was Red Sally. He almost turned on his heel and left but he did not. He after all had received an order to report there from the commander in chief himself.

Sally did not look at all well. She was flushed with fever and seemed delirious. The doctor was holding a cup of some steaming liquid before her. “But you must drink this, my child. The willow bark will cut the fever.”

“But it tastes like shit. Oh, if I must.” She took a deep draft, then lay back on the cot. 

The doctor looked up and said, “Do not bother my patient, young man. Go on, go back.”

“It’s all right, doctor,” Sally said. “I sent for him.”

“What do you want?” Nathaniel asked, quite forgetting his manners. 

“I need you to go on a mission,” she replied. “They wanted me to go but I took ill.”

“I have a job already.”

“Yes, but I know you can be spared. Nathaniel, this is very important.”

“I don’t want to do it. I’m not good at this.”

“Oh, please, doctor, send for Herbert. Herbert will know what to do.”

“That’s all right, my dear,” the doctor said. “You know that Herbert is not here.”

“Tell Nathaniel…tell Nathaniel what is wrong with me.”

“Are you sure you want that?”

She had a spasm of coughing, then weakly nodded her head. The doctor walked into the main part of the barn, signaling with an eyebrow that Nathaniel should follow.

“I know what she has,” Nathaniel said as the doctor turned to him. “It’s consumption, isn’t it?”

“It’s consumption,” the doctor said, “but not of the sort you’re thinking of. That malady is better known in the medical community as tuberculosis. No, Mrs. Pettijohn has syphilis.”

“Syphilis?”

“It’s a disease that’s contracted through venery. That is, it’s contracted through lying with a person carnally who has the disease.”

“Oh. Yes, I’ve heard of it.”

“It’s a consequence of the life she’s lived, I’m afraid.”

“Yes, sir.”

“It’s treatable, but it’s not curable.”

“So is she going to die?”

“She may recover from this current bout, but she has no more than a few years left. I just hope this fever breaks soon so she can get some sleep.”

“Who was she calling for?”

“Calling for?”

“Herbert.”

“Oh. Her husband. She’s been calling for her husband and children off and on for hours.”

“She has a family?”

“They’re all dead.”

“Oh.” 

“Nathaniel.” The sound was no more than a whisper, but in the stillness of the empty barn it carried to him.

She was holding a hand out to him. He took it and sat beside her. 

The hand was hot and damp. Her face was flushed and her lips were cracked. There were large ugly sores around her mouth. Her red curls were matted to her scalp. 

“You have to buy a newspaper.”

“A newspaper?”

“Get one of the Richmond papers. You should be able to get one at Spotsylvania Courthouse.”

“Why should I do that?”

“Look for something that says what the Confederates are going to do.”

“Sally, I think the fever is making you say this.”

She shook her head. “No, no, listen, Nathaniel. Listen to me. The reporters, they go to Lee and the others and they ask them what they’re going to do. We read the papers and we find out.”

“Really?”

She nodded. “Get a paper, read it and see what they’re going to do. Then take the Courthouse Road northeast from the courthouse. There’s a telegraph line that runs beside the road.”

“Okay.”

“A cart path comes onto this one from the right, and three telegraph poles later there’s a key hidden in the woods.”

“A key?”

“A telegraph key.”

“There’s a telegraph key in the woods?”

“You’ll find it. Send a message to Captain Thomas saying what the rebels are going to do. Then get away fast.” 

He said nothing. She gripped his hand harder. “Nathaniel, victory might well depend upon this. I promised to go but I cannot.”

“You saying you trust me now?”

“Yes. I trust you.” A tear glistened in the corner of her eye.

“That big friend of your’n doesn’t trust me. He threatened to kill me the other day.”

“Don’t worry about that. He threatens to kill everyone. Everyone but me.”

He sighed. “I’ll go,” he said. 

She released his hand. “Captain Thomas will get you set up. They know where she is at the big house.”

“All right.”

“Nathaniel…Nathaniel, you didn’t do it, did you? Tell me the truth.”

“No, Sally, I didn’t.”

Her eyes were closed. “It was him, then,” she murmured. 

He was halfway through the barn when he heard her calling him back. When he got back to the pen she opened her eyes for a moment only, then said, “This is the most important thing. You must remember this.”

Her voice was no more than a whisper. She seemed to be struggling to express herself. He went to the bed and leaned over her.

“Try to be happy. Try to be happy while you can,” she said, then was silent.

At the manor house he told the sentry that he wanted to see Captain Thomas. The man leered back at him. “You want to see a whore, huh?”

“Just tell me where she is.”

“Huh! Well, I’d like to tell you more than that. You’d best watch that mouth on you, son. See that nigger over there? The one reading a book?”

“Yeah?” 

“Go talk to him. He puts on airs the likes of which I never seen. You two should get along just fine.”

Nathaniel recognized him. At Nathaniel’s approach he snapped the small book shut and put it in his pocket. “Good day, Nathaniel,” he said with a smile. “My name is Carl Morgan. I hear you’re going on a little trip for us.”

“Yes, I guess I am. I was told to find Captain Thomas.”

“Well, I can help you out.”

The man was remarkably bold. He didn’t shy at all from looking Nathaniel directly in the eye as he spoke and even smiled at him. “You was there when I brung her up in the balloon, right?” Nathaniel asked. 

“Right as rain. Come along to the stables here.”

“The stables?”

“We have some clothes and a horse.”

“What’s wrong with the clothes I’m standing up in?”

“Well, they’re not proper spy clothes. Don’t worry, we’ve thought all this out. We have you well in hand.”

“Well, that’s good. Tell me, Carl, do you talk to all white men this way?”

Nathaniel did not look at him as he said this, but out of the corner of his eye he saw Carl glance at him. “No,” the Negro replied affably, “most white men I just slit their throats from ear to ear and let it go at that. Ah, here we are.”

Several people, “Captain Thomas” among them, waited at the stables. She was dressed as a sutler, in a plain gray dress with a white apron and white hat. “Good day, Nathaniel,” she said.

“Good day, ma’am.”

“Thank you ever so much for making this trip for us.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Do you know what you have to do?”

“Yes, Sally told me. Ride down to Spotsylvania Courthouse, buy a Richmond paper, see what Bobby is up to. Then I ride northeast up the Courthouse Road that runs to Fredericksburg and find the telegraph key in the woods. Then I send you a message and beat it for home.”

“Quite right. Very good.”

“Now, Carl here says I should be putting on some different clothes?”

“Yes, I have them right here.”

Nathaniel went into the hay-room and changed. He felt ridiculous putting these clothes on. The shirt was homespun linen of the coarsest sort. It was old and worn and was much too large for him. The pants were no better; its belt was a rope and there were no braces. A floppy straw hat of the kind worn by slaves completed the ensemble. He knew enough not to put his shoes back on. 

Laughter greeted him as he came back to the front of the stable; even the horses turned to look at the spectacle. “Jesus Christ Almighty!” he said, holding his arms out. “You have me tricked out like a nigger field hand.”

“That was the desired effect,” Carl said. 

“We thought that the best thing for you would be to say that your family has a farm in Fairfax County and you left it when the Yankees moved in,” Mrs. Thomas said. “Now you’re looking for work out this way.”

“Looks like I ain’t finding much.”

“Well, you’re not,” Mrs. Thomas said.

“But don’t say that unless you have to,” Carl said. “Don’t say anything unless you have to.”

“Am I supposed to buy the paper with my good name?”

“No, here’s twenty cents. The paper shouldn’t be more than five but it may cost more in such an out-of-the-way place.” Carl gave him a dime and ten pennies.

“Do you know the way?” Mrs. Thomas asked.

“Yes, I’ve studied on the maps of this locality. And I been to Spotsylvania Courthouse once, but I was just a tad.”

“All right.”

“Am I supposed to walk there?”

“No, we have a horse for you. Lucius?”

An old colored groom stepped up with an old chestnut gelding. Nathaniel took one look at the beast and said, “I’d rather walk.”

This produced more laughter from the assembled throng. “This here’s Bones,” the groom said. “He don’t look like much but he’ll get you where you wants to go, boss.”

“He looks like he’s older than I am.”

“I reckon he is. I done took care of him for fifteen years myself. I know he was in the war in Mexico. I don’t know what he done before that.”

“Before that,” one of the white men said, “I think he was one of the horses that were shot out from under George Washington at the battle of Valley Forge.”

Everyone laughed at this as well. Bones stood with his head hanging down. He turned and looked at Nathaniel. He seemed to be sizing him up as well and he didn’t especially like what he saw, either. 

“Can this old boy even run?”

“He’ll run,” Lucius said, “but he won’t like it. It would be best to take him at a trot most of the time.”

“If it’s so all-fired important that I go and do this,” Nathaniel said, “couldn’t the Union afford a better horse for me?”

“You don’t want a better horse,” Mrs. Thomas said. “It might get stolen.”

“Well, no one will want to steal this thing, that’s for sure.”

“Bones will be fine for you, boss,” Lucius said. “He don’t look like much, but he in fine shape. And I love this old boy, I been taking good care of him.”

Nathaniel looked the horse over. Although he was old and swaybacked his coat was clean and well groomed. His shoes were fine and his hooves were in good shape. He never seemed to put his ears forward, but an old war-horse was entitled to be cantankerous.

“Won’t someone remark on his brand?”

“Lots of horses have Uncle Sam on their ass,” Lucius said. “Excuse me, ma’am. Just say you got him at an auction.”

“Do I get a saddle, or am I a wild Indian too?”

Lucius pulled a blanket and a saddle off of a barrel and threw them over Bones’ back. He started to cinch the saddle, paused, and told the horse, “Now, don’t make me do it.” Bones did not respond and Lucius drove a knee into his ribs. Bones relented and let his breath out, allowing the groom to tighten the cinch. Lucius gave Nathaniel a glance and raised the stirrups. 

Nathaniel mounted up and walked Bones around the yard. The old fellow responded smartly enough, turning with a flick of the reins. “Now, if I just send a message for Captain Thomas, you’ll get it?”

“Yes. They’ll be looking out for it.”

“Can you get a message to the Balloon Corps? Tell them I won’t be back for a few hours.”

“Whom should we tell?”

“Well, anyone. The captain has been gone for over a week and Professor Lowe is flying, but there should be someone there.”

“All right.”

He tipped the ridiculous straw hat to her and headed down the road. 

It was a nice day in early May. It was late morning by now and it was starting to get warm. He worked out a story in his mind of who he was and what he was doing. Most of it was in fact true: he hied from Fairfax County in the north of Virginia, and he had been a farm boy. 

He picked his way south one road at a time. Most of the “roads” were just dirt tracks, branching into each other at intervals of about a mile. Bones did not give a very smooth ride but Nathaniel didn’t mind.

He reached the courthouse at about two in the afternoon. Aside from the courthouse itself there were an inn, a church and a few small stores. He entered one of the latter.

It wasn’t quite a general store but there were various types of merchandise on display. The shopkeeper was a big burly son of a bitch with long muttonchops. One look at Nathaniel and he knew he was a Yankee spy but he said nothing. 

“Got a newspaper, mister?”

“Which one?”

“The Enquirer?”

“Yes. Got five cents?”

“Here.”

He gave him the dime and took the five cents change – all US currency, though neither objected. “What you want with a newspaper, boy?”

“I’m looking for work.”

“Join up.”

He took the paper. “Maybe I will.”

He sat on the front stoop and read the paper. The story he wanted was on the front page. He read the article on the impending battle, eventually turning to page 2. There he found what he was looking for:

General Lee, when asked of his intentions in countering the Federal aggression, replied that he planned to meet force with force. “The Army will attack the enemy head to head,” he confided. “Our forces will be massed in a single great salient.”

This reporter replied that he had heard that Lee would split his forces and attack on several fronts at once. “This is false,” the General replied. “The forces will not be split.”

Nathaniel left the paper on the stoop and headed northeast. After half a mile he saw the cart-road that connected with the road that he was on. He stopped at the third telegraph pole after this intersection. 

At first he saw nothing remarkable. The shiny copper wire ran to the glass insulator and on to the next pole. A second glance, however, showed something else. A sheathed wire, one covered in tarred cotton, ran around the pole to the back. 

He walked around the pole and squinted up into the foliage. The black wire – no, two black wires – ran into the woods. He led Bones into the trees and tied him. 

The tarred wire ran to a tree, wrapped around an insulator and went thence to a piece of oilskin nailed to the base of the tree. Under the oilskin he found a telegraph key. It wasn’t a linesman’s key but a standard “camel-back” one. 

He tapped the key; it was live. The screws were not set exactly as he liked them but they were close enough. He transmitted:

TO CAPTAIN THOMAS CHANCELLORSVILLE FROM NATHANIEL STOP GENERAL LEE WILL MAKE FRONTAL ASSAULT WITH MASSED FORCES STOP HE WILL NOT SPLIT HIS ARMY 73 

He hurried out onto the road. First he galloped hard toward Fredericksburg. Then, seeing no one before or behind him, he reined in and turned back toward the courthouse. If anyone came upon him now, he would say he saw a man in a Confederate uniform riding hard toward Fredericksburg. 

No one, however, gave chase. He passed through the small crossroads town again and watered his horse at a trough, then headed back north. It appeared that nothing much was happening in that town this day; his newspaper still lay on the stoop of the little store. 

It wasn’t very difficult to find his way back. The profusion of little roads was confusing but he just turned north whenever possible. 

It was late afternoon by this time and the day had gotten quite warm. Everything was in bloom, it seemed, and the myriad perfumes made him feel half-drunk. The sensation brought him back to the evening after the Antietam battle, when he had gotten intoxicated on brandy with Vogler and Smith and the three of them had explored the planets. It was a bittersweet memory; how strange that at his young age there should already be things that were in the irretrievable past. 

It was while in the midst of such reveries that he came over a rise and saw a dark blue river moving through the valley before him where no such river should be. 

“Whoa up.”

Bones stopped and let his head sag to the ground. Nathaniel squinted at the sight before him.

Moving along what he took to be the Furnace Road was an army. He couldn’t see it very clearly but he had seen enough armies to be sure. There were men on horseback and there were wagons and field artillery, but mostly there was marching infantry raising clouds of reddish-brown dust. The occasional flashes of sunlight told him that they had their bayonets fixed. 

Who the Hell were they? At first he thought they were Union forces, but they were moving from right to left before him. They were not moving away from Chancellorsville, they were moving toward it. 

And that told him all he needed to know about these men.

He gave a tug on the reins. Bones turned his head in anticipation of the action, sparing his mouth, and wheeled smartly around. Nathaniel had intended to ride back the way he had come but another look at the army before him inspired him to sit tight. 

Half a dozen men on horseback had broken from the flanks of the marching column and were riding hard toward him. Nathaniel knew that Bones could never outrun them so he sat and watched them come. 

They got to him in less than two minutes. Nathaniel didn’t like what he saw. They were all men in their early twenties. They looked rugged and grim and they looked like they knew how to fight. They all wore carbines over their shoulders and Colt pistols at their sides. 

Nathaniel now knew exactly who these men were. It was even likely that he had met some of them before. He slouched in the saddle and looked stupid. 

One man rode up and grabbed Bones’ reins. Bones looked annoyed but did not resist. The sergeant pointed with his chin at the ridge behind Nathaniel and another man rode up there, looked around and shook his head. 

No one had yet spoken a word. Nathaniel took it upon himself to initiate discourse. Partly to play his role as the ignorant civilian and partly to be contrary he said, “You boys Yankees?”

“Fuck you! You think we’re Yankees?”

“I’ll bust a cap on your ass and take this here horse, you call me a Yankee again.”

“Why you think we Yankees, boy?” the sergeant asked. 

He shrugged. “Yankees wear blue.”

“We’re with Stonewall Jackson. We’ll wear blue ‘til the end of time, and thankee.”

“What you doing here, boy?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing be damned! Who give you this horse? Was it Farting Joe Hooker?”

“My daddy got him at the auction.”

“You a Yankee spy?”

“Hell no! I’m a Virginia boy.”

“You a Virginia boy, how come you not in uniform?”

“Yeah, you scared?”

“My maw won’t let me join up. I ain’t scared.”

“Is that so? Well, maybe the conscription will change her mind.”

“Yeah, boy, you’ll be conscripted or your maw’ll pay Jeff Davis six hundred dollars. Your maw got six hundred dollars?”

“No.”

In point of fact, Nathaniel was scared. He didn’t fear these men but he was beginning to fear what would happen to him upon his return to the Union lines. He was anxious to get away but at the moment he needed to sit still and play the farm boy.

“What you looking for around here, boy?”

“Work.”

“Work? Join up with us and we’ll give you work. We’ll give you God’s work.”

“Sergeant, what you want to do with him?”

The sergeant made a face. “This boy don’t count for nothing.”

“What about his horse?”

He looked at Bones’ skinny legs and sagging belly. “I don’t think we’re that hard up yet.” Without another word they wheeled back and rejoined the column.

Nathaniel sat and watched the column for a minute, reckoning the size of the force. He concluded that it was an entire corps. Stonewall Jackson himself was down there, probably at the head of the column. 

He turned back over the ridge. He stayed at a walk until he was out of sight, then kicked Bones up to a trot. Although Bones could not have outrun those cavalrymen, he could easily run faster than the foot soldiers could walk. 

All of the roads seemed designed by the Devil to draw him away from where he wanted to go. More than once he had to head cross-country to find a road that would bring him around Jackson and back to Chancellorsville.

It occurred to him that it might be better to go back to the telegraph key and alert Captain Thomas that way. But it was too late for that: the Union army was a lot closer than that hidden key by now.

Bones, old war-horse that he was, tried to stay at a trot but it was more than he could manage. He fell back to a walk more and more, ignoring Nathaniel’s kicks to his flanks. Even if he had had spurs it would have made little difference; the horse had given all he had.

He found himself following barely-visible tracks going through the woods. The sun was approaching the horizon and this made it easier to tell his direction. As long as he kept the sun on his left, he was heading north and toward the Union positions. 

He came, unexpectedly, to the top of a low hill. It was clear of trees and he saw, about a quarter mile to his right, Jackson’s forces. They were hidden in the trees, massing for an assault. The men in front had stopped and the men coming in crowded in behind them. At the signal, they would break upon the Union right like a wave upon the beach. He saw this for but a second; then he was back in the trees himself.

He finally reached the Union lines and he was sickened by what he saw. The Union right flank was “hanging in the air” – it had no natural or artificial structures to protect it from the coming onslaught. Moreover, they clearly didn’t know an attack was coming. Pickets were keeping watch, but it was without any sense of alarm. 

They accosted Nathaniel, demanding that he stop and state his business. “I’m a Union agent,” he said. “I have to get a message to General Hooker straight away.”

The soldiers looked bewildered at this. Nathaniel did not look or sound like a Union agent. They stood looking at him dumbly until a captain came up. The soldiers snapped to attention.

“What’s going on here? What do you want here, young man?”

“Captain, General Tom Jackson is coming here with about fifty thousand men.”

“Oh? And what do you know about it?”

“I just saw him on the Furnace Road.”

“You saw him? Did you stop and talk to him?”

“No, but I done talked to some of his men.”

“I doubt that very much.”

“Yes, because you think he’s coming head-on from the east. But he’s swinging around you and will be coming in on this flank. You’d better dig in.”

The captain looked at him as if seeing him for the first time. “Wait a minute, what are you talking about? Who told you these things?”

“Like I tried to tell your men, I’m a Union agent. And Stonewall Jackson is going to be jumping on your tail in a few minutes.”

Another captain came up, necessitating a full repetition of this intelligence. The two officers didn’t like the looks of Nathaniel and certainly didn’t like what he had to say, but neither would they dismiss his words out of hand. They decided to send a party out to reconnoiter the Furnace Road. 

Artillery fire began; everyone looked off to the south. “Those are Dahlgren guns,” one of the captains said, “so they’re ours.” 

“Well, yes,” the other one said. “I doubt they could sneak artillery up on us. Not through those woods.”

“So what are they firing at? Do you suppose—”
Nathaniel interrupted him: “Do you have a telegraph line to General Hooker’s headquarters at the mansion house?”

The officers looked annoyed. “What business is that of yours, my boy?”

“I have to get word to one of his officers.”

“Which one?”

“Captain Thomas.”

“I know of no Captain Thomas on General Hooker’s staff.”

“She’s a hooker.”

“What?” 

“Never mind. Do you have a line to the mansion?”

The officers looked at each other, uncertain how to reply. The artillery fire south of them trailed into silence. 

“Look,” Nathaniel said, “just let me go and I’ll talk to Hooker myself.”

The men talked it over, eventually deciding to let Nathaniel pass; General Hooker’s sentries could detain Nathaniel if they didn’t like him. 

“Can you give me a fresh horse?”

“You’re pushing your luck, young man.”

“Yes, sir.” 

Nathaniel set out again, riding through the Union forces to the manor house. Everywhere he went men were relaxing, writing letters, reading or playing cards. All expected to go into battle within a day or so and were making the most of their time in the rear. Bones plodded through the camps, his hooves the loudest thing in the clearing.

A bugle rang out about half a mile away, carrying easily through the stillness. There instantly followed the rattle of musket fire and the whoop of the Rebel yell. The soldiers around him stirred and looked toward the sound, not yet realizing what was going on. 

Bones was moving at little more than a walk by this time, though his flanks were heaving. The battle was about half a mile behind him but it was very loud. There was no cannon but there was so much musket fire that it made a continuous roar like the sound of the sea. 

Was that the echoes or was there gunfire coming from several directions now? He couldn’t be sure. 

Nathaniel did not look for Mrs. Thomas but went right to the manor house. He leapt to the ground and ran the last fifty yards to the steps. Before the sentry could challenge him, he shouted, “I have an urgent message for General Hooker.”

 The sentry shook his head. “Official business only,” he said. 

“This is official business.”

“What’s the password?”

“I don’t have time for that! I don’t know! General Hooker! Please let me talk to you!”

Hooker came out, drawn perhaps by the sound of the battle, perhaps by Nathaniel’s cry. His tunic was off and he stood on the front steps of the mansion in his braces, a sheaf of papers in his hand. “What’s all this ruckus?” he demanded. 

“General, Stonewall Jackson is coming around your right side.”

“What are you talking about? Jackson is with Lee. Who the Hell are you?”

Nathaniel shook his head. “Lee split his forces,” he said. “Jackson is coming from the right. I don’t know who-all is coming elsewhere, but you best be ready for them.”

Hooker looked off to the south, where the musket fire was now joined by the boom of artillery. “No, it couldn’t be,” he said. “I have it on good authority.” He tapped the papers in his hand. 

The paper on top looked like a telegram. “General, is that message for Captain Thomas, and it’s signed Nathaniel?”

Hooker looked at the telegram, then looked up as another man, an officer on horseback, came riding up, shouting, “General! We’ve been betrayed! They’re attacking from three directions at once!”

 Hooker seemed to be at a total loss. For about five seconds, as the firing continued and everyone stood and looked at him, he could but look in the direction of the roaring. Then he gave a start as if waking from a bad dream. The sheaf of papers fell to the ground. He pointed at Nathaniel and said, “This man is a Rebel spy! Take him into custody. Keep him here, I’ll want to question him after the battle.”

Before Nathaniel could blink two soldiers had grabbed his arms and another came up behind him and threw an arm around his neck. They threw him to the ground and beat him up. A man came from inside with manacles. His arms were bound behind him and he was dragged nearly insensible into the house. 

The soldiers deposited him on the floor of a small room. One man was left to watch him. 

Despite the beating and the fact that he was bound and under arrest and probably facing execution, it felt good to lie down. It had been a long day.

He was in a small sitting room whose sole window faced out upon the front porch. A small fender-style fireplace was set into the interior wall, with a settee and a straight-backed wooden chair before it. 

The sound of battle continued outside. It didn’t seem to be getting any closer. He looked over his shoulder at the window. There was less than an hour of daylight left. They generally left off with battle at sundown but there was no telling what Jackson might do. 

He looked at his guard. He was a young man, a few years older than himself and about a head taller. He sighed, sat down in the chair and laid his musket across his lap. The shadows were deep enough that Nathaniel could not read his facial expression. 

“What’s your name, soldier?”

“My name is Shut Up and your name is Dead Soon Enough.”

“Sorry. I’ll shut up if’n you want.”

“Go ahead and talk, Secesh, but don’t expect no sympathy from me.”

“Listen, I ain’t no Rebel spy.”

The solider leaned forward. “I hear different.”

“Yeah, but who did you hear it from?”

The man made no response.

“It was Joe Hooker.”

He sat as stolidly as before, then sat back with a sigh. “Yeah. Yeah, it was.”

It grew dark; the soldier lit the lamps on the mantle. As the sound of fighting died away the two of them began to converse. 

“So, Curry, if’n you ain’t a Rebel spy, what are you? You don’t seem the type to be an agent.”

“I’m not. I’m supposed to be with the Balloon Corps.”

“Really? You go up in them things?”

“Sure.”

“And what, you just float around looking at the fighting?”

“I do a little more than that. I report back to the ground by telegraph.”

“Shoot! You couldn’t get me up in one of them things.”

“It’s pretty safe most of the time.”

“Why do they think you’re a Rebel spy, then?”

“Well, they sent me out to spy on the Rebs. I’m not a very good spy, though. I can’t do anything right.”

“What were you trying to do?”

“Buy a newspaper.”

“What? You go out to buy a newspaper and you end up like this?”

“Yeah, I know it. Listen, Daniels, I need to take a piss.”

“God damn it, soldier, you don’t expect me to be of much help with that, do you?”

“Well, I’m in kind of an awkward position here.”

“Well, you can go and wet your pants for all I care to do about it.”

“Listen, I think I can get my hands around in front of me.”

“How you going to do that?”

“Well, just watch me. Just don’t shoot me, okay?”

“Okay.” Daniels shifted his weapon around so that it was pointed at Nathaniel but he left it at half-cock. “Just don’t try anything clever.”

“Don’t worry.” Nathaniel squirmed around and got his left foot up and over the chain connecting his hands. With a few minutes of effort he got his left leg behind him. The exertion left him panting on the floor. 

“Well, damn, boy, it looks like you worse off than when you started.”

Nathaniel had to laugh. “I know it,” he said. 

“Looks like you like yourself, too.”

He had to laugh at that as well; the chain ran between his legs, forcing his left hand onto his crotch. “I think the other leg will be harder.”

It was, but after ten minutes he had gotten his right leg across the chain and his hands were before him. He sat against the wall and rested, holding his hands up triumphantly before him.

“Good work, Curry.”

“Is that a thunder-mug in the corner?”

“Sure is. Help yourself.”

As he set the lid on the chamber pot he said, “Sounds like the festivities have ended for the day.”

“Jesus, I hope so. I never did take cotton to night fighting.”

“Well, one thing I’ve learned to expect from Lee, and that’s not to expect anything.”

“Or Jackson.”

“Jackson’s even worse. There’s no telling what Old Jack will do.”

“They say he’s crazy.”

“Yes,” Nathaniel said, settling back against the wall. “Crazy like a fox.”

“The South got all the good generals.”

“You’re not the first to say that.” He dropped his voice to little more than a whisper. “Do you suppose Hooker is done, now?”

“Well, he might still win this one. The Rebs might make a mistake or Hooker might get lucky.”

“Yes,” Nathaniel pressed, “but if’n he doesn’t win? You suppose he’ll get put out to pasture like the others?”

“I have no idea.”

The old butler opened the door carrying a candle. “Do you gentlemens want something to eat?”

“Yes, please,” both answered in chorus.

He withdrew and returned in ten minutes with plates of food. It was better fare than either had expected. “There not much in the larder,” the old man explained, “but the Union Army can have it all. And the hogs can all get slaughtered up, too, and I don’t mind.”

Daniels was still sitting on the chair; he put the plate on the settee. Nathaniel sat against the wall. As he was handed the plate he said, “Thank you, Joe.”

The butler paused at this and studied Nathaniel’s face. After a few seconds his eyes lit up and he smiled. Then he looked down at the manacles on Nathaniel’s wrists and the smile died. Without another word he went away.

From the master’s study they could hear the general staff conferring late into the night. One voice could be distinguished above the others: Joseph Hooker, wailing and quavering like a little girl. 

An officer brought Daniels out into the hall and spoke to him. He made no effort to prevent Nathaniel from hearing their conversation: “The general wants him kept here overnight. You stay in the room with him. Don’t be afraid to get rough if he needs it, but try not to kill him.”

“What’s going to happen to him?”

“Soldier, I don’t know what’s going to happen to any of us. The nation is very near disaster.”

“This man is innocent, you know that, don’t you?”

“Don’t be insubordinate.” The officer locked the door behind him.

The two spent a fitful night. Daniels no longer wanted to talk so Nathaniel let him be.

They were awakened by gunfire. Musket fire came from every quarter; there were cannon to the east. 

Nathaniel was sore from his ordeal of the day before. He hadn’t lost any teeth but he seemed to have a black eye and bruises all over his body. It hurt to breathe so he likely had a few cracked ribs as well. 

He got to his feet and looked out the window. A thick fog had come in during the night. Men were running pell-mell through it, shouting to one another. Several shells struck nearby. 

“I think they’ve found the range on this house,” Nathaniel said. 

“Yes,” Daniels said. “I suspect some spy told them where it was.”

Nathaniel turned away from the window. “Don’t start that again.”

“Curry, you know if I get the order, I have to do my duty.”

Nathaniel turned and looked him in the eye. “Well, if you do, please get word to the Balloon Corps.”

Daniels nodded. He looked like he wanted to say something, but before he could formulate the sentence both of them were dashed to the floor by an explosion.

Nathaniel staggered to his feet, then helped Daniels up. “You okay?”

“I think so. I lost my gun.”

“There it is, by the settee.”

“What happened?”

“I got glass on me,” Nathaniel said. “And it’s all over the floor.”

“The window blew out. It’s all over the place. Am I bleeding?”

“Let me look at you. Not much. You got a little glass on you. Come over to the window.”

“Be careful, Curry, there’s glass all over the floor.” 

“I see it.”

There wasn’t much glass by the window itself. Nathaniel, wishing more than ever that he was wearing shoes, made his way to the window and looked out. 

A shell had struck one of the elegant wooden pillars of the mansion, shattering it. The pillar was split top to bottom, with large sections blasted loose. Pieces were still falling out of the air.

Hooker stood before the building, babbling incomprehensibly. Gradually his words made more sense: “We have to fall back to the river. They have us overrun. We need to form a defensive U with our back to the river. Order the men to fall back.”

“General, our forces are engaged right now, they can’t fall back.”

“Order them to break off! We have to get out now or we’ll be annihilated.”

“Yes, sir.”

Although Hooker himself was now a shattered pillar, his staff moved calmly to obey his orders. Junior officers were detailed to remove documents from the study and other rooms that had been used as offices. A major with long red moustaches burst into the room where Nathaniel was being held and said, “Clear out, soldier. Time to go.”

“I have a prisoner here, sir.”

“Well, time for him to go, too. Time for him to go to Hell.” The major vanished. 

Daniels turned to him. Nathaniel was hoping to see compassion in his eyes but he saw only steely resolve. “Curry, get against that wall.”

“All right.” He walked to the wall, heedless of the glass, and turned to look at Daniels.

“Turn around.”

“Why?”

“I said so.”

From far away his father’s words came back to him: His wounds were all in the front. That means something.

“No.”

“God damn it, turn away from me!”

He wasn’t afraid. He didn’t think he was afraid, at any rate, but his knees were trembling. A phrase drifted back from some Sunday morning long ago: the spirit is willing but the flesh is weak. “Just shoot me and be damned, Daniels.”

Daniels said something but Nathaniel couldn’t understand it and didn’t care to. He felt as if he were already half in the next world. The cares of this stupid world and the fools that inhabited it would soon be left behind. 

Daniels fumbled with his musket. He brought it back to full cock, raised it, took careful aim and fired. 

Within the confines of the small room the report of the musket was as loud as the artillery shell had been. Nathaniel felt a blast of burning powder on his face and neck and a different stinging sensation on his back. His knees buckled and he fell against the wall, then onto the floor. 

When he opened his eyes he was alone. His heart was beating more rapidly than he had ever felt it in his life. He moved around; he felt no worse than he had a few seconds ago. 

There was now a hole in the wall where none had been before. The ball could not have missed his head by more than an inch. Daniels was either a very good shot or a very poor one. 

The Army of the Potomac went away, drawing the sound of battle with it. Silence fell upon the house. Nathaniel lay where he had fallen. 

He was awakened by the sound of someone entering the room. It was Joe. His suit was immaculate, as always; it made a strange contrast to the disorder around him. 

“Good morning, sir.”

“Good morning, Joe. Can you help me up?”

“Sure enough. Come over to the settee. Mind that glass.”

“Joe, do you have a pair of shoes I could borrow?”

“Let me look, sir.” 

He returned in a few minutes with a fine pair of shoes. According to the label they were made in London. The stockings were long and sheer and were probably intended to be worn with knee-garters. He brushed the glass off his feet and put them on.

“They don’t suit the rest of my clothes, do they?”

“Not very well, sir.”

“Perfect fit, though.”

“Yes, indeed.”

“These belong to your master?”

“I have no master, sir. I a free man.”

Nathaniel went to the window. The morning sun shining through the fog made a dim yellow light. There were several overturned and broken wagons in the rutted road. Beyond the wagons the fog hung like a curtain. The scene looked like the stage for some queer play.

Joe came back into the room and swept up the glass.

“Everyone gone, then?”

“Everyone but you, sir. You and me.”

“Well, it won’t be for long, I suspect.”

He was right. Within a few minutes Confederate cavalrymen brandishing carbines rode onto the stage. They reined in and peered around them silently. They knew they were the first Confederates on the scene and were wary of an ambush. 

These were crack troops, Nathaniel knew. They were burly and hard and they knew their business. 

The sergeant pointed his rifle one-handed at the window and said, “Come out of there with your hands up.”

“We’re a-coming,” Nathaniel said. “Don’t shoot.”

He headed for the front hall, Joe tagging behind him. “Let me do the talking, Joe.”

“Yessir.”

The soldier kept his weapon trained on him as he came onto the front porch; the other soldiers didn’t look at them. “Who the Hell are you?”

“The Yankees ketched me and stole my horse.”

“Where’d you get that jewelry?”

“The Yankees put it on me.”

“Yeah? They say why?”

“They said I was a Rebel spy.”

“Yeah? Are you?”

“No. I’m just looking for work.”

“Who else is in the house?”

“Nobody. Just me and this old darkie.”

“No other slaves?”

“Contraband.”

“Where they go, these Yankees?”

“I don’t know. They lit out about an hour ago.”

“What, they left you behind?”

“They were in an all-fired hurry.”

The sergeant pointed his weapon at the sky and fired a single shot. Within minutes the infantry arrived. The officers set the men to securing the perimeter. The men deployed into the murk as far as they could without losing sight of one another. Other men started to clean up. Within a few minutes the area around the house was a Confederate camp. 

Nathaniel and Joe sat on the top step and watched the goings-on. 

A cry arose from the fog. It wasn’t the Rebel yell, it was cheering and clapping. Nathaniel knew what would happen next and got to his feet; Joe followed suit. 

The sunlight had done little to dispel the mist but had instead brightened it to a yellow glow. Out of this mist rode a tall figure in a broad hat. Robert E. Lee looked weary, but no more weary than he always looked, and his uniform was as spruce as ever. Every man present cheered and clapped; many waved their hats in the air. 

The heavens themselves acknowledged his arrival for the mist began to rise at that very moment. Sunlight broke through and shone on his face like a limelight. Lee rode up to the house and gave the blasted column a glance, then turned to speak to the man who rode behind him.

Still the cheering continued. Every man present gave voice to his adulation. No: as Nathaniel looked around, he realized that it was more than love and gratitude these men were expressing, it was fealty. Lee was at that moment more than their commander, more even than a victor. He was a conqueror and this was his triumph.

Joe leaned over and said, “This mean I a slave again?”

Nathaniel shook his head. “It ain’t over yet.”

Lee had recovered from his injuries of the previous autumn, for he got down from Traveller without assistance. Nathaniel and Joe stood aside at his approach; Joe glanced at the ground. Lee looked at Nathaniel and asked, “Why is this man in bonds?”

No one could answer this, for the soldier who had initially questioned Nathaniel was gone. Nathaniel had to answer: “Sir, the Yankees caught me. They thought I was a Rebel, excuse me, sir, a Confederate spy.”

“Did they abuse you as well?”

“Yessir.”

“Don’t I know you, young man?”

“Sir, I was a camp boy with you last year.”

“Why are you not in uniform?”

“I made a promise to my mother not to join up, sir.”

“Where are you from?”

“Fairfax County.”

“What are you doing in these parts?”

“Looking for work.”

Lee nodded. “We can give you work.” He turned to the officer behind him. “Remove his bonds and clean him up. Send him around to me after noon.” He glanced at the youth’s shoes, then went into the house.

Several enlisted men took charge of Nathaniel. At first they tried to find a key that fit his manacles but none would do the job. At last they brought him to a blacksmith who was traveling with the army. This man was a free Negro, black as coal, with bare arms like the trunks of trees. He gave the manacles a glance, then set Nathaniel’s hands on an anvil. He placed a cold chisel on the bonds and with two taps of the hammer he was emancipated.

The soldiers then cleaned his injuries as well as they could and brought him back to the manor house. Several parties had business with the commander and they waited their turn. 

As they stepped up to speak to him a captain approached. Lee turned to the man anxiously. It seemed to Nathaniel that the junior officer was older than most men of his rank and did not have a military bearing; he surmised that he worked in a specialized capacity, such as medicine. This turned out to be the case. Nathaniel caught snatches of what the man told Lee: they took the arm…fear of sepsis…holding up but he lost a lot of blood…pneumonia. Lee closed his eyes and nodded; the captain left without saluting.

When Lee opened his eyes he caught sight of Nathaniel and gestured for him to approach. He nodded to the soldiers, dismissing them.

“Your name is High, is it not?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You promised your mother not to join up?”

“Yes, sir. I’m all she has left.”

“And where is she?”

“She’s on the farm.”

“Fairfax County is in Union hands.”

“Yes, sir, but she won’t leave.”

“And you wouldn’t stay?”

“I don’t think I could have brung in a crop on my lonesome, sir. And if I did, the Yankees would have took it.”

“Yes. And that is why you’re looking for work down here?”

“Yes, sir.”

“But they pay you in Confederate money, don’t they?”

“Yes, sir. If I can even find the work.”

“Confederate money must be worthless in Fairfax County.”

“Well, yes, sir.” He was making this up as he went along and was wary of making a mistake in the logic of his lies.

“Why don’t you seek work in the North?”

“Sir, among the Yankees?” 

Lee nodded. “I can pay you a dollar a day in gold.”

“Sir, that’s very good.”

“And you realize that your country is conscripting now. If you were taken in the draft, your mother’s objections would not stand. But I could keep you from it.”

Nathaniel hesitated. He had no desire to stay among the Confederates any longer than necessary but he could hardly tell Lee that. “Why me, sir?”

“I have soldiers detailed to help me but they always have other duties to attend to. I need a lad who won’t be called off on kitchen police or guard duty.”

Nathaniel nodded. “I’ll help you out, sir.”

“Fine. You can start by taking notes for me.” He took a piece of board off of a barrel that stood beside him. Upon the board were a sheet of paper and a pencil. 

Nathaniel again hesitated. During his previous time with the Army of Northern Virginia, he had intimated that he was illiterate. Would he be compromising himself if he could now read and write? He decided that he would not.

Lee noticed his hesitation and looked at him. Nathaniel said, “Excuse me, sir, but was a friend of your’n wounded?”

Lee nodded, and upon his noble visage Nathaniel now saw a look that he had seen upon countless men in the past year and a half. “General Jackson was wounded. The outlook is grim, I’m afraid.”

“General Stonewall Jackson?” Nathaniel gasped.

“Yes,” Lee said. “He has lost his left arm, but I have lost my right arm.”

The stricken look Nathaniel displayed was genuine, despite his sympathy for the Union. He mastered himself a moment later as a major approached Lee. “We have the Union officers here, sir.”

“Which ones?”

“The quick and the dead.”

“Good. Come along, High.”

The fog was gone now and it was turning into a nice day. Nathaniel and Lee followed the major to the side of the house, where eight Federal officers stood. They were of various ranks and wore different uniforms. They came to attention at the general’s approach.

Two of the eight were known to Nathaniel, and they in fact looked at him in recognition, though they had the wits to say nothing.

Lee greeted them courteously, offering his hand to a man whom he knew, and made sure that their immediate needs had been looked after. He then said, “Gentlemen, I call you to a sad task. There are several of your comrades whose remains we hold and whose identities my staff were unable to ascertain. It is not right that honorable men should fall and their families not get word. I wish to observe them now, to see if there is any man I know, and I wish your aid in this.”

“Sir,” the senior man present said, “we shall be happy to assist you.”

“Good. Come this way, then, please, gentlemen.”

The remains had been laid out behind a stable that was about fifty yards from the house. The bodies lay under several sheets to ward off the flies that had already gathered. 

Lee himself named the first man to be exposed and Nathaniel set his name down. The second, a younger man, was known to an officer who first turned to Lee, then, at his nod, to Nathaniel. 

The second sheet was removed and there lay Nathaniel’s friend Lieutenant Spencer. He had been killed by a bullet to the head. Behind his face and above his right ear the skull had been neatly removed, as had the portion of brain beneath it. It must have been so sudden that he could have felt no pain. He stared sadly up at Nathaniel and Lee. 

Several of the officers expressed sorrow at the sight of this fair youth, but Nathaniel lost control of himself. Tears blinded him and he was racked with loud sobs. Even within his grief, however, he realized the danger he was putting himself in. He struggled in vain to get control of himself.

Lee turned to him, surprised at Nathaniel’s reaction to the death of a person he could not have known, and Nathaniel had to turn away from him. 

In that moment Nathaniel hated Lee. He saw Lee’s gesture in turning to him as meaning, See what I have done, see what I enjoy doing. Lee was the motor for this war; it was because of him that the South had not surrendered as it should have. If he had had a gun he would have slain him on the spot. 

It was Lee himself who comforted him. He touched his arm and said, “There, there, my boy. It’s sad, but this lad must have died nobly, and he is surely in a better place. Come, now. Come, now.”

Nathaniel drew a breath and nodded. This was after all not the first friend he had lost. He took up the board and pencil again and nearly wrote Spencer’s name before he caught himself. 

He wanted to return to the Union lines but could not see a ready way to do so. The Union Army was presumably only a few miles away, but it was across a river and both sides kept close watch on the shores. He would have to bide his time. 

He fell back into the routine of Confederate camp life. Lee spent most of his time closeted with his generals, so he had a lot of free time. At first he did nothing when not with Lee, but then he began to pitch in with the other camp boys. 

The camp boys were mostly lads too young to enlist in the Army, or not fit to serve for some reason. The work that they did was invariably the meanest tasks. Their remuneration was usually in Confederate currency, which was increasingly worthless. The Army, however, provided them both sustenance and excitement, so there was no shortage of hands. 

A number of free Negroes also did camp work. Nathaniel hoped against hope that he would find Uncle Sammy there, but he did not. 

On his second day in the camp, upon being released by Lee, Nathaniel sought out the camp prostitutes. He found this an embarrassing experience, having never done so before. He approached an area on the outskirts of the camp that was the domain of sutlers and other merchants. He encountered a woman in late middle age, luridly painted and quite fleshy. At his approach she gave him a smile that would have benefited from a few more teeth and asked, “Hello, honey, want to have a party?”

“Sure,” he said, smiling back. “Is there somewhere we can go?”

When they had sequestered themselves in a tent, she said, “First let me see the color of your money, and it better be yellow. I’ve had quite enough of this Confederate stuff.”

“To tell you the truth, ma’am, I haven’t any.”

“Do you think I brought you in here to make friends with you?”

“No. I wonder if you know a girl name of Muriel.”

“No. Should I?”

“You might know her as Sally or Mrs. Pettijohn.”

She gave him a withering look. “What are you playing at?”

“You don’t know her at all?”

“You’re wasting my time, boy,” she said, and threw him out of the tent. Utterly humiliated, he declined to try again.

The next day he was idling with the other camp boys when a youth he knew only as Thompson said, “Hey, look, it’s the Dummy!”

Everyone looked up. A young Negro stood in the midst of them, smiling shyly. 

“Who is this?” someone asked, and Thompson replied, “Why, this here’s the Dummy. He don’t never talk. I don’t know if he deaf or just stupid, but he never talk. Funniest God-damned nigger you ever seen, though.”

“Yeah? What he do?”

“Oh, he just a cutup, that’s all. He can dance, too. Dummy, you cut us the pigeon wing, now. C’mon, dance for us, boy!” Thompson got up and pawed at the ground with one foot, flapping his arms like a chicken, and the Dummy responded. He did several dances popular in minstrel shows. He did them well enough to draw laughter and cheers from his watchers, though none offered money. 

“So who does this Dummy belong to?” someone asked. 

“Don’t rightly know,” Thompson said. “He might be a stray.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” another man replied. “I wouldn’t want no nigger couldn’t talk. He wouldn’t be good for nothing but a field hand.”

“So what’s the matter with a field hand?”

“Well, I ain’t own no cotton fields.”

“How come we ain’t seen him before?” someone asked. 

“Shoot, I don’t know,” Thompson said. “He come and go. I ain’t seen him in months. Yeah, you stop that now, Dummy,” he said, picking up a piece of horse dung and throwing it at him. The Dummy stopped dancing and smiled benignly at Thompson.

Nathaniel went to Lee’s tent to see if the general had awakened from his nap, but he had not. As he returned to the camp boys he saw the Dummy standing apart from the others as if waiting for him. At Nathaniel’s approach he held something up. To Nathaniel’s surprise it was his rosewood-handled jackknife. 

“Nigger, where you get that—” he began, then caught himself. It couldn’t be his knife, he had left it behind in the Union camp. 

The Dummy held the knife close to his chest so that only Nathaniel could see it. He gave Nathaniel a look of simple-minded astonishment as if to mock the confusion Nathaniel felt. 

Nathaniel struggled to make sense of what was happening. It was his knife. He recognized the little brass rose. For some reason the Dummy had it, and he wanted Nathaniel to know he had it. When at last he understood, the Dummy’s face lit up in a joyous grin. 

“What’s he got?” Thompson said, coming up behind the Negro. He took both of the Dummy’s hands, but the knife was gone. 

“Oh, nothing,” Nathaniel said. “I thought he had something in his mouth but it’s gone.”

“Oh. You got to watch these niggers, they’ll rob you blind.”

“I know it. Say, I’m going to take him and get some kindling, how’s that?”

Thompson shrugged. “I don’t care.”

Nathaniel tugged the Dummy’s sleeve and they both set out for the woods.

It was a beautiful day. Spring had finally come and the trees were leafing out nicely. The foliage cast shimmering shadows on the forest floor and all around them birds were singing. They followed an old Indian path that was barely visible through the fallen leaves.

Nathaniel said, “Your name is Carl, right?”

“Yowsah, Mars’ N’than’l.”

“You stop that. You ain’t nohow no good at it.”

“Well, I’m no Booth.”

“I can see why you don’t talk. You sound just like a God-damned Yankee.”

“Well, I am a God-damned Yankee. I’m from Boston. You can’t get more Yankee than that without going to New Hampshire.” He handed Nathaniel the jackknife and he slipped it into his pocket.

“Did you come here to rescue little old me?”

“I certainly did.”

“I didn’t do anything worth a tinker’s dam.”

“Yes, you did. You were willing to go, and that’s something.”

Nathaniel glanced at him. “I transmitted what was in the paper, you know.”

“I know. We got a copy ourselves. Lee either changed his mind or he’s learned to lie to the newspaper men.”

“Someone better tell Hooker that before he orders me shot again.”

Carl made a dismissive gesture. “I don’t think General Hooker will be a danger to anyone but himself from now on.”

“Oh, he’s going the way of the others, then?”

Carl nodded. “He’s ‘a poor player who struts and frets his hour upon the stage, then is heard no—’”

“Hey! Are you talking?”

Both stopped and turned around. Thompson was coming up behind them. He didn’t look angry or alarmed, just surprised. 

As he approached, Nathaniel had a queer moment in which he saw Thompson as if for the first time, and very clearly. Every detail of his visage was imprinted on his consciousness, and Nathaniel knew that he would never forget it. Thompson’s squinting eyes, apple cheeks and broad mouth made him look like he was always smiling. His freckles and tousled hair imparted a childlike quality to his appearance.

Carl turned to Nathaniel, bowing like an English gentleman, and held out his hand. His face was expressionless but there was death in his eyes. Nathaniel bowed in return and surreptitiously handed him back the knife. He was simultaneously amused by their courtly gestures and repelled by what was about to happen.

“Nigger, how come you ain’t never talked before?” Thompson said, a broad smile on his face. Carl responded by lunging forward like a fencer and thrusting the knife into his stomach. As Thompson doubled over from the sudden pain, Carl slashed the knife across his throat, then stepped back to avoid the fountain of blood. He accomplished all of this in a single motion, as if it were a dance step. 

Thompson was so taken by surprise that he spent his last earthly moments staring at Carl in confusion. As he started to fall, Carl grabbed the seat of his pants and his shirt collar and threw him off the path into the woods. He didn’t get up.

Carl and Nathaniel each took an armful of leaves and threw them on top of him. “There you go, Johnny Reb,” Carl said, “Requiescat in Pacem.”

“That was too bad,” Nathaniel said, retrieving his knife from the path. “He really wasn’t a bad sort.” They turned back down the path.

“He had dedicated his life to making me a slave,” Carl said. “I was happy to kill him. I’d like to kill more like him.”

“Oh, you sound like Old Jack,” Nathaniel muttered.

“Who?”

“Stonewall Jackson. I heard him talk about killing Yankees that way. ‘Kill them all, kill them without mercy!’ He was hollering.”

“Indeed? Well, I’d like to show him the same favor.”

“Someone beat you to it. He lies a-dying.”

“He does? How sad. What happened?”

“He was shot by his own men.”

“Oh, that’s rich. That’s enough to restore my faith in human nature. Your knife wants sharpening, you know.”

“I know it, but I don’t have a stone. Say, where are we going?”

“Down the road a piece. You’ll see.”

“Okay.”

An eastern bluebird, heedless of war and all the affairs of men, landed on a branch and cocked its head at them. Nathaniel made a pistol of his thumb and forefinger and shot at it. He missed and it flew away. 

“Tell me,” Carl said, “where’d you get those shoes?”
Chapter Eleven: High and Lowe

“Solly,” Nathaniel Curry said, “you get more mail than the rest of us put together.”

Vogler looked over his glasses at him and smiled.

“What are you reading now? What language is that?”

“It’s German. This is the journal of the Royal Society of Prussia.”

“Wouldn’t they speak Prussian?”

“No. You’re thinking of Russia, where they speak Russian.”

“Oh. The letters aren’t the same as ours.”

“Well, they’re the same letters, but they form them differently.”

“What’s it a Royal Society of?”

“It’s a scientific organization, modeled after the Royal Society of England.”

“So that magazine’s like The Scientific American in our country?”

“Very much like it, indeed.”

“So what’s new in science in Prussia?”

“Well, I think all of us might be interested in this story. It concerns aerostatics.”

The entire camp bestirred itself. The Allen brothers looked up from their breakfast. Professor Lowe put down the letter from his wife. Only Captain Comstock showed no interest.

“I shall endeavor to translate this as I read it. You’ll have to forgive me, but it’s not the easiest of tasks.” He cleared his throat.

“‘A new altitude record has been set by two English balloonists. On July 17 of last year, aerialist Henry Coxwell and scientist James Glaisher made an ascent from Dunstall in the balloon Mars. It was a very windy day and the two were on the point of calling off their attempt when the rope securing the Mars to the earth sundered. They made the best of the situation and ascended to an altitude of 22,357 feet. They made numerous observations of atmospheric pressure and temperature along the way. The altitude they attained is counted the greatest ever attained by men.’”

“Why, that’s almost certainly the case,” James Allen interjected. “I believe the old record was about eighteen thousand feet. Twenty-two thousand? That would be higher than any known mountain on Earth.”

“But there’s more,” Vogler said. “‘On September the Fifth –’ why, this was about the time of the Antietam battle – ‘the two made a second ascent. This time the municipal gas with which Mars was charged was of a higher quality and provided greater lift. The aerial explorers made a controlled ascent and rose above two miles within nineteen minutes. In short order the four mile and five mile marks were passed. 

“‘This passage was not made without peril, however. Because the car was unevenly loaded, the gasbag turned within its harness and fouled the release line to the valve.’”

“Now, there’s a concern,” Ezra Allen said. “I don’t see how the loading of the basket could do that, though.”

“Well, we haven’t seen their arrangement, either,” his brother said. “But I find it more likely that the expansion of the bag fouled the line.”

“Yes, indeed,” Ezra replied. “Atmospheric pressure halves every three miles of altitude. Why, the bag would have expanded four times! One would need to valve to keep from bursting.”

“Oh, it’s better than that,” Vogler said. “‘Coxwell clambered into the rigging to free the valve line. Glaisher, for his part, lost his sight, then sensation in his limbs, and then lost all sensibility. This may be attributed to the paucity of oxygen at that altitude as well as to the extreme cold, which was recorded as minus eleven degrees.’ Let me see, that would equal about twelve degrees on the Fahrenheit scale. I’m afraid I’m not translating this very well.”

“Oh, no, you’re doing splendidly,” Nathaniel said. “So this fellow went climbing in the rigging at over five miles altitude? What happened next?”

“‘Coxwell lost sensation in his hands and felt his eyesight and his consciousness failing, but attempted nonetheless to free the line for the valve. He knew that if the balloon were not brought down, it would either continue to rise and must eventually burst, or would stay at a high altitude until its occupants expired for lack of oxygen.’”

“Well, the gasbag might have burst and formed a parachute,” James Allen said. “John Wise ends his exhibitions by doing that very thing.”

“Yes,” Ezra replied, “but he employs a rip panel so it happens in a controlled fashion.”

“But think of the position he was in!” James said. “He was climbing in the rigging, losing eyesight, losing sensation, and he was on the edge of passing out. One slip and it would have been all over. Except that it would have taken four or five minutes to reach Mother Earth.”

“‘At length, Coxwell freed the line and returned to the car. He vented gas and began the descent. He then endeavored to arouse Glaisher, who remained insensible.

“‘They descended into Groton, which is twenty miles distant from Dunstall. Coxwell managed to rouse Glaisher, then went into the town to secure assistance.

“‘An examination of their instruments indicates that the Mars attained an altitude of 37,000 feet, or approximately eleven kilometers. This makes Coxwell and Glaisher the first men to enter the stratosphere. This is a significant milestone in the exploration of the upper atmosphere. That these men accomplished this feat without the employment of supplemental sources of oxygen and survived is a further achievement.

“‘However, it is the opinion of this writer that this experiment shall stand as the ultimate achievement in the exploration of the upper atmosphere. Glaisher’s observations demonstrate merely that in the upper atmosphere, atmospheric pressure and temperature both decrease, which is precisely what intuition would tell us. 

“‘Moreover, it must be recognized that this experiment was dangerous in the extreme. Any attempt to reach a higher altitude in a manned balloon would be folly. It is true that the employment of carbolic acid or other means of generating oxygen could help aeronauts to survive at extreme altitudes, but there would be little utility of risking human life in this manner, particularly when there is so much still undiscovered down here upon the Earth. The flight of the Mars almost certainly marks the end of scientific exploration of the upper reaches of the atmosphere.’”

No one spoke for about a minute. Then Lowe turned to Comstock. “Captain, I did not wish to resign my position while a campaign was in progress. I would like to know if it would be convenient if I did so now.”

Comstock considered for a few seconds, then replied, “This would be as good a time as any.”

Lowe nodded. “I shall write a letter to you to that effect forthwith.” He put his wife’s letter in his waistcoat pocket and went into his tent.

“Professor, I wonder if there was anything I might do for you.”

Lowe turned from the trunk he was packing and nodded to indicate that Nathaniel might enter the tent. The youth dropped the flap and stepped in. 

“There is really nothing, Nathaniel, but I sense that that is not what inspired you to visit me.”

“Of course it isn’t, sir, but I didn’t know what else to say.”

Lowe smiled. “I know: it’s like speaking to one who is in mourning, isn’t it? Still, it isn’t that bad. We’ve accomplished something, though not all have the eyes to see it. And with one exception, we’ve lived through it. Not everyone who has been in this conflict can say that.” He placed his field glasses in the trunk and closed the lid.

“What will you do now, sir? Where will you go?”

“Well, I’ll go back to New Hampshire to begin with. The first thing I want to do is take a rest. After that, I might resume my aerial exhibitions. The dream of flying the Atlantic remains, of course, as it must for all aerialists, but I must first concentrate on making a living.”

“What about the war, sir?”

“Well, I suppose the war will go on. The South will continue to fight valiantly and brilliantly. The North will counter with greater arms and armies and with lesser leaders. Where it will end up no one can now say, but it looks like it could drag on for years.”

Nathaniel nodded. He had meant to ask Lowe what he intended to do to support the war effort, but he had his answer.

Lowe turned to him and smiled. “I’m glad we had this moment together, Nathaniel. You were the first to follow me on this fool’s errand. The first and the last. Thank you.”

Upon Lowe’s departure Captain Comstock assembled the Balloon Corps. “I consider this experiment unhappily concluded,” he said, “and this organization dissolved.”

“If I may, sir,” James Allen said, rising, “I do not consider the experiment concluded. I was making observations for the Army before Professor Lowe was, and I intend to continue to do so.”

“Do you think anyone will avail themselves of your services?”

“Indeed I do, sir.” He held up a military message sheet. “This is a note that was delivered to me a few minutes ago.”

“A note? What does it say?”

“General Butterfield inquires as to why Professor Lowe has not gone up today.”

“That note should have come to me.”

“Do you want it? It would serve as a nice trophy of your victory.”

“Don’t be impertinent, young man!”

Allen shrugged and sat down.

Comstock was nearly livid with rage. “You people are a disgrace to the Union! You have wasted the treasure of the Army, and you have made it a laughingstock in every theater of war you have entered. Worst of all, you have wasted my time for some months now. You shall not waste another second of it. Farewell!” He stormed out of the camp. 

Everyone sat in silence for a few seconds; then James Allen stood and said, “I shall now take charge, if there are no objections.” There were none, so he continued, “I can’t promise to pay any of you, but we have all made good shift of begging from the Army the last few months. Iron filings and vitriol for charging the balloons are in short supply, but if we’re parsimonious, we can keep flying for a couple of months.

“There is a demand for our services and we must meet that demand. In that way, the Army will come to appreciate what we are doing. Then we’ll get supplies and our salary. 

“We have a difficult time ahead of us, but we must all bear in mind that it is for a greater good. We must also remember that our sacrifices are as nothing compared to what the boys in the field are giving up.” 

Chapter Twelve: The Prince of Arabee

“Jim, Eagle needs a charge.”

“We can’t do that, Nathaniel.”

“When do we get more vitriol?”

“The Army says it’s on order and is expected any day now.”

“They’ve been saying that for weeks.”

“How bad is Eagle?”

“It won’t lift over a hundred feet.”

“Are there still sandbags on it?”

“Just one.”

“All right, drop it.”

“It’s not going to be steady.”

“I know it! You’ll just have to live with it.”

“Can’t I try to charge it?”

“No, you can’t. I want to save the charge that’s in there for Intrepid.”

“All right.”

“And Nathaniel?”

“Yeah?”

“Call me ‘Mister Allen.’”

“Can I tap in here?”

“Who the Hell are you?”

“I’m with the Balloon Corps.”

“We don’t want you on our line. Stay out.”

“But I have to get a line in to the commander-in-chief.”

“You got orders?”

“Yes, General Butterfield wrote them. Here.”

“Aw, Jesus. All right, I guess. Just no chatter, keep it strictly business, you hear?”

“Yes, Sarge.”

“Do you even know code?”

“Sure I do. Look, is this really such a bother?”

“We have enough hands on the line right now. The field commanders are all sending telegrams to each other during the fighting now.”

“What I’m doing is important, too.”

“Of course it is. And I’m the Prince of Arabee.”

TO GEN BUTTERFIELD FROM CURRY BALLOON CORPS FIVE THOUSAND MEN SIX MILES SOUTH OF MY POSITION STOP

THOSE ARE OUR MEN SOLDIER

NO THEY ARE NOT THEY ARE TOO FAR AWAY STOP

YES THEY ARE CHASING JOHNSTON

THANK YOU SOLDIER 73

“How long has Enterprise been charging?”

“Six hours now.”

“God damn it, and it’s still not full?”

“The vitriol’s shot to Hell, Jim.”

“I told you not to call me by my first name, Nathaniel.”

“Well, you can forget about that. Can we get any more juice?”

“No…but there’s still a little iron left. Pour some of that in there.”

“Okay.”

“And call me James if you must. But not Jim. No one’s ever called me Jim.”

TO GEN BUTTERFIELD FROM CURRY BALLOON CORPS CONFEDERATE FORCES SOUTH OF FBURG MOVING WEST STOP

SHUT UP SHUT UP STAY OFF OF THIS LINE

NO FORWARD THIS TO COMMAND STOP

WHO IS THIS 

BALLOON CORPS

REBELS ARE LISTENING ON THIS LINE STAY OFF DAM YOU

SORRY I DID NOT KNOW

PARTY USING IMPROPER LANGUAGE ON THE TELEGRAPH IDENTIFY YOURSELF

SHIT IN YOUR HAT AND PUT IT ON YOUR HEAD

“Are we moving again?”

“They think Lee is forming up south of Fredericksburg now, Ezra.”

“Think? No one knows?”

“If anyone knows, they aren’t telling me.”

“One of us should go up and see if there’s any dust around.”

“No. We have to pack the wagon now. We don’t want to be in the last wagon train out again.”

“That’s for certain.”

“Nathaniel, look what I got.”

“Where’d you get ten dollars, boy?”

“My father sent it to me.”

“I thought he disapproved of you being here.”

“He does, but he doesn’t want me to starve.”

“Does he know you’re eating stuff you shouldn’t be a-eating?”

“No, but he isn’t here, and neither is my rabbi. Want to go get something to eat?”

“Sure enough.”

“Did you hear they’re investing Vicksburg?”

“No, I didn’t. Where’d you hear it, from the spies?”

“No, I have as little truck with them as I can manage. I heard it at Headquarters.”

“Who is doing it?”

“It’s Grant.”

“Grant the drunk?”

“The very same. He’s been tearing up the map out west, they say.”

“I hope he isn’t another Hooker.”

“No. He won’t stop drinking, and that’s a fact.”

“Yeah. And is that good or bad?”

“Well, by their fruits shall you know them, I suppose.”

“So he wants Vicksburg, does he?”

“Yeah, and why there, Ezra? Isn’t it a little out of the way?”

“No, not really. It’s in the middle of the Mississippi, and it would split the Confederacy in twain.”

“Well, good luck to him, then.”

“Yeah, good luck and good hunting.”

“Nathaniel, wake up!”

“Nuh? What is it?”

“You hear them guns?”

“Guns?”

“Yes, there’s guns! Are they going out or coming in?”

“Shucks, those are Parrott rifle cannon, Sol. Johnny Reb ain’t got none of them.”

“You sure?”

“Sure as shooting.”

“Could you tell that in your sleep?

“I reckon. Can I go back to sleep now?”

“Yes, I’m sorry.”
Chapter Thirteen: Survival of the Fittest

“How many prisoners are there?”

“Well, I heard about two thousand. That’s a pretty good haul on any day.”

“Well, I should say so. I thought Johnny Reb was going to fight to the last man.”

“Well, they did, and the last man was a Quaker.”

“So where-all are they?”

Ezra Allen pointed toward the north. “They’re going to march them off to the railroad station, I hear.”

Nathaniel looked in the indicated direction. “Maybe I’ll go have a look.”

“Think you might see someone you know?”

“Well, you never can tell. Also, sometimes I just miss how folks talk.”

Allen shrugged. “Fine. We’re pretty much on casual status now, you and I. Eagle is the only ship with gas in it and James is up in it.”

“Ezra, what’s going to happen to us? Are we ever going to get our due?”

Allen shook his head. “We’ll get our due like every man does, I suppose. The only question is when it happens.”

The Rebel soldiers sat in the middle of a clearing. It was a hot day and every man present looked thirsty. Nathaniel turned on his heel and returned a few minutes later with a bucket and ladle. 

A company of soldiers surrounded these unfortunates and they were reluctant to let Nathaniel approach the prisoners until a sergeant gave his permission. The desperate soldiers leapt to their feet at his approach. “Give it here, Billy! Give me some of that!”

“Take it easy, fellows, you’ll spill this.”

“There ain’t near enough here for all of us anyhow. Give me another drink, damn you.” The soldiers spurned the ladle and dipped water from the bucket with their hands, spilling as much as they drank. 

“Don’t drink so fast, you’ll get the trots,” Nathaniel warned.

“Trots? Christ sakes, boy, you need to have food in you to make shit.”

“Do you have any food, Billy? If you have anything at all, I’ll bless you, and that’s a fact.”

“No, I don’t. You boys are hungry, are you?”

“I ain’t et in two days. Some have gone longer.”

“Lansbury, don’t go telling him things,” the man beside him said. This soldier had not risen from the ground and now spoke with his back to Nathaniel. “This man is our enemy, you know.”

“Not any more,” Nathaniel said, assuming a friendly air. “The war is over for you boys. And it’s up to the Army to take care of you now.”

“We’ve heard all about your prison camps,” the seated man said.

“Why, what have you heard?” Nathaniel asked.

“That you’re better off dying on the field,” the man said.

This was the first time Nathaniel had seen Rebels up close in several weeks. He was struck by the change he saw. The men who had cheered Lee’s triumph at Chancellorsville were now hungry and dispirited. He knew that he should be cheered by the sight, but he was not. The thin and weary wretches before him, clad in filthy rags, only inspired pity. 

He had not thought much about the prison camps. This was principally because he figured he would never be going to one. He might get stood up against a wall and shot, but he wouldn’t go to a prison camp.

The soldiers on both sides spoke of the camps with dread, though. To some extent this was merely due to fear of the unknown, but there had to be some truth to the terrible rumors each side heard of the other’s camps. 

There was only a little water left in the bottom of the bucket now and a man picked it up and poured it into his mouth. The man beside him said, “Where you from, Billy?”

“Who, me? No place special.”

“You talk like a Southern boy. Where you hie from?”

The other soldiers were not so friendly now that the water was gone. “Yes, where you from, boy?” another man asked. “You a turncoat?” asked another. Within seconds the entire mass of men rose to denounce him as a traitor.

Nathaniel stepped back, surprised at the sudden change. These men were hungry, thirsty, barefoot and defeated, but they were still defiant. 

The bucket and ladle were tossed at his feet. He gathered them up and walked away.

“That’s fine work, soldier,” the sergeant of the guards said. “We done all we could to settle them down and then you rile them up again. Get the Hell out of here.”

Nathaniel complied, reflecting on his way back to the Corps’ camp that everything he did, no matter how noble the intention, redounded to his ill. 

At the camp he was given a message to report to Captain Thomas immediately. He went to Hooker’s headquarters and found her waiting for him. “How do you do, Nathaniel?” she asked, taking his hand. He removed his hat and returned the greeting. “Will you walk with me?”

“Of course, ma’am.”

She raised a small black parasol against the afternoon sun. “How are things going in your organization, Nathaniel?”

“Pretty poorly, ma’am, but I suspect you knew that.”

“Yes, I did. I suppose you know it’s only a matter of time before you are dissolved once and for all.”

“I’m afraid so.”

“What will you do then?”

“Well, I don’t reckon I know.”

“Do you have six hundred dollars?”

He smiled. “I don’t think I’d buy my way out of this even if I could.”

“Then it’s the infantry for you unless you find a different line of work.”

“I could be an operator.”

“Yes, you could, unless we decided otherwise.”

He turned to her. “What?”

“Our organization holds considerable sway. The telegraph division listens to our opinions.” She said this as calmly as if she was discussing the weather. 

“So it’s work for you or carry a musket?”

“It would be to your advantage as well.”

“My advantage? That’s shi—I mean, that’s not true.”

“Come on, Nathaniel. We’ve always been your friends.”

“All of you have threatened to kill me at one time or another.”

She waved her hand dismissively. “Pay that no mind. If someone really wanted to kill you they would have done it.”

“Sally Pettijohn still suspects me of killing David Miller.”

“No, she does not.”

“You sure?”

“She told me that she knows you didn’t do it. She said she’s very sure of it.”

“Well, that’s good. She say who did it?”

“No.”

“I reckon I know.”

Thomas glanced at him. “If he did, I’m sure he had good cause.”

“Yes,” Nathaniel replied, “but was it the Confederate Cause?”

She turned away, putting her parasol between them.

“Nathaniel,” she said a moment later, “even if you don’t join us, I’d like to thank you for what you’ve done already.”

“You’re welcome, ma’am,” he said politely. “Say, did y’all translate that letter Sally showed me? She never said.”

“No, we never got anything useable out of that.”

“Well, that’s too bad.”

“Yes.” She hesitated, then said, “I’m very sorry our commander said that to you. He cannot apologize but I can do it for him.”

“Sally says she’s the only one he doesn’t threaten to kill,” he said.

“Yes,” Thomas replied, “I can believe that. She’s rather beyond his reach.”

“Well, that looks like a good place to be.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean I have no interest in joining up with y’all. You all are so busy trying to kill each other and cover it up I’m surprised you find the time to do anything else.”

“Nathaniel, wake up.”

“Whu? What time is it?”

“It’s late…or early, I don’t know. You have to get up.”

“James, what is it? Is there an attack?”

“You have to take Intrepid up. Something’s going to happen.”

“What’s going to happen?”

“I don’t know. They want a balloon up with a telegraph line.”

Nathaniel drew his trousers on. “How am I supposed to see anything in the middle of the night?”

“You’ve flown at night before. Besides, the dawn’s a-coming.”

“All right.”

Within the half-hour he was on a wagon with Intrepid, heading west. He had no notion of the time nor of his destination. 

Ten soldiers had been detailed to assist him and they were none too pleased to be doing so. To be roused in the middle of the night to do battle was one thing; to be dragged from their bedrolls to mind a balloon was quite another. Nathaniel only made things worse by telling them that they could not smoke. They gave voice to their displeasure, put their pipes away and went back to sleep in the bed of the wagon. 

It wasn’t merely dark, it was foggy. Nathaniel could just make out the pine trees beside the road. They were but dark vertical lines barely discernable against the surrounding darkness. 

He could see nothing of the road. The driver must have been familiar with it, though, because his course was slow but steady. The wagon bumped along while the half-charged balloon bobbed and jiggled overhead. 

The wagon crossed the Rappahannock at a ford and continued on a few more miles, then crossed again. At last it stopped where a railroad track crossed the road. 

It had to be near dawn for Nathaniel could now see a little. Before them was an open space. A few pines stretched into the murk overhead. On their left the fog flowed like a broad river in its bed. Beneath that river of fog, Nathaniel knew, there flowed the Rappahannock. A railroad trestle spanned the invisible river.

Two infantrymen, their bayonets fixed, silently challenged the wagon, then stared in wonder at Intrepid. Another man, a civilian by his manner, stood beside a small table. 

Nathaniel squinted at the civilian. He recognized him as a telegraph operator of his acquaintance, a man named Merkin. He leapt to the ground and waved to him. The man nodded in reply. “Mind telling me what we’re doing here, Merkin?” he whispered. 

“They don’t tell me nothing,” Merkin replied, “but you’re supposed to go up here. I’ll help you patch into the line.”

“What line?”

Merkin hiked a thumb over his shoulder. “This is a telegraph pole, though you’d scarcely warrant it. I’ve contacted Headquarters on this line. They want you to report on the battle today.”

“I don’t think I’ll be seeing too much.”

“It should lighten up as the day goes on.”

Nathaniel looked at the table. There was a telegraph key there, all wired up. There was also a battery, which saved Nathaniel the trouble of charging his. He turned back to Merkin. 

“Headquarters requested this?”

Merkin shrugged. “I guess so. You’d never believe who actually gave me the orders, though.”

“Who?” Nathaniel thought of Captain Comstock, but he was mistaken.

“It was a whore.”

Nathaniel had a flash of anger which he suppressed. “Well, let’s get a line into the balloon.”

“How much you need?”

“Well, let’s see. I’ll go up two hundred feet. That will get me well over the trees and let me see anything in this locality.”

“So you need two hundred.”

“No, I need to run a ground down as well. You got a grounding spike? Or you could run the other end into the river.”

Merkin shook his head. “I’m patched in here, I’m not grounded. I’m live in both directions.”

“Which way is Headquarters?”

Merkin pointed to his left, downstream. “I think it’s that way but I don’t rightly know.”

“This line was here before the war?”

“Looks like it. Those insulators have been there five years.”

“What’s at the other end?”

“I don’t know.” 

Both fell silent to listen to a message tapping faintly from the key on the small table. As the message was not for either of them they ignored it.

“This line you have, is it coated?”

Merkin shook his head. “Bare copper.”

“Okay, I’ll run one wire up one of my drag lines and the other down another so’s they don’t cross. I’ll run those two drag lines from the wagon and two more from trees.”

“Fine by me.”

“Hey, did you hear that?”

“What?”

“That message ended with ’73 CURTIS.’ I don’t know any operator named Curtis, do you?”

“Well, no.”

“He must be a Rebel.”

“Could be. That line runs into Fredericksburg, then.”

“Break that line.”

“I ain’t breaking no telegraph line.”

“But if you don’t, the Rebs’ll hear everything I transmit.”

“Listen, Curry, that ain’t our concern. Now, we both got work to do before the battle. You best get to it. It’s going to get real busy around here.”

He nodded. “Say, Merkin, what’s over there, anyway?”

Merkin nodded over his shoulder at the fog. “That’s Culpeper County on the other side of the river.”

“I know that, but what part?”

“It’s Brandy Station.”

“Yeah? Where’s the brandy?”

Merkin snorted. “Damned if I know. I’d be happy if I could see the station.”

Nathaniel and Merkin laid out wire and connected it while the soldiers attached the drag lines to two wheels of the wagon and two more to nearby trees. The soldiers, fearful of electricity, refused to come near the wires. Nathaniel got into the car of the balloon and tapped CQ HEADQUARTERS. The reply came, HEADQUARTERS BY. He looked up at Merkin and said, “Now, you’ll be here, listening on your key, right?”

Merkin shrugged. “I got no better place to be. If it gets hot here, though, I’m lighting out.”

“All right.” He turned to the soldiers. “All right, boys, I’ve explained what I need here. I don’t have much lift so it should be easy to bring me down. Just wait for the signal.”

“What will you use for a signal?”

“The green flag.”

“Do you think we’ll see it?”

He glanced up at the fog. “This’ll burn off in jig time.”

“All right.”

They paid the line out and Intrepid started up. The flaccid bag bounced and jiggled above him like the breast of a fat woman. The basket, with no sandbags to steady it, bobbed and rolled. The ground vanished within seconds.

Nathaniel was surrounded by fog. Looking down he could see only a few feet of his lines. 

Above him it started to get light. As he watched, the swirling mists thinned and he broke through into daylight. The fog sank slowly away from him. 

The balloon fetched up against the lines. Intrepid would not have risen much higher even if not tethered, so it was a very gentle stop. He was about fifty feet above the level of the fog.

There was blue sky overhead but beneath him the world was white. The fog reflected the shape of the land beneath it: he could discern hills and valleys and the winding shape of the river. There wasn’t much else to see. 

The air was perfectly still. The only sound was the quiet conversation of the birds in the trees below. He sat down, crossed his legs on the side of the car, and looked around. It was like a vision of Heaven, or perhaps a scene from a dream. For a few minutes it was possible to forget about the States War and everything else transpiring on the world that lay hidden beneath him. Then the shooting started. 

He transmitted, TO GEN BUTTERFIELD FROM CURRY BALLOON CORPS SMALL ARMS FIRE AT BRANDY STATION. A minute later came the acknowledgement from Headquarters in the form of the telegraphic code 13, “I understand,” followed by the question, WHAT CAN YOU SEE.

He replied with the single word NOTHING. 

At that moment the sun rose above the fog. Its yellow beam was warm against his face, giving the promise of a hot day ahead. He brought out his telescope, actually the Balloon Corps’ telescope. It was a larger and much finer instrument than his own pocket telescope, but there was as yet nothing to see with it but fog.

The firing was coming from the other side of the river, from the east. It did not sound like a typical battle. The firing was all small-arms fire. In fact, it sounded like carbines and pistols. There didn’t seem to be any muskets.

Carbines and pistols? That sounded like a cavalry engagement. 

Aside from this, however, there was no other sound. He did not hear the boom of artillery nor the shouting and cheering that usually accompanied an infantry attack. 

Headquarters asked, WHAT FORCES ENGAGED AT BRANDY STATION. He replied, I DONT KNOW.

He frowned at the sea of fog beneath him. This seemed to be entirely a cavalry engagement, though it was hard to tell. If so, it would likely not end to the Union’s advantage. The South had better horses and better horsemen, and it had them in greater numbers. It was common knowledge that whenever Confederate cavalry were involved, things turned out badly for the United States. If both Confederate and Union cavalry took part in an engagement it was sure to be a disaster for the Union.

The rising sun was starting to burn the fog away and he could soon discern riders. Even through the telescope, though, it was impossible to tell friend from foe. Horses and men were all just dark shadows milling madly about. 

There were a lot of these dark shadows. He transmitted, MANY HORSES ENGAGED. The reply came, WHAT FORCES. He didn’t reply.

Little by little things started to make sense. A large Confederate force had been attacked by a smaller Union one. The Confederates were encamped directly across the river from him, and the Union forces had come in from the right, from the upriver direction. 

There was a Rebel camp on a hill about two miles from him; it seemed to be a corps headquarters. Men had been roused from sleep and were pulling on boots and mounting up with as much speed as they could manage. 

He set the telescope on the edge of the basket and focused as carefully as he could. He knelt in the bottom of the car with his left hand bracing the telescope against the side of the basket and his right holding the eyepiece. He held his breath and concentrated on making out every detail of the scene before him. 

A man had just mounted and unfurled the regimental colors and for an instant Nathaniel could see the banner with great clarity. He turned to the key and transmitted JEB STUART AT BRANDY STATION.

The reply came, WHAT UNION FORCES. This seemed queer; Headquarters should certainly know who the Union commander was. 

Another message came over the instrument. It was a weak signal, much fainter than the one from Headquarters, and he had to look at the key to follow it. He made out CAN NOT CONFIRM THAT IT IS STONEMAN. There was a pause, then came the single word NO. 

All right, these had to be Confederates. He could hear a man who could see the battle but he could not hear the Rebel headquarters. The weak signal meant he was either using a weak battery or, more likely, was about ten miles away.

Could the Rebs hear him? Would he be doing more harm than good by telling Headquarters what he could see? He did not know. 

It frustrated him that Merkin had refused to break the connection to the Confederate side. He would have only needed to disconnect his instrument on one side and run a line to ground. True, he might not have been able to cut out the Rebels without losing contact with Headquarters, but it would have been worth the trial. 

He turned back to the battle. The men at the camp had formed up and were about to set out when a rider came in from their rear, Nathaniel’s left, at a full gallop. Whatever he had to say to them caused great consternation, for instead of setting out they held a quick parley on horseback. One man broke off from the group and rode to the top of the hill. 

Nathaniel followed him with his glass. On the hilltop was a single cannon, and the rider gave the crew manning the gun quick instructions. The crew swung the gun around and fired it toward Nathaniel’s left, away from the gunfire he had heard before. 

He looked in that direction. A second Union force was coming from that direction. He still could not see the size of any of the forces involved, although he thought that Stuart’s entire cavalry corps must be with him. 

The weak signal came over the telegraph again, and he turned from the telescope to watch the key. I DONT KNOW, the Rebel operator said, I CANNOT SEE.

He looked again to the left. The second Union force was holding up, delayed by the single cannon on the hilltop. Stuart and his staff were making the most of the delay to take cover. They were literally heading for the tall timber. 

It was by this time full daylight and the fog was gone. Nathaniel raised his glass and looked past this engagement. What he saw surprised him. 

About five miles farther to the west hundreds of white specks covered the landscape. These were surely the tents of the Army of Northern Virginia. Most of the Army was there, by the looks of it, and that meant Lee was there as well.

But what was he doing in this area? It was farther north than anyone had thought he would be. He should be protecting Richmond from attack. So what was he doing?

Nathaniel thought about the hungry prisoners he had seen. There was certainly nothing for Lee to feed them in Virginia or he would have done so. But the rich farmlands of Pennsylvania lay just to the north. 

Lee was going to invade the Union again. Pennsylvania was pretty nearly undefended; even its state militia had been mustered to the Union cause. Lee could simply march in and seize fodder for his horses and food for his men. He would then be situated between the Union Army and Washington. He could easily assail the capital and capture it. He could then ask for any terms he wanted.

All of this occurred to Nathaniel Curry in the space of a few seconds as he beheld the tents of the enemy through his telescope. His next consideration was what to do about it. 

If he simply transmitted a message to Headquarters, the Rebels on the line might overhear him and warn Lee. That would be worse than doing nothing. 

He transmitted, MERKIN TELL THE MEN TO BRING ME DOWN. There was no response. 

He leaned over the side and waved the green flag. He looked down, but there were no upturned faces. “Hi! Hi!” he shouted, but no one heard him above the gunfire. 

He threw the flag over the side. The flag itself acted like the fletching of an arrow, keeping the staff vertical as it fell. The staff drove straight into the ground, startling the soldiers. They looked up at him and shook their fists. He waved at them, gesturing that he wanted to come down. They gestured back.

At last they set to the pulleys. Nathaniel looked back at the battle. 

Where he had previously seen hundreds of horsemen there were now thousands. He hadn’t known that both sides had so many cavalrymen between them. There was still a lot of shooting going on, but most of the fighting was being done with sabers. The battle looked much like cavalry engagements had looked for thousands of years. 

If the main army of either side were alerted to this engagement it would throw in more forces and carry the day. If both sides were alerted at the same time the advantage would go to the Confederate forces, as they were much closer to the action. 

Another message, a clear, strong signal from Headquarters, came over his instrument, but he ignored it. He glanced back at the battle but it was already hidden by the trees. He could still hear it, but it sounded like a small engagement. 

He looked over the side. He was still a hundred feet up. He put his hands to his mouth and shouted, “Hurry it up down there!”

The soldiers stopped working to reply: “We’re going as fast as we can!”

“You think this is easy?”

“You think you’re sitting pretty up there, don’t you?”

“You like to run a man through with that there flag of yours, boy.”

“Just get me down,” he said.

“We’ll get you down,” a man replied. “We’ll get you down so’s you don’t get up again.”

He considered letting some gas out to speed his descent, but Intrepid had precious little gas as it was. With him in the basket the balloon only had about twenty pounds of lift at ground level. There was no excuse for the men to take so long to get him down. 

He jumped out of the car when he was still ten feet above the ground. He turned to the two infantrymen who had greeted them. “I need one of those horses, boys.”

“You ain’t taking our horses.”

“One horse. I need to get to Headquarters lickety-split.”

“How are we supposed to get back, then?”

“One of you can ride in the wagon with the balloon.”

“What, with that thing ready to explode? I doubt it.”

“It won’t explode. Just don’t smoke around it.”

The man shook his head. “You ain’t taking no horse.”

“Listen,” Nathaniel said, “I have an important message to deliver to General Butterfield. Am I going to have to tell him I couldn’t get it to him because you didn’t let me use that horse?”

The soldier leaned forward. He was several inches taller than Nathaniel and twenty pounds heavier. “How about I throw you and General Butterfield in this here river?” The other men laughed. 

Nathaniel ended up riding back to Falmouth in the wagon with the balloon. By the time they had finished packing up it was past noon and becoming a very warm day. The soldiers bumped along in the bed of the wagon, complained about having been inconvenienced, complained about not being allowed to smoke, then fell asleep. 

One man stayed awake and lay in the back of the wagon chatting with Nathaniel. “If you’re in such an all-fired hurry to get back,” he asked, “why don’t you cut the balloon loose?”

“How would that help us?” he answered curtly.

“Well, it would make this here buggy lighter, wouldn’t it?”

“No. Without the balloon, it would be about two hundredweight heavier.”

“Oh. Because the balloon is lifting the wagon up, right?”

“That’s right.” The man was being polite so he decided, reluctantly, to reply in kind.

“Of course. That’s perfectly obvious, in fact.”

“Well, I don’t think most fellows would get it right away.”

“Well, it’s just a matter of buoyancy, isn’t it?”

“Say, it sounds like you know something about this stuff.”

“Yes, I’m interested in science. I have some friends who will be very interested in what I’ve done today. Tell me, is this your personal balloon?”

“You mean my property? No, it’s government-issue.”

“It is? Well, I hope it’s better work than the government-issue stuff that we have.”

Nathaniel knew what he meant. War profiteers had made a fortune selling shoddy equipment to the Army: shoes with cardboard soles, wagons whose wheels fell off. He looked up at the balloon. He recalled Lowe saying shortly before his resignation that the Corps had made more than three thousand flights over the course of the war. Intrepid’s bag was patched in a dozen places and much of the wicker was broken but it was still serviceable. “Yes, it is,” he said. “It’s fine work.”

“How did you come to be doing this?”

“You mean flying? Don’t rightly know. It just sort of happened.”

“Did you do it before the war?”

“No.”

“Are you going to carry on with it after the war?”

Nathaniel glanced upward again. This seemed like a peculiar question, although it was actually quite natural. The truth was, he had ceased to think about a time when the war would be over. The war would continue forever, or at least longer than he would live. He shook his head. 

“I’m sorry I was griping before,” the soldier said.

He smiled. “That’s a soldier’s right.”

“Truth to tell, this isn’t bad work. It’s better than a lot of work I get.”

“Yeah? I should ask for you again.”

“Yes, you do that. The name’s Montgomery.” Nathaniel replied with his own name and they shook hands. 

It seemed to take an eternity to get back to camp, but the team drawing the wagon consisted of draft horses and they didn’t care to hurry. It was the middle of the afternoon when they arrived at Headquarters. Nathaniel jumped off of the wagon and sought out General Butterfield.

He was shown into Hooker’s command tent, the same one previously used by McClellan and Burnside. Butterfield met him with a sheaf of telegrams in his hand. “Curry!” he exclaimed. “Why did I hear nothing from you?” He bustled on, compelling Nathaniel to chase after him.

“Sir,” he said, “there were Rebels on the telegraph line. I didn’t want them to overhear me.”

“Well, what did you have to say that was such a secret?”

“Lee is on the move, sir. He’s way north in Culpeper County and it looks like he’s going to go up into Pennsylvania.”

“He is?” Butterfield paused to consider this. “What makes you think so?”

“I saw about a thousand tents about ten miles east of my position.”

“A thousand tents? Are you being fatuous, or do you mean literally a thousand?”

“I mean literally a thousand, sir.”

“Come with me. I want you to tell the general that.”

“Yes, sir.” Nathaniel had no desire to see General Hooker but he followed Butterfield out of the tent.

“What did you see of the battle?”

“Sir, it was the biggest cavalry engagement I’ve ever seen.”

“Was it? How many horses?”

He hesitated. “Well, sir, you might think this is just my fancy, but I’d reckon it at about ten thousand on a side.”

This was an extraordinary statement but Butterfield just nodded. A moment later they found Hooker conferring with his staff. Butterfield snapped a quick salute and Hooker nodded.

“Sir, this man says that General Lee is heading north into Pennsylvania.”

“Yeah? And what do you know of it?”

“Sir,” Nathaniel replied, “he’s in Culpeper County, way north by the river. It looks like he aims to get between you and Washington.”

Hooker looked at Butterfield, confused and alarmed. “Has this been confirmed?”

“No, sir.”

“Well, have someone go out there and see.” Butterfield turned and gestured to a young captain waiting nearby. 

Hooker said, “What were you doing in Culpeper County?”

“I was observing the battle, sir.”

“Stoneman, you mean?”

“Stoneman and another corps of cavalry up against the Confederate cavalry at Brandy Station.”

“How did you observe this and make it back across the river so quickly?”

“I was watching from a balloon on our side, sir.”

“A balloon?”

“Yes, sir, I’m a member of the Balloon Corps.”

“I thought the Balloon Corps had been dissolved.”

“No, sir. Mister Allen is –”

“I’ve spoken with you before, haven’t I?”

“Yes, sir, I—”

“I know, it was back at Chancellorsville. You gave me that false report on Lee.”

Hooker’s face was suddenly a study in fear and wrath. Before Nathaniel had a chance to speak, Hooker called some soldiers over and had him placed under arrest. 

“General, what I said was the truth.”

“We’ll soon see, young man. I have to make some inquiries but I’ll get to the bottom of this.”

Nathaniel was placed in the stockade. He had never been inside a stockade before and didn’t much like it. It consisted of little more than logs driven into the ground in the form of a square about fifty feet on a side. Three feet inside the walls was a wire supported by stakes about a foot high. As he entered the enclosure a guard grabbed him roughly by the shoulder. “See that wire, boy?”

“Uh, yes?” 

“That’s called the deadline. Do you know why it’s called a deadline?”

“No.”

“Well, if you step over it, or touch it in any way, Jesus will be explaining it to you directly. You get my meaning?”

“Yes, sir.”

“All right. You can step over it one time, going in.” 

He stepped over the wire and was instantly set upon by about a dozen men. They threw him to the ground and pummeled him for a few seconds, then quickly robbed him. First to go were his shoes, followed by his jackknife and his pocket telescope. The last item stolen was the locket from around his neck. The latecomers searched his pockets, then left empty-handed. The guards sat against the wall, watching in quiet amusement. 

He slept under the stars that night without a blanket. It was not a very cold night but he still shivered. 

The next morning he was taken out and brought to a small tent where two men awaited him. One glared menacingly while the other carefully closed the flaps. Once they were safely sealed in, they tied Nathaniel’s hands behind his back, sat him in a chair and assailed him with insults. They called him a Rebel spy, a liar, a traitor and other, fouler things that he had never suffered before. One man pulled out a pistol, cocked it and held it to his head. “I could kill you right now, boy, and no one would say a word.”

“What do you want me to say?” he said, half-choking with fear. 

“Tell us who you work for.”

“I serve the Union.” 

“That’s not what we hear.”

“What—what do you hear?”

“We’ve gotten the word that you’re a Confederate agent, pretending to be a turncoat.”

“That’s not true.”

“You tried to turn in a Union agent when you were in Lee’s camp.”

“No I didn’t.”

Red Sally again. Even as one of the men delivered a hard punch to his belly, he realized that she had once more turned on him. 

The blow took his breath away. He leaned forward, expecting to vomit, and was unable to. He had after all not eaten in more than a day. He spat a drop of foul-tasting bile onto the ground as a man grabbed his hair and pulled him upright in the chair.

This unpleasant interview continued for about half an hour. Then he was dragged back to the stockade and dumped over the deadline. He lay there, one foot on the wire, half wishing that the guards would shoot him.

A few of the prisoners actually showed him sympathy at this point. They spoke kindly to him and pulled him off the wire. A bucket of water and rags were produced from somewhere and his wounds were washed. He even got a cup of goober peas for lunch. 

In the afternoon his name was called again, accompanied by hoots and catcalls from the prisoners. He went to the wire and found Sally standing beside a guard. He stopped. “I don’t want to talk to you,” he said.

“Come on, Nathaniel,” she said impatiently, and he followed her. A guard came with them and brought them to the same tent as before. The guard waited outside. There were two chairs this time and they sat facing each other. She breathed heavily, as if she had been running.

“I don’t know what you expect me to tell you,” he said. 

“It’s I who have something to tell you,” she replied. She pulled a handkerchief from her sleeve and blew her nose. 

He waited.

“First off, I’m sorry you got pinched. I didn’t think that would happen.”

“Well, it sure enough did.”

“Why didn’t you make reports? They said the line was fine.”

“There were Rebels on the line. I could hear them. And I could see Lee was sneaking north into Pennsylvania. I wanted to tell them what he was doing, but I didn’t want the Rebs to hear me.”

“Well, that makes sense.”

“It didn’t make sense to Hooker. Too bad you weren’t the commander-in-chief.”

“I certainly couldn’t do a worse job than he has,” she replied. “I’ve been suspecting Lee was going to sneak north through the Shenandoah Valley.”

“You have? You think he’ll get a warm reception?”

“Oh, of course,” she said sarcastically. “They’ll welcome him with flowers and hosannas.” 

“Well, I should hope not.”

“Why the Hell did you go see Hooker?” she asked, clearly annoyed. “You should have known he’d do this.”

“It wasn’t my idea. It wasn’t even my idea that I fly yesterday.”

“Are you mad at me for that?”

He shrugged. “Look where it landed me.”

“Nathaniel, I thought I was doing you a favor by doing that. I got Butterfield to approve it and everything.”

He had no answer to that. The Corps had been doing precious little flying of late so he should have been glad for her help. “When do I get out of here?”

“There’s a problem with that.”

“I know. You went and told them that I had denounced you to the Rebs last year.”

“No, I did not.”

“You didn’t? Well, it was in your testimony, then.”

“That testimony no longer exists, just like yours.”

“That big guy, then?”

“No. Hooker went ahead and wired Washington. He spoke to Major Grover.”

“Oh!” This made more sense. “He still has it in for me, does he?”

“Yes, he does.”

“What’s his beef with me, anyway?”

“Grover? Do you know anything about him?”

“No.”

“He’s charged with finding Rebel spies within the various spy organizatons. He’s found precious few to date. You were supposed to be his biggest catch so far.”

“So in other words, the man’s a fool.”

“You could put it that way. Or you could say he’s a political appointee, which is pretty much the same thing.”

“Maybe there’s just no Rebel spies in your group.”

She shook her head. “About one in ten spies on the Rebel side is one of ours. We figure they’re doing the same for us.”

“Ever catch any?”

“Christian’s killed several men he said were Rebs.” She looked down at her hands. “Yeah, I bagged a couple myself.”

“Christian?”

She pointed to her eye.

“Oh.”

“Major Alphonsus Christian.”

“He’s an officer? When I saw him he had stripes.”

“He’s two officers. He’s a major in the Pennsylvania Guards and he’s a major in the Fourth Alabama Infantry. Under the same name both places.”

“Jesus. You’d think someone would notice.”

“Everyone notices. Everybody knows this. He’s one of the few spies getting paid regularly. Both sides hope and pray he’s really working for them and they think twenty-something dollars a month will keep him loyal.”

“He as tough as he acts?”

She settled back in her chair. “You want to know?”

“Sure.”

“I was with him when he lost his eye. One of our agents was bad.”

“And Christian found him out?”

“He found out when the son of a bitch shot him.”

“Oh.”

“His name was Charlie Belcher. Him, me, Christian, Major Thomas and another man were in the woods between the armies. This was long about a year and a half ago. Belcher spins around and yells ‘Ha!’ and shoots. Little bastard, the gun was near as big as he was. No how-do-you-do, no nothing, just ‘Ha!’ and shoots him in the eye.”

“Jesus. And he lived through that?”

She shook her head.

“What did you do?”

“I was right beside Christian. I got it all over me.” Sally pantomimed a surprised woman splashed with something unpleasant, her hands up and her eyes wide. “I was pretty God-damned shocked.” She pointed to a scar beneath her left eye. “I got pieces of bone in me.”

“Too bad you weren't armed.”

“I’m always armed. I consider myself one tough bitch, but I couldn’t do nothing but stand there.

“But Christian, he just turned away for a second, then he went after him. Now, if you ever got hurt in the eye, you’ll know you can’t open either eye for your life. He didn’t even try. He didn’t have a weapon, but he reached out for Charlie, just groping around. 

“Charlie couldn’t God-damn believe it. He just stood there gaping at him like a scared nigger. Then he put the gun up and pulled the hammer back. 

“That was all Christian needed. He heard the click and stepped up and grabbed the gun with one hand and put his other hand to Belcher’s throat.”

“Choked him? Broke his neck?”

She shook her head. “Pinched his Adam’s apple. Just like this.” She put her thumb and forefinger together. “Snapped his Adam’s apple quick as you please and just held the gun while Charlie choked.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“Took him about a minute. He let go the gun and walked around, but there weren't nothing for it, so he turned blue and keeled over on the ground. We left him for the skunks.”

She seemed very talkative but this wasn’t what he wanted to know. “So what’s next? Are they going to beat me up until I confess?”

She shook her head again. “I’ll talk to the sergeant running the interrogation. They’ll talk to you but they’ll keep their hands to themselves.”

“How will you convince him to do that?”

“Don’t worry. I know what that swine likes.”

He understood this and ducked his head in embarrassment. “But you can’t get me out?”

“No, Hooker won’t let you go. But have no fear. It won’t be long.”

“What do you mean?”

“Hooker’s going to be back in Massachusetts commanding a plow.”

“Oh. Good.”

“Do you need anything? Are they treating you all right?”

“No. Somebody stole my shoes.”

“Well, that wasn’t very proper, was it?”

“No. Say, you mind if’n I ask you something?”

“No, what?”

“Last time I saw you, you looked, well, you looked pretty sick.”

She smiled. “I changed doctors.”

“You did? What did the new one do?”

“Well, the last one brought my fever down. The new one thought the fever was good for me. He sweated me and it seemed to help.”

“Oh. Good.” 

He was returned to the stockade. As he stepped over the deadline his fellow captives greeted him with more cheers and catcalls. 

Half an hour later a sergeant with four armed soldiers strode into the enclosure. They did not look like typical enlisted men. They were rugged, menacing individuals who glared arrogantly at the prisoners. The sergeant stepped up to Nathaniel and came right to the point: “Where’s the man what stole your shoes?”

Nathaniel hesitated. If he pointed the offender out there would be no going back. He would be the man who had broken the code of all captives by openly denouncing a fellow prisoner to the guards. On the other hand, Sally had already paid the coin and he would probably be set upon worse than ever if he did not now take a stand. He walked over and pointed at the man. 

The sergeant, his eyes blazing, approached the offender. “Take ‘em off.”

The man was as large as the sergeant and had thick, knotted arms. He stood eye to eye with him and said, “I’ll see you in Hell first.” 

The sergeant stepped to the side and in a twinkling one of his soldiers flew past him and drove the butt of his rifle into the man’s crotch. The man went down like a sack of shit and the soldier shoved his muzzle into his throat. The thief gurgled in pain, then kicked the shoes off. 

The sergeant picked the shoes up and handed them to Nathaniel. Instead of thanking him, Nathaniel pressed his advantage. “I also had a telescope, a jackknife and a gold locket,” he said. Before the sentence was finished the items were deposited at his feet. The thieves withdrew, murmuring hasty apologies.

The sergeant and his men left before he had a chance to thank them. The jackknife and the telescope went into his pocket. The chain of the locket was broken so he tied it in a knot and put it back on. 

Nathaniel had no more problems with his fellow prisoners. Everyone deferred to him. At mealtimes he was allowed to eat and drink first. No one questioned or resented his sudden ascendancy; it seemed to be in the natural order of things that some prisoners were so favored by the authorities. The guards for their part ceased to abuse him.

There were no further interrogations. His questioners apparently decided that if they could not use violence against him the interviews were a waste of time. 

A few days later the Army of the Potomac suddenly struck its tents and started moving north. The urgency with which this was accomplished convinced Nathaniel that Lee was indeed heading into Pennsylvania and that Hooker was moving to cut him off.

This should have meant that he would be set free, with the commander’s apologies. But that would have been the sensible thing; he remained a prisoner.

The prisoners were placed in manacles and marched under guard. This was more unpleasant than languishing in the stockade but it at least kept the guards from abusing the prisoners and the prisoners from fighting amongst themselves.

It was late June in Virginia and the heat and humidity were monstrous. At every step clouds of dust rose, choking man and beast alike. Every soldier’s skin and clothing became caked with dust and sweat.

Walking all day in these conditions was an agony. At every halt men called for water, but there was little water to spare for prisoners. The men grew weak and began to stumble. The guards shot one man who fell and would not rise; no others fell. 

More and more of the prisoners were freed. The men never welcomed their liberty because they knew it meant that they were being returned to the ranks and their services would soon be required on the battlefield. Nathaniel himself was always spared.

The sun told him that they were headed north. Rumor held that Lee had moved into Pennsylvania and captured Harrisburg and that his next prize would be Washington itself. Hooker was positioning himself to thwart this move. Hooker, however, had proven himself as incompetent as any of his predecessors and he would fail. 

There were only a handful of prisoners left by the end of June. Nathaniel wondered what his fate would be. Would he be sent to the field like the others? Would Major Grover’s advice finally be heeded and he, Nathaniel, summarily shot? Or would he just march along this endless road for all time, like the Flying Dutchman? 

None of these things happened. Instead a great hue and cry arose from the army as some new intelligence passed through it. No one communicated with the sorry little band of prisoners, but it was easy to overhear what was being said: Hooker had resigned as commander in chief. General George C. Meade had taken his place.

Within the hour, the prisoners were overtaken by a mounted courier with orders in his hand and the column was taken out of line and brought to a halt. The sergeant in charge read the orders; then, without a word, he removed Nathaniel’s bonds, shoved him roughly out of line and marched his charges off again. 

Nathaniel sat by the side of the road rubbing his wrists and watching the might of the United States slouch past him. It was not a very inspiring sight: the men were tired of fighting, tired of marching and tired of being soldiers. To a man, they wished that the great conflict were over so they could once again be farmers, or tradesmen, or shopkeepers. They little resembled the glorious hosts of paintings and magazine illustrations.

On the other hand, they looked better than the Army of Northern Virginia.

So now Meade was in charge, was he? 

This seemed a mark of how desperate Lincoln had become. He knew Meade by sight and he was not a very impressive figure. He was gaunt and haggard and sickly in appearance. His hollow cheeks and tired-looking eyes made him appear older than his years. He seemed like a competent staff officer, but he did not look like a man who could inspire other men to sacrifice their lives. 

The dust made him even thirstier than he had been and he began to wonder where he would get his next meal. He suspected that it would be at the end of the column and he was right. 

Nearly the last wagons in line were those of the Balloon Corps. In the lead was James Allen, driving a gas generator. Allen didn’t recognize the waif by the wayside but Solomon Vogler, seated beside him, did.

Allen reined in and Nathaniel, throwing off his fatigue, sprang up beside them. They greeted each other warmly. “Nathaniel,” Vogler said, “I had made sure you were dead. It’s good to see you looking so fit.”

“Solly, do you have any water?”

“Here, there’s about half a bottle here.”

“Is this here kosher water?”

“Water is always kosher unless someone has pissed in it. No, go ahead, it’s fine.”

“Thank you kindly.”

“You get in a fight? You look kind of beat up.” 

“Oh, yeah, I guess so.” He touched the bruises on his face.

“You been consorting with the enemy again?”

“No, this was the work of our side. The enemy generally treats me better than this.”

“Well? You going to tell us about it?”

“Oh, just let me rest first.” 

“All right. Then I’ll tell you our news: we’ve gotten our supplies. Wagon Four is carrying five hundred pounds of iron filings and sixty-five gallons of vitriol.”

“Well, that’s sure a blessing.”

“Yes, if we ever get permission to use them.”

The next day the Balloon Corps was ordered to report to Colonel Myers of the Signal Corps. He kept them waiting an hour, then brusquely informed them that General Meade had ordered the Corps transferred to his control. “I have no money, no men and no time for such folderol,” he said. “You men are discharged.”

“What are we to do, sir?” a shocked James Allen asked.

“Turn your equipment over to my transportation company. They can make use of the draft animals and the wagons.”

“And the balloons and the gas generators?”

“Gas generators?”

“Yes, sir. I can’t imagine that the transportation company will have any use of them.”

“Was this expensive equipment?”

“Yes, sir. Tens of thousands of dollars worth.”

“What is your base?”

“The Columbia Armory.”

“Then bring it all there. Get paid off, then you’re discharged. I’ll write you orders.”

The newly unemployed aeronauts returned to their wagons. Allen had them move the generators to a stream and drain them; getting rid of the old charging solution would lighten them by several tons apiece.

He then ordered them down the road they had just come up. When they reached Frederick, Maryland, they would take the turnpike southeast to Washington. They had to wait for a break in the traffic, so great was the northward passage of the Union Army. When at last they started moving they covered only a mile or two before more troops forced them off the road. 

“Nathaniel, wake up. You have to drive a wagon.”

“What? All right.”

He sat up, trying to place where he was. It had been a warm night, the last one of June, and he had slept beneath the stars. As often happened to him, though, he awoke feeling disoriented. Wagon Two lay before him, but he was sure he had fallen asleep on the other side of it. He felt that he was facing west although he was looking into the rising sun. The sensation was an illusion, he knew, but still he felt confused.

The Balloon Corps had driven late into the night, stopping only when the mules and drivers had become exhausted. For all that they had only covered about ten miles. It was now shortly after sunrise, or a little after five in the forenoon. 

“James, where are we again?”

“We’re still in Pennsylvania, I think. Right down near Maryland. And we’re between Lee and Washington.”

“I need more sleep. I’ve only gotten a few hours the last few days.”

“So have we all. But there are plenty getting more sleep than they wanted. Remember that.”

“Yes. You’re right.”

“Nathaniel, I’ve made a decision. This will be my last order to you. It’s slowing us down to keep together this way. We should go catch-as-catch-can to Washington. It’s only forty or fifty miles as I reckon it.”

“All right.”

“So just drive to the Armory and find someone to take charge of your wagon. Get a receipt.”

“Then what?”

Allen shrugged. “Go home.”

“I would if I had a home.”

Allen nodded sympathetically. “Well, c’est la guerre.”

As he was tying his shoes Solomon Vogler pulled up beside him. He was driving a gas generator. “Nathaniel, do you need a ride?”

“I’m driving a wagon myself, Solly.”

“All right. I think the rest of the train has set out already. Nathaniel, I really have to go.”

“All right, then I’ll see you in Washington.”

“Well, that’s just the thing, Nathaniel, you won’t.”

“I won’t?”

“Well, I’m going to return this generator, but then I’m getting out. I’m going to be on the first train to New York.”

“Oh!” They looked at each other for a moment. “I always thought that we would have a more proper leave-taking, Solly.”

“And so did I. I’ll just say it’s been a pleasure serving with you, Nate. If there is anything I can ever do for you, write to me at my father’s company.”

“Sol, let me borrow your Darwin book.”

“What?”

“That way I’ll have to see you to give it back.”

Vogler smiled. “Well, that’s novel,” he said. He dug in his carpetbag and pulled the tome out. “Very well, Master Curry,” he said sternly, “study this book carefully. You’ll face examination when next we meet.” They shook hands and he drove off.

Ezra Allen was already gone. Nathaniel looked around and discovered that he was the last of the Balloon Corps left in the vicinity. He was in charge of two conveyances, a gas generator and a wagon containing the balloon Eagle and their now-useless supplies. 

There were also four mules. He removed their feedbags and hitched them to the wagons, wondering how he was going to drive two wagons at once. 

He could tie the generator’s team to the back of the balloon wagon and drive the rigs as a tandem. But while this was a good idea in principle it wasn’t really practical. A wagon being led driverless this way was liable to drift off the road, especially on a curve.

Should he seek out a transport company? But they always had a shortage of both animals and drivers. Rather than provide him with a man, they would likely take his mules. 

He finally decided to abandon the gas generator. Although the generators had been expensive pieces of equipment, they served only one purpose, to generate hydrogen on a battlefield. It was not likely that anyone would ever need to do such a thing again. 

He would hitch the generator’s team to the back of Wagon Four, but before he did that he looked the generator over to see if there was anything else he could salvage from it. 

There was not. He stepped back and looked at the generator. It was certainly a unique conveyance, essentially a great wooden crate on wheels. He supposed that the battle would end with another Confederate victory and that the generator would be discovered by the victorious Rebels. What would they make of the thing? There was a pump to get water into it, but that was only its most obvious feature. If a hole were knocked in the box the dregs of the water and vitriol would run out, badly burning anyone who touched it, but that would be a puzzle to them as well. If someone went as far as to charge it with water, iron filings and acid, then turned the wheel, it would produce hydrogen, but even that would not be obvious unless someone held a match to the vent. No, if the Rebels captured it, they would not be able to make heads nor tails of it, and it would probably sit right where it was until it rotted.

Well, then, let it. It was no longer his concern. He turned back to the wagon. 

“Well, if it isn’t Nathaniel! Boys, this is the Nathaniel I was telling you about.”

He looked up. Six soldiers had broken loose from the column and were approaching. The man in the lead was smiling, and as Nathaniel took his hand he recognized the firm shake. 

“Montgomery! You’re Montgomery who was at Brandy Station, aren’t you?”

“The very same. Are you preparing to go up? My friends would love to see it.”

“I’m afraid not. They’ve disbanded us.”

“What, really? But this is too good an invention to let die.”

“You should tell General Meade that.”

“Meade? Well, disbanding you is his first gross error, then. Why won’t he let you fly?”

“We were transferred to Signal Corps and they don’t want to spend any money on us.”

“Do you need money to fly?”

“Yes. Well, no. I could fly right now if I had a mind to.”

“Then you should.”

“D’you think so?”

“Sure. Steal a march on them. There’s a big battle brewing, by all accounts. How would it look to General Meade if he suddenly started receiving reports of enemy positions from above the field?”

“Well, pretty good, I suppose. But I can’t fly by myself.”

“Why, what do you lack?”

“Well, I have no one to help me launch.”

“Not so! We’ll be glad to pitch in, won’t we, boys?”

His friends eagerly signaled their assent, and their enthusiasm heartened Nathaniel. “Do you really think you could do that? Don’t you have things you should be looking after already?”

“No, we’re on casual status right now. We were looking for a place to pitch in and it looks like you’ve been nominated.”

Even as he spoke they heard faint cannon fire coming from the north. They all turned practiced ears to the sound. 

The sound and the sudden appearance of supporters stirred his blood. He turned back to his new friends. “All right, who knows this country?”

“I do,” a man said, raising his hand like a schoolboy. “I grew up north of here.”

“We need to head back up the road to where the armies are meeting. I need to get near a source of water, a small pond or a stream. I also need a telegraph line.”

“There are a lot of streams and ponds around there, but I never took note of any telegraph lines.”

“What about railroad tracks? They usually run beside them.”

“Yeah, I know where there are tracks. They run east of the town of Gettysburg.”

“Good. Who knows how to drive?”

“Anyone can drive Army mules,” another man said. “You just have to cuss a lot.”

“All right, you drive the wagon with the balloon. You ride with him to show him the way. I’ll drive the generator, there’s a bit of a trick to it, it’s so large. Montgomery, you’re with me.”

“Aye, aye, Captain,” Montgomery replied, and leapt into the seat. The others tossed their muskets and kits into the balloon wagon and climbed aboard.

They fell back into the advancing Union column. It was certainly easier moving with the current this way, but Nathaniel was getting tired of seeing the same houses and barns over and over again. They passed through Taneytown about noontime, then over the line into Pennsylvania an hour later. It was farther north than Nathaniel had ever been.

Nathaniel took the time to brief the men on their tasks. He found them eager students, quite unlike the soldiers who were usually detailed as ground crews. Although they numbered less than half of a normal crew he felt sure they would do fine.

These men were all students of the physical sciences and they had a lot of questions about the balloon and the gas generator. “How often do you have to charge the gasbag?”

“A charge will last about two weeks.”

“How high will this thing fly?”

“Well, I always fly tethered, so I only go a few thousand feet at most. A lot of times it’s only a few hundred.”

“But if it wasn’t tethered?”

“I’ve been three miles up in a similar one.”

“How do things look from up there?”

“Small.”

“Why doesn’t the command structure appreciate what you’re doing?”

He shrugged. “They’re idiots.”

“Why doesn’t the vitriol eat through the wood of the generator?”

“It’s lined with pitch.”

“I understand that water breaks into hydrogen and oxygen, but how is this effected?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you put anything else in there?”

“Yes, iron filings. You turn that wheel and it stirs it up.”

“Iron filings,” another man mused. “Water and vitriol. Okay, I have it. The filings are oxidized by the water. Oxygen is pulled from the water, leaving hydrogen as a product. Hydrogen and rust. The vitriol’s a catalyst.”

“Yes, that must be it,” the first one said. “Then you must have to change the stuff from time to time.”

“Yes, we do.”

The cannon fire grew louder, augmented now by musket fire. Nathaniel got off the gas generator, climbing down the back so that it would not have to stop, and ran to the wagon. “We’re getting close, but I don’t want to get too close to the action. I think the Union forces are to the south and east of the Rebels. Do you know this town?”

“Yes, this is Gettysburg.”

“Isn’t that where you said that railroad line ran?”

“Yes, it runs east of town. It’s unfinished to the west.”

“Then let’s make our way east of town.”

“All right.”

“Say, what’s your name?”

“Victor.”

“Are there roads going there?”

“There are farm lanes. We may have to cut across fields, but we can do it, I think.”

“Good. We’ll want to stop at a pond or stream just before we get to the telegraph line, if there is one. We’ll charge the balloon there.”

“Yes, sir.”

They used main roads at first, then moved onto lanes that were scarcely discernable. These paths had not seen any military traffic so far, and farmers and their families flocked to the roads to gape at the soldiers and their unusual vehicles. 

There was now firing coming from many points, all to the west. The musket and cannon fire from some quarters was a steady roar. 

It wasn’t until well after noon that the party ground to a halt beside a farm pond in the middle of a pasture. Nathaniel jumped off the box and began to charge the balloon. He set two men to running a hose from the generator to the pond and manning the pump. Two more were detailed to lay out the balloon and bag. He and Montgomery ran the hydrogen hose to a cooler, then to the bottom valve of the Eagle. 

He climbed atop the generator. “Boys, bring me four of those barrels of iron. That’s right, the small barrels. I’ll need the ax, too.”

After he had poured the iron into the hatch in the top of the generator he called for eight gallon bottles of vitriol. These were passed up to him with great care and he held his breath and poured them in. Then he closed the hatch and called a man up beside him. “See this wheel?”

“Yes, it looks like the brake wheel on a railroad car. What’s it for?”

“It stirs the mixture. Turn it for about five minutes. After that, give it a turn or three whenever the gas slows down.”

“All right.” 

“Victor, you’re with me. We’re going to find us a telegraph line. Montgomery, you’re in charge until we get back.”

“All right. Is there anything else that can be done in your absence?”

He thought about it. “There are gunny sacks in the wagon. Fill twelve of them with dirt and tie them to the sides of the balloon car. Attach them to the top edge of the basket, here, but leave enough line that they’ll hang beneath the bottom of the car. And use bow knots, like on shoelaces, so that they can be dropped in a hurry.”

“Aye, aye, Captain.”

Nathaniel grabbed his lineman’s telegraph key, his climbing spurs and a small roll of wire. He and Victor each took a musket and an ammunition bag. 

They worked their way north. At one point Nathaniel said, “Let’s stay on this path.” 

“It would be faster to go across this field,” Victor replied.

“Yes, but there’s a stone wall there. I want to make sure there’s a path the wagon could follow.”

“All right. This way, then.”

It was about half a mile to the track although it took them over an hour to get there. A telegraph line indeed ran beside the track. Nathaniel climbed the pole and attached the key. It immediately began clattering, proving that the line was intact and in use. He listened for a minute to be sure it was Union forces communicating with each other. 

He broke the line and spliced in his own wire. He then ran the lines to the base of the pole, attaching them to two glass insulators and bridging them. 

They started back. The sound of battle coming from the town was louder than any battle he had ever heard. Intrigued, he turned from the path and led Victor to the top of a hill. There was nothing to see, however, but smoke and dust rising a few miles to the west, so they turned back.

After a half hour he said, “Hey! We didn’t come this way.”

Victor looked at him. “Didn’t we?”

“No. Don’t you know the way back?”

“Well, we’re going south.”

“We should have gotten back to the balloon by now.”

“It has to be right around here.”

Nathaniel realized that he should have blazed a trail like Indians as they came, breaking branches so they could find their way back. “We’re lost, damn it! And the battle will be over soon.”

Victor pointed at the ground. “Can’t you see the path we made going through this grass?”

“Oh, was that us? There were at least three men that went this way. Scouts, I think. But we didn’t pass this way ourselves, I’d stake my life on it.”

It took another hour to find the balloon. The ground crew had been diligently turning the mixing wheel whenever the gas slowed down, and as a result Eagle was quite full. Nathaniel had the men attach the balloon to the wagon, then led the wagon and the gas generator north.

He preceded the wagons on foot to make the path out. All the while he agonized over the time that had been wasted that day. The battle was still going on but it clearly couldn’t last much longer. At the present rate of fire one side or the other would soon run out of ammunition or men or both. 

With Victor’s help he was able to follow their path north well enough, but Eagle had a hard time of it. Tree limbs blocked the path on several occasions. He had the men throw ropes over the branches and pull them down to clear the way. 

The sky was overcast but he could tell the sun was approaching the horizon when at last they returned to the railroad line. Battles usually ended at sunset but this one was still going strong. He still had a chance of getting something accomplished today.

Nathaniel ordered that the rope be taken out of the balloon wagon and made fast to the wagon and two trees. He looked at the sky. The overcast was solid, but it was stratocumulus with a ceiling of about three thousand feet. The temperature was cool for the season, about seventy degrees, and it was very still. “Pay out four hundred feet of rope from each point and attach the other end to the basket. Attach it to these points at the top of the basket, here, here and here.”

“That’s twelve hundred feet of rope, sir.”

“Yes, I know. I also need four hundred feet of telegraph wire to—“

“There’s nothing like that much rope here, sir.”

“What? Let me see that.”

There were four coils of rope in the wagon, each containing a hundred feet of line. Nathaniel cursed his luck. “All right, we’ll have to make do with less rope.”

“What do you want to do, sir?”

If he ran a single line from the ground to the balloon, he could rise to four hundred feet. The Allen brothers always used a single line, although Lowe had always disapproved. If it was windy, his balloon would spin and bounce all over the sky. Conditions were perfect for flying at the moment but that could change. 

If he ran two lines he could only reach two hundred feet. That would limit the distance he could see. On the other hand, the battle was only two or three miles away, four at the most. Two hundred feet might be enough.

He looked back at the sky. He really wanted to take it to four hundred. 

Another problem occurred to him: he needed to run a telegraph line to the car and back to the ground. He had only uncoated wire. If he ran two strands along a single rope they would inevitably cross, “shorting” the circuit.

“I’ll run two ropes. Tie two ends of those two ropes together. No, that’s a granny knot. Use a square knot like this.”

“That looks the same as what I did.”

Another man spoke up: “No, Nathaniel is right, that was a granny knot. Let me help you with the ropes, sir.” The soldier expertly joined the other two coils of rope, then affixed the ends to opposite sides of the car with bowline knots. He attached one of the ropes to a wagon wheel and the other to a small oak tree. 

Nathaniel ran wires from the glass insulators on the telegraph pole to the wagon wheel and the oak tree. He had men take the middle of both ropes and pull them out to their full lengths, then ran the wires along the ropes and to the car. He attached the wires to his favorite camelback key, then threw the wire cutters to one of the men. “Cut the wire on that pole that runs between the two glass insulators.”

“Won’t it shock me?”

“No, those cutters have rubber handles. Hurry it up!” He turned to the other men. “All right, I’m going up now. The key is working so I’ll be able to send reports. When I want to come down I’ll wave to y’all. If it’s after dark I’ll holler. 

“When I come down, I’ll let out some gas. That will make me sink. You all just reel me in as I come. Try and set the basket right back here in the bed of the wagon. You understand?”

The men indicated that they did.

Nathaniel started to thank them for helping them but decided to wait until he came down. “All right,” he said, “cast me off.”

A man pulled out a Bowie knife and cut the basket loose. It shot into the air harder and faster than he expected it to. It ran up to two hundred feet, stopping with a jolt that sent him sprawling. He fell onto the floor of the basket.

We will now discuss in a little more detail the struggle for existence. In my future work this subject shall be treated, as it well deserves, at much greater length. The elder De Candolle and Lyell have largely and philosophically shown that all organic beings are exposed to severe competition…

What? He was lying on Vogler’s copy of Darwin. He must have put it in the basket when he borrowed it that morning. He closed the book, picked up his telescope and stood up.

What he saw took his breath away. 

A few miles to the west of him a great battle was taking place. One of the armies was concentrated in the center, on a long low hill. The other was spread out in a great arc around it and was pressing inward. Both sides were firing incessantly. 

Transfixed, he trained his telescope on the scene. On the far right, to the north, was a small town that he guessed must be Gettysburg. Soldiers were fleeing through this town in disorder. He focused as carefully as he could, trying to make out details, but it was difficult. The sinking sun was behind the running soldiers, making it impossible to see if their uniforms were blue or gray. 

Then he saw a man bearing a flag as he ran. The sunlight behind it illuminated it and he could clearly see the red and white stripes. Their attackers, suddenly coming into view behind them, carried a flag that glowed red. 

So the fleeing troops were Union. Well, he could have guessed as much. 

Hundreds, perhaps thousands of these Union soldiers were fleeing the Confederates. As he watched, many were shot down or gave themselves up. Still others fled up the hill in the center where they were received by their comrades. 

He looked the town over. Considering that it was now in the center of a battlefield it was holding up remarkably well. There seemed to be no burning buildings or shell damage. 

He did see something that concerned him, though. There was a train of Union wagons that looked like a supply train. Although it was only a few streets over from the advancing Rebels, none of them had spotted it. It likely contained food and ammunition, the very things Lee had attacked Pennsylvania to obtain.

He transmitted, TO LT GEN BUTTERFIELD FROM CURRY BALLOON CORPS UNION SUPPLY TRAIN IN THE TOWN EXPOSED TO REBEL CAPTURE.

After twenty seconds came the reply, WHO SENT THAT MESSAGE. Another hand then sent, BALLOON CORPS IS DISSOLVED THESE ARE REBEL SPIES ON THE LINE DISREGARD. 

Another hand, or perhaps the first one, said, THAT MESSAGE IS FOR LEE BREAK THE LINE. Seconds later his key went dead. He tapped it several times but there was no spark. 

He raised an eyebrow. That was fast work, injudicious as it was. 

Now what? There seemed no use in him even continuing to fly. He raised his telescope and was startled to hear gunfire and shouting very close at hand.

He looked down. About twenty Confederate soldiers were attacking his ground crew. They took the men completely by surprise and killed all of them in a few seconds. 

One man raised his weapon and fired straight up at Nathaniel. He heard the bullet whiz by, missing the balloon by several feet. The soldier was using a rolling-block repeater, and as he was placing a new cartridge in the weapon another man touched his arm, stopping him. Watching his gestures, Nathaniel deduced that he was telling his comrade that the balloon would explode if a bullet struck it. 

Another soldier cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted, “Come down, Yank!” Then all hands fell to despoiling the dead. They quickly went through the pockets and kits of the fallen Yankees, pocketing anything of value, gobbling up whatever food they found on the spot. 

When this was done they set to pulling him down. It took six men on a single line to do so, but they were succeeding in reeling him in. 

What was their intention? Nathaniel recalled the reward that was reputedly offered for the capture of a balloon, ten thousand dollars in gold. These men would be set for years with such a sum. 

As for himself, he’d be a dead man.

He dropped two sandbags. One bag struck and killed a man. The balloon rose, pulling one of the six men right off of the ground. Two or three more joined them and succeeded in starting him down again. 

Nathaniel did some quick calculations. Even if he dropped all of his sandbags there were enough men to pull him down by main force. They would have a hard time of it, but if they stopped and thought about it a minute they could certainly find an easier way to do it. They could drive the wagon over the line attached to the tree, for example, then drive the wagon forward, letting the weight of the wagon pull him down. 

A man raised his weapon.

Spang!

“Gah!”

Nathaniel rolled back onto the iron plate. He had been hit, but he couldn’t tell where or how bad. He hurt everywhere at once. Every place he touched on himself, his hands came back bloody. 

How bad was he hurt? Was he going to die? 

No, there was no time for that. He looked over the side again.

There were ten men on the line now. They were not working very efficiently, but they had pulled him halfway to the ground. He dropped another sandbag. They knew enough to dodge it this time. 

Some of the men attacked the balloon wagon. One picked up a gallon bottle of vitriol and smashed it on the ground, spattering acid on several of his fellows. These unfortunates began screaming and tearing off their uniforms. Another man took the ax and attacked the gas generator. After three blows he broke through the side, releasing a stream of the mixture as thick as a man’s arm. The stream hit him in the chest, instantly dissolving his shirt and the skin beneath it. Hearing his screams, other men turned to him and found their feet suddenly burning. 

All of this had no effect upon the men pulling him to the ground; they were far enough away that the vitriol had not reached them. They were doing well at their task: he was now only about fifty feet above their heads. 

He pulled out his pocketknife and began to cut the rope where it was tied to the top of the basket. The knife was about as sharp as a butter-knife, and the blood on his hands made the knife slippery. As hard as he pressed and as quickly as he sawed the rope parted only a strand at a time. At last the rope snapped and he could hear the curses of the men below him as they fell to the ground in a heap.

He shot up to the length of the second rope, jolting harder than before as he was several hundredweight lighter. He and the other contents of the car flew off the bottom, then crashed back onto the plate. He immediately set about his task of cutting the second rope as the men below him set about theirs. He vowed to himself that if he survived this day he would never again allow his knife to get so dull. He leaned on the knife, sawing for all he was worth. 

The rope parted and he rose again. The only thing connecting him to the ground now was the telegraph wires, and this problem solved itself. When he reached the limit of the wires his telegraph key abandoned ship, flipping over the side with a crash, and he was flying free.

He looked over the side but it had become too dark to see the ground. He saw several muzzle flashes but he was already out of range. 

Now to tend to his wounds. No, first he looked back at the battle. 

The fighting was winding down for the night but both armies remained in position. He could see campfires everywhere. What he saw did not encourage him. The Union Army was surrounded, with the Confederates pressing it on three sides. The entire Federal force could be annihilated the next day. 

He looked himself over. He seemed to have several small wounds, more like the effect of a shotgun than a musket. He looked at the edge of the iron plate and there was a notch in it. If the musket ball had struck an inch further one way, it would have hit the plate. An inch the other way and it would have hit his head. 

He was still rushing upward. His ears popped and the air grew colder and still he rose. 

Was he going too high? Should he vent gas? He didn’t know. He knew that he did not wish to go back down to where these two great armies were set to murder each other, but beyond that he did not know what to do. 

He recalled that at higher altitudes the air currents always went to the east. That direction would bring him to friendly territory. He was, however, going south at the moment. The campfires to his west were drifting steadily to his right.

It grew colder yet as he approached the ceiling. He took one last look at the battlefield, then it was gone. He was surrounded by swirling gray mists. His clothing grew damp from the moisture. 

There was now a puddle of blood on the iron plate. If he didn’t staunch his wounds soon he would bleed out. 

He tore his shirt into strips and made bandages. One went on his left thigh, one on his right arm, and another, after careful examination. went around his head. 

About this time he came out the top of the clouds. 

The sun was nearly set. All that remained was a patch of blue sky on the horizon. 

His ears were killing him. How high was he, anyway? He looked over the side but saw only clouds with blackness between them. 

He looked at the silk strip. It was still fluttering downward. He grew concerned that he would rise so high that the bag would rupture. He wrapped his arms around himself and sighed. His breath came out as white steam and shot through the bottom of the wicker.

The gasbag was as round as a pumpkin. He touched it and it was harder than he had ever felt it. He vented gas until he was sure it would not burst. The balloon continued to rise, though not as quickly.

Maybe he should set down immediately. He was, after all, above Pennsylvania or perhaps Maryland. On the other hand, Confederate forces were likely in control down there. He would be better off riding the currents to the east, into Federally controlled territory.

The glow in the west slowly died and the stars began to come out. He heard a clattering above him and realized that the moisture in the bag was condensing. It sounded different than it had the time he had flown with LaMountain, however. He opened the lower valve for a moment and a handful of ice particles dropped into his hand. 

He was thirsty and considered popping this ice into his mouth. Then he realized that the ice likely contained a trace of sulfuric acid. He tossed it over the side before it melted. 

The silk strip now hung limp. He hung motionless in the air, suspended between the unseen, deadly ground below and the infinite heavens above. He sat against the basket, hugging his legs. 

He popped his ears one last time. They still rang and whined with the battle below. The only other sound was his ragged breathing. 

The starlight was bright enough that he could see his breath. It formed silvery clouds that drifted slowly out of the basket.

“Oh, Jesus,” he said. His voice quavered like that of a coward. It was strange to hear it, to hear anything, in this vast emptiness.

He had never been in such a fix. He felt himself utterly incompetent to deal with the situation.

He tried to console himself with the thought that it could be worse. He thought of the six bright young men who had befriended him. They had assisted him and then died without even a word of thanks from him. 

Tears welled up in his eyes. No, he told himself. The time for tears was after a battle. For his part, the battle was still going on.

He thought of the brilliant and resourceful Thaddeus Lowe. A man who could pick a teapot off of the ground and use it to charge a balloon would never be daunted by such circumstances. John LaMountain and John Wise, though erratic, were also courageous and great fliers.

No, LaMountain and Wise were brilliant fools. Both of them were apt to give in to emotion when coolness under fire was required. He had seen it himself. 

Even Lowe, yes, even Thaddeus Lowe himself got carried away when the going got tough. He thought of all the times when fortune had turned against him and Lowe had sunk into impotent despair or even became physically ill. 

Vogler? Smith? The Allen brothers? All good men, but they would all be as lost as he was in this situation. Worse, perhaps. 

More to the point, none of these good men were even flying now. He was in this situation precisely because he had stuck it out. The thought occurred to him that he might, in fact, be the best person to face this particular task.

And what was this task? What should his goals be? 

Well, he was in a balloon that was flying free, destination unknown. He had to bring it down on land, and preferably in friendly territory. Failing that, he would have to bring it down in Confederate territory, evade capture and make it back to the North. 

All right, what were his resources? He looked around the car. He had a high-quality telescope, his pocket telescope, a jackknife and a copy of On the Origin of the Species by Charles Darwin. He was wearing civilian clothes. 

And he had the balloon. Eagle had a good charge and nine of its twelve sandbags. There were, as far as he could tell, no bullet holes in the bag or any other damage. 

He had the element of surprise. No one would be looking for him. 

On the negative side of the ledger, he had no warm clothing. What he wouldn’t give for a jacket right now, or even another shirt! He had no food or water and he had not eaten since morning. He had no weapon save a dull knife, and no money.

He looked over the side. The clouds had broken beneath him. His eyes had adjusted to the darkness enough that he could see the ground. He was indeed still headed south. The land beneath him was either Maryland or Virginia. 

Why south? Lowe, LaMountain, Wise, Allen, all of these had been unanimous that the currents at the upper levels went eastward.

Or had they? No, he recalled Lowe saying that these currents tended generally eastward. Two years ago, in fact, Lowe had ridden an upper-level current that carried him southeast, from Ohio to South Carolina. And LaMountain had once ridden such a current into the north woods of Canada. There was plenty of room for variation.

So should he stay at this altitude? At some point the current should carry him eastward again. He might yet be able to land in the vicinity of Washington.

Perhaps he should descend. The currents at the lower levels might—

There it was again.

The first few times he had seen the light he had thought it a trick of the setting sun, or perhaps a distant bolt of lightning. Now he was sure it was neither.

It was right in front of him this time. A chill that was far different than that of the thin air spread through him. He was seeing something mysterious and mystifying.

A beam of white light swept through the air before him. It looked a limelight but it was not. It was much brighter and seemed to cover a great distance. Moreover, it did not originate on the ground. Its source, whatever it was, was at his altitude or higher. 

The light pulsed silently before him, then flickered and was gone. Nathaniel was staring into the night sky and there was only blackness and stars before him. 

Was this related to the tricks his mind played on him? Was he finally going completely mad? He didn’t think so. He had always heard that madmen didn’t consider themselves mad, that their wild hallucinations seemed perfectly normal to them. He thought no such thing. 

Was he asleep and dreaming this? No: he was shivering too hard to be asleep. 

Very well, then, the light was real. So what was it? Was someone searching the sky for him with powerful lights? That made a little sense, but not much. Lowe’s limelights cast brilliant beams for up to half a mile, but not much farther. The beam he had just seen was at least twenty miles long. Also, he couldn’t be sure, but he thought the light he had seen had undulated like a flag in the wind. He didn’t understand how a beam of light could do such a thing.

He leaned out of the car, trying to see around the gasbag, and saw something coming down out of the sky right above him. It looked like a curtain at a theater being lowered. The curtain glowed a beautiful emerald green and it undulated. The sight terrified Nathaniel, it perplexed him and it amazed him. 

The curtain came down until it seemed to be just above the balloon, then it stopped. It slowly flowed back and forth in the sky as if blown by a mighty wind. It was hundreds of miles wide and it was really there. 

Then it wasn’t. It faded to nothing in a few seconds’ time. 

Was this some act of Providence, sent to light his way? But why should Heaven aid him thus? Surely there were others more needing and deserving of its aid this night. 

No, this was a natural phenomenon, the likes of which he had never seen. Another curtain, this one a deep burgundy red, was starting to descend. He watched it, trying to figure out what it was. Was it some trick of the atmosphere, like lightning? But no, these gossamer curtains had to extend far above the atmosphere. How high did they go, he wondered. A hundred miles? A thousand? 

The horizon was now glowing. Lights like fanlights flared up beyond the mountains to his north, wavering in the dark. He leaned over the side. The clouds had broken and he could see the ground. Maybe his eyes had adjusted to the dark, or perhaps the mysterious lights were illuminating the ground. Whatever the reason, he could make out patchworks of farmland beneath him. 

He looked at the stars, then carefully watched the ground. He was moving southeast now.

He began to plan his next move. It looked like he would have to land in Confederate territory. He would have to land near a city or a large town, somewhere a stranger would not be a very remarkable sight. He would actually have to land in open country, though; it would not do to be seen landing. He would have to get rid of the balloon and the easiest way to do this would be to let it fly away. 

He could not see any large towns or cities. Well, these were more common near the coast and he would be getting there soon enough. 

The worst thing that could happen would be to fly out to sea. He would have to keep a sharp eye out for the coast. One factor in his favor was that it was too cold for him to fall asleep. 

He pulled the top valve, holding it open for about ten seconds. The air was so still that he could hear the hydrogen whistling out. Eagle drifted down a few hundred feet. 

He vented again, watching the ground, until he had moved down to five thousand feet above the ground. The air was a lot warmer at this level. 

It was also moving due east. Was it doing the same thing at five thousand feet over York County, Pennsylvania? If so, he had greatly erred by rising so high. He could have stayed low and flown to Philadelphia, Annapolis or perhaps even Washington.

Well, regrets were useless. He would watch for a place to land. With a little luck he would find Richmond. Then he would try his hand at steering by changing altitude. If he had learned anything the last two years he would be able to follow the James River and end up at Fort Monroe. 

He knelt with his arms hanging over the top of the basket, watching for a city, watching for the sea. He also watched the shimmering lights overhead. One curtain had glowing red and white stripes, like the flag he had seen with the setting sun coming through it. The field of stars consisted of real stars. He looked to see if there was a Confederate flag up there as well. There was, and it was even bigger than Old Glory. 

The two battle flags contended in the sky above him. He could hear men cheering, urging one flag or the other on to victory. “Huzzah the Union!” he heard, “Huzzah the Confederacy! Join the triumph of the skies!”

He returned in triumph to Washington where President Lincoln himself welcomed him. “Nathaniel,” he said solemnly, “you remained faithful to the Cause when all others had fled. Your nation thanks you.”

“Not so,” said General Lee. “That message was for me…”

He opened his eyes.

Eagle’s mottled brown gasbag looked dirty against the clear blue sky above it. He was sitting in the bottom of the basket, his back to its side. His arms were splayed to his sides, his head was tipped back and his mouth was open. It was full daylight. 

He closed his mouth and it felt like he had a mouth full of cotton. He was very thirsty.

He had fallen asleep after all. It was full daylight now.

He tried to get up. He was very stiff from sleeping seated against the side of the car so it took a minute before he was able to look over the side.

“Oh, shit!”

He was at about six thousand feet. He was surrounded by cumulus clouds, but there were enough breaks that he could see the bright blue Atlantic Ocean beneath it. 

The sun was rising before him. The temperature was perfect and the air was crisp and clear. It was a beautiful day for flying and he was flying out to sea. 

Now what? 

He recalled ruefully how he had congratulated himself on being the best person to handle his present situation. He could see now that he was probably the worst. He had erred at every turn. He had disobeyed orders by flying in the first place. He had risen too high back in Pennsylvania. He should have put down immediately upon escaping the Rebels, landing in Pennsylvania or Maryland. Barring that, he should have put down anywhere at all. 

At the very least, he should not have fallen asleep. Not when he knew that falling asleep meant that he would fly out to sea and die. 

So what should he do? 

He looked at the broad Atlantic stretching before him. He was moving due east at about thirty or forty knots. For a moment he was tempted to just continue on his present course. In a few days he would arrive in Europe and would be the first person to have flown across the ocean. 

He came to his senses. He would never make it. Dozens of aeronauts, Lowe and Wise among them, had attempted Atlantic crossings. The fortunate ones had never gotten as far as the ocean. All the rest had been lost at sea. 

He was totally unprepared for such a trip. He didn’t even have any food or water.

No, continuing on his present course meant death. He turned to the west.

In that direction he could see nothing but clouds. He vented and sank into the cloud bank, finally dropping beneath the ceiling at about thirty-five hundred feet. 

The western horizon did not have the knife-edge sharpness of the eastern. He focused the large telescope on it. Yes, it was definitely jagged. There was land to his west, some thirty or forty miles away. 

He looked below him. The waves were marching westward. He recalled something that Wendell Smith had told him: on warm summer days, the land heats the air and it rises, drawing cooler air off of the sea. An onshore breeze, he called it. 

But this would only occur near the shore. He could ride the onshore breeze back to land, but only if he got down near the surface of the water quickly. He vented through the top valve. 

Eagle sank rapidly. He wasn’t used to flying over water and it was hard to judge how high he was or how fast he was falling. All at once he spotted his own shadow coming across the water at him. He was descending faster than he had intended and was about to hit the water. 

Acting entirely on instinct, he snatched the book off the bottom of the basket. Seconds later the basket hit the water. Seawater rushed through the wickerwork with a sinister sizzle that grew to a roar as the basket sank. 

He pulled the strings on two sandbags. Eagle stopped sinking. He stood in water up to his shoulders, holding the book above his head. He was very frightened. He was also surprised at how cold the seawater was, and how it stung his wounds. 

He waited. The basket rose, inch by inch, out of the water. The last water drained out of the bottom of the basket and only the sandbags remained submerged. At last even these broke free of the surface. 

Eagle rose about twenty feet above the water. He looked at the drops falling from the bags to the surface. They confirmed that he was moving west again at about five or ten knots. 

He looked around. Both telescopes had somehow remained in the car, though the salt was probably doing them no good. He wrung out his stockings and hung them over the side.

The rising sun warmed the gasbag and dried most of the remaining seawater. Eagle rose to fifty feet. His speed increased. 

He was still in a very dangerous position but he felt he was making headway. He imagined what it would be like to encounter someone, a fishing boat, perhaps. He pictured himself waving jauntily to the fishermen: Good morning, gentlemen, lovely day for a sail, hey what?

He scanned the western horizon with his pocket telescope. To his dismay the horizon was now a smooth line. He could not see land.

Had he been mistaken before? How could he have seen land earlier and not see it now? The answer came to him after several agonizing minutes: the world is round, you idiot. Several thousand feet up the horizon was a lot farther away than it was near the surface. 

It took three or four hours for him to reach the shore. As he approached he dropped a sandbag, bringing his altitude to four hundred feet. He had now dropped six bags and had six left.

There was a narrow strip of sand at the shore. A man knelt with his back to him, digging in the sand. A ragged boy and girl watched the man. They looked up as the balloon went by, then looked back at their father.

The land beyond the shore was uninhabited woodland. That’s good, he thought, as he flew above the trees. The air was warmer over the land. This expanded the gas and made him rise even more. 

The land was rising as well. The woodland at the coast gave way to a rocky headland. A railroad track ran north and south along this. 

Then he was over forest again. The forest was nearly level, rising but a little as he drifted west. 

His progress slowed and he started rising again. Although he was going up, the silk strip fluttered upward. He was in a column of rising air. 

He had no desire to go up and out to sea again. He vented gas until he was about two hundred feet above the ground. His forward speed was now a little more than a walk but he was still moving west.

His stockings were now dry and his shoes nearly so. He watched his progress as he put them on. 

He passed over a town, barely glimpsed through the trees. There was no one in sight. A minute later he passed over a highway. There were two wagons and a man on horseback below him but no one spotted him. 

All right, he would put down at the next practical place he could find. He was now passing over swampland. This gave way to a small lake. There was forest beyond the lake, and as he flew over the forest he saw a field beyond that. The field appeared to be cultivated. 

He was now barely above the treetops. As he passed above the field – a cotton field, in fact – he gave a hard pull on the upper valve. Eagle sank to the ground and settled onto a cotton plant with a crunch. 

He picked up the book and the telescopes and climbed out. Eagle sat on its sandbags. He put his hand under the basket and found he could lift the entire balloon off the ground. It weighed about twenty pounds more than the air it displaced. 

He pulled the strings of three sandbags and Eagle rose. He grabbed the basket and held it for a second. “Thank you,” he said, then let it go. Seconds later it was at fifty feet, then a hundred, then it was a black dot against the sky. It was bound for that column of rising air, he knew, and thence to the sea. 

“Good-bye,” he said. “Bon voyage. Give my regards to Queen Victoria.” He looked at the three sandbags on the ground, all that now remained of the dream of military aviation. 

“Oo la mumbo jumbo?”

The voice startled him. He spun around and found himself face to face with a Negro armed with a pitchfork. Although the man was dressed in the rags of a field hand he clearly knew how to handle a weapon. He held the pitchfork with the tines toward Nathaniel and the handle close to his body. 

The man’s hair was long and unkempt. His face wore a pattern of decorative scars. His eyes, showing fear and defiance, remained trained on Nathaniel as he bobbed and weaved before him. 

He heard other voices and looked around. A crowd of frightened field hands surrounded him. They stood in a circle about twenty feet from him. A stocky woman of about forty years stepped forward. She held her hands up, her white palms toward him, and cried, “Tell us which one you be!”

“What…what do you mean?” Nathaniel replied. He found it hard to take his eyes off of the man with the pitchfork. 

“Lord have mercy! Are you from God or the other place?”

“I’m from neither. Tell your friend here to back off with that fork, will you?”

“O Jesus! Ain’t you a devil or an angel or something?”

“No, I’m just a man, a natural man.”

“No! No natural man can fly.”

“Yes, that’s just a machine, a flying machine. It’s a thing like a boat or something.”

“A flying boat?”

“Yes, a flying boat. Look, I’m not going to hurt you. Have him put down that fork, okay?”

The woman spoke to the man in a language Nathaniel didn’t recognize. The man backed away, keeping his eye on Nathaniel as he went.

The woman approached him. Although a slave, she did not hesitate to look him right in the eye. “You is a natural man,” she said. “What you doing flying in here like this, scaring folks so?”

Nathaniel found this a bit forward and responded with a question of his own. “What was he saying to me there?”

“Oh, he just a crazy old African. He thought you be a mumbo-jumbo, a Africa magic man.”

“Oh.” 

“Who sent you, master?”

“Well, I—”

“Was it Abraham Lincoln?”

He sighed. “Yes, yes, it was. He sent me but I got lost.”

The woman turned and spoke to the other slaves. Some of the words were English, but most of it was the same odd language she had used with the pitchfork man. 

“What’s your name, girl?”

“Miriam, master.”

“Miriam, fetch some water.”

“Master, you gots to go to the well for that.”

“I see a bucket right there.”

“That slave water, sir.”

“Fetch it here.”

An old oaken bucket with a tin cup floating in it was placed before him. He dipped the cup and drank a long draft. The cold water stung as it ran into his empty stomach. A murmur arose from the assembled throng and he looked up. The slaves were as astonished by this act as they had been by the sight of a flying man. 

Miriam spoke to the people again, then approached him. She licked her lips, uncertain of what to say. “Abraham Lincoln,” she said at last. “Is he sure enough the biggest man in the world?”

“He’s a very big man.”

“He really going to free the slaves?”

“He’s a-going to try.”

“Lord have mercy.”

“Girl, I have to get out of here. Can you hide me until nightfall?”

“I done sent for the doctor.”

“What?”

“Doctor Sullivan. He be coming directly.”

“But I don’t need a doctor.”

She nodded. “Yes, sir. Excuse me, but you do need Doctor Sullivan. You come along with me now.”

Miriam was certainly not shy about ordering a white man around. She brought him to an open shed in the middle of the field. “You can wait here, master.”

“Miriam, don’t you call that doctor, you hear me?”

“I done sent for him already.”

“Shit.”

“Can I get you something, master?”

“Yes, I need more water, and I need some food, and I need to get some sleep.”

He got all three. When he awoke it was a blazing hot day and an elderly white man stood before him. He was bald on top and had a fringe of snow-white beard around the edge of his face. He was dressed very plainly in a homespun shirt and trousers and carried a broad-brimmed hat at his side. “Good afternoon,” the man said.

“Doctor Sullivan?”

“You have the advantage, sir.”

“Oh, pardon me. My name is Nathaniel Curry.”

“I was told that you can fly like a bird, Nathaniel Curry.”

Nathaniel rose from the gunnysacks he had been lying on. He smiled. “Not any more, I can’t.”

“Is there some service I can do you?”

“Well, sir, not to put too fine a point on it, I need to get away from here.”

“I see. May I suggest that we retire to my home and discuss the matter?”

“Doctor, I have to warn you that it would be death for you if you were discovered to be hiding me.”

“Come along, then.”

His carriage was like the carriage of every doctor he had ever seen. The doctor laid him out in the back with a blanket over him. “If we are stopped, say nothing. Feign unconsciousness. Can you do that?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good lad.” He got in the box and drove off. “We can speak as we travel, but if I tell you ‘hush’, you hush up, hear?”

“Yes, sir.”

“That’s good. Nathaniel, may I ask, how did you come to fly into the Claffey plantation in this manner?”

“I was a member of the Balloon Corps.”

“That organization is part of the Union Army, am I correct?”

“That’s right. Or it was. The Balloon Corps is dissolved.”

“Is it, now?”

“Yes, sir.”

“It was headed by one Professor Thaddeus Lowe, I believe.”

“You’ve heard of him?”

“Oh, yes. The papers speak of him frequently. And not in very complimentary terms, I might add. But you are yourself, if I am not mistaken, a southerner?”

He sighed. “Yes, sir, I am, in fact, a turncoat.”

“Tut! There are, I confide, greater sins. Now hush.”

A minute later he heard the doctor exchange greetings with another driver. When the sound of hooves had passed the doctor said, “You appear to be wounded, son.”

“A little, sir. It’s not bad.”

“I’ll look you over.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Were you wounded in battle?”

“Yes, sir.”

“May I ask what book that was that served as your pillow?”

“Oh. It’s by Charles Darwin and it’s called On the Origin of the Species.”

“Ah. It’s one I’ve wished to read, but it’s hard to find.”

“Yes, sir.”

Within the hour they reached the doctor’s home. It was a country house and was as plain and homespun as his clothing. His wife, a wrinkled old woman in an old gray bonnet, welcomed him warmly even before hearing his name. “Art thou a Friend, my son?” she asked as she took his hand.

“Nathaniel is a passenger,” the doctor said.

Mrs. Sullivan looked surprised for an instant, then smiled even more warmly. “I hope you enjoy your passage,” she said. “The doctor and I have never lost a passenger.”

“Thank you,” he replied. 

“Good wife, is the kettle hot?”

“I shall put it on.”

“Is Custis here?” 

“Indeed,” she replied, then called over her shoulder, “Custis!”

A Negro about thirty years of age appeared at the door behind her. “Yes, Mother?”

“Custis,” the doctor said, “may I ask thee to drive to the Morgan home?”

“Of course, Father.”

“We need to borrow a suit of Jonathan’s clothing. Every stitch, shoes, hat and all.”

“I’ll leave right away.”

“I’ll write’ee a pass.”

“I still have the last one.”

“Thou shalt have a new one.”

“All right.” Custis withdrew.

When Custis had departed the doctor brought Nathaniel into the drawing room. This was perhaps too grand a name for it, as it had plain whitewashed walls and a bare floor, but there were also several wooden chairs where they sat as the doctor tended his wounds. 

“Please to remove your clothing. Every stitch.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Nathaniel, you are surely wondering who we are and what our purpose is.”

“Yes, sir.” Mrs. Sullivan entered with a steaming pan of water and cloths. The doctor began to clean his wounds. 

“We are Friends, that is, members of the Society of Friends of Jesus. Have you heard of us?”

“No, sir, I reckon I have not.”

Sullivan took what appeared to be a screwdriver from his bag and probed the wound in his arm. “You may know us as the Quakers. One of our number once said that Man should quake and tremble in the presence of God, and others have called us ‘Quakers’ ever since.” He drew out a piece of lead and dropped it in the pan. “While we do not embrace that name, neither do we dispute it.” He dabbed iodine on the wound.

“Then I have heard of you, sir,” Nathaniel said through clenched teeth.

“And what, pray, do you know of us?”

“Well, not much, sir, except that you don’t make cannon.”

He smiled. “Indeed we don’t. We are in fact strictly pacifist. But there is much more that could be said about us. For example, we do not use molasses.”

“What, never?”

“No.”

“Is that, like, kosher law?”

“Not at all. Molasses, rum and the slave trade are tied together in a deadly triangle. To touch molasses or rum would be to support slavery. And slavery is anathema to us.”

“Huh! Excuse me, sir, but that’s a new idea for me. But who is Custis?”

“Who, indeed? Custis is in fact my slave. I purchased him from a local man.”

“But you don’t work him, do you?”

“No. His master was cruel to him. Custis did not take well to being a slave and responded to his lashes with defiance. I convinced his master to take a few dollars for him. We are all happier this way.”

“I could tell he wasn’t anyhow an ordinary slave. I never seen one call his master and mistress ‘Father’ and ‘Mother’ before.”

“Custis never knew his true parents, being torn from his mother’s arms in infancy. Mrs. Sullivan and I are happy to fill that role.”

“So are you going to set him free?”

“I cannot. Virginia law now requires that all manumitted slaves be re-enslaved within six months of their being freed.”

“What about…something else?”

“A very perceptive question, Nathaniel. Something else. As your life is in my hands, now shall I place my life in yours.” He leaned closer. “We are members of an organization that has been called the Underground Railroad. Have you heard of it?”

“Yes, of course.” Nathaniel, despite himself, expressed shock.

Sullivan took scissors from his bag and trimmed some of Nathaniel’s hair. “What have you heard?”

“Well, sir, when I was coming up, the Underground Railroad was considered bad folks. Really the worst folks, in fact. They stole slaves from people. They cost folks a lot of money and it made the other slaves want to run away. It was a big insult to someone to say they were the Underground Railroad.”

Sullivan had by now dug another piece of lead out of Nathaniel’s scalp. “How do you feel about it now?”

“Well, sir, I haven’t thought much on it lately, but I reckon you’re doing good work. I’ve decided that slavery is bad.”

Doctor Sullivan leaned back in his chair, wiping his hands. “Well, I’m glad.”

“So is Custis going to be one of your passengers?”

“No. The Underground Railroad has not been running at its former pace during the present war. However, I think we can make an exception in your case.”

“Mine!”

“Yes, indeed. For if I read your intention correctly, you wish to return to the North.”

“Well, yes, sir, I do.”

A few hours later Nathaniel left again with the doctor, riding beside him in the box this time. They now rode a shay, with Custis and the doctor’s wife in the back seat. Nathaniel looked for all the world like any other Quaker in Jonathan Morgan’s clothing; only the fancy shoes remained of his previous garb, as Morgan had none to spare.

After a few miles they stopped at a large, box-like house with several other buggies tied up before it. “This,” the doctor said, “is our local meeting house.”

“It almost looks like a church,” Nathaniel said, “except there’s no steeple.”

“Well, it is the closest we have to what you would know as a church. But we like to keep things simple. We have no steeple, for example, as we consider it an affectation. And there are no stones in the churchyard.”

Nathaniel turned to the yard beside the building. “You mean there are folks buried there, and no stone to tell who is where?”

“There is no need for such a thing. Christ knows the name of each of them. Shall we go in?”

The meeting house was as plain inside as it was outside. There was no organ and no altar. There wasn’t even a pulpit, and in fact there was no minister, no leader of the group whatsoever. About a dozen people were there. The Quakers sat in chairs arranged in a circle in the middle of the building’s single room. 

And then they did nothing. It was the queerest church service Nathaniel had ever seen. Everyone simply sat and looked at each other in silence. Custis and another Negro, a young woman, sat with everyone else. As a stranger, he himself drew a few glances but no questions. 

He sat and waited for anyone to do anything. No one did anything. Nathaniel, desperate to get out of Virginia, considered this a tremendous waste of time.

He realized, however, that as he had placed his life in Doctor Sullivan’s hands, he really had to play it the doctor’s way. He endeavored to stay as calm as he could. 

On the face of it, what these people were doing made sense. Their odd church service was an oasis of peace in a turbulent world. This was a humbug, though. Outside a great war was raging. The greatest battle of that war either was still going on or had just concluded. They could deny the violence in the world with their little room of peace, but that did not change the world. 

But there was always violence in the world. If it wasn’t a war it was something else. Here at least, in this spartan room, no one was contending with anyone else. Here, in this circle of chairs, there was peace.

A man rose and began to speak: “Some of you have heard this tale before but I pray your leave to tell it again. Some years ago, when Indians still lived in this country, I encountered a man who seemed to be in great distress. I spoke none of his language and he none of mine but by various signs he told me that he had lost his horse. It was, he believed, in the local vicinity, which consisted of bracken. 

“I indicated to him that he should remain where he was, on the path, whilst I sought the animal in the bracken. At last I found it. The poor beast showed signs of having been beaten and it rolled it eyes in fear of me as I approached. The horse fled from me into the road where its owner caught it. 

“The man thanked me for my assistance. I for my part suggested to him that his horse would feel more inclined to serve him if he did not abuse it. He accepted my recommendation, then we each invoked the blessings of our respective gods upon one another. Then he mounted the horse and rode away. And all of this without either of us uttering an intelligible word to the other.”

No one looked at the man as he spoke but there were now smiles among the company.

“I have always felt that the lesson of this encounter was that all men can work together, can do each other service and can spread the word of Christ’s love, and of men’s love for one another, despite the differences between us.” He sat down. 

The room again fell silent. In other circumstances, Nathaniel would have seen this silence following the man’s strange story as awkward. But the silence seemed perfectly natural. It was hard to imagine anything else. 

The colored girl stood up and began to sing. At first she just hummed. There were no words and no tune. As she warmed up, though, the words came. Strangely, however, Nathaniel never had any recollection of what she sang. What he did recall was the beauty of her song, and of her voice, and of her face and form. For although he had never had such thoughts for a female of her race, this young woman was the most beautiful woman he had ever beheld in his life. He felt that he was somehow privileged to simply sit in her presence and hear her sing. 

Her song came to an end. The echoes of her voice on the walls of the meeting house died away. She sat down and all was again silent.

Nathaniel was no Quaker but it all made sense to him now. There was indeed peace, and it wasn’t even within the room. It was within the people in the room and within him. That was, after all, the only place that peace could really exist, within someone’s heart. He wanted to sit in that simple room forever. He was eager to see what would happen next. 

A few minutes later several horses pulled up outside the house. Five cavalrymen under the command of a major tramped into the room. They strode arrogantly to the center of the circle.

Nathaniel found them a shocking presence in the room. The six men were dirty and smelled of human and animal sweat. They destroyed the silence of the room with their heavy boots and their heavy breathing. They glared at everyone with undisguised hostility. Even the bright yellow plume on the major’s hat seemed an affront.

“Who is in charge here?” the major said.

“Christ Jesus,” someone replied.

“Don’t get gay with me, old man. Who owns that nigger?”

“Custis is my property,” Doctor Sullivan said.

“More likely he’s a runaway you’re harboring. You’re Sullivan, aren’t you?”

“I am Doctor Sullivan, yes. And I have a bill of sale for this person in my pocket.” He stood up.

“All right, I’m seizing him.”

“But he’s my rightful property. Don’t you—“

“Shut the Hell up. Nigger, get out in front of the house.”

Custis looked at Doctor Sullivan. The doctor nodded and said, “Yes, son, thou must go with them. Thou must bear this cross. It is useless to resist. But it will only be for a little while. Go with our love, and with Christ’s.” Custis nodded and rose.

“You, too, girl. We’re taking you as well.”

The colored girl did not go as willingly as did Custis. She gave a scream of fear and began to weep. The women on each side tried to comfort her. The old man stood and said, “This person is free. She has papers of manumission issued two weeks ago. If 
you—”

The major shoved the man roughly aside and grabbed the girl’s wrist. At this she began to scream louder than before. It was a cry of fear and despair that was as moving as her song of a few minutes before had been. Doctor Sullivan attempted to speak to her as he had to Custis: “It is only for a little while, my child, and then it will be better.”

“No! I can’t stand it if they do that to me again! I’ll kill myself if they do that to me again!” It took three men to carry her from the room.

The hoofbeats died in the distance. No one adjourned the meeting but it was clearly over. They stood outside in the field of unmarked graves. Nathaniel turned to the doctor. “I have to get back.”

“That — that was always our intention, Nathaniel.”

“You’ll send me back to the North?”

“If that is what thou wouldst, yes. It will be for thy safety.”

“You know that I’ll fight, don’t you?”

“I had hoped thou wouldst see that that is not the way. I had hoped that thou wouldst see that fighting is wrong.” The doctor’s voice, so calm and sure before, now sounded weak and shaky.

“Doctor, when you told them it was just for a little while, when did you mean it would be over?”

Sullivan licked his lips. “In Christ’s Kingdom all wounds will be healed and all tears will be dried.”

“I don’t think that girl can wait that long.” He turned and got in the buggy.
Chapter Fourteen: The Elephant

Nathaniel Curry awoke to find Doctor Sullivan reading Darwin at the kitchen table as his wife minded her chores around him. The old man looked over his pince-nez eyeglasses at him and bade him good morning. Nathaniel nodded in reply and asked him how he was enjoying the book. 

“Oh, it’s enthralling. A very interesting theory, to be sure, and very well presented. He is the scion of a family of scientific minds, of course, and it shows.”

“I would have thought, sir, that you would object to him on religious grounds.”

“Oh, not in the least. This great conception magnifies the work of God.”

“It does?”

“Certainly. That such a simple means should allow the Creator to produce this varied and wonderful world I find most agreeable.”

“Sir, when can I get out of here?”

He closed the book and put his glasses in his waistcoat pocket. “Thou art chafing here, aren’t thou?”

“Well, yes, sir, I am. I mean, you and Mrs. Sullivan have been very nice to me, but I have work to do.”

Sullivan sighed. “Work indeed. A lot of work has been done lately. I have heard news from Pennsylvania and from Mississippi.”

“You have? What have you heard?”

“Two very great battles have occurred. The one in Pennsylvania was especially deadly. The entire forces of both sides were thrown into the fray. They fought viciously for three days.”

“Three days!” Nathaniel thought about the battle of Antietam, the greatest he had ever seen. That had lasted but a single day. He tried to imagine such an immense slaughter going on for three days. “Who won, sir?”

Sullivan turned wearily to the window. “We have not been able to drive thee north because of the weather. The rain has ended. We shall set out tomorrow.”

“Are the roads that bad, sir?”

“No, the roads are not the problem, my son. All of the bridges across the Potomac have been destroyed by the combatants and only the fords can be used. The rains raised the river but it should be in its bed again by the time we get to it.”

Nathaniel nodded. “I was wondering what to take with me. I promised my friend that I would get his book back to him so I should take that. But I’m not sure. Would a Quaker read a book like that one?”

“Well, this Quaker would, but I understand thy point. It might look queer to some eyes. Still, it would make thee look like a queer Quaker, not a false Quaker.”

“What about the locket? That is fancier than anything you would have, I think.”

“Yes, it is. I have seen that around thy neck but I have not inquired about it.”

“It belongs to my betrothed and I bear it in token of her.”

“Ah, such a young lad to be betrothed! The youth of today…”

“Doctor Sullivan,” his wife said, “thou wast eighteen when we wed and I was but fifteen.”

He raised an eyebrow. “True, true,” he said. “So it is her heart that thou bearest, then?”

“More than her heart, it is she.” He removed the locket and opened it. The doctor put his glasses back on to examine the tintype within. His wife set her broom aside and looked over his shoulder, smiling. 

“My!” the doctor said. “She’s certainly pretty.”

“Yes, sir, thank you.”

“Let me use thy glasses, Richard.”

“Where are thine?”

Mrs. Sullivan responded by snatching the pince-nez from his nose and placing them on her own. She gave a coo of appreciation for Amanda’s beauty.

Sullivan closed the locket. “I could not in conscience ask thee to abandon such a keepsake. In truth, it is something the youth of today would bear.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“What else hast thou?”

“Well, my telescopes.”

“Those thou should not take.”

“Very well. They’re yours, then. What about this?” He handed him his pocketknife.

The doctor put his glasses back on and looked at the knife. The brass fittings on the ends and the dark rosewood handle made it the fanciest object in the room. He turned it over and looked at the tiny brass rose inlaid in the wood. He pulled the blade out and it snapped as it locked open. 

“Well, it’s not as plain as I’d like it, but it is hardly a weapon of war, is it?”

“No, sir.”

He thumbed the blade, now honed to a razor edge. “Certainly we use knives. I use a many in my own trade.” He closed the blade and handed it back. “What of thy shoes, son?”

Nathaniel looked down. The finely stitched English shoes, though badly in need of a shine, were still much more elegant than the rest of his outfit. He sighed and removed them. “These are yours as well, Doctor. Wear them in good health.”

“Doctor Sullivan would never wear such shoes,” Mrs. Sullivan laughed. 

“Oh, but I might,” the doctor said. “When I was a lad I was ever told

Use it up

Wear it out

Make it do

Or do without.”

“So you’ll wear them, sir?”

“I’ll keep them, my boy,” he replied merrily, “and I’ll wear them the day slavery is abolished.”

“Why, Doctor Sullivan, you surprise me,” Nathaniel said, surprising himself with his boldness. “Next you’ll sport brass buttons on your coat and gilt trim on your buggy.” Husband and wife smiled in reply.

The sky was clear the next day and the roads were firm enough for them to begin the journey. They passed south of Richmond heading west. 

Riding beside the doctor on the box gave them opportunity to converse. Nathaniel described the strange spells that afflicted him from time to time. The doctor nodded as if familiar with the problem.

“This is an affliction of the brain, my son. In some ways the brain is a poor vessel for the soul.”

“I thought the soul resided in the heart.”

“I suspect it is the brain.”

“Is there anything that can be done for it?”

“It can be endured, as can nearly anything. There are much worse afflictions. In time thou’lt learn to live with it. In time, perhaps, it will leave thee alone.”

They also discussed the strange lights in the sky Nathaniel had seen. “I saw them as well, son. I had never seen such lights before but I am confident it was the aurora borealis, the Northern Lights. It is purely a natural phenomenon, though it is seldom seen this far south.”

“Do you suppose the heavens were expressing grief over the great battles that day?”

“I think if Heaven had a comment on such a catastrophe it should have made it before the battle. But men would not have the eyes to read such signs.” 

They made fifty miles the first day, stopping overnight at an inn. 

The next day they swung north. The doctor pulled over at one point to allow the horses to water at a stream. Nathaniel was lost in thoughts of Richmond, of Amanda and of bygone days of peace when the doctor interrupted him by asking, “What’s it like?”

Nathaniel followed his gaze. A hawk was circling at four hundred feet, riding an updraft. As he watched the bird dipped a wing and swung toward the ground, then leveled and resumed circling. He shook his head. “It’s like being God,” he said. 

They stopped again and set out at daybreak. It was early afternoon when they crested a hill and saw the Potomac before them. The river had clearly been running high and was sinking again. 

On the other side of the river the Army of Northern Virginia was massed, preparing to return to Northern Virginia. The river was about four miles away but they could clearly see the cavalry, the myriad wagons and the great masses of infantry. Engineers were working to erect a rude bridge. 

Doctor Sullivan reined in, struck with wonder at the sight. Nathaniel asked, “Is there another place we might ford?”

The old man shook his head. “Not for many a mile.”

“Then we had best be gone from this place.”

“Nay, we have no quarrel with this army. We shall give them no offense and they should treat us in like kind.”

“Yes, Father.” They had agreed that Nathaniel should stay in character as the couple’s son until they parted ways. The doctor shook the reins and the team trotted toward the river. 

At that moment the order was given to cross. Thousands of men crowded onto the bridge. Tens of thousands more pushed into the water, going chest deep and deeper. Nathaniel squinted at them, fascinated. Wagons, caissons and artillery pieces entered the water beside the struggling men. On the right, downstream, the cavalry forced its way into the current. 

The doctor drove stolidly toward the army. They were only a few hundred yards from the river when men began to emerge from bridge and from the water. As they approached, Nathaniel could see that they were fleeing in disorder. The vanguard passed them, soaking wet and their legs covered in mud. Their bare feet slipped on the damp road as they came. Their haggard faces wore expressions of terror and desperation as they plodded onward, hatless and unarmed, intent on nothing but going south as quickly as possible. They rushed by, ignoring the Quakers. 

A man came up to the buggy and grabbed the reins of one of the horses, causing the poor beast to rear. A mounted officer approached and looked into the buggy. Seeing Mrs. Sullivan in the back, he ordered the soldier to release the horse. The man complied only when the officer drew his bloody saber. 

“Mother,” Nathaniel said, “you sit up here on the box with Father.”

“But I always ride in the back.”

“Do it, good wife. For they will not molest us that way.”

“Yes, Doctor.”

Doctor Sullivan, despairing of crossing the ford while the army was still using it, pulled up beside the river and waited. The mass of the infantry was crossing now, and although they did not look as desperate as the vanguard, they did not look happy. Nathaniel could make out the expressions of many of them. They were men who had looked the Angel of Death full in the face and fled from his awful presence.

The doctor turned and said, “When thou asked me who won the battles, my son, I did not wish to reply for fear it would seem to celebrate what I had heard. But thou canst see the answer now.”

“Yes, Father.”

“It is a grim sight.”

“I know it is, sir. But I think you should shine those shoes when you get home.”

The doctor hesitated, then nodded. 

A minute later the doctor saw something that made him cry out. He set the brake and jumped from the box; Nathaniel was right behind him. 

A soldier was helping a man with a head wound. The wounded man’s arm was slung over his friend’s shoulder and he seemed scarcely aware of where he was as the two struggled down the road. His wound was unbandaged and bleeding. 

Doctor Sullivan stopped them. “This man needs treatment,” he said. 

“Leave us alone, old man,” the other soldier said. “The damned Yankees are right behind us.”

“He will die of shock if he is not treated. Do you have any bandages?”

“What do you know about it, damn you?”

“I’m a doctor. Let me treat him or he will surely die.”

“He’ll die?”

“Within the day. Do you have any bandages?”

“Help me get him out of the road.” Nathaniel took the man’s other arm and they laid him on the ground. 

The soldier took bandages and lint from his kit. The doctor used the wet bandages to clean the man’s wound as best he could, then bound him up. “Who are you to this man?”

“He’s my brother.” Tears sprang to the man’s eyes as he said this. 

“Change this dressing when you are able. Keep the wound clean; clean it with soap and water. That’s the best medicine for him. Make sure he drinks plenty of water. Boil it first if you can.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” Between them they got the unfortunate individual on his feet and the brothers headed back down the road.

The doctor turned to see a crowd of wounded men had gathered, all clamoring for his services. He sighed and turned to Nathaniel. “I thought this would happen. Nathaniel, tell thy mother to come and build a fire. I want thee to take a pot from one man and draw some water and set it to boil. We shall be here for some time.”

“Father, I must speak with thee.” He drew him aside and said, “Sir, it’s death to me if I stay here. There are plenty of men in this army who might recognize me.”

“If thou must flee, my boy, then do so.”

“But you said you’d help me.”

“And I have. Now I must help these men. Christ commands it. My conscience demands it.” He turned back to his patients.

Nathaniel looked back at the clamoring wounded. If thou must flee – Sullivan hadn’t meant to goad him, and anger wouldn’t help him, so he quelled it. “Give me your mess kit, soldier.” 

A while later – much later, for dusk was falling – an officer rode up. “What’s going on here? Who the Hell are you people?”

“I am a doctor, sir,” came the mild reply.

“You’re no Army doctor.”

“No, I am not, but yet am I a doctor.”

The officer, a lieutenant colonel, saw Mrs. Sullivan and touched his hat brim. “Excuse me, ma’am. Sir, who are you? How did you come to be here?”

“My family and I are visiting relations in Pennsylvania. We but stopped to give these men aid.”

The officer looked at Nathaniel. “Why are you not in the Army yourself, young man?”

Nathaniel felt himself flush and lowered his head in silence. The doctor answered for him: “We are Quakers and pacifists. We will not raise a hand against our fellow man.”

Another man rode up and one of the wounded yelled, “Ten-HUT!” The others started to struggle to their feet when a gentle voice said, “No, be you men at ease. Colonel, what is this?”

“Sir, a civilian doctor is treating these men. Boy, remove your hat.”

Nathaniel complied but kept his eyes lowered. He looked at the horse’s forelegs. General Lee was again riding Traveller, the horse that had broken his wrists the year before. 

“Colonel, take charge of these wounded. I’m ordering the Army to bivouac here tonight. See that these people are looked after as well.”

“Sir!” replied the colonel, snapping a salute, and Nathaniel could breathe again. 

Nathaniel awoke upon the ground. He had been given bedding by grateful patients; a tent had been erected for the doctor and his wife, one of the few in the vicinity.

It was very early; none of the soldiers save the sentries were up. Only the first light of dawn illuminated the scene. 

Mist hung over everything. All around him horses and men slept. Beside him lay a pile of human limbs, the work of the previous day and evening. The flesh already stank and had collected an army of flies.

They had labored long into the night. The doctor was as tireless as a steam engine. Nathaniel had wanted to beg leave to turn in, but he would not as long as Mrs. Sullivan kept working. She had silently tended the fire, fetched water and assisted her indefatigable husband in his labors. 

Nathaniel was still very tired but he felt anxious to get away from the Confederate Army. The doctor and his wife rose a few minutes later, none the worse for wear. Without a word they readied themselves to depart. 

The lieutenant colonel walked up, buttoning his blouse. A young second lieutenant bore his hat and saber. When he had made himself presentable he came to attention and gravely thanked the family for its assistance.

“Sir,” the doctor replied, “it is the only thing that a Christian could do.”

“Nonetheless, my commanding officer would like a word with you.” He glanced at the lieutenant, who snapped to and disappeared into the mist, returning a minute later with a man wearing the eagles of a full colonel. This officer returned the salute of his subordinate, who then introduced the doctor, his wife and Nathaniel. The colonel removed his hat at the sight of Mrs. Sullivan. It wasn’t until he took the youth’s hand and repeated his name, though, that Nathaniel recognized him. “Major Swanson!” he blurted out. 

The colonel was momentarily at a loss; then he recognized him. “Nathaniel! But what is this?”

Nathaniel had no idea what to say or do. Colonel Swanson turned to his officers and said, “I need a few minutes to speak to this young man alone.”

“Of course, sir.”

“Nathaniel, will you walk with me?”

“Yes, sir.”

They walked into the fog. Within a few paces they were quite alone. “Can you explain your presence here, young man?”

“Sir, I’ll tell you, but first I have to say that you are looking very well.”

“Thank you.”

“I also beg you to bring no harm to the doctor and his wife. They’re good-hearted people, the best I’ve seen in a long time.”

“We would of course do her no harm in any case. But why should we?”

“They are smuggling me out of the country, sir, and back into the Union.”

“Are they? But they hardly seem the type, unless they are themselves in disguise, as you seem to be.”

“No, sir, they are genuine Quakers, the real article.” He glanced down at his clothes. “I’m a fake, though.”

“It’s quite a convincing disguise. Please, time’s a-wasting.”

“Yes, sir. Well, to put it short but sweet, the Balloon Corps is no more. The Army fired all of us. I tried to make one last flight back in Pennsylvania but I had to cut my lines and fly away. I ended up in Virginia. The doctor and his wife took me in and agreed to carry me back to the North.”

“Nathaniel, you do have a knack for landing in trouble.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Then you were at Gettysburg?”

“Yes, sir. I didn’t see much of it, though.”

“I saw more than I wanted. I saw the flower of the South cut down while advancing on a stone wall.”

The fog was glowing yellow now with the dawn. The sun would soon burn it all away.

“Did it really last three days, sir?”

“Yes. Three days.”

“Sir…how is Lemuel?”

“Lemuel?”

“Your son.”

“He died on the second day.”

Nathaniel burst into tears. Swanson was surprised and put his hand on the lad’s shoulder. “Nathaniel, he died well.”

“Yes, sir. I’m sorry, sir.”

“I didn’t think you knew Lemuel.”

“I didn’t, sir.” He took control of himself. “Have you heard from David?”

“Yes. He writes a letter a week, he says, though we’ve only seen one of them. He’s at a prison in Maine.”

He nodded. “What will you do now, sir? With me, I mean?”

Swanson sighed. “Well, what are my options?”

“I don’t think you have any, sir, except to turn me in.”

“Turn you in? On what grounds?”

“I’m a Yankee spy.”

“Are you? And what have you learned? That we lost the battle of Gettysburg?”

He looked at the ground. “I’m not a very good one, in any case.”

They had wandered some distance into the fog but they were not disoriented. Behind them they could hear the groans and cries of thousands of wounded men. It was like standing outside the gates of Hell. Swanson turned toward the sound. “We shall be moving out within the hour. I have much to do. Come.”

“Yes, sir.”

It was a long hour. The three Quakers were placed under guard. As soon as Swanson left wounded soldiers appeared like magic. Doctor Sullivan rolled up his sleeves and ordered one of his guards to fetch water and firewood. By the time the colonel returned the three of them had set all of their guards to work and had treated a score of patients. 

He spoke first to the soldiers. “All of you men fall back in. The wounded will be treated when we’re farther south.” 

“What about us, sir?” one of the guards asked.

“You are relieved. Fall back in.”

“Yes, sir.”

Swanson stood in silence until he was alone with the Sullivans and Nathaniel. He addressed the couple first. “Again, your country thanks you for your service.”

Rather than dispute this, the doctor nodded.

“I have learned something of your history, Doctor Sullivan. There is much we could say to each other of these present circumstances, but I doubt either of us could convince the other of anything. I shall simply say, ‘Go and sin no more.’”

“We of course feel that we are doing no sin.”

“It breaks the law of Man, if not of God. No matter; this is not an issue we can sort out right now. You must leave immediately. Nathaniel, you are in my custody. Say your good-byes.”

Nathaniel turned to the elderly couple. All three had tears in their eyes at this parting and none could find words to speak. He kissed both of them and walked toward the river with Swanson.

“Nathaniel, I have always had a soft spot for you, you know that?”

“Yes, sir.”

“At the same time, I find your opinions simplistic and your actions rash.”

He nodded.

“While I fault you, I cannot deny that your intentions are good. Still, you seem to have outdone yourself this time.

“You insisted upon flying when the Union Army itself had declined your services. You then fell in with a company of notorious slave thieves. You helped them in their crimes and they helped you. Then, to top things off, when, inches from Union soil, you encountered the entire Army of Northern Virginia, you did not take evasive action but instead stayed to give aid and comfort to your own enemy. What would Professor Thaddeus Lowe say to that? What would General Meade or President Lincoln?”

“I don’t know.”

“My quandary with you is as great as it was with the Sullivans. Greater, in fact.”

“If you let me go, sir, you know I’ll sin again.”

“I have no doubt of it, although I am not very concerned. Perhaps this is uncharitable, but I think you have done our cause little harm, nor will you in the future.”

“Huh. Excuse me, sir.”

“That is precisely what I am doing.” He handed him an unsealed envelope. Nathaniel opened it and read, “Be it known by these presents that the bearer, Nathaniel Curry, is engaged upon purely scientific studies unrelated to the present conflict and should be aided and sped by all who meet him. Rob’t E. Lee, Lieut. Gen., C.S.A.” Beside the signature was Lee’s embossed seal. 

“Use this,” Swanson said, “to return to the North. Once you get there, burn this letter. What you do after that is your concern. But if we meet again I can offer you no further succor.”

“What did this cost you, sir?”

“Nothing, really. General Lee agreed with my case. Don’t worry about it.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

“I noticed when we spoke this morning you did not inquire after Amanda.”

“No, sir.”

“Has your ardor for her cooled?”

Nathaniel pulled out the locket and dangled it before him. “Not in the least, sir.”

“Know that she is well.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“I didn’t know you had that. It looks like the chain broke.”

“I’ve tied it back together, sir.”

Nathaniel could have simply crossed the river into Maryland at this point, but he did not. If he had, he would have found himself with no means of transportation, no money and no prospects. Lee’s letter had the magical effect of providing him passage on Confederate transports and he decided to avail himself of this. He rode the Virginia & Tennessee Railroad east, then took the Danville train to Richmond. Brandishing the letter even got him food.

The trains were full of men who had been invalided out of the Army. Most of them were in pretty bad shape, even on the edge of death. They lay around the carriages in all sorts of arcane positions. They reminded him of old paintings of ancient battles he had seen in books. 

Many of them wanted to talk about what had befallen them. Nathaniel was pleased to lend an ear. 

“My best friend was shot through the heart. I leaned over and took his head to say good-bye but he was already gone. Then I got hit.”

“Both arms at the same time?”

“Yes. Right through the wrists. Hurt like Hell, it did. Look at me now. No hands. What am I supposed to do with no hands?” He shook the bandaged stumps before him.

Nathaniel shook his head.

“I got shot in the chest,” another man said. “Right on through.”

“In the back or in the front?” the man with no hands asked.

“In the front, of course,” the man said. “What do you think I am?”

“The South is finished,” another man said. “We can never win now.”

“Who said that? God damn you!” another man exclaimed. He was a gaunt, toothless creature with a scraggly goatee. The stump of his left leg bobbed before him like a grotesque phallus as he waved his crutches in the air. “I killed me four Yanks and I’ll kill you too, you bastard!” 

“Sit there and shut up, Gramps,” the man said. “The war is over for you and me.”

The old man made a sound like a goat but said nothing more. 

He found the city even more heavily fortified than before. Several times he had to undergo searches. Everyone was skittish from the Federal campaigns to capture the Rebel capital and from the Federal successes at Gettysburg and Vicksburg. 

First he visited his family’s store. The twins were working behind the counter; two colored boys were doing the toting. When he came in the girls did not recognize him at first; then both were overjoyed at his arrival. They came out from behind the counter to embrace him. 

“Nathaniel, it is so good to see you!” Ada exclaimed. “But whatever are you doing here? Are you back for good?”

“No, I’m just passing through. Look at what I have.” 

The girls made admiring sounds at the letter. “Did General Robert E. Lee really write this?”

“Sure enough. Yes, that’s his hand.”

“And you’re conducting scientific studies for him now?”

“That’s what it says there, isn’t it?” 

How foolish females were, he thought. When last they had met he had been working for Abraham Lincoln. Now they blithely accepted that he was working for Lee. 

“But where are you off to now?”

“I can’t tell you.”

This added a note of mystery that thrilled the twins. “You’ve grown up so, Nattie,” Ada said. “You’re a full-grown man now.”

“Yeah, well, you two are, uh, all filled out.”

Both looked scandalized. “You can’t say such a thing to your sisters!” they said.

Embarrassed, he asked, “Uh, where’s Maw?”

“She’s upstairs,” Ada said, her voice dropping. “She doesn’t get out much anymore.”

“She isn’t well,” Daisy added.

“What’s the matter with her?”

“Oh, it’s just a feminine complaint.”

“Oh!” Nathaniel knew little about the workings of women’s bodies but what he did know horrified and confused him.

“It’s not really that,” Ada said. “She’s just really tired.”

“Do you think we should send for her?” Daisy asked. 

“Well, we should let her know that Nattie’s here. If she wants to come down she can.”

“All right. Philip, go see our mother. Tell her Nathaniel is here.”

Philip turned to the side door that led to the outside stairs. He moved like he was a hundred years old, although he was not yet twenty. 

“Hurry it up!” Ada barked, and Philip responded with a barely detectable burst of speed which quickly subsided. 

Nathaniel recognized the tone she used in speaking to the boy. “We own slaves now?”

“Well, just the two right now,” Daisy said. “We were up to four last week and down to one two days ago. But then we picked up Arthur. They don’t stay long.”

“Wait a minute, when did we become slave brokers?”

The girls giggled at this. “Some of our customers can’t pay us sometimes,” Ada explained, “so they give us slaves. We use them for a while and then sell them to someone else. It works out fine for everyone.”

“I’ll be glad when we’re rid of Philip and Arthur,” Daisy said. “They’re a couple of stupid monkeys.” Both girls giggled at this observation. 

“Most of our business is trading things now,” Ada said. “Someone will bring in a bag of rice and we’ll give them some nails or something. It’s called ‘barter.’”

“Doesn’t anyone have any money anymore?”

“Everyone has plenty of money,” Daisy said, “but the money isn’t worth a tinker’s dam.”

“Daisy!” Ada said.

“That’s ‘dam’ without an N, so it’s all right,” her sister said innocently. “Nathaniel knows that.”

“No, I heard the N at the end,” he said. “What does Paw think of that?”

“Paw’s in the Army,” Daisy answered proudly. “He went in two months ago. He said it was either go in now or wait for the draft and he thought it would be worse to be drafted.”

Nathaniel was quite surprised by this, as it had been his father with his denunciations of slavery who had induced him to fight for the Union. He actually opened his mouth to ask which army his father had joined but instead asked, “Has he written?”

“We’ve gotten three letters from him. They took over a month to get here. He mentioned other letters he had written but we never saw those.”

Ada leaned forward conspiratorially and hissed, “He’s going north. Isn’t that exciting?”

Nathaniel nodded. “You’ve heard about Mellie, right?”

“Yes,” both answered in chorus. Ada continued, “I hope he’s all right.”

“All right?”

“All we got was the one letter.”

“Wait a minute, what letter are you talking about?”

“What are you talking about?” they asked simultaneously. 

He closed his eyes and said, “All right, I haven’t heard anything about Melrose. What have you heard?”

“He got captured,” Ada said, “outside of some town with a funny name.”

“He got captured?”

Both nodded. “They let him write a letter before he got shipped north,” she continued.

“Except he can’t write,” Daisy said, precipitating a giggle from both. “So another boy wrote it for him. He got captured, he wasn’t wounded bad, and the Yankees were making him go to a prison.”

“Oh, that’s good.”

“Why is that good?”

“Well, it means he won’t be killed in the war. And that’s what I heard.”

Both girls looked suddenly concerned. “What did you hear?” Ada asked. 

“Well, it looks like it was wrong. Someone thought he had died.”

Ada gasped and said, “Maybe he did,” and Daisy began to cry.

“No, that’s impossible.”

“Anything’s possible.”

“Especially dying.”

“No, someone thought he had died in a skirmish. But if he was put on a train for prison in the north, then that person is wrong.”

“But what if they were right?”

Exasperated, he asked, “How could he have written a letter from a train after being captured if he was dead?”

“But he didn’t write it, someone else did!”

“You’re just trying to get us all upset. Wait until we tell Maw.”

“You’re a couple of ninnies,” he said.

Philip slouched back into the store, cast his eyes down and muttered, “Missus don’ want to come down.” 

Ada and Daisy looked at each other. “She’s been like that,” Ada said. “You better go up and see her.”

The kitchen had little in the way of food in it but it was still a mess, as was the parlor beyond. The curtains were drawn and a lamp was lit. It was turned down so low that its light was barely visible.

His mother sat in her chair with her hands folded in her lap. She looked up at his approach. She managed a wan smile, then looked at her hands again.

He sat on the settee beside her. “Morning, Maw. How are you?”

Her eyes darted toward him, then away again. “Son,” she said softly. “I’m sorry I didn’t come down. It’s so…hard.”

“You sick, Maw?”

“Maybe I am, Nattie. I…well, I don’t rightly know.”

“You seen a doctor?”

She moved her head back and forth slightly. “Don’t think a doctor would help,” she said. “Besides, they’re all with the Army.”

“You been eating okay?”

She thought this one over. “There ain’t nothing to eat.”

She sat and looked at her hands. Her lips parted as if she was about to speak but she did not. She looked sad that she had nothing to say.

“Maw…I got to go again. You understand me?”

She turned to him, looking him full in the face for the first time. The lamplight softened her features. She was still a young woman but this light made her look even younger. 

It was good to look upon her face, the first face he had ever known, the face he had seen every day of his childhood. Her face was warm, loving, beautiful, accepting.

But her eyes were bottomless pits and he feared to look into them.

“Son,” she said at last. “Don’t die, all right?”

“I won’t, Maw.” 

He went back down to the store. “How long she been like this?”

The girls looked at him. “You see it, too?” Ada asked.

“Sure I do.”

“It just sort of came on. We never saw nothing like it before.”

“I have.”

“You have? What do you mean?”

He went behind the counter and sat on a flour barrel. The girls came and stood before him, their hands clutching their aprons. Philip and Arthur, on the other side of the store, acted like they were not listening. 

“I seen it in soldiers. It’s called ‘seeing the elephant.’”

“Seeing the elephant? What does that mean?”

He shrugged. “I guess it means that when you’ve seen an elephant you know you seen something big.”

“So what’s a-going to happen?”

He hesitated. “I don’t know what will happen to her.”

“Well, what happens to the soldiers who seen the elephant?”

“It means they’re finished.”

“What do you mean?” Ada persisted. “Honestly, Nattie, talking with you is like pulling teeth. What do they do when they’re finished? Do they stop being soldiers?”

“Yes, they do.” He stood up. “Listen, I can’t tarry. Do you know where Amanda might be?”

“Yes, she works every day at the hospital now.”

“Which one?”

“The Medical School Hospital. I don’t know the address, but I know how to get there.”

“I know it. I used to deliver telegrams there.”

The streets had about as much traffic as before the war. Much of it was military but much was not. Many people seemed intent on living their lives as if their country and their city were not under attack. Ladies and gentlemen rode about on this beautiful July day in their fine carriages as if they had not a care in the world.

He did see, however, one remarkable concession to the war: women were starting to drive and even ride by themselves. In earlier times such behavior would have been scandalous, although he had never quite understood why. 

The Medical School Hospital was a handsome three-story building about eight blocks from the store. A soldier with one arm sat on a chair inside the door; beside him a musket that looked to date from the War of 1812 leaned against the wall. Nathaniel told him that he was there to visit Miss Swanson. Without a word the man went into the building, leaving his weapon with the stranger. 

Amanda returned with the soldier. She did not look in the least surprised to see her beau; rather, she said, “I thought it must be you. Give me a minute to clean up.”

She returned with her bloody hands washed and her bloody apron replaced. Only then did she favor him with a smile. 

“Is there some place we can go to talk?” he asked. 

“Let’s go out for a walk,” she said.

The boardwalk was muddy due to the recent rains and a general lack of sweeping. Amanda’s hem was a few inches above the ground, though, and she needed to lift it only when crossing a street. The day had grown as hot and humid as Virginia can get. 

“You’re looking well,” he ventured. 

“You as well,” she replied.

“And look at you! You look so business-like. Is that what lady nurses wear now?”

“Yes, at my hospital.”

“It looks almost like a uniform.”

“Well, I suppose it is. We’re as well regimented as a military unit, we may as well be in the Army.”

“Uh-huh.”

“And Lord knows we couldn’t do any worse than the menfolk at conducting this war.”

“Well, you’re not the first to say so.”

“And look at you, Nattie. Why, what is it that you are wearing?”

He looked down at his Quaker garb. “I know, this must look most queer.”

They walked in silence. She may have been waiting for him to answer her question but he did not. 

“I thought you could not come back to this city until all was done.”

“I can’t stick around. But it’s all right for me to be here now.”

“Why is it all right now?”

“I have a letter.”

“A letter?” He handed it to her and stopped so she could read it. “Why, however did you get this? It appears to be genuine.”

“It is genuine.”

“Are you going to answer any of my questions?”

“Sorry. General Lee agreed to help me get back to the other side.”

She handed him back the letter. “Like a smoky torch, your answers obscure more than they illuminate.”

“Oh, that’s good. That’s a metaphor, isn’t it?”

“A simile, actually.”

“A simile, then. All right, let me answer you.”

He stopped; she stopped. “I encountered Lee’s army on its retreat from Pennsylvania. I was with a doctor and we helped a few of the wounded. I was given this letter in return.”

“Well, that helps a little. The Army was retreating from Pennsylvania?”

“Yes.”

She started walking again; they were headed toward the river. “We’ve seen some of the men from the Pennsylvania campaign in the hospital.”

“I think you’ll be seeing more of them. It was pretty big. I came here with the vanguard of the wounded.”

“That’s what some of the men have been saying.” She hesitated before asking, “Was it really the biggest battle of the war?”

“It was pretty cotton-picking big. Your father…” He silently cursed himself.

She wheeled on him. “Yes, what of my father?”

“I saw him.”

“You saw him after the battle? He was well?”

“He looked as good as he did before the war.”

For the first time she looked genuinely happy. “Oh, Nathaniel, that is the greatest news you could have given me.”

He smiled back at her. “Well, I’m glad to give you those tidings, then.”

“It seemed like you didn’t want to.”

“I was going to when I found the opportunity.”

She laughed. “Excuse me, I’m just so happy. You could have told me that straight away and I wouldn’t have minded.”

“All right.”

They came in sight of the river. A number of ships lay at anchor or moored to the docks. Some of them were warships but not many. There were larger commercial vessels, stranded here by the Union blockade. A few were small, swift steam vessels, evidently blockade-runners. One larger warship was making steam in the river.

It was the Merrimac.

But it was not.

Nathaniel analyzed what he was looking at. The ship was a gray ironclad with sloping sides. She resembled the Merrimac in general form, but there were differences. She was low and rugged-looking but there were only a few guns. Evidently she was to be used primarily as a ram. 

It also seemed to him that this ship was not a converted wooden ship but had been built from the keel up as an ironclad, like the Monitor. She did not have the cobbled-together appearance of her late sister. She was all of a piece, she was rugged and she looked like she was ready for business.

Clearly the naval engineers of the South had not been idle. They had taken what they had learned from their earlier experiment and applied it to this new ship. 

Amanda followed his gaze. “That’s a horrid-looking thing.”

“I was just thinking that she looked beautiful.”

“What, that bugbear?”

“Well, I’ve been thinking more in terms of science lately.”

“Oh, and that is what you told General Lee, I suppose?”

“Well, that’s what your father told him.”

Amanda looked around; there was no one near them. “You had best tell President Lincoln about this.”

“No need,” he answered evenly. “He seems to know pretty near everything before it happens.”

Her eyes flashed once but he was not taking the bait. She turned and walked down the river road. He stepped to her side. 

“Did he mention Lemuel?”

He felt as if he were pinned down. There was no way to avoid answering this. “Yes.”

She stopped, touched his arm and looked him straight in the eye. Her face was open and unguarded before him. For a moment it seemed like the good days, before the war and their estrangement. 

“Tell me straight out.”

He took a breath and said, “Your brother Lemuel fell on the second day of the Gettysburg battle. Your father said he died well.”

Amanda turned from him and pawed at her bag, then snatched up her apron. She buried her face in it like a child, trying to suppress her sobs. 

He touched her shoulder. It brought him back to the day he had departed to join the Balloon Corps, but it was different. He was touching not smooth flesh but her coarse cotton uniform. Her shoulder was no longer soft but hardened by hard work. And she was not accepting of his touch. She shook his hand free.

“Amanda…”

“Oh, leave me alone! Why did you have to tell me that? If you hadn’t told me he could have lived a little longer in my hopes and my prayers.”

“I’m sorry. I just thought that honesty was the best policy.”

“How could you think that?”

He had no answer for this.

“I apologize. That was a horrid thing to say.”

“No, it was all right.”

“Is that why…is that why you were hesitant to tell me you had seen Papa?”

“Yes. Because I knew that when I told you about him, I would have to tell you about…the other as well.”

She got her handkerchief out of her bag and dabbed her eyes, then discreetly blew her nose. “Then it was right to tell me.”

“I had thought my own brother was dead. I just found out he’s in prison.”

“Then you have seen your sisters?”

“Yes, I saw them before I saw you.”

“One is always closer to one’s siblings.”

“Yes, Amanda. But I’m very close to you as well.”

She put the handkerchief away and turned back to him. “Nathaniel, you are not as close to me as you were.”

“I know.”

“Do you still bear my locket?”

He tugged the chain and it dangled before him.

“It looks a little worse for wear,” she said.

“I know.”

“I must ask you to return it.”

“What? But why?”

“Because I no longer wish to marry you.”

“Because I –” he glanced around “– because I support the Union cause?”

“That among other things.”

“What other things? Or is it just that?”

“That should be enough.”

“What about slavery? This war is the only thing that will end it, you know that.”

“We Southerners will deal with slavery on our own terms.”

“The South will never abolish slavery without the help of the Union.”

“Oh, is that so? What about Lincoln’s vaunted Emancipation Proclamation? Why did that only apply to the states that were in rebellion against the Union? Why didn’t it apply to Missouri or to Kansas?”

“That was politics. He couldn’t afford to have the Border States join the Confederate cause.”

“Exactly. So he—”

“But there’s a bill before Congress to make slavery illegal everywhere.”

“Oh, and that will make everything better?”

“It won’t solve every problem, but yes, Amanda, it will make everything better. The Confederacy is the only place in Christendom where there is slavery now. That must end.”

She held out her hand, her eyes blazing. “Please return me my locket.”

“No.”

“No? But it is mine.”

“You gave it to me.”

“I gave it to you in token of a love that I no longer feel.”

He dropped the locket into his shirt. “You’ll have to fight me for it.”

“Then I shall. I’m stronger than you know.”

Her gaze was fiery but he returned fire. “I know you’re strong. I’ll never doubt that. But this little trinket has kept me alive.”

“Don’t speak nonsense, Nathaniel.”

“It’s not nonsense.” 

“In what wise could my locket possibly have kept you alive?”

“I’ve seen it with men that when they no longer care they die. A bullet finds them or some other mischance befalls them.” He put his fingertips to his chest as he had a million times over the past two years. “When I do this I want to live.”

She started to speak two or three times, then said, “Remember, then, that that is stolen property.”

“I’ll do that. Shall I walk you back to the hospital?”

“Don’t trouble yourself. I know the way and I am in my own country. You have to get back to yours.”

He turned toward the train station. He had stormed about twenty yards when he turned back to her. 

Her golden hair had come partway out of its bun and now flew free in the afternoon breeze. She looked more beautiful than he had ever seen her, standing proud and defiant in the heart of her proud and defiant city. He pointed a finger at her.

“I’m going to win this war,” he said, “and then I’m going to come back here and win you.”
Chapter Fifteen: Good Company

It took a week to travel the ninety miles from Richmond to Washington. He did not dare ask anyone the best way to go so he sort of stumbled between the two capitals. 

Lee’s letter was meaningless to civilian railroad personnel but had an almost magical effect upon the military. He learned to look bored as soldiers snapped to attention and called him “sir.” Once a private at a train station brought the letter to his captain, who summoned a colonel. These two then held an animated discussion that was not quite out of Nathaniel’s earshot. It ended with the colonel solemnly declaring that this mysterious young man was certainly a spy. The colonel, an ancient and august personage with magnificent moustaches, then invited Nathaniel to dine with him. 

He took the Richmond, Fredericksburg & Potomac north as far as Hanover Junction, then took the Virginia Central west to Gordonsville. There he picked up the Orange & Alexandria, taking that to Manassas Junction. 

And there the railroad ended. Manassas Junction, the site of two brilliant Confederate victories, was still in proud Rebel hands, but points north were not. 

There was certainly travel between the two capitals. Merchants in particular went between them, carrying goods possessed by one side and coveted by the other. Coffee, for example, was in short supply in the South, as was whiskey in the North. While some people objected to aid and comfort being provided to their enemy in this fashion, the merchants themselves simply bribed everyone in sight with gold and went their merry way.

Nathaniel Curry had no coffee, whiskey or gold, merely a letter and a book. As he approached the border area he became reluctant to use the letter. There seemed, after all, little opportunity for scientific research in that locality. 

He hitched rides on wagons, both civilian and military, until their drivers demurred at carrying a stranger in the border area. He ended up walking the last ten miles from Fairfax Courthouse to Alexandria. And there, at last, he was firmly in Union hands, and on the outskirts of the city of Washington. 

He found a military wagon train that was going to the Columbia Armory and sweet-talked his way aboard. At the Armory he reported to the Signal Corps, presenting himself to a fat, sweaty and most objectionable paymaster.

“Who the Hell are you? You’re not even military.”

“I’m Nathaniel Curry, late of the Balloon Corps, Sarge.”

“Balloon Corps? You fellows still coming in?”

“Who-all have you had come in?”

“Why the Hell do you think you can ask me questions? I’ll ask the God-damned questions around here.”

“Yes, Sergeant.”

The sergeant hauled out an enormous ledger book and dumped it onto the papers that littered his desk. He scratched the stubble on his vast cheeks with ink-stained fingers. “Let’s see…Balloon Corps. Sounds like another boondoggle to filch government funds, if’n you ask me. When can I close this thing out?”

“Well, who reported to you so far?”

“You have to keep asking me that, don’t you? Let me see, I’ve closed accounts on two Lowes, then there were two Allens…” He breathed noisily for a minute, then said, “Then there was this Vogler. And you’re Curry, right? Are there any others?”

“No, I should be the last one.”

“You should be turning in some equipment. A balloon and support equipment.”

“I destroyed it all at Gettysburg to keep it out of Rebel hands.”

The man looked sharply up at him. “Any officers witness you do it?”

“Yes.”

“Did you get a signed order or receipt from one of them authorizing the destruction of Government property?”

“No.”

“How come?”

“We were too busy killing each other.”

He shook his head. “You can’t destroy stuff like that without permission.”

“Sarge, it was in the middle of a God-damned battle. With twenty Rebs all over me, you expect me to go and get an officer?”

The sergeant wheezed in annoyance. “You civilians are a pain in my ass,” he proclaimed. He reached around and scratched the afflicted portion of his anatomy, then took a pen and stroked through the words beside Nathaniel’s name. “Destroyed,” he muttered, writing the word above the obliterated listing.

“We quits, then?”

“Yes. No. One more thing, you want your pay?”

“Pay?”

“Yes, pay, or were you doing it for the fun?”

“Well, for both, of course.”

The sergeant performed a rite that made no sense to the youth, bringing his fingertip up and down the columns and mumbling. He then wrote out a pay voucher. “Sign here. Or you can ‘X’ it.”

“I can write.”

“All right. You just sounded like a Southerner, that’s all. Put the date, too.”

“What’s the date?”

“Ah, July the twenty-seventh. Eighteen-hundred and sixty-three.”

“Where can I get actual money?”

The sergeant dismissed him with a flick of the fingers. “Any Federal Reserve Bank.”

Nathaniel now had one hundred and eight dollars and the freedom of the city of Washington. His first act was to honor his word by burning Lee’s letter. His second was to abandon the Quaker way of life and purchase new clothing. 

He booked train passage north. He had never gone north of the capital before and he watched the passing landscape with interest. 

In this country, eastern Maryland and Pennsylvania, it looked like the Civil War was not occurring at all. Farmers worked in their fields and merchants traveled the roads without a care in the world. There were no ramparts, no fortifications, no battle-scars upon the landscape. He was actually offended at how easily these states were getting off. 

But they were not. There was a difference, although it took him a while to see what it was. Old men tended the fields; women drove produce to market. In one yard children were doing the washing. In another a man in his seventies worked the bellows of a smithy. There were no young men.

It took two days to make the trip to New York. His train journey ended on the Jersey shore where he took a ferry to Manhattan. 

New York City was a stranger place than any he had seen in his life. For one thing, it was big. The docks stretched both directions along the shore as far as the eye could see. There was a forest in the center of the city that was itself larger than Richmond. People of all sorts crowded the streets and sidewalks, rushing in every direction like ants in an upturned anthill. 

The people all seemed greatly agitated. Nathaniel at first attributed this to the war, but this was not the case. No one spoke about the war or even seemed to know that it was going on. Their excitement, which bordered on panic, seemed to be simply the result of living within this large and frantic city. 

Nathaniel, wandering the streets with his carpetbag and his straw hat, felt very much the country bumpkin, but soon he realized that no one even noticed him. 

After nearly an hour of walking it seemed to him that he had gotten nowhere at all. There was still street after endless street around him, some running east and west, some north and south. He sat on the stoop of a tenement and just watched the people for a while. 

Most of the people were white. Some of these seemed well to do, even wealthy, while others were less prosperous or even poor. As he listened to people talking he came to realize there were a lot of Germans and a whole lot of Irish around him. These people, many of them fresh off the boat, were uniformly poor. 

A barefoot boy of about eight dashed up, grabbed a handle of his carpetbag and tried to make off with it. He got a bad start because of the weight of the bag, giving Nathaniel time to snag the other handle. He then yanked the miscreant back and punched him in the head. The boy went down, then scrambled back into the crowd and vanished. He didn’t seem to resent the blow to the head; it was apparently merely the cost of doing business. Nathaniel glanced around to see if he had any confederates, then resumed his inspection of the population. 

There were many black people in the city as well. Many of them looked as poor as field hands. They were dressed in rags and were filthy and unkempt. Others were doing better than that, and some seemed to be as well off as the white people. In the South, the first question concerning a colored person was whether he was a slave or free; it was strange to think that every one of these people was free.

There were also Jews, or what he took to be Jews. There were men with what seemed to be carpets on their shoulders, or turbans on their heads, or side-whiskers that hung to their chests. 

There were Chinamen in long silk robes, with long black pigtails and squinting eyes. Nathaniel had seen humorous drawings of such creatures and was a little surprised to find that they actually looked like that. 

And then there were the just plain peculiar people. Several men were walking around with little black boxes tied to their heads. There were men dressed as women and women dressed as men. Some people were drunk, or on the point of death with consumption, or crazy. A lot of people walked along talking to themselves. 

At last, having had his fill of this spectacle, he arose and continued his journey. He soon concluded, however, that he was helplessly lost. He hailed a cab and gave him the address. 

After several miles of driving the cab entered a section of the city that was even more densely populated, though more prosperous. The driver pulled up before a brick edifice with handsome marble columns. He then demanded five dollars and fifty cents, which was greater than the price of the train ticket from Washington to New York. Nathaniel disputed this but ended up paying it. 

The vestibule that he entered was the most opulent room he had ever seen. He barely had time to take in the velvet draperies, the gilt decorations and the richly patterned Oriental rug before he was accosted by what appeared to be an Army officer. The man’s uniform was a deep burgundy red with gold braid running back and forth across the front of it. His shoulder-boards had gold fringe hanging from them. There were other accoutrements as well, but his eyes did not have time to take them all in. The only thing he lacked was a saber. 

Although he was a civilian Nathaniel had learned to adopt a respectful reserve in front of high-ranking officers, so he automatically doffed his cap and straightened up. But then he realized that no army would dress even its most exalted officers in such a getup, not unless the intention was to dazzle the enemy into submission. This man was either mad, or on his way to a costume ball, or else he was some kind of servant. 

The man gave him a haughty look and said, “May I help you…sir?” 

“Yes, sir, I’m here to see Solomon Vogler.”

“Do you have an appointment with Mr. Vogler?”

“No, just tell him I’m here.”

“Your card, sir?”

“What?”

“May I present him with your card?”

“I don’t have one.”

His Excellency raised one eyebrow, then said, “Do you then have a name?”

“Nathaniel Curry.”

“Please wait here. Pray … don’t touch anything.”

“Yes, sir.”

Vogler himself emerged a few minutes later. He wore a fine suit and gold-rimmed eyeglasses. “Nathaniel, it is you! How good it is to see you. But what brings you to New York?”

Nathaniel shook his hand, then took the copy of Darwin out of his bag. “I had to return your book.”

Vogler took it, then smiled. “You could have mailed it, but this is you to the quick. It looks like it’s been through a war.”

“Yes, I’m sorry.”

“Did you read it?”

“I puzzled over it a little. He’s a smart fellow but he takes a long time to get to the point.”

“Yes, he does. How long can you stay?”

“Oh, I’ll head back tomorrow.”

“Where’s ‘back’?”

“Washington, I guess. I can’t go home until the war is over. I may not be able to go back even then.”

“Well, will you have dinner with me? I can guarantee it will be nicer than our last meal together.”

“Well, thank you kindly, Solly.”

“Come upstairs with me. I have a few things to clear away and then I’ll be free.”

Vogler brought him up a fine staircase to another vestibule that was nearly as grand as the one at the entrance. “How do you find New York?”

“It’s very nice. Everything is very grand here. Even the bad things are grand.”

“Yes, bon mot. It’s quite a place. London is larger but less interesting.”

They entered an office where men bustled among tables or pondered enormous books. Here there were young men in abundance. Although they were all wearing handsome suits they jumped to their work like eager schoolboys. Not a thing they did, though, made sense to Nathaniel.

“What-all do you do here, Sol?”

“What do we do? Well, Nathaniel, you know there are various sorts of commodities. Cotton, for example, or beef or gold are commodities. They are things that are bought and sold.”

“Okay.”

“Well, at some level wealth itself becomes a commodity.”

“Do you mean you buy and sell money?”

“Well, no, not directly. There are those who buy and sell money, but money is only the most visible manifestation of wealth. This company buys and sells wealth itself.”

“How in Hell – excuse me, how on Earth is that possible?”

“I could explain it to you but it would take a couple of days and it would make your head hurt.”

“Well, don’t bother, then.”

“Why don’t you tell me your story? I’m sure you’ve been up to no good since last we spoke.”

The carriage they were riding in was fancier than any that had ever passed him on the street. They were riding through a warm Manhattan evening to Nathaniel’s hotel. “That was indeed a better meal than hardtack and goober peas. Thank you for buying it and thank you for ordering it.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Does that old boy speak any English at all?”

“I don’t know, I’ve never tried to speak English with Jean-Luc.”

“Do you think I should stay here, try to find work in New York?”

Vogler frowned. “I don’t know. It’s getting pretty dangerous around here.”

“We’ve been worse places, you and I.”

“Do you know about the battle that was fought here a few weeks ago?”

“There was a battle here?”

“On these very streets.”

“Who-all did that? I thought they never got any closer than Pennsylvania.”

“It wasn’t the Confederates. It was the citizens of this fair city rioting against the draft.”

“I heard tell there were some riots.”

“Not just some riots. The city was torn apart. They called out the State Militia, or what’s left of it, but they couldn’t stop it.”

“Who was doing the rioting?”

“The Irish and the Germans, mostly. They didn’t relish being drafted on behalf of the colored people. They were going around hanging coloreds, and not just the men. They were killing the women and children as well.”

“Really?”

“A few blocks from here a colored orphanage was burned to the ground and they wouldn’t let the children escape.”

“That’s terrible.”

“You see that building? That’s the New York Times.”

“Really?” Nathaniel had often read the Times; it was usually on sale in camp.

“The publisher mounted a Gatling gun on the roof and manned it himself.”

The building looked as staid and stolid as the newspaper that it housed. It was hard to imagine its publisher atop its façade, spraying lead on the crowd below. “Did you see the riot, Sol?”

“Yes. I had to go through it to get home. You’ve noticed, I’m sure, that in addition to the driver, I have three other men with me.”

“Yes. I thought it was all a bit much for the two of us.”

“Those men are armed with pistols, as am I. There were some nights when they bore muskets. We’ve never had to fire a shot but we’re ready to.”

“So go back a minute here. You say the State Militia couldn’t beat the rioters?”

“That’s right.”

“So what-all happened?”

“Army troops were marched in directly from Gettysburg. They fired on the mob for a full twenty-four hours before they established order.”

“Whew!”

“Of course, ‘order’ is a relative term in this city.”

“How many dead?”

“Two or three thousand. That’s what they say, anyway. I’ve heard estimates as high as ten thousand. I saw the heaps of corpses myself.”

“So if the Army hadn’t of come in, the rioters would still be in charge here.”

“Yes, it would have been mob rule. But it’s worse than that. If the rioters hadn’t been subdued and if Lee had gotten away from Meade, he could have marched right here. He would have had the freedom of the city.”

“You think so?”

“Oh, yes. This city is a nest of Copperheads. They would have fed and armed the Rebels, bound up their wounds and sent them on their way.”

“An entire army?”

“A few tens of thousands of men. That’s nothing compared to the millions who live here. They could have camped in the park.”

“But it didn’t happen.”

“But it could have. We like to say that anything could happen here, and that’s for good or for ill. At its best, this is still a very dangerous city.”

“Then why do y’all live here? Are you crazy?”

Vogler smiled. “New Yorkers are a special breed. Yes, perhaps we are crazy.”

“So is the draft after you?”

“No, I paid the three hundred dollars. And I think I’ve already done my part in this conflict.” He turned to watch a knot of people by the side of the road.

“Yes, I suppose you’ve done your duty to your country.”

Vogler turned back to him. “My country? Is it that?”

“Well, isn’t it?”

“Well, it is and it isn’t. I feel just as at home in Paris, or in Bern or any of a half-dozen other places. And I feel just as not at home in those places as well.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that no country is my country, nor can it ever be, unless Israel is re-established as a nation. My family isn’t received in society here or anywhere. I attended a good college, but there are many others that would not have me because of my race. There are places I cannot go, people I cannot associate with, just as surely as if I were black.”

“That’s really stupid.”

“So this is my world. I live in what may seem to you great wealth, but it is a gilded cage. And it may look like I have parted company with the Civil War but I have not, nor shall I ever.”

Nathaniel had one more duty to perform before leaving New York. Solomon Vogler provided him with the address and as a parting gift paid the cab fare. 

A maid greeted him at the door of a fine three-story home, then went to see her mistress. Within a few minutes he was ushered into a well-appointed parlor. As soon as he sat down he rose to greet the lady of the house. “Mrs. Spencer? My name is Nathaniel Curry, late of the Balloon Corps.”

“How do you do, Mr. Curry?”

“Fine, ma’am, and yourself?”

“Fine as well. Won’t you sit down?”

“Thank you.”

“Would you like some tea?”

“No, thank you, ma’am.”

Mrs. Spencer steeled herself and said, “I understand that you have some information on my son Mica.”

“Yes, ma’am, I served with him. A fine young officer, I must say.”

“And how is he?”

“Ma’am, I’m sorry to have to tell you, but he fell in battle.”

She turned away in tears, but she was prepared: she bore a handkerchief in her hand and she used it. “How—how sure are you of this information, Mr. Curry?”

“Ma’am, I saw him after the battle at Chancellorsville. I’m sure.”

“Did he suffer?”

“No, ma’am, he could not have. It must have been like—” He snapped his fingers and she winced. 

“But his commander has written me,” she said. “Mica’s body was not found and he thought he must have been captured.”

“Mrs. Spencer, I was on the other side after the battle.”

“Do you mean in the enemy camp?”

“Yes, ma’am, and I was standing right beside General Robert E. Lee when I saw him.”

“General Lee? But whatever could he want with my son?”

“He was attempting to identify the dead enemy officers, that is, the Union dead.”

“To what end?”

“To notify their families.”

“That is a very gallant thing for the enemy to do, is it not?”

“Yes, ma’am. General Lee is a gentleman.”

“But he never sent me any word.”

“He did not know your son. I was the only one who did but I could not say.”

“But why not? Why did I have to hear it like this?”

“Ma’am, I wasn’t supposed to be on the other side. Do you understand what I mean?”

“No…oh, but yes, I do.” She stared into space for a moment, then said, “He had a pewter name tag engraved with his name and particulars. Why was that not found?”

“It must have been lost in battle, ma’am.” It had certainly been scavenged by the Confederate soldier who took his boots.

“Do you know what they did with his remains?”

“Ma’am, I did not see it, but I know he would have been given a military burial.”

“That, then, is a comfort,” she said with an effort.

Nathaniel knew that a “military burial” in this case would consist of being thrown into a ditch with a few hundred other unfortunates. Quicklime would be sprinkled on the corpses, then a foot or so of soil would be thrown atop them. It did not seem very dignified, but, as one member of a burial detail once told him, no one ever complained. 

“I’m sorry I had to bring you such bad news.”

“No, Mr. Curry,” she replied, smiling gamely. “It was very kind of you to tell me in person. Thank you for coming.”

Nathaniel returned to Washington. He didn’t really want to join the infantry so he looked around for other work. 

There continued to be a crying need for telegraph operators, and those working for the Army could receive an exemption from the draft. He signed up. 

Nathaniel could reliably send and copy twenty characters a minute and was therefore accounted a good operator. He expected to be sent back to the field but was instead assigned to the War Department in Washington. Here he communicated with operators throughout the theater of war. On the one hand it was boring because he spent most of his waking hours in a single large room. On the other hand, the telegraph allowed him to rove all over the South.

He found himself again talking regularly with Morton Edge at Fort Monroe. Although the two had never come face to face he considered Edge a good friend, based entirely on the electrical clicks they sent to each other. 

His life settled into a routine. Every morning, six days a week, he rose and went to the War Office. There he sent and received messages from throughout the theater of operations. Sometimes he would be required to send a reply to a message and he would find a soldier to run it. There were exceptions to this; if the message was intended for Secretary of War Stanton, he himself would run the message to his office, which was in the building, and wait for a reply. If the message was for President Lincoln, he would give it to a soldier to carry to the White House unless Lincoln was in the telegraph room, in which case he would simply hand it to him. 

Lincoln continued his practice of spending several hours a day, time permitting, in the telegraph room. His presence went generally unremarked. The first time Nathaniel gave him a message there was a glance and a nod of recognition from the President, but neither spoke.

The most difficult messages to copy were the coded ones. Messages sent in “clear”, that is, not coded, copied easier because if a letter was missed it could be deduced from the rest of the message. Not so with code, though: one missing letter might destroy the whole message. 

Nathaniel Curry did not shy away from coded messages and developed a reputation for copying them accurately. He found himself writing down meaningless letters for hours on end. It wasn’t merely boring, it required a lot of concentration. He would go to bed at night with the clattering still going on in his head.

Once he delivered a particularly long message to the officer in charge of the cipher division, one Captain Moran. Moran groaned, then said, “Thank you, Curry.”

“Is it as much of a headache to reckon this stuff out as it is to copy it, sir?”

“Well, it’s certainly not very diverting. And I’m up to my neck in it as it is.”

“Where are those other fellows?”

“I’m alone today,” Moran said. “Could you lend me a hand with it?”

“Shucks, I don’t know how to do this and I don’t know if I could.”

“Oh, I’m sure you could. If you can work a telegraph you can do this.” He sent a soldier to report that Nathaniel was with him, then said, “Pull up a chair.”

Nathaniel said, “Now, I know that each of these letters stands for another letter, but I don’t know which one stands for which.”

“Oh, it’s not even that easy. That would be a substitution code, and those are easy to break.”

“They are?”

“Oh, yes. The Confederates use substitution codes and we always break them just like that.”

“You do? How?”

“Well, with simple rules. For example, the most common letter in the English language is ‘E’, so we look for a preponderance of one letter. And the most common word is ‘the’, so once we deduce what ‘E’ is, we look for a group of three letters that ends in that. After that it’s just hard work.”

“So what do y’all do?”

“Well, we use a transposition code instead. With that, you use a keyword. The keyword for this week is ‘honeycomb.’ Now, that starts out like a substitution code, but it changes. Once a letter is used, it gets transposed and a different letter is used for that same letter. That way, there is no most-used letter. Do you follow me?”

“I reckon so, sir. No, I don’t.”

“Let me start at the beginning. A ‘code’ is the formula that is used to produce a ‘cipher’, which is a coded message. The process of producing a cipher is called ‘encryption’ or ‘encoding.’ Translating it back into clear is called ‘decryption’ or ‘decoding.’ Are you with me so far?”

“Maybe I should write this down.”

“No, don’t. You’ll pick it up. And don’t be afraid to ask me anything you don’t understand. But never write any of this down and never tell anyone about it, you hear me?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Maybe I should show you how it’s done. We use a square to encrypt the message. Along the top I write the word ‘honeycomb.’ Now, the uncoded message, what we call the ‘clear,’ goes here…”

Bit by bit Nathaniel moved into the world of secret messages. The work was even harder and more tedious than telegraph work. At first he thought he would never learn how to use codes, but Moran was patient and repeated everything until he got it.

The messages often didn’t make much sense even after they were decoded. In some cases that was because he wasn’t privy to the rest of the conversation, but sometimes it seemed as if there were codes within the codes. One message read in its entirety, “THE TREE IS ON FIRE.” Another said, “PROVIDENCE WILL REMEMBER.”

The decoded messages were delivered to a different part of the War Office building. He left them with a sergeant who sat before a locked door. 

Sometimes the sergeant would give him a message to be coded and sent. He would then sit down with the message, a pencil and paper, and a telegraph blank. Half an hour later he would have a page of unintelligible letters that some other poor fool would have to send down the wire. 

In this manner he worked through the summer and autumn of 1863. There was not a lot of action going on in the war, at least not any major battles. Everyone knew after Gettysburg that the Confederacy was finished; it was just a matter of time. Still, the South refused to give up. 

One afternoon in late October Nathaniel was carrying a sheaf of freshly-coded messages into the telegraph room when he heard someone say, “Aha! I thought I might find you here.”

He turned to find himself face to face with Major Grover. “You!” he exclaimed.

“Yes, it’s me,” the officer said. He was even scrawnier than Nathaniel remembered him, and he still observed the odd habit of keeping his head covered indoors. “Thought you’d gotten away from me, didn’t you?”

There was no proper answer for this, so Nathaniel merely said, “What do you want of me?”

“Isn’t it obvious? I’ve always known you were a Confederate agent, and here I find you in the heart of the Federal espionage organization. I’m placing you under arrest, and if you don’t give me the names of your contacts, you’ll be dead by nightfall.”

Grover stepped up to him. Nathaniel felt himself reacting to the man’s presence in a purely visceral way. He had received nothing but contempt and physical abuse from Grover and expected worse from him now. While he knew he was innocent, every fiber of his being impelled him to strike out at the officer. The two would certainly have come to blows if a tall figure in the corner had not risen to his feet and said, “What is the matter here?”

Grover wheeled defiantly, then snapped to attention. “Mister President!” he exclaimed, then snatched off his kepi. He had only a few hairs on the top of his head and these stood on end like a hog’s bristles. “Sir, I’ve just uncovered an enemy spy at the heart of our operation.”

“No, Major, you have not. I’m sorry to disabuse you of this, but I have full confidence in this man.”

“Sir, you have no idea of the bill of particulars against him.”

“I know all that you know, Major, and a good deal more. The decision is mine. That will be all.”

Seething with anger, Grover turned back to Nathaniel. “You’ve not seen the last of me,” he snarled, then jammed his hat back onto his head and stormed out of the room. Nathaniel almost fancied he trailed smoke as he went.

All activity, all sound had been suspended in the room during this exchange and everyone now fell back to his work. After a few minutes Nathaniel approached Lincoln. The President looked over his reading glasses as he came up.

“I want to thank you for that, sir,” he said. “It would have been pretty rough for me if you hadn’t of spoken up.”

“Well, of course, Nathaniel,” Lincoln replied. “I couldn’t in conscience suffer an innocent man to be interrogated by that fellow.”

“Well, it was generous of you, sir, because you couldn’t know for sure that I’m not a Confederate agent.”

“Oh, I’m quite sure of that, my boy.” He laid down the dispatch he had been reading. “So this is your new line of work since the Balloon Corps was disbanded?”

“Yes, sir. It’s not much, but I reckon I’m doing something.”

“You’re doing a great deal. Work like this is as vital to the war effort as is the contribution of the infantryman.”

“Yes, sir,” he replied, although he certainly didn't believe it. He was about to turn away when Lincoln asked, “Do you remain in touch with Professor Lowe?”

“No, sir. I don’t even know where he is.”

“Well, he’s in Keene, New Hampshire, if you ever get up that way.”

“I’ll remember that if I’m ever keen to see him.”

Lincoln smiled. “That’s a good trick.”

“The only one of the Corps I’ve seen was Solomon Vogler. I went up to New York and visited him right after I got back from Virginia.”

Lincoln was turning back to his message as he said this. Nathaniel turned to resume his own duties when the President said, “Virginia? When did you go there?”

His sharp tone alarmed the youth. He said, “Oh, I went there by accident, sir.”

“How does one go to Virginia by accident?” He took off his glasses and pulled a chair out from the table with his foot. 

Nathaniel sat down beside him. Ten minutes later, Lincoln said, “That’s quite a tale.”

“I know I’m not a very good story-teller, sir. I’m sure I got everything out of order.”

“No, you told it plain, and that’s just the way I like it. I think Colonel Swanson and General Lee both acted with great charity toward you.”

“Yes, sir.”

“When all this is over I hope we can show them as great a charity.”

“Yes, sir. Well, sir, I was thinking, there is a charity you could do for Colonel Swanson right away.”

“And what is that?”

“He has a son in a prison camp in Maine.”

Lincoln shook his heavy head. “We can’t parole a man who would just bear arms against us again. More’s the pity.”

“Sir, he won’t fight again. He had his eyes shot out at Ball’s Bluff, and him only fifteen years old.”

Lincoln’s face clouded. Nathaniel had never seen him in such distress. “When will this cursed conflict ever end?” the President exclaimed bitterly. He put his hand to his forehead for a few seconds, then said, “Very well, I’ll parole him. I’ll have to dispatch a soldier to bring him back home as well.”

“Sir, I’d volunteer for that duty.”

“Then you shall have it. Come with me when I leave today and I’ll write you the orders.”

“Yes, sir.”

Nathaniel informed Captain Moran that he was leaving with the President. An hour later Lincoln rose, tucked his glasses into his waistcoat pocket, set his old stovepipe hat atop his head, and headed for the door. 

Nathaniel fell in behind him. The soldiers at the door gave smart rifle salutes as they went out. It was a crisp afternoon and Nathaniel threw on his jacket and cap as they walked. Lincoln said, “They’re drilling on the Mall. We’ll have to take the long way around, but it’ll be on sidewalks all the way so we’ll spare our shoes.”

“Yes, sir.”

They walked in silence until they passed a shop. “Look, sir,” Nathaniel said. Lincoln followed his finger. A framed photograph of the President was displayed on a small table in front of the shop.

Lincoln held his glasses before him. “That’s a nice frame, but they’ll never get five dollars for that face,” he said.

“I’d buy it,” Nathaniel said, “if I had the five dollars.”

They continued on their way. “You didn’t see my picture for sale in Virginia, did you?”

“No, sir, but I know you can get it.”

“You do? What do you mean?”

Nathaniel smiled, then said, “It ain’t proper, sir.”

“Out with it, young man.”

“Well, sir, I knew a boy in a camp down there who said he was in the governor’s office in his state. I don’t rightly recollect which one it was. Anyway, he had to use the back house and there on the wall right across from the two-holer was your picture.”

Lincoln smiled. “Well, then, I’m in good company.”

“What do you mean, sir?”

“After the Revolutionary War, Ethan Allen visited England. He was staying with a gentleman there. He had to use the back house, or the privy, as it’s called over there, and he found it was graced with a portrait of George Washington. He told his host that that was fit and proper because there was nothing that would make an Englishman shit faster than seeing George Washington.”

Nathaniel laughed. He glanced over at the troops on the Mall. He could make out but faintly the sergeant calling orders to the men as they marched back and forth in formation. Soon, within weeks, these men would be marching back and forth on a battlefield somewhere while he sat safely in the War Office.

“They look good, don’t they?” Lincoln said.

“Yes, sir, they do.”

“Yet it breaks my heart to see them.”

“I know. I keep thinking I’m a shirker for not being with them.”

Lincoln glanced at him. “Yet you also serve, and serve well. But do you really think you could be of service in the field?”

“Well, sir, my eyesight isn’t what you’d call the best. I doubt I’d ever be a crack shot.”

Lincoln waited a few seconds before responding. “But there are other things you could be doing. Dangerous work to be sure, but extremely valuable for all of that. I know you’ve been approached.”

Nathaniel flushed. “I’m not cut out for that line of work, sir. I’m not good at it. And it don’t seem right to me somehow.”

The President looked down at him, then away. “Well, I could not ask you to take on such a burden if you found it immoral. Consider the matter closed.”

They walked in silence. Ahead of them two young officers approached them on the sidewalk on the other side of the street. One of them spotted Lincoln, touched the other’s sleeve and they crossed over. They were very smartly dressed and both threw perfect salutes as they passed. One said, “Good afternoon, sir,” as the other said, “Good evening, sir,” then they looked sharply at each other. Lincoln doffed his hat and bade them good day. 

“Mister Lincoln,” he ventured, “you said you were well satisfied of my loyalty. How can you be so sure?”

“I knew it when I heard that you had given General McClellan that copy of General Lee’s Order 109 at Antietam. I was glad when it turned out to be genuine, although it’s a pity the Army didn’t make better use of it.”

“But General McClellan told everyone in that tent to keep it a secret that I …” The sentence trailed off into silence.

What was there that Lincoln didn’t know? He remembered how surprised he had been when Lincoln had even remembered his name. Now he wouldn’t think it odd if Lincoln ticked off the names of his brother and sisters.

Lincoln, he knew, was a very gifted and a very committed man. Both sides agreed that he was the only thing keeping the Union together. Yet with all his burdens he was going out of his way to help Nathaniel with what was by comparison a trivial task. 

From the Mall came the sound of fife and drum. From the west came a sudden breeze that stirred the fallen leaves and sent them rustling and clattering around them. Nathaniel Curry felt that the forces of his life, internal and external, were somehow converging in this moment. He drew a breath and said, “Mister Lincoln, if you want me to do it, I will.”

Lincoln turned, smiling, and clapped a hand on Nathaniel’s shoulder. “Thank you, my boy,” he said. It was the only expression of gratitude he was ever to get from his country, but it was enough.

Nathaniel’s second visit to the city of New York was much briefer than the first. He dropped by Solomon Vogler’s firm and presented a freshly-printed visiting card to the doorman. Vogler appeared a half-hour later, carrying a portfolio wrapped in red ribbon. “Nathaniel, I’m afraid you caught me at a rather bad time.”

“Oh, that’s all right, Solly. I won’t detain you. Did someone in your family die?”

“What? No.”

“Oh, I saw you were wearing that cap again.”

“Oh, that. I wear that all the time now, Nathaniel. I’ve become an officer in my temple and I have to pass muster.”

“In your temple? Really? Does that mean you believe in God again?”

“Well, the way I put it, it’s not that I’ve gotten religion, it’s more like I’ve lost my faith in atheism. It’s hard to say what I believe right now.”

“You’re not religious, but you’re an officer in your temple?”

“Well, that speaks more to the nature of Jewish culture, I suppose. Listen, I hate to be abrupt, but I –”

“I know, Sol. Look, can we go to dinner this evening?”

Vogler looked pained. “I can only eat at certain places now, Nathaniel, and you would not be allowed to eat there.”

“But –”

“Nathaniel, this is difficult for me to express, but I have to be more circumspect in whom I associate with now as well.”

This was a blow. “All right, Solly. Good-bye.”

The first thing that Nathaniel did upon arrival in Keene, New Hampshire was to visit a men’s clothing shop. The clerk, hearing his speech, correctly adduced that he was not used to the local climate and outfitted him accordingly. He left the store ten dollars lighter and twenty pounds heavier. 

Nathaniel had seen snow but his experience was limited to the fluff that occasionally falls upon southern states, draws startled comments from the inhabitants, unlikey anecdotes from the oldsters, and then vanishes. Keene had ten inches of the stuff on the ground. No one found this in the least remarkable, however. People tramped through it without complaint, even little kids. Horses trotted along the snowy roads, steaming like locomotives, pulling sleighs of every description. 

Everyone in the city seemed to know the name Lowe. He trudged a mile to the house. It looked exactly as described in Lowe’s letter. In the South a dark servant would answer the door of a prosperous dwelling like this, but here it was Leonine Lowe who greeted him. 

“Nathaniel, how good it is to see you.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” he replied. He attempted to snatch his hat off but it was attached to his head with a leather strap. 

“Do come in. Please to leave the coat and the boots in this room. My husband and his brother are fishing.”

Nathaniel pictured two men bundled against the cold sitting on a frozen shore with their fishing lines running into a frozen river. It wasn’t until the next day that he found how one ice-fishes. He crowded into a hut the size of a two-hole outhouse with Thaddeus Lowe and his brother Joseph. The hut had no floor and the wind blowing across the river roared under and through the walls, putting a fine layer of snow over everything. A small coal stove threw a little heat but it was still cold enough that he thought he was going to die. 

The Lowe brothers had bored a hole in the ice about nine inches across and had lowered lines into the frigid darkness. Nathaniel felt this was quite unfair to the fish. The poor creatures had to be having a hard time just surviving in the icy depths without these humans attempting to kill and eat them. 

Thaddeus Lowe smiled at him. “What do you think, Nathaniel?”

“I think y’all must really like fish.”

“Then you’re no fisherman,” Joseph said. “It’s not the having, it’s the getting that’s the amusement.”

“You’re amused by this? Down South we wouldn’t ask a colored person to do something like this.”

“Well, for a true New Englander,” Joseph replied, “this is the very trump of existence.”

“I think I should warn you,” Thaddeus Lowe said, “Maine is even colder than this.”

“Oh, thankee much, sir. I won’t stay around there a minute longer than I need to, I assure you.”

“You’re certain you know how to get there now?”

“Yes, your map made it very clear.”

“That’s good.”

“That other map was very interesting, too.”

“Yes, it was. It’s too bad you didn’t keep better track of your journey.”

“Well, I shouldn’t have fallen asleep. But I was studying on it again this morning and I think you were right. I must have come very close to passing over Fort Monroe.”

“Yes, and that might have greatly simplified things for you. Still, all’s well that ends well. And if you had seen the fortress and tried to land, you might have ended up in the water or in enemy hands.”

“Yes, you’re right, sir.”

“All in all, you did very well. You have the makings of a first-class aeronaut if you’re willing to pursue it.”

“I don’t see how I could do that.”

“The war won’t last forever,” Lowe said. “I intend to resume exhibition flights as soon as peace is proclaimed.”

“What will you do in the meantime, sir?”

Lowe glanced down at the string he held in his hand. “I’ll fish,” he said with a smile.

He knew he was approaching the prison by the smell. It was detectable two miles away. The odor spoke of human misery on a grand scale. It was the odor of garbage, degeneration and decay, but most of all it was the odor of feces. 

The ladies in the coach, nurses all, put their scarves over their noses but removed them a minute later. There would after all be no escaping the odor soon enough. They stopped at the guardhouse and a sergeant pulled the door open and inspected the party. “You ladies I know,” he said, “but who are you?”

Nathaniel said, “I have orders to pick up a couple of parolees.” 

“You with the Confederate government?”

He shook his head. “Union.”

“Got anything saying so?”

“Here’s my orders.”

The sergeant took them out of the envelope. “Whoo-ee! That really his signature?”

“Sure enough.”

“Well, that’s good enough for me. The captain may have some more questions for you. You may pass.” He saluted the ladies and closed the door.

The captain indeed had some questions but he passed Nathaniel along to a soldier who brought him to the warder. The warder perused the orders, then wrote two numbers on a slip of paper. The soldier conducted him into the prison proper.

“Does it always smell like this?”

“Nope. It’s generally worse in the summer.”

“Oh.”

“Spring’s bound to be nasty. We didn’t have enough graves dug so we’re leaving some cadavers in a storehouse. They’re frozen now, but –”

“Yes, I understand. These are all young men. Why are they a-dying? Is it from their wounds?”

The soldier glanced at him. “No. Like everything else in this God-damned war, it’s the niggers’ fault.”

“Niggers? Why?”

“The niggers just had to get into this war. Well, so Lincoln let them in. Myself, I don’t think they can fight worth a damn, but there you go. Now, before that, both sides treated their prisoners all right. But the Rebs treat the nigger prisoners like they was slaves what took up arms, and who’s to blame ‘em? It has to be the biggest fear of any Southerner, the slaves rising up. 

“But Honest Abe couldn’t see it that way. He says, ‘You treat my little dark friends like this, I’ll treat your white boys in like fashion.’ And then he goes and does it. So then the South treats the Union prisoners the same way, and here we are.

“And here we are.”

They stopped before a cell that clearly contained many more men than its builders anticipated. The wretches inside were dressed in rags, despite the winter chill. As he peered into the depths a few men stared back at him. Their cheeks were sunken and their eyes were haggard; scurvy had claimed the teeth of a good many of them. Although most of them were standing – there was not room to sit down – none had the energy to move. 

Nathaniel stepped up to the reeking cage. “Which … which one is this?” he asked. 

“I don’t know,” the soldier said. “I was just told this cell and the other one. Try calling a name.”

He braced himself and said, “Melrose Curry.”

Nothing happened. Then an unseen man said, “He say Mel Curry?”

“I thought I done heard something else.”

“Where Curry at?”

“I don’t know…Mel Curry? He still in here?”

“Mel! They calling you.”

“What? What you want, damn you?”

“Mel, you in there?”

Men slowly shuffled around and let a smaller man through. It wasn’t him, though. It was an old man with a gray beard and a bald pate. He put his bony fingers around the bars and croaked, “What you want?”

“Melly? It’s me, your brother Nate.”

A look of puzzlement came over the man’s face. “Nate? My brother Nate? They catch you too?” He pulled back. “No! It couldn’t be! Or did you change sides?”

“Mel, I have orders to parole you. We can be on the train to Virginia in a couple of hours.”

“Parole me? Virginia? What?”

“I got orders, Mel. You come along with me now.”

“Orders? What the Hell you talking about?”

Nathaniel held the paper out. A hand reached from behind Mel and took it. A voice ran quickly through the order until it got near the end, slowly enunciating the last words: “’Private First Class David Swanson and Private Melrose Curry, to be released to Mister Nathaniel Curry, signed Abraham Lincoln, President.’ Damn, boy, this is real.” He reached the order back to Nathaniel.

“Abraham Lincoln? Your dear friend?” Melrose said bitterly.

“I got him to let you out, Melly.” Nathaniel said.

Melrose choked, then said, “I’d die before I took an order from him.”

“It’s not him letting you out, Mel, it’s me.”

The haggard creature sobbed and let go of the bars. As he turned away Nathaniel said, “Melly … I’m your brother.”

Melrose turned back to the bars and for a moment he was his true self again. He would clearly have assaulted Nathaniel if he had had the opportunity. “Brother?” he asked, spitting the word out bitterly. He waved his hand behind him. “These … these are my brothers.”

Before he received his wound David Swanson had probably resembled his father. He had the same square jaw and the same erect carriage. The upper part of his face was now a wreck, though. The bullet had caved in his left temple and blown out the right one. It left the bridge of his nose intact, creating a literal, free-standing bridge of bone and skin from his forehead to his nose. Behind that was a morass of folded skin that used to be his eyelids. It was a wonder that he had survived this wound. Nathaniel had seen men die from much lesser injuries. 

David’s morale was high and he conversed brightly with Nathaniel, although he was barely strong enough to sit up in the seat of the railroad car. “Is this farm country we’re passing through, Mr. Curry?”

“Call me Nathaniel, David. I reckon so. It’s hard to tell with all this snow.”

“Yes, it must be beautiful.”

“Mostly it’s cold. Yes, that’s a barn. It’s kind of ramshackle, but it’s sure enough a barn.”

David turned back to him; Nathaniel had the creepy feeling that he was looking at him. “I still don’t understand why it is that I’m being paroled. You didn’t explain it very well.”

“I’m a good friend of your sister, that’s all. And I had the opportunity to get you out.”

“There was another name on the order, someone with your last name.”

“My brother Melrose. He chose to stay.”

“He wanted to stay in prison?”

Nathaniel shrugged. “I reckon he knows everybody there.”

“Still, it’s most peculiar.” He gave a brief laugh. “I’m happy enough to be leaving, don’t worry. But I don’t understand how you got my parole.”

“I just asked President Lincoln to let you out. I saw on the roster he had that my brother was in the same place and he told me he would let him go too. But Melly wanted to stay.”

“Did you know the President before the war?”

“Oh, I’ve known him a long time. I guess I can tell you, we’ve gone too far for you to turn back. I’ll be working for President Lincoln and he owed me a favor.”

“Well, I’m happy you chose this way to allow him to repay it.” He turned his face to the sunlight coming in the window, smiling at this simple pleasure.

After they were safely away from the prison Nathaniel had stopped at an inn and given David an opportunity to clean up. Here he bathed and shaved. His Citadel cadet’s uniform was now in ruins and didn’t fit in any case, so it was replaced with a set of clothes from Nathaniel’s carpetbag. 

Orders from Abraham Lincoln had nearly as great an effect upon Union troops as orders from Robert E. Lee had on Confederates. Additionally, David Swanson’s wound drew compassion from everyone he encountered. The two young men rode second-class carriages south and dined on hot meals all the way. 

“I think we just crossed over into Maryland.”

“Oh, that’s good. Is there still snow on the ground?”

“I think we’ve seen the last of it. Beg pardon.”

“Of course. It’s warmer just within this carriage.”

“Yes, and they don’t even have a fire lit. I don’t know how the Yankees put up with it.”

“I know, and you said the children were playing in the snow.”

“Yeah, I would think they’d hate to live like that, or they’d all die of chilblains or something.”

“I know. It’s most peculiar. Perhaps the soil is especially fertile here.”

“Fertiler than back in Old Virginny?”

“Well, that’s true.”

“And the farmers have to do it all by themselves there. There are no colored people at all.”

“None at all?”

“I never saw a single one north of Boston.”

“It’s hard to imagine a life without them.”

“Yeah.”

“It just shows once more how important it is that we win this war.”

Nathaniel glanced at him. He didn’t conclude this at all. In fact, if anything he saw the opposite: slavery, even in this grim country, was unnecessary. Perhaps David was looking for some justification for his injury.

They went through Washington and into Alexandria. Here they were fortunate enough to fall in with a truce party. They accompanied six officers and a single enlisted man in an open coach flying a white flag. A few miles down the road they stopped at a roadhouse and met five officers in gray. There were cordial greetings all around and the exchange of documents. When business was concluded drinks were called for. Only then did Nathaniel present his orders to the ranking Confederate officer.

The officer was a genial colonel with a trim white beard. “Aubrey,” he said, turning to his Union counterpart, “what do you know of this?”

“No more than you do, I’m afraid, Angus. It looks like Lincoln’s signature and his stamp. The boy’s certainly been wounded and I doubt he’ll do much more fighting.”

The colonel donned eyeglasses and read the order over, his lips moving silently. “Yes, we can take him in hand, I suppose. I thought I had taken my last orders from Abraham Lincoln but I’ll be happy to obey this one.”

“Please, sir, I’d like to accompany him.”

“You mean alone?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, that would be a help. A relative of your’n, is he?”

“More or less, sir.”

“He a war prisoner?”

“Yes, sir.”

“But he’s in mufti.”

“There wasn’t much left of his uniform, sir.”

The colonel removed his glasses. “How come you aren’t in uniform yourself, young fellow?”

“Well, that will happen soon enough, sir.”

“One side or the other, but jump to it.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’ll write you some orders for the train.”

The colonel’s orders got him into Richmond the next morning. To Nathaniel’s surprise, Federal money was accepted there as cab fare. The driver didn’t even flinch at the sight of a “greenback” dollar, the new currency generally derided as worthless in the Union. 

David was quite excited and compelled his guide to tell him what landmarks they were passing. “There’s the Capitol. Jeff Davis’ house is down that street on the right. Here’s the Broad Street Hotel with the Catholic Church across the street. The Market Depot is right up ahead, but we should be turning before we get to it.”

They got out at the Swanson house. “All right, take my arm. Mind the hitching post.”

“Hitching post?” David found it, then ran his fingers over the shiny brass ball at the top.

“Nathaniel?”

“Yes, David?”

“I think I should have a cloth over my head or something.”

“What? Why?”

His hands moved down and lifted the iron ring. “I’m afraid I’ll frighten my family.”

“Maybe dark glasses would have been a good idea, but it’s a little late now.”

“Yes, maybe later.” He placed his fingers atop the brass ball again.

“Does it feel good?” Nathaniel asked. It seemed like a foolish question. 

“It’s strange,” David said, “but right now I’m sorry I can’t shed tears.”

Rachel answered the door. Her hands flew to her face to stifle a cry as she saw David. She repeated the sound and the gesture a moment later when she saw Nathaniel. “Lord have mercy!” she exclaimed. “Lord have mercy!”

“What’s the matter here?” said another voice. Titus was coming down the stairs. Nathaniel was surprised at the change he had undergone. When last Nathaniel had seen Titus he wore the workmanlike apparel of a house slave. He now wore a cutaway and was clean-shaven and neatly groomed. He also had a very commanding air. 

Titus was surprised to see who had arrived, but only for a moment. “Master David, welcome home.”

“Thank you, Titus.”

“Rachel, do you tell the mistress that Master David is home.” Rachel gave a bob and rushed out the front door. 

They led David into the parlor. A few minutes later a cab clattered to a stop outside. Amanda, her mother and Rachel flew in the door in a great rustle of petticoats. These three retained the ability to shed tears and they produced a great quantity of them in the next few minutes.

Rachel went to the kitchen to prepare an impromptu meal as Mrs. Swanson brought David to his room. Silence fell upon the parlor.

Amanda and Nathaniel sat side by side on the settee. It was a large settee and they sat at opposite ends.

“He’s so thin,” Amanda ventured.

“I know. I tried to fatten him up a little on the way but it didn’t take.”

“I don’t like those sores on him one little bit. He wasn’t well tended.”

“It was a terrible place. He’s lucky to have a sister who’s a nurse.”

“A sister and a mother.”

“Yes, all the better.”

Silence.

“Is your mother in uniform? I didn’t notice.”

“She doesn’t wear a uniform but she’s every inch a nurse.”

“Oh.”

Another pause.

“Nathaniel, however did this come about?”

“What?”

“You waltzing in here with my brother. It’s a wonder to me.”

“Oh. I have orders from President Lincoln. It was a favor from him.”

“President Lincoln did you this as a favor?”

“Yes. Well, he owed me a favor, that’s all.”

She pondered this for a moment. “Will you join us for dinner?”

“I would be much obliged. I hate to put you out.”

“It won’t be very good fare.”

“I know.”

More silence.

“You, Nathaniel, have been eating well. Why, you’re nearly fat.”

“I just sit all day now. I’m little more than a clerk these days.”

“We must all serve in our own way.” Her voice seemed thin and strained, much like the platitude she uttered.

“I know.”

“Will you see your family?”

He shrugged. “I don’t rightly know what I’d say to them right now.”

“Oh.”

“And my orders don’t mention them. I’m on thin ice here.”

“Yes. Last time you had the permission of Robert E. Lee. This time…”

“Yes, it’s not the same.”

He looked at her face, catching her in the act of looking at his chest. “Yes,” he said. “I still wear it.”

“I dreamed of it last night. I never remember my dreams but I remember this one. It woke me up.”

“It did?”

“I dreamed that the chain was broken. It broke and you tied it back together. But the knot came loose and you lost the locket. You were flying and it fell to earth.” She sat back, clearly upset by the recollection of this dream. “It was me in the locket and it was me falling to earth. But it’s only a picture and I’m sure I don’t even look like that any more.”

Nathaniel pulled the locket out and pressed the tiny latch. Although the locket itself was battered and scratched the image within was pristine. 

“You must not open this much.”

“Not much. Sometimes, to get a look at you or to show it to someone.”

“To whom have you shown my picture?”

“Not many people. Just my friends. And Mister Lincoln.”

“You showed my picture to Abraham Lincoln?” she said indignantly.

“Yes’m.”

Pause. “What did he say?”

“He said I was a lucky man.”

“Hmph!” she said primly, though she was clearly pleased. They moved closer together and looked at the tintype. 

The girl in the picture wore her hair free, cascading in billows over her shoulders. She looked at the camera with an open expression of happiness and anticipation of the world she was entering. Her pretty dress and the chair of the photographer’s studio were lost in the dazzle of her beauty.

He looked at Amanda and she at him. He did not know what she saw, but he saw a young woman with her hair in a bun and in a plain dress and apron. She looked at the world with as much intelligence as the girl in the picture but with a lot more experience.

But it was still her. The fire in her eyes and her unquenchable spirit were the same.

Amanda looked at the tintype longingly, as if she wished to be once more the girl in the locket. “I was wrong,” she said, her voice little more than a whisper. “The chain never broke.”

“It broke,” he said, “but I had it mended.” Then, very swiftly, he stole a kiss.
Chapter Sixteen: Starlight and Dewdrops

In March of 1864 Nathaniel Curry purchased a pair of eyeglasses. He was tired of not being able to see anything more than ten feet away without squinting. 

The process was more involved than he expected it to be. He had anticipated simply going into an eyeglass shop and buying a pair. Instead, the merchant examined his eyes with a large magnifying glass, then made him read letters of varying sizes on signs placed at various distances. He then repeated the process with a series of lenses held before his eyes. This was followed by a prolonged measurement of every conceivable dimension of his head. Nathaniel wondered if much of it was merely for show.

When this ordeal was completed he had to choose the frames. He paid the man two dollars and seventy-five cents and returned the next day for his finished glasses. 

The arms of the glasses rested upon his ears and did not wrap around them, but rather around his head. They gave him a headache at first but they allowed him to read shop signs a full city block away. 

He did not need the glasses to read or write or operate the telegraph. Because few people his age bothered with the devices he carried them in a shirt pocket and took them out only when needed.

He wore them a few days later to attend a ceremony at the White House. He had not been invited but neither was he refused admittance. 

Ulysses Simpson Grant was being installed as General in Chief of the Union Army. He wore a full dress uniform for the occasion and not the private soldier’s garb that he usually affected. He was sober and he looked like he didn’t much like the sensation. President Lincoln gave the requisite address and Grant responded in kind. The myriad officers in attendance, all decked out in gold braid and shining medals, did their level best to look important.

After the ceremony Nathaniel felt a tug at his sleeve. He turned to see Colonel George H. Sharpe, head of the Bureau of Military Information. Joseph Hooker was long gone but the Bureau, his creation, lived on. 

Nathaniel had been dreading this encounter for months. He came to attention. “Good evening, sir.”

“Are they keeping you busy, Curry?”

“I’m earning my keep, sir.”

“Good. Come around to my office at one o’clock tomorrow, will you?”

Nathaniel was admitted to Sharpe’s office at the appointed hour. It was a small office, even tinier than the one Thaddeus Lowe had occupied. Everywhere there were piles of paper and dispatches. One small table was piled high with unopened envelopes. Whatever else Colonel Sharpe did for a living, he didn’t read his mail very much. 

He saw a young woman was there already and excused himself. “No, Curry,” Sharpe said, “come in. Miss Emmer, may I present Nathaniel Curry. Curry, this is Miss Clarabel Emmer.”

“How do you do, Miss Emmer?”

“How do you do, Mister Curry?” Miss Emmer had dark, curly hair framing a face with a ready smile. She spoke with a Southern accent.

“Sit down, Curry. I have an assignment for you.”

“Yes, sir?”

“First of all, this information is not to leave this room. General Grant has ordered General Sherman to reduce Georgia in the next few months. Preparatory to this, Grant himself will assail northern Virginia in order to engage Lee’s forces.”

“I see.”

Nathaniel did not in fact see. He had heard of forts and garrisons being reduced but never a whole state. Was the grim-faced Sherman now planning to reduce the entire state of Georgia to smoking rubble? If so, it was a monstrous intention. That Sharpe could discuss it so easily made him shudder.

“It is my desire that you should enter Virginia in the guise of a slave-catcher. Clarabel here will disguise herself as a Negro boy. You will be furnished with documents indicating that she is a slave you are returning.”

Nathaniel turned to the woman, expecting that she would object to this preposterous proposal. She did not. Nathaniel was left to murmur a weak, “Yes, sir.”

Accompanying the Union Army southward was a young married couple. By their dress they seemed to be sutlers, though they had no wares. They kept to themselves, avoiding discourse with enlisted men, officers or other sutlers. They were provided good accommodations and good food, indicating that they had greased the palms of many an officer. 

The army crossed the Rapidan River. The young couple vanished, replaced by a young man in the garb of a Southern farmer, and an even younger man clad as a colored field hand, straw hat and all. The white man carried a Sharps carbine, a small repeating rifle favored by cavalrymen and anyone who needed to travel light and shoot quickly. 

This pair left the vanguard of the Union Army early one morning and headed west on the Orange Turnpike alone and on foot.

“Ever done this before?” he asked her.

“Yes, several times. No one pays any attention to a darkie.”

“Well, let’s hope no one starts to.”

“It’s a pleasant day, anyway.”

It was indeed a pleasant day. It was the first week of May. The road was dry without being dusty and they strolled along at a good pace. The army coming behind them would be moving more slowly.

She glanced at the forest on either side of the road. “How long will this jungle last?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” he replied, “but it has to end sometime.”

They knew that Grant had ordered his army, a hundred and twenty thousand strong, to make its way through the heavy forest to meet the enemy on the flat countryside beyond. There had been reports of isolated Confederate regiments in the forest and Nathaniel and Clarabel had been sent to assess their strength.

“I’m not moving too fast for you, am I?”

“Don’t worry about me.”

“Sorry. I keep forgetting you’re a woman, that’s all.”

“Well, you can forget it entirely. I can keep this pace up all day.”

“All right.”

Nathaniel glanced over at her. She had done nothing to darken her skin and despite her black, curly hair she hardly looked like a Negro. In point of fact, though, many of the nominally African slaves in the American South were so light that they could easily pass as white. This was due to centuries of white slaveowners availing themselves of their female slaves. This practice was, of course, a shameful betrayal of both their wives and their race, and as such was never discussed.

The pale skin of the progeny of these unions was never discussed, either. The fiction that such persons were still “darkies” was one of the anomalies of Southern culture. Men, women and children were often hauled onto the auction block who would have gone unremarked in a white church or school. No one ever objected to their white skin; to do so would be to strike at the very foundations of the institution of slavery. Saying “Why, he’s as white as I am!” would be to say “I am as black as he.”

What made Clarabel’s ruse work was the fact that no white person would ever try to pass himself off as black or as a slave. She admitted to being a Negro, therefore she was one.

They could never see more than a few hundred yards ahead through the woods; thus it was hardly a surprise when, about a mile west of the Wilderness Tavern, they came around a bend and found elements of Ewell’s Corps blocking the road. 

“Halt! Who goes there?”

Nathaniel cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted, “Slave catcher. I got me one. Let me by, boys.”

“Approach and be recognized.”

A sergeant who was at least sixty years old took charge. “What do we have here?”

“Runaway nigger.” He yawned as he spoke.

“What the Hell are you doing catching niggers around here?”

He shrugged. “I catch ‘em where they is.”

“Shoot, boy, Yankee army is coming down this pike.”

“I know it. I don’t want them to get my nigger.”

“Ain’t that a Yankee gun?”

“Yep.”

The old man looked uncertain, then said, “All right,” and stepped aside.

“Just a minute.” Another man stepped up. “This looks mighty fishy to me. Where you catch this here nigger?”

Nathaniel looked annoyed. “Up by the river. He couldn’t get across.”

“Where you taking him?”

“I got a newspaper ad. You want to see it?”

“Sure do. Don’t move too quick-like, I’m mighty nervous.”

Nathaniel displayed a perfectly legitimate advertisement. “Satisfied?”

The soldier regarded the ad with suspicion. “This picture don’t look like your nigger.”

“I reckon not. They use the same picture for all of ‘em.”

“Someone who can read come up and look this over.”

A freckle-faced lad of twelve came forward and read the ad aloud: “’One hundred dollars reward. Ran away from Bell Meadow Farm, on Tuesday, 18th instant, a very light-skinned Negro called Brutus Cook, about five feet two inches in height and about fifteen years of age. The above reward will be paid upon his live return. Cornelius van Pelt.’”

The soldier looked at the slave. “Your name Brutus?”

“Yes, master,” came the soft reply.

“What’s your master’s name?”

The slave looked at the ground. “Master.”

“Damn you!” A fist swung out and cuffed the woolly head. “Master what?”

“Master Cornelius.”

“Happy?” Nathaniel asked.

“One more thing,” the soldier replied, turning back to Nathaniel. “Why ain’t you in uniform?”

All eyes turned to the slave catcher. “Well, you tell me, why are we fighting this here war in the first place?”

This required a moment’s thought – both sides were indeed starting to forget the reasons for the war. The soldier stepped aside. “Go ahead, I guess.”

“Say, you boys better light out yourselves. If’n the whole Union Army is coming this way they’ll roll right over y’all.”

“Don’t worry your head about that,” the soldier said with a sneer. “Our whole Corps is here, and more a-coming.”

“All right, then. Move it, boy.” He poked his charge in the side with the muzzle of his weapon. 

He had gone another twenty yards when he turned and asked, “Hey, what’s the best way around to Richmond?”

“You know this area at all?”

He shrugged. “Passable.”

“Take the next road south to the Plank Road. Take that east to Parker’s Store. Take that road south.”

He knew all of that already. “Thank you.”

Another man shouted, “Don’t go too far on the Plank Road, A.P. Hill and Lee are on that.”

And that was what he wanted to know. “Okay.”

Once they were out of sight of the soldiers they quickened their pace. “All right,” Clarabel puffed, “what now?”

Nathaniel pulled his eyeglasses out. “Keep your eyes peeled for a telegraph wire.”

“What are you going to say?”

“Well, Grant thought there were only a few regiments out here. There are at least two corps, probably three.”

“What did you think of those troops?” she asked.

“Well, they looked hungry, skinny and they don’t like Yanks.”

“And that was a picket, but there were only eight men there. And four of ‘em were little boys. And did you see how they were dressed?”

“Yes,” he said. “Only one of them was in uniform. The sergeant.”

“That’s right. They don’t have the money for nice things like uniforms any more.”

“Yeah.”

“Was that a Union uniform he was wearing?”

“No,” he said. “That’s Stonewall Jackson’s old corps, under Ewell now. They wear blue.”

“Ewell’s Corps, A.P. Hill’s Corps and Lee’s Corps?”

“That’s right. And more a-coming, he said. I suppose that means Longstreet.”

She looked behind them. “Too bad we couldn’t have just turned around and gone back to our forces and warned them.”

“I know. But it would have looked mighty peculiar to those boys if we had gone back up the road. We could do it, but we would have to go through the woods and that would be slow going. And even if we found our forces, we’d have to convince them who we were, then convince them to get a message to Grant, then hope it makes it in time. It would be faster to find a telegraph. Grant would be reading a wire message ten minutes after I sent it.”

“Really?” she asked. “What route would it take?”

“Well, let’s see,” he replied. “Most telegraph traffic around here would go toward Fredericksburg, and we have an intercept line on that line. That would send it to Fort Monroe on the peninsula, and it would go directly to the War Office in Washington from there. Then they’d send it back down the railroad line to Grant.”

She thought it over. “That’s two or three hundred miles.”

“Yep.”

“Telegraph really as fast as all that?”

“Yep. Fast as lightning.”

“I’ve never worked with a telegraph operator before.”

“Well, I don’t know if one has ever done this type of thing before.”

“Where is there a telegraph line?”

“The only one I know for sure is on the railroad line just south of the Plank Road about two miles from here,” he said. “But getting there would take too long. I’m hoping to see a wire before that.”

A mile down the road they encountered an army coming the other way at double-quick time. Without a word both moved off of the road and into the woods. Rather than wait for the army to pass they struck out southward through the trees. “Do you know where we are now?” Clarabel asked.

“I think so,” Nathaniel replied. “The Plank Road is about a mile south of here.”

“Who was that army?”

“I don’t know, I didn’t see any banners.” 

A minute later she raised her hand to stop him. They halted and heard a pattering of musket fire. As they listened the pattering mounted to a roar. Soon artillery joined the chorus.

“There’s Grant’s little surprise,” Clarabel said.

“Yes,” Nathaniel replied, “but we still have to report on what we seen.”

After half an hour they crossed the Plank Road. A short time later they found the unfinished railroad track. Nathaniel searched the trees beside the track and found a telegraph line. He climbed a tree and attached a lineman’s key. 

He transmitted, FROM STARBUCK TO GEN CUSTIS LEE FREDERICKSBURG AP HILL CORPS RE LEE CORPS AND EWELL CORPS ENGAGING GRANT STOP OTHER FORCES MOVING IN SUPPORT 73

Custis Lee was not at Fredericksburg so the operators there would ignore the message. There were Federal agents listening on this line, however, who would not ignore it. Still, Nathaniel doubted that it would do Grant much good.

He sat in the tree, feeling very anxious and exposed, until he received a brief message: 13 CAPTAIN SMITH. “13” was the telegraph code for “I understand.” He put the key back in his kit bag and climbed down.

“What now?” Clarabel asked.

“I thought you were the old hand at this.”

“It sounds like the firing to the east is getting pretty loud.”

“Yes, let’s head over and have a look at it.”

They went back to the Plank Road and headed east. When they were sure they were near the fighting they moved into the woods. 

Their intention was to watch the fighting from the safety of the forest. They did not anticipate that the fighting would spread into the forest itself. They were wrong. In the late afternoon Confederate forces crashed through the woods, closely followed by Federals. Gunfire erupted all around them. Nathaniel and Clarabel stumbled west, intent only on staying alive.

As darkness fell they lay hidden in a thicket on the south side of the Plank Road. They were west of Ewell’s forces; the Yankees appeared to have withdrawn. 

“Sounds like the action’s dying down,” Clarabel whispered.

Nathaniel listened. There was still shooting, some near at hand, some farther away. Men were shouting, though he could not make out the words. “Most likely nobody has a hankering for running around the woods in the dark. It’s one thing to get shot, it’s quite another to get a branch in the eye.” Like her, he spoke only in a whisper.

“I reckon you’re right.”

“Do you think we should spend the night here?”

“Reckon it’s as good a place as any.”

Indeed it was. They lay in a thick bramble. They were below the most lethal barbs, but any approaching soldiers would be easily induced to go around them.

“Look at all the smoke,” she said.

“That’s not all gunpowder,” he said. “I think the woods are on fire.”

“I think you’re right,” she said. “Another God-damned way to die.”

“Want some hardtack?” he asked.

“Yes, thank you. Let’s get comfortable first.”

They spread a blanket under them, another atop them, then had a frugal meal. They agreed that one of them would stay awake listening for troop movements while the other slept. “Before morning,” Nathaniel said, “I should find that line again and get another message off.”

They lay on their stomachs, facing the road. “I’m cold,” she said. “Are you cold?”

“Yes.”

She moved closer, pressing up against him. The warmth of her body felt good. 

“Nathaniel?”

“Yes?”

“Do you have a sweetheart?”

“Yes. Well, I sort of do. She’s Secesh and I don’t know if she’ll take me back.”

“She’d be a fool not to.”

“She says she won’t marry me.”

“I think she’ll do it or she’ll be an old maid.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean all the young men are dying.” She turned her head to the east, toward the darkness.

“Oh.” A minute passed. “Do you have a beau?”

“No.”

“Oh.”

“I had a husband but he’s dead.”

“Oh, that’s too bad.”

“Yes, it is. Sometimes I miss him a powerful lot.”

“Did you like it?”

“What?”

“Being married. I’m sorry, that’s not a proper question.”

She thought before answering. “Yes, I liked it. I think it’s what people are supposed to do.”

He opened his mouth but it took him a long time to find the words. “We’re not doing what people are supposed to do, are we?”

“You mean this war?”

“Yes.”

“No,” she replied after a moment. “No, I think it’s a very wicked thing we’re doing.”

“But we’re doing our duty.”

“Those men out there are doing their duty. They’re standing up and shooting and being shot. What we’re doing is something more than that. We’re really trying. If you and I are good at this, we’ll kill more men than any common soldier.”

“But…is that really bad?” he pressed.

“I suppose you mean that it’s good that we’re helping to end the war and save the Union?”

“Yes.”

She considered this. “Yes, that’s good, I suppose.”

“Yes. And we’re freeing the slaves.”

“Yes, that has to be the greatest good we’re doing. This war is terrible but it won’t last forever. And if it ends slavery that will be a good thing.”

Nathaniel thought of the heaps of corpses at Antietam. “Good enough for the price we’re paying?”

“Ask a slave that question, Nathaniel.”

He thought of Uncle Sammy and the scars upon his back. It was one terrible thing balanced against another. It was hard to see the right thing to do in this morass of bad choices. “I hope…” he began.

“Yes?”

“I hope some day I can just be an ordinary person again.”

“An ordinary person living an ordinary life?”

“Yes. Yes, you understand me.”

“Yes, that would be nice.”

Later, he didn’t know how much later, he was awakened by an elbow in his ribs. He raised his head and looked. 

An army was quietly passing a few feet from where they lay. They were Confederate troops, moving forward to reinforce Lee and Hill. The men groped their way along the dark road by moonlight, doing their best to move silently. Nathaniel and Clarabel were off the road proper, but either could have reached out and touched a man.

Still, it wasn’t quite an army. The men passed in single file. It was a regiment of men, no more. If Longstreet was coming, he was running late.

He cupped a hand over her ear: “You sleep now.” She nodded.

He lay there watching the passing troops. Later he awoke cursing himself. If he ever stood sentry duty he would probably fall asleep. He’d be shot for it and he’d deserve it. 

He looked up. The sky was no longer black but a very deep blue. The land was still dark enough that no passing soldiers would see them, but there were no passing soldiers. 

Clarabel was pressed against him, her arm thrown over him. He looked at her face for a moment. It was odd to see someone from only an inch or so away. It felt strangely intimate and even intrusive. She looked very sweet and innocent as she slept beside him. What was her past, he wondered? Did she start out whoring? Had she killed men? How did her husband die? Had she any children? And most of all, how did someone who looked so childlike find herself in this extraordinary line of work?

He touched her cheek and she came awake with a start. Her eyes flashed to his mouth, then to his eyes. “I’m going to send a message,” he whispered. “I’ll come down this road again. Keep an eye out in case I don’t see you.”

She nodded. “You won’t see me,” she replied, “but I’ll see you.” She began to cover herself with leaves.

He began to work his way through the woods, headed south, or so he hoped. He put his eyeglasses on to ward off tree branches and held his rifle before him as he went, but it was still rough going. It was getting brighter with every passing second.

Within five minutes he had reached the telegraph line and affixed his key to it. He sent a message to Custis Lee: REINFORCEMENTS GOING TO SUPPORT OF HILL AND LEE STOP LONGSTREET STILL COMING 73. 

He considered leaving the telegraph key behind, as there was little likelihood that he would get to send another message and it would be embarrassing if it were discovered on his person. He ended up putting it back in his kit bag. 

He got back to the road; it was full daylight now. He did not know if Clarabel was east of him or west. He took a chance and ran west down the road.

He ran smack-dab into three mounted men approaching from the west. He considered running into the woods but instead cradled his carbine and waited for them.

The horsemen passed him without a word. Right behind them came General James Longstreet at the head of his army. The sight was very similar to his encounter with Longstreet just before the second battle at Manassas: Longstreet and a few officers rode at the head of a column of men marching ten abreast, crowded onto the forest road. Longstreet must have thought him a straggler because he called out, “Soldier, fall in with my corps.”

“You General Longstreet?”

“Yes, I am. Why do you want to know?”

“General Hill sent me to look for you. Sir.”

“Tell him that I’ll be along directly.”

Nathaniel threw a salute and ran up the road before anyone could remark on the oddity of a Confederate soldier wearing glasses and carrying a Union weapon. He passed the three horsemen at full steam.

The battle resumed. Although the fighting was more than a mile away he could follow what was happening by listening to the firing. First Grant began with artillery and musket fire. Lee’s, Hill’s and Ewell’s forces answered with musket fire. He was close enough to the battle that he could tell the guns on one side from those on the other by the loudness.

Nathaniel ran along the Plank Road as fast as he could, stopping only when his ribs cramped up. He hobbled on until a stone tossed from a bush landed at his feet. 

He stopped and Brutus, alias Clarabel, crawled out. “You catched me fair and square, master,” she said. 

“Never mind all that right now,” he said. “You hear that fighting?”

“How could I help it? Want to go up and have a look?”

“I was afraid you’d say that. Let’s go into the woods first.”

“Why?”

“Longstreet’s coming up behind us. I’d rather let him pass us by.”

“Oh. All right.” 

They went deep enough into the woods that the passing army had little chance of seeing them; they could scarcely make the soldiers out themselves. Half an hour later there was a sudden roar as thousands of muskets opened up at once. “I think Longstreet just got to the party,” Nathaniel said. They could hear the yip of the Rebel yell coming through the woods.

“Want to move closer now?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said, “but let’s stay in the woods.”

“All right. But stick close to the road.”

The sound of battle moved away from them. Cautiously they moved forward through the dense forest. They began to encounter casualties. Soon dead and wounded men littered the ground, and still the line of battle moved away from them.

He said, “I’d say Johnny Reb was having a good day here.”

“Yes,” Clarabel replied. “I’m seeing two Union fallen for every Confederate.”

“Yes, and they’re pushing them back, too. The line has moved pretty near a mile in three hours.”

“Do we dare go a little faster?” she asked.

“Yes, let’s.”

They walked through the woods, passing the dead and dying. The Confederates were skinny and in rags. The Yankees were in fine new uniforms, shoes and all, and had fat, rosy cheeks. Yet the Rebels were winning, if the toll of the fallen was any indicator.

“I have to say it’s a caution how well the Rebels are doing, the way they are and all,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Where you from, Clarabel?”

“Virginia.”

“Whereabouts?”

“Floyd County. Down by Roanoke.”

“I’m from up in Fairfax, but lately of Richmond.”

“I know.”

“I was going to say, I know these boys have to lose, but at the same time I’m proud of how well they’re doing.”

“Yes, me too.”

By noon they were approaching the fighting. The muskets dead ahead of them were roaring like a typhoon. All at once everything seemed to change. The forces closest to them, the louder muskets, ceased fire abruptly. He could hear men’s voices crying out, but it was not the Rebel yell, they were crying in alarm.

“What just happened?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” Clarabel replied. “It’s like the Rebs have broken.”

“But all at once like that? If the other fellows were making a bayonet charge they would have stopped firing first, and they didn’t. Also the attackers would be raising a ruckus. This is all most peculiar.”

“I don’t know,” she repeated. 

They stepped out onto the road. Soon they could hear men rushing in their direction, shouting in confusion as they came. As always the vanguard of a retreat was in a mad rush to set a speed record, and these individuals flew by without weapons or kit bags. It was only when other soldiers came by who did not look like they were in mortal terror that he stepped forward and asked, “What happened?”

“It’s Pete!” a man cried as he rushed by. “Pete was hit!” cried another man.

Clarabel looked at him. “Pete?”

“That’s what they call Longstreet,” he said. “Hey, what happened to Pete?”

“Pete got hit,” another man called. “He’s dead and the Yankees are rolling over us.”

The two spies looked at each other. “Now what?” she asked. 

“I don’t know,” Nathaniel replied. “I suppose it wouldn’t do to be killed by our own friends. I suggest we move to the rear.”

“All right. You ready to run?”

His ribs still ached from his last bout of running. “I suppose so,” he said. “Just don’t run away from me. I wouldn’t want to have to shoot you.”

They joined the exodus, perfectly disguised as two more unfortunates in the rout. After about two miles the road ran into a large clearing. Here the retreat stopped. Men milled around in the large open space, uncertain of what to do next.

Nathaniel asked man after man what had happened. None knew, but at last a man was able to tell them. “I saw it all. Pete was in the back and he was shot by his own men!”

“No!” Nathaniel exclaimed. “Why, that’s just like Old Jack!”

“Yes, and you know what? I was here a year ago when Jack got hit. I was right at the spot where he was shot, and I was just remarking that it was almost exactly a year ago. Longstreet died just the way Jackson did.”

“Oh, God, what bad luck!”

“Yes, and we were doing so well, too. We saved Hill from being routed and we had just smashed the Union center. We would have had the whole Yankee army on the run if’n Pete hadn’t of been killed.”

“Are you sure he’s dead?”

“I saw him go down. It rolled him right off the back of his God-damned horse. I ran over and looked at him. He was alive then but he must be dead by now.”

“Why, where was he hit?”

“In the throat. Nobody could live through that.”

They sat by the side of the road for over an hour until a great wail arose from the assembled masses. They got up to watch as a procession wound its way along the road. 

Four men came bearing a litter with the body of the unfortunate upon it. He lay upon his back with his hat on his face. Every soldier stood silently and at attention, though no order was called, and tears streamed down their faces.

Then a miracle: the dead man’s hand rose to his face and removed the hat. He lifted it a few seconds only, then returned it, but that was enough. Hearts that had been despairing now soared, and the silent throats burst forth with a cry of joy. Hats were flung into the air and rained back to earth. The ground trembled beneath Nathaniel’s feet as the Confederacy jumped for joy around him. Pete Longstreet yet lived! 

Nathaniel and Clarabel sat on the ground, discussing what to do next. “I’m glad I nabbed that telegraph key after all,” he said. “It looks like I’ll get some more use out of it.”

“I just don’t know what we can tell them that they don’t already know,” Clarabel replied.

“Do you suppose they know about Longstreet?”

She shrugged. “If they don’t, they will soon enough. I’m sure they caught some stragglers. Shoot, it will be in the papers within a few days.”

He looked at her. “The stragglers’ll say he’s dead. That’s what everyone thought.”

“Well, with a wound like that he will be soon enough. What can they do to treat it? They can’t put a tourniquet around his neck.”

“Well, no,” he said, “but I’ve seen some mighty peculiar things. Johnston got shot through the chest and everyone said he was a goner. Now he’s back fighting again.”

“Nathaniel, it’s not very likely.”

“No, it’s not,” he agreed. “Have you heard anyone say where Lee is?”

“No, but he can’t be far. He has two choices: split his forces and hold the Yankees here while guarding Richmond, or concentrate his forces and counterattack.”

“He could split them up, run around Grant’s rear and hit him from two sides. It worked at Chancellorsville. Hell, this is Chancellorsville. Beg pardon.”

“But he can’t use the same men to do it. Ewell’s no Jackson.”

“No, no, he’s not.”

She looked up at him. “Maybe we should press on to Richmond ourselves.”

“You think that’s a good idea?”

“Well, that was our intention, wasn’t it? It would be good to see how the city’s doing.”

“I reckon it’s doing mighty poorly.”

“I reckon you’re right. But how are the defenses? If Grant wants to hit it, he’ll want to know that.”

“How do we get back?”

“How about if I was a slave you had caught and were bringing north?”

He shook his head. “Slaves don’t run south. Even the dumbest darkie knows where north is.”

“Well, I could find me a dress, turn into a lady again. You have other advertisements for runaway slaves. That would give you a reason to go north again.”

“Split up?”

“Or together. We work well together.”

“Why would a slave catcher have a white woman with him?”

“I’m your wife and I’m helping you catch runaway girls.”

“Okay. Yes, that makes sense. I have ads for a couple of girls.”

“Do you want to head out?”

“You mean right now?”

“Yes.”

He thought about it. “Maybe we should stay around here another day. Get a feel for what these boys are up to. See if Pete dies, see where Lee is.”

“All right. I think we could both use the rest anyway.”

They sat and watched the Confederates for a few minutes. At length he asked, “Are you hungry?”

“Yes,” she replied, “but I don’t think it would do to pull out any food right now.”

“You’re right, these boys would find the sight most remarkable.”

“Didn’t Napoleon say something about…”

“’An army moves on its stomach,’ yes.”

“Well, this one is moving on an empty stomach.”

“I know. I never saw such a skinny lot.”

She looked at him. “Let’s play a game.”

“Now?”

“Let’s pretend we were Lee. What do we do now?”

“Oh. All right. Well, he’s running out of options, isn’t he?”

“He can’t continue like this. He needs a bold stroke.”

“You’re right,” he said. “Something audacious. That’s his stock in trade.”

“He needs food and fodder. He needs ammunition. Where does he get it? In the North?”

Nathaniel shook his head. “Every time he goes up North he gets spanked.”

“All right, then. Something different than what he’s done before.” She thought about it. “I’ve got it. Do you know how Napoleon would conquer a country?”

“No.”

“He would go into a country, win one battle, then take the capital.”

“The capital? What do you mean?”

“I mean Washington, of course.”

Nathaniel looked at her. “Are you serious? He couldn’t do that.”

“That’s every reason for him to try. And he doesn’t have much else that he could do now.”

Nathaniel thought about it. Washington was of course ringed by defenses, but these were heavy gun emplacements. Aside from the gun crews there were few soldiers; the soldiers were all needed in the field. A Confederate commander would have to silence or evade a gun emplacement, but after that he could march right into the city. 

If Lee took Washington he could capture Lincoln, most of the members of Congress and a good deal of the bureaucracy. If the city were burned it would destroy much of the nation’s records. The United States would be crippled.

He started to speak two or three times and ended up saying, “I hope Lee isn’t thinking along your lines.”

  The approach of darkness brought an end to the fighting. Men falling back gave conflicting accounts of the day’s progress. Some thought that the day had gone to the Federal forces; others felt that Lee had once more out-maneuvered the enemy. The only thing that everyone could agree on was that it had been a deadly day.

The woods were burning quite merrily now and the dense smoke made sleep difficult.

The next day began with news that Longstreet had not died after all but neither was he in any condition to resume command. General Richard Anderson came before the men and announced that he had been appointed to temporarily replace Longstreet. Anderson had always enjoyed the men’s favor and this announcement was greeted by cheers and hats thrown into the air. The general was moved to tears by this response.

The troops formed up and marched back into the burning forest. Nathaniel watched them go, thinking that he had never seen such a noble sight. 

A sergeant accosted Nathaniel, demanding that he fall in. Nathaniel replied that he was a slave catcher and had to bring his charge to Richmond, just as soon as the soldiers cleared the road. The sergeant made a rude sound and let him be. 

In the early afternoon Nathaniel and Clarabel went together to the railroad line. Nathaniel sent a message describing Longstreet’s injury and Anderson’s appointment. When he got down from the tree Clarabel suggested that they eat before returning to the bivouac. They sat on a fallen tree and had a meal of hardtack and jerky supplemented with water from a stream.

Clarabel sat rather closer to him than necessity dictated. He wondered if she wanted him to kiss her. “What did you think as the men went back into the woods this morning, Nathaniel?”

“I thought it looked like they were marching into Hell.”

“You know what a soldier told me once? He said, ‘When I die, I know I’m going to Heaven because I’ve done my time in Hell.’”

He nodded. “I think every soldier says that. I reckon it’s true.”

“Even the enemy?”

“Yes. Even the enemy.”

She chewed her food. “What do you reckon it’s like?” she asked.

“What?”

“Heaven. You think it’s all clouds and angels playing harps, and you get a crown of gold?”

He sighed. “I don’t know. I used to think like that but I don’t know any more. There has to be something, though.”

“Maybe. I wonder, because they talk about people going to Heaven, but then they talk about them resting, about them sleeping. It’s like they don’t really know.”

“Yeah,” he said.

“But if you ask a preacher about that, they just get mad at you.”

“I don’t think I ever asked.”

She had a swig of water. “I did. I said it would be horrid if I remembered all the things I saw here on Earth and it would be horrid if I sat on a cloud for ever and ever with no end.”

“And the preacher got mad?”

“Yes. Said I was a sinful girl and I was a-going to Hell.”

He thought for a moment. “So what do you think now?”

She replied, “I think maybe it’s like a dream. You don’t think about the passage of time in a dream and you don’t think about real things. You sleep and you dream and you do it forever.” She said all of this quickly and with no forethought, as if it were something she had long worked out and was waiting to tell someone.

He turned to her as she turned to him. “I hope they’re sweet dreams,” he said.

They looked into each other’s eyes. The moment stretched on; then it was over. They got up and headed back to camp.

That evening at about midnight the entire camp was roused. The men were ordered to fall in for a quick march to the south. “What is it?” the soldiers asked. “What’s happening?”

“The Yankees,” they were told. “They’re moving on Richmond and we have to head them off.”

There was no question of staying behind. Nathaniel and Clarabel fell in with Longstreet’s, now Anderson’s, corps and moved out at the double quick time.

As they puffed down the road in the dark, Nathaniel glanced around, then said, “Do you think we ought to drop out now?”

“You mean skip?”

“That’s exactly what I mean.”

She shook her head. “This is something new. This is just the situation where we want someone in the enemy camp. We should stick with this and see where it gets us.”

“All right. Say, it looks like this march is a surprise to the brass, not just the enlisted men.” 

“Yes, what’s that all about?”

“Well,” he said, “every time a Union commander won a victory before this he would withdraw. Grant decided to attack again.”

“Damned inconsiderate of him.”

“Damned right.”

After about half an hour they saw a person standing and coughing at the side of the road. They thought it was one of the walking wounded until they saw it was a woman in a gray dress, jacket and bonnet. They approached the figure and Clarabel reached out and touched her shoulder. The woman turned and Nathaniel saw that it was Red Sally.

This was the first time he had encountered her since becoming a spy. He knew that he had to be friends with her now but he still had not known how he would react to seeing her. 

The woman’s cheeks were hollow and she was unsteady on her feet. It took her a moment to recognize Nathaniel; when she did she offered him a weak smile.

“You poor thing!” Clarabel said. “Why, you have a fever. You’re in no condition to be walking like this.”

“Do you have…some water?” Sally asked. Nathaniel offered his canteen. She took a long draft and said, “Do you know how much farther we have to go tonight?”

“I reckon it’s another four miles,” Nathaniel replied.

Sally looked at the passing columns. “I’ll never make it,” she said. “I’ll have to drop out.”

“You’ll do nothing of the kind,” Clarabel said. “The thought of a poor woman sitting beside this road with no one to take care of her—” She clicked her tongue reprovingly. “William,” she said, using Nathaniel’s alias, “find a wagon for this lady.”

A covered wagon was passing at the moment and Nathaniel flagged it down. The driver did not want a passenger but found it quicker to acquiesce than to argue. As they helped her into the back, Sally quietly asked Clarabel, “What’s your name?”

“Brutus,” she replied. “I’m a runaway slave boy.”

Sally nodded and crawled into the dark wagon. Nathaniel slapped the boards and the driver shook the reins.

He turned to Clarabel. “She didn’t seem surprised when you said that. She must have known you were a lady.”

“Oh, I know her,” Clarabel replied. “And I know you know her. But I didn’t know she was along on this little trip.”

“She’s getting really weak.”

“I know,” Clarabel said. “She’s determined to die in the traces. I wish I had her gumption.” 

The armies tramped along the dark road all night, trying to make haste with as little noise as possible. By morning they had reached their objective: the crossroads at Spotsylvania Court House. If Grant was going to Richmond he would have to go through here, and he would not go through here without an argument. The Confederate troops had beaten the Yankees to the crossroads and they knew the importance of what they had just accomplished. They took a minute to cheer their accomplishment; then they set to work.

Some men improvised breastworks. They did this by felling trees and stacking the trunks in the form of a log cabin with no roof. These improvised fortresses had worked for the Yankees at Gettysburg and would now work for them. Other men made abatis, sharpened poles, and placed them in the ground before the breastworks. Nathaniel was amazed at the speed with which the Rebels set up a defensive line more than a mile in width.

By the afternoon the Confederate defenses were taking shape. The lines were in the shape of a ragged V. The apex of the V was round, in the rough shape of a horseshoe; indeed, the men were already calling it the “mule shoe.” Here the forces were concentrated, inviting a Federal attack. 

The Union troops were trickling in by this time. They stayed out of rifle range and watched the Confederates work. 

Nathaniel and Clarabel hung in the rear, watching the goings-on. “All right,” he asked, “what do you suppose we should do?”

“Maybe we should skip now.”

“You think so?”

“Well, this is going to be one Hell of a pitched battle. We’ll be pushed into the fighting if we stay around.”

He nodded. He thought it was a strange contrast, her sweet, childlike voice and the language that she used. “Is there anything we could do besides fight or skip?”

“I could hang in the back. I could be a camp darkie and listen in on the officers at dinner.”

“Well, then, I could help out at the telegraph tent. If you find anything out, I can make sure it gets sent out. I don’t know if Fort Monroe will copy it, though.”

“Fort Monroe? You mean your line there?”

“Yes.”

“That’s not necessary.”

“It isn’t?”

She shook her head. “Anything that goes on the line ends up being copied to Jefferson Davis, and we have someone in his office.”

“We do?” He blinked. “Who is it?”

“Do you really need to know?”

He waved his hand. “No. Say, have you seen Sally?”

“Sally? Oh, I know who you mean. No, not since we got here.”

“I reckon she made it here but she was looking mighty peaked.”

They retired to the makeshift headquarters at the rear. While Clarabel went to the cook-tents, Nathaniel sought out the telegraph office. This was not hard to find; it consisted of a tent with a wire running into it. 

He entered the tent. Two men in civilian garb stood and stared at the key as if they did not know what it was. They looked sharply up at their visitor. “Howdy do, boys,” he said. “Have a problem?”

“Who in Hell are you?”

“Name’s Jones. I just joined up and thought I might be more useful working a key.”

“Can you work a key on a dead line?”

“Not hardly.”

“Well, neither can we.”

“Are you an operator?” the other man asked. 

“Yes, I worked for American in Richmond before the war.”

“American? Under Rogers?”

“Yes, why?”

“What’s your name?”

“Jones.”

“What Jones?”

“William Jones.”

“I don’t recollect you. I worked for American in Alexandria before the war. Name’s Benjamin Rush, and this here’s Dylan Finney.”

Nathaniel recognized both names. He had in fact conversed with both men numerous times; now he actually knew what they looked like. “How’d you do? Why’s the line dead?”

“Don’t rightly know. They just ran it in to this tent an hour ago. Most likely they don’t have the other end tapped in yet.”

“Where would they branch in, the railroad?”

“I suppose so,” Finney said, “but that’s about five miles away. It would be a weak signal.”

“Are there any repeaters?”

“Not that I’ve seen,” Rush replied. “I’m going to go out and chase it down.”

Rush departed. As yet there was no sound of battle. Nathaniel sat and talked with Finney for half an hour until the line began to clatter.

It was only routine traffic from Richmond but it came through loud and clear. When the message ended a new one began: FROM CSA AT SPOTSYLVANIA COURT HOUSE TO WAR OFFICE RICHMOND WE ARE ON LINE STOP TELEGRAPH TENT ANSWER. 

Finney looked at Nathaniel. “Want to send an answer?”

Nathaniel sent TELEGRAPH TENT COPIES YOU WELL STOP DO YOU COPY RICHMOND. Seconds later came the reply, FROM WAR OFFICE RICHMOND TO CSA AT SPOTSYLVANIA COURT HOUSE WE COPY STOP HOW ARE YOU BOYS DOING.

Nathaniel answered, ARMY IS DIGGING IN YANKEES ARE SHOWING UP NO SHOOTING YET STOP LONGSTREET SHOT IN THROAT BUT ALIVE STOP. This last was not for the benefit of Richmond but Washington. 

The reply came: ALL TRAFFIC GIVE CSA AT SPOTSYLVANIA HIGHEST PRIORITY PER ORDER WAR OFFICE STOP GOD BLESS YOU BOYS AND KILL LOTS OF YANKS THE NATION DEPENDS ON YOU 73.

Nathaniel answered, THANKS WAR OFFICE 73.

Rush returned a quarter hour later. “I chased down the gang stretching the wire,” he explained with a smile. “No one knew how to splice into the railroad line. I had to go up the pole and do it myself.”

The day drew to a close. There was a bedroll laid out in the tent, so the operators needed leave only to eat or relieve themselves. 

Nathaniel let Finney and Rush take their meal first so that he could go alone. It was dark before he went to dinner. Telegraph operators were so important a resource to the Army that they were given the same rations as officers. While better than what the men got, it was still very poor fare. He held out his plate for a dollop of grits accompanied by a spoonful of  “nigger peas.” 

“Thank you, boy,” he told the mess hand.

“Yes, sir. Our friend is better.”

“Well, that’s good.”

“I think she was just real tired from the road. She’s resting now.” She touched her side. “I laid some victuals by for her.”

“All right.”

“You talk to Richmond?”

He nodded. “I told them about Pete.”

“Good.” She turned away to serve a lieutenant.

He pulled the night watch while Rush and Finney slept. He expected the attack to begin at dawn but it did not. The Federals were still trickling in and were still assessing the Confederate defenses. 

Finally, at about four o’clock, the assault began. Nathaniel and Finney stood outside the tent and told Rush as much as they could discern of what was happening. Their vantage point was nearly a mile away, but it was on a rise and there was fairly clear land between them and the line of attack.

The initial blow fell, as expected, upon the Mule Shoe, the strong salient in the center of the line. Neither side had managed to bring any artillery along on their quick march, so the assault was made by infantry. The Union forces advanced upon the breastworks, drawing a lot of fire but unable to hit their entrenched foe. They ended up withdrawing, leaving several thousand casualties upon the field. 

A greater force formed up. These men screamed across the field, and across their dead and dying friends, and struck at a single point upon the Confederate breastworks. They managed to break through. Several thousand men poured through the narrow gap, only to find a second line of breastworks in front of them. From this they received a murderous fire.

The beleaguered Yankees fought like demons, but if they were expecting reinforcements they were disappointed. They ended up having to fight their way back out of the salient, and this was even harder than fighting their way in had been. The Rebels fired at their fleeing backs until they were out of range, then cheered and waved the Stars and Bars from the battlements. The day belonged to the Confederacy.

As darkness fell men descended into the salient with torches; Nathaniel joined them. There amidst heaps of tangled limbs and rent bodies thousands of wounded men begged for aid. These unfortunates were piled onto litters and moved to the rear. The dead, in all states, were left for another day. 

The Union wounded were treated with no less regard than the Confederate, though they were destined for the Purgatory of Andersonville. Although treated with respect, they were relieved of their shoes and other valuables before being led away.

When the wounded had been removed the men washed themselves in a stream and retired for the night. Nathaniel was visited by nightmares of moving through a dark landscape lit only by flickering torchlight. All about him he saw severed heads, their faces frozen in expressions of surprise or agony; shattered limbs; torsos burst open with wet intestines spilling onto the ground. Wherever he walked in this slippery tableau, arms and legs rolled beneath his feet and men in various states of mutilation begged him to rescue them, or to give them water, or to kill them. 

Grant spent the next day thinking about what to do next. The Confederates licked their wounds, dragged their dead away and dug in deeper. Dugouts were hastily constructed, with log walls and roofs and earth piled atop them. 

The three telegraph operators kept busy, but they did have time for conversation between messages. Rush asked a question that everyone was asking with increasing frequency: “Do you think we can still win the war?”

“Yes,” Finney replied instantly. “We just need to keep our noses to the grindstone.”

“I think we can win,” Nathaniel said. “We still have the better officer corps. Grant is the best they have thrown against us so far, but he’s supposed to be a drunk.”

“He fights pretty well for a drunk,” Rush said.

“Actually, he fights poorly,” Finney said. “He continually loses two men to every one of ours that he kills.”

“But is that so wrong?” Nathaniel asked. “I mean from his point of view, of course. He may have calculated that he can afford to lose twice as many men as Lee does.”

“Then he needs to lose more,” Rush said defiantly. “At some point the North will decide it’s lost enough men. Sentiment will turn against the war.”

“It may be turning already,” Finney said.

“What do you mean?” Nathaniel asked.

“Well, the Copperheads might win the presidential election. If Lincoln gets voted out we’ll have won the war.”

“All right,” Rush said, “maybe Northern sentiment will turn against the war. Will it ever turn toward us?”

“Do you mean will the folks in the North ever start to sympathize with us?” Finney asked.

“Yes.”

“I think they’re starting to already.”

“Really?”

“I was with Longstreet as we came into Pennsylvania, just before Gettysburg. Most of the Pennsylvania folks were just watching us march by, but a girl came running out and gave Pete a bouquet of posies.”

“A girl?” Rush said. “Really? What kind of girl?”

Finney shrugged. “She was one of them Pennsylvania girls. You know the kind?”

Rush said, “Pennsylvania girls are pretty much like other girls, aren’t they?”

“Well,” Finney said, “I mean she was wearing one of those Pennsylvania bonnets.”

“What’s a Pennsylvania bonnet?” Nathaniel asked.

“Some of them girls up there wear real plain gray bonnets that cover their hair and hide their faces.”

“Oh, you mean she was a Quaker.”

“A what?”

“They’re a religious group, they like everything real plain. I reckon she must have been one of them.”

“I reckon she must have been.”

“Well, it was nice of her to do that, but it was hardly a big outpouring of enthusiasm.”

“Well, it was still important,” Finney said. “I heard from an officer that that bouquet had a note in it. The note told of the disposition of Union forces in the area, and it turned out to be accurate.”

“Well, I’ll be darned. Really?”

“Sure enough.”

Morning came and Grant had decided what to do. An enormous force, some twenty thousand strong, struck at the toe of the Mule Shoe. The Federals broke through but were met by forces pouring in from other places on the line. This was head-to-head and toe-to-toe fighting, the fiercest Nathaniel had ever seen, and it raged all day. The Federal forces managed to surround and capture a full division of Lee’s forces. Meanwhile, other Union forces attacked the weakened line but could not break it. 

At the end of the day the Yankees were again obliged to withdraw. Although the field was once again ceded to the Rebels, it was a bitter victory. In two days of fighting both sides had lost about ten thousand men. Grant paid the price with a smile, knowing Lee could not.

Nathaniel met with Clarabel at the mess tent again. Both were so stupefied by what they had witnessed that they found it hard to speak of it. “What have you been sending?” she asked him.

He shook his head. “Nothing they haven’t asked me to,” he replied. “I found out something last evening that was kind of interesting.”

“What was that?”

He told her what Finney had said about the Quaker girl and her note. “Do you think they’d find that interesting back home?”

“They well might. I think it would be worthwhile telling them that.”

“All right, then.” He started eating.

“Do you think Grant can win?”

“I think he will in the end. I don’t know if he can win here and now. His supply lines are getting longer while ours are getting shorter.”

“What do you think he’ll do, then?”

Nathaniel shrugged. “He’ll try to break Lee here, but if he finds it hard, he’ll move on Richmond. That’s always been the Federal prize.”

“And Lee?”

“Lee? He’ll lose if he keeps on like this. He’s always counted on his enemy being a fool, but Grant’s no fool. Unless Grant makes a big mistake Lee’s a-going to lose.”

She thought about it. “Or he might do the other thing.”

He nodded, then put his plate and spoon down. He had eaten breakfast, the only meal he would have that day, in half a minute.

He made his way to a dugout. The back door was open and the soldiers were firing through slits in the front. Though he was unarmed and not even in uniform the Federals took a bead on him. Bullets whistled around him as he ran for the door. Inside it sounded like a hundred carpenters were working on the outer wall. 

A second lieutenant saw him come in and inquired as to his business. “I’m a telegrapher,” he said, shouting above the din, “and I need to encode a message.”

“Why can’t you do it at the telegraph tent?”

He shook his head. “This is so secret I can’t let the other operators see it.”

“Go to it, then, son.”

Son, he thought. That lieutenant was younger than he was. He sat down and took out a message blank. He wrote his message out in clear, signing his own name to it. Then he took out a second blank and drew an encryption grid. He used the code word he had been given, POSEIDON, and encoded the message onto a third blank, using the Union encryption technique. 

He nodded his thanks to the lieutenant and left. He dropped the clear message and the encryption square into a campfire, then returned to the telegraph tent. He sat down without a word, pulled out the blank and sent it.

Rush and Finney didn’t ask what the message was. He assumed that somewhere down the line a Union operator would pick it up and forward it to the War Office. 

The battle wore on for a fourth day, then a fifth. The lines of battle twisted and squirmed on the map. One day they faced each other north and south, the next it was east and west. 

Finney returned from the mess tent and told them, “I heard that Ewell made a reconnaissance around the Federal right, looking for the end of the line. You know what he found?”

“No, what?” Rush and Nathaniel responded.

“Yankee artillerymen, pulled out of the defenses of Washington. They brought them down here and gave ‘em muskets.”

“Well, damn,” Nathaniel said. “Those boys wouldn’t know one end of a musket from the other. If they got into a scrap, they’d have to swing the damned thing by the barrel.”

“That’s what this boy was telling me,” Finney said. “Ewell’s men were killing them two to one.”

All three ruminated on this for a moment. “I guess what matters,” Rush said at last, “is that Grant has the two and Lee doesn’t have the one.”

“Something else,” Nathaniel said. “Washington doesn’t have as many artillerymen as it did a week ago.”

“Can’t see as that makes no never-mind,” Rush said.

“It just might,” Nathaniel said. “Here’s another question: was that the end of the line, or was it just Yankees and more Yankees?”

Finney hesitated. “I don’t know,” he said.

On the sixth day Nathaniel met Clarabel at the mess tent. She told him, “Don’t be surprised if I’m not here tomorrow.”

“What? Why not?”

“They’re looking for hands to carry ammunition to the lines. They were looking at me as they said it.”

“Well, what the Hell,” he said. “Are the officers supposed to feed themselves now? Because they’ll starve, to a man.”

“I don’t know,” she said. “They’re within an ace of starving now.”

“Well? Is it time to skip, then?”

She shook her head. “Don’t know if I could skip now. There’s troops all around the back country here. Besides, things are just getting interesting.” 

“Have you seen Sally?”

“I saw her yesterday. She was caring for the wounded and listening in on the officer corps. I told her what that fellow told you about the Quaker girl.”

“What did she say?”

“She seemed very interested. She asked me what you were going to do with the information. I told her you had sent it to Washington. She said that was the right thing to do.” She moved away and served two lieutenant colonels.

He spent another evening dragging wounded from the Mule Shoe, another night having nightmares, and another day reporting the battle to Richmond and Washington. It was a relief to get to the mess tent and see Clarabel. He smiled at her. “You’re still here.”

She did not return his smile. “Nathaniel, I need to speak to you in private. Is there a place we can do that?”

“How about the telegraph tent?”

“Can you get those other fellows out of there?”

“I think so.” He bolted down his meal – an easy task – and went with her to the tent. As he went in he turned and looked to the west. The sun was just touching the horizon and the firing was abating for the day.

He offered Rush and Finney no explanation as to why he wanted them to leave but they left without a word. Clarabel closed the flaps and tied them. Then she turned to him, putting her hands to her face, then her hair. “Oh! It’s just so long since I did anything without there being people looking at me.”

“Ain’t I people?”

“No, you’re not. You’re my only friend in the world. Put your arms around me.”

She hugged him, laying her head on his chest. He hugged her back. A volley of shots flared up a mile away, then faded to silence.

“Do I frighten you, Nathaniel?” she asked. Her voice was soft, almost musical.

“No. Well, yes, I reckon you do.”

“Your heart is going like a trip-hammer.”

“Clarabel, do you want me to kiss you?”

She laughed softly. “No, you fool.”

He tried to pull back but she wouldn’t let him. “What, then?”

“Oh, you’re such a gentleman! Or maybe you just don’t know any better.”

“Better than what?”

By way of response she moved his hands to her chest. Her breasts were bound up somehow and they were small in any case, but touching them had effect on him like an electric current. He had a thousand objections but they all melted away before the sudden overwhelming desire he had for this woman. 

When all was done they lay together on the rumpled blankets at the back of the tent. She lay on her side, her head on his arm. The dying daylight coming through the muslin behind her lit up the profile of her body. She was a smooth line of white in the darkness of the tent, curving in at her waist, out at her hips, and she was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen in his life. He was afraid that Rush and Finney would enter the tent unannounced…but yet he was not. 

Beautiful dreamer,
Wake unto me
Starlight and dewdrops
Are awaiting thee



His eyelids fluttered but he didn’t open them. He was surprised that he had fallen asleep. 

Sounds of the rude world
Heard in the day
Led by the moonlight
Have all passed away

He smiled to let her know that he heard her. 

Beautiful dreamer,
Queen of my song
List' while I woo thee
With soft melody
She didn’t sing as beautifully as the Negress, but it was beautiful in a different way, one he could never explain, even to himself. Her voice was teasing, ironic, and flirtatious. He knew the person behind the voice and she knew him. 


Gone are the cares of
Life's busy throng
Beautiful dreamer
Awake unto me
Beautiful dreamer,
Awake unto me

“I’m sorry,” he whispered.

“For what?” Her fingertip ruffled the hairs of his chest. 

“Didn’t I hurt you…before?”

“Hurt me? What gave you that idea?”

“It sounded like…I thought I was hurting you.”

She laughed softly. “My dear boy,” she said, “you have a lot to learn.”

They lay in silence. It reminded him in an odd way of the Quaker meeting. That was a blasphemous thought, of course, but lying with her like this was similar to that religious service in its silence, its peace, its sense of communion. 

Her hand lay flat on his chest. “Something’s wrong,” she said.

“It seems to me that things are right just now. No,” he amended, “I guess you’re right. A whole heap of things are wrong.”

“No,” she said, “something in particular is wrong. I didn’t see it before but I think I see it now.”

“Want to tell me about it?”

She shook her head. “Not until I’m sure.”

He ran his fingertips down that curve of white. She moved beneath his caress like a cat. “Do you think this is what people are supposed to do?” he said.

Her head nodded against his chest. “This is close, anyhow,” she said. “Find someone and care about them.”

He nodded.

“I’m glad you’re here with me right now, Nathaniel,” she said. “Even if we both die in this place, I’m glad you’re here.”

The next day began with an infantry major drafting Nathaniel and Finney to carry ammunition and water to the men. They joined a line of other men, young boys, women and Negroes similarly employed. These people were actually in a more dangerous situation than the fighting men. The soldiers at least were dug in. 

As Nathaniel was bringing yet another pail of water forward he looked up in time to see a figure spin around and fall. He squinted at the crumpled heap on the ground, his heart in his throat. Dropping the pail, he rushed forward, stumbling over the broken ground. 

A woman knelt before the broken body. At his approach she rose and turned to him. “She’s gone, Nathaniel. It’s too late.”

Clarabel lay on the ground as if resting. Her face was turned to him and her eyes were open but she didn’t see him. “No!” he cried, “No!”

Sally took his wrists. “Turn away,” she said. “You can’t help her.”

“Are you sure? Look at her, she looks fine.”

“She’s dead.”

“Oh, God! Did she say anything?”

Sally put her bloody hands to her face. “She said one thing but it was nonsense.”

“Fall in!” a colonel shouted as he ran past. “You men drop what you’re doing and fall in! We’re headed south!”

“What?” Nathaniel persisted. “What did she say?”

“She said to tell you that she’ll dream of you.” 

Chapter Seventeen: Old Tom Fool

The Army of Northern Virginia marched south again, grimly moving ahead of the Army of the Potomac. The Rebels turned at bay at Hanover Junction and again offered battle. After a few more deadly days the Federals swung past their foe and headed south again. The Rebels ran south and blocked them again, this time at Cold Harbor, just north of Richmond.

The Southerners were hungry, weary and ragged; every day their numbers diminished as men fell or fled. The Confederacy was doomed, and while no one wanted to be the last man to die in a losing cause, few wished to abandon that cause.

Grant attacked like the warrior that he was. His initial assault was ferocious and reckless. Two corps of infantry attacked across the seven mile wide front, charging forces that were well dug in, quite expecting to be charged, and ready, willing and able to resist. Seven thousand Union soldiers fell in the space of twenty minutes. 

The Rebels were motivated by hatred, bitterness, grim determination and a host of other, baser feelings. For many of them, this war was all that life now consisted of: kill until you die. They killed and they died with little more thought than the beasts of the jungle.

Nathaniel Curry had fallen in with the forces of Jubal Early. He had lost his carbine and now bore a regular rifle musket. He was now indistinguishable from any other Southern soldier. He was dead tired, he was hungry and he was on the edge of madness. Still he soldiered on. 

Nathaniel retained enough of that divine spark we call humanity that he refrained from killing his friends, though they did their earnest best to kill him. He took care to aim directly at the Union soldiers, knowing that the ball would strike the ground before reaching its target. If he had in fact killed a Union soldier he would not much care. If a Union soldier killed him he would not much care.

Three miles behind him the spires of Richmond rose pristinely. He longed to go there, to lie in his bed again, but the city may as well have been at the North Pole of Mars. Other young men could abandon the battle and go home but he could not. He could never openly return to Richmond as conqueror or as vanquished, but only as a slinking spy. 

In a few bloody months Ulysses S. Grant had driven from the Virginia border to the outskirts of the capital. He was willing to risk defeat in the pursuit of victory; he was a clever tactician; he was determined and patient; he had advantages in men and materiel; he did not reckon his dead. It was but a matter of time before he would crush the Confederacy.

Then Lee spoke a few words and everything changed again. Jubal Early was ordered north into the Shenandoah Valley. His mission was to clear the Valley of Yankees before the harvest, draw attackers from Richmond, and, if possible, threaten Washington. His forces numbered a mere eight thousand, but many of them were seasoned veterans who had two years before marched with Stonewall Jackson. 

The first goal was nearly a moot point. The Union Army had adopted a scorched-earth policy toward the breadbasket of the Confederacy, burning crops and anything else of value. Early’s forces encountered the chief of these vandals, David Hunter, and sent him packing. Encouraged by this success, Early invaded Maryland, setting his sights upon Washington. 

As had been anticipated, the North was nearly stripped of fighting men. A makeshift force was assembled under Lew Wallace and placed before Early at Monocacy, Maryland.

The Confederates crossed the Monocacy River and entered the town. Wallace’s forces fought bitterly but they were too few in number and too poorly organized to carry the day. They ended up retreating toward Baltimore. 

Early resumed his march on Washington. Two days later he reached the outskirts of the city. He sent skirmishers forward to reconnoiter Fort Stevens, one of a string of fortifications ringing the city. 

Nathaniel Curry joined one such band. His intention was to break loose from his fellows and make it to his own lines. This sounded simple but experience told him it would be difficult. 

The skirmishers moved across a broad, flat plain. Nathaniel knew the area well; he had tramped these fields when he had been stationed in Washington. He was actually only about four or five miles from the White House. 

The skirmishers kept together and kept a sharp eye out for Union forces. They met only token resistance, men who usually did support work of some kind but who had been abruptly handed weapons and sent into action. They were not good fighters and there were only a few of them.

Early’s men also kept an eye on the fort. It had not as yet fired its cannon, but if it did it was sure to make a lot of noise. An infantry attack against a fortress was suicide, so the principal task of these men was to find a way around it. 

Suddenly more seasoned Yankee troops began to appear. These men rushed into the battle as if they had just arrived upon the scene, and indeed they had. They had been diverted from the battles around Richmond, shipped to the capital, quick-marched through the city, and were showing up just in time to stop Early.

The skirmishers fought with the vanguard of the Union forces. Both sides rushed in more troops. Meanwhile the reconnaissance of the fort continued. 

Fort Stevens was so placed as to command a sweeping vista of the northern approaches to the city. It was impossible to get past the fort without exposing oneself to the installation’s firepower. If Early had sought another approach to the city, he would have found another fort that was just as deadly. 

True, the fort was undermanned, but seasoned infantrymen were now pouring into the city every second. Early determined to make an assault while he still could.

Nathaniel was with a group of men that had fought its way to within a few hundred yards of the fort. As yet the fort remained an eminence gris. It had not yet fired a large gun, although it was producing musket fire. Still, it dominated the landscape as it dominated the thoughts of every attacker.

The men around him were reloading when a lone Yankee burst out of the brush before them. Nathaniel put one in his chest and he went down. Someone said something he didn’t catch and the other men laughed.

Unit by unit, defenders were joining the battle. Field artillery was being driven in, unhitched from the mules and made ready. Early was still doing well but he would soon start doing poorly.

Suddenly a cry went up from the soldiers, Rebel and Union alike. Everywhere men ceased firing and pointed at the fort. Nathaniel heard what they were shouting but could scarcely believe it. He set down his musket and pulled out his eyeglasses. 

There before him, upon the parapet of Fort Stevens, stood the President of the United States. He was about a hundred and a half yards away. It wasn’t just another man in a stovepipe hat; Nathaniel knew the way Lincoln moved and this was he. He stood alone, a black silhouette against the sky, looking down upon the battle. Nathaniel could not see his face but he fancied he wore an expression of sadness. 

The outcry lasted but a few seconds. The Confederates took aim upon the parapet and unleashed a thunderous volley, quite ignoring the Union troops that resumed fire upon them. Lincoln stood and watched them. He was beyond the reach of even a well-aimed standing shot, although not out of range of a lucky one. 

Sharpshooters rushed forward. One of them, a young blond man wearing glasses, stood and looked at Lincoln for about ten seconds. He shouted, “I make it one hundred and sixty-five yards,” and died. Several men hastily lay on their backs, placed the muzzles of their rifles on their feet, and focused their globe sights upon the parapet. Nathaniel started to turn back toward Lincoln.

“Well, look, boys, it’s old Tom Fool. How you doing, Tom?”

“Morning, boys.”

“Why, Tom, it’s the evening now, don’t you know!”

“Morning, boys.” The boys all laughed.

“Come along now, Natty.”

“Why Tom, isn't that your Paw?”

“Yes I am, fellows, and he’s no fool.”

“Why, he sure enough is. Tom, you friends with Abe Lincoln?”

“I sure am. He around here today?”

“Why, he’s in the next cell, boy.”

“Send him around in the afternoon, then.”

“We sure enough will, Tom.” More laughter.

“Tom, where you get captured?”

“I don’t recollect. Somewhere, I guess.”

“Come on, boy, you got to remember that. Who were you with?”

“I was with Longstreet at Manassas, I remember that. We charged old Fitz-John Porter.”

“Yes, that was the second Manassas, wasn’t it?”

“Sure was.”

“You broke him there, didn’t you?”

“Broke him bad, boy.”

“They court-martialed him for that, Bill. Did you know that?”

“Yes, I heard that, and they convicted him, too. Kicked him out. Did you know that, Tom?”

“Wait a minute…yes. Yes, I do recollect that. In a great big old room with lots of paintings on the walls.”

“What, was you there, Tom?”

“I think so.”

“Did you talk to General Porter?”

“Um, yes, I did.”

“What you say to him?”

“I told him I was sorry I done charged him that-a-way.”

The other soldiers laughed. “And what did Fitzy say to that?”

“He said he’d forgive me.”

“Natty, you have to wake up now.”

“Aw, Paw, let me sleep a little longer. Can’t Melly work the store today?”

“Now, Nat, you know there ain’t no store here. But you’ve been sleeping all day.”

“What time is it?”

“I don’t know, but it’s after noon. How does your head feel?”

“It’s sore today, but it’s not as bad as yesterday.”

“Get up and move around a little. That will make you feel better.”

“All right. Say, Paw, is there anything to eat?”

“Yes, I cadged you a little breakfast.”

“Give it over, will you?”

“Only after you walk around a mite.”

“So you’re the new fellow?”

“Sure enough.”

“Well, welcome to our little corner of Hell. My name’s Curtis and this is Jenner. This here fellow we call Tom Fool. It’s not his regular name, but he’s a foolish one.”

“Pleased to meet you, boys. My name’s Johnson and I was with Ewell’s cavalry, and Jackson before that. What did y’all do in the Army?”

“We was all infantry. All except Tom here. Tom got a bump on the head and his story keeps changing. Tom, you recollect any better what it is you done?”

“I think so. I seem to remember that I was a spy.”

“Oh, a spy, was it? For which side, boy?”

“Uh, the Union side. I was a Yankee spy.”

“And what did you find out about us?”

He searched his memory. “Y’all lost the battle of Gettysburg.”

“Tom, we were just talking about Gettysburg. Were you there?”

“Gettysburg? That in Virginia?”

“No, up in Pennsylvania. You were there, weren’t you, Henry?”

“Sure enough. Marched in with Longstreet.”

“You did? Say, how did them folks receive y’all?”

“Well, they didn’t much appreciate us coming in, for the most part. My sergeant spoke up to a shopkeeper, told him, ‘How you like us coming back into the Union, mister?’ The old boy just looked away.”

“Yes, same thing here. But some folks liked us. I saw one girl run up and give old Pete some posies.”

“She did? Pete Longstreet?”

“The very same.”

“Pennsylvania girl, was she?”

“Sure enough. She was one of them Quakers.”

“A Quaker? Sure enough?”

“Yes, she had the plain dress and the big bonnet and all.”

“Yes, I remember that, too. She gave Pete some posies.”

“You remember that, Tom? You were at Gettysburg?”

“I think so. I recollect a Quaker girl giving Pete posies with a note in it.”

“Why would a Quaker give a general flowers? I thought they was agin war in all its forms.”

“That’s right, they won’t fight.”

“So you know about that, too?”

“Yep. I was a Quaker once.”

“What, you was a Quaker boy?”

“Yes, for a week or maybe a month. I don’t recollect too well.”

“I don’t think you was, Tom. You don’t do a hitch as a Quaker. You either is or you isn’t, like being black or white. Or being a boy or a girl.”

“Oh.” Tom frowned; he seemed to recall someone who changed color and sex, but he wasn't sure.

“Where was you at Gettysburg? Who was you with?”

“Wasn’t with nobody. I was the commander.”

“What, you have troops under you?”

“Couple.”

“You an officer in those days?”

“Civilian. I think I still am.”

“Why would a civilian be commanding troops, Tom?”

“I don’t know. I just remember getting away.”

“Well, how did you get away?”

“I flew away. Bunch of God-damned Confederates was trying to kill me.”

“Man, it gives me a turn when he starts in a-talking like that. How you fly away, Tom?”

He shrugged. “Cut my drag lines.”

“Okay …”

“What about Fredericksburg, Tom? Was you at that one?”

“Umm … I think so. Yes, that was marching up that long hill, wasn’t it?”

“No, that was the Yankees that marched up the long hill. We shot ‘em as they came. You remember that?”

He frowned. “I do recollect it, yes. They was just mowing the Yankees down, but they just kept a-coming. That was Burnside. He was a fool.”

“Sure enough. You know, boy, you must be getting better. I asked you about Fredericksburg before and you didn’t know nothing.”

“Well, it hurts my head if I think too much. But yes, I do remember Fredericksburg now. I remember looking down at the Bluecoats.”

“Do you remember what unit you were with?”

“No…wait a minute. Yes. Yes, I was with the Balloon Corps.”

“Why, boy, there was no Balloon Corps then. There used to be a balloon, but that was back on the Peninsula.”

“You sure? Because I remember at Fredericksburg, they tried to hit the balloon with a shell. And it landed in the latrine instead, and everyone got covered in shit.”

“Covered in shit? You’re thinking about this place.”

He shook his head. “No, they were covered in shit worse than we are here.”

“You too, Tom? You get covered in shit, too?”

“No, because I was way up in the air in the balloon. Shit couldn’t reach me.”

“Tom, your mind’s addled again.”

“My name ain’t Tom.”

“Paw, how long I been here now?”

“As well as I can recollect, it’s about three weeks.”

“And how long you been here?”

“Over a year. I got captured after Gettysburg. I told you this before.”

“Yes, but I forgot. What’s the date now, do you know?”

“I think it’s the first of August or thereabouts.” 

“Do you think I’m getting better?”

“Well, your mind is. Your body’s getting weak, but we all are. Your mind, though, it’s like night and day. When you first got here I hardly knew you. It was like you were drunk all the time. You’d laugh and sing and talk nonsense. Now you seem addled sometimes but not so much as before.”

“Paw, do you remember what I told you before?”

“What, about how you want to get out?”

“Yes.”

“Now, son, that was nonsense. There’s no way to get out of here. This ain’t no garrison camp, and it ain’t no stockade. This here was a prison before the war and it’s good solid brick. Besides, it’s way in the North. You’d have to make like the Underground Railroad running backwards.”

“I think I can do it, though.”

“What, and just walk back home?”

He turned to his father, dropping his voice low. “Paw, do you remember the work I was doing?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Well, I have to get in touch with some of those folks, that’s all.”

“How do you plan to do that?”

“I don’t know just yet.”

“Tom, you done said you seen Lincoln at Fort Stevens, didn’t you?”

“Yes, I think I said that.”

“Well, that might be right. I talked with another fellow who says he saw Lincoln there, too.”

“I saw him just standing there. He was wearing his big old hat. It’s funny, but that’s how I recollect it.”

“He was on top of the fortress, right?”

“Yes, that’s right. Yes, yes, I remember it now. That must have been about the time I got hit.”

“You don’t remember that? Getting hit, I mean?”

“No. I don’t think I want to, either.”

“What about after?”

“I just remember being in this place.”

“Oh.”

“Wait, there’s something else I remember from right after I got hit at Stevens.”

“What’s that, boy?”

He frowned. “You’ll just say I’m talking nonsense again.”

“I promise you I won’t, Tom.”

“I saw Uncle Sam. He was there on the battlefield and he helped me get up.”

“Uncle Sam? The old boy with the white whiskers and the braces?”

“Yeah. No. He was an old colored boy.”

Curtis shook his head. “I should know better than to make a promise like that.”

“So what do you want, soldier?”

“Sir, I’m not a Confederate. I’m a Union agent.”

“You’re a what?”

“A Union agent, sir. I was sent south to reconnoiter ahead of Grant.”

The commandant looked him up and down. “You hardly look the part, son.”

“Sir, should I?”

“What?”

“Should an agent look like an agent?”

“Well, I don’t plan to bandy words with you, my boy. You’ve been here nearly a month. Why did you just decide today that you’re a Union agent?”

“I got hit on the head, sir, which occasioned my capture. It pretty much knocked the sense out of me until lately.”

“Is that all you wanted to tell me?”

“No, sir. I need to get out of here and get back to Washington.”

“What, just like that? What kind of a fool do you take me for?”

“I don’t take you for a fool at all. I—”

“Do you think I’m going to release you based on that cock-and-bull story?”

Nathaniel sighed. “Can I send a letter to someone, sir?”

“To whom would you like to send a letter?”

“President Lincoln.”

The commandant frowned at him. “No, I’ll not bother the President with a joke like that,” he said. 

He thought about it. “Well, then, sir, I’d like to write to Colonel George Sharpe at the War Office. He’s the head of the Bureau of Military Information.”

“If you say so. Yes, I’ll go along with that. Write your letter and I’ll look it over and if I like it I’ll send it along.”

Nathaniel’s head hurt as a memory forced its way to the fore. He saw again Sharpe’s office with its piles of unopened correspondence. “No, wait, sir. I want to write to someone else. He’s also at the War Office.”

Nathaniel wrote to Major Grover and gave the letter to the commandant. The commandant must have sent it with the military dispatches because less than a week later a telegram arrived from Washington. The commandant had it in his hand when he arrived at Nathaniel’s cell with three guards. 

He pointed at him through the bars. “That’s the one there. Get him out of there.”

As the guards entered, the other prisoners spoke up: “What are you up to, boys? What did Tom do?”

“He’s a spy,” the commandant said.

“A spy? Which side was he a spy for?”

“He was supposed to be working for us,” he replied, “but it turns out he was being crafty.”

The word spread quickly among the Rebel soldiers. “Tom Fool! Tom Fool a spy? Tom Fool a spy for the Yankees! No, he was really working for us. He’s no fool. He was just playing the fool. He made fools of the Yanks. Huzzah for Old Tom Fool!”

The cheers died away as Nathaniel was moved to an isolation cell. He sat alone in this tiny cage for a full day, then was manacled and transported under guard to Washington. He was brought on an open wagon to the War Office where Grover warmly received him. 

“Well, Curry, it looks like I have you at last. I have witnesses this time.” Several privates with very practiced hands came up and removed his manacles, then applied new chains. He now had a chain from each wrist and ankle, all meeting at a ring in the center. He had to stand hunched over and could only walk at a shuffle. 

“What do you think I’ve done, Major?”

Grover shook his head. “Not think, Curry. Know. Don’t worry, the charges will be specified.”

“Have you told Colonel Sharpe about this?”

Grover responded with a sneer. Nathaniel was left in a cell to ponder his situation another day. 

The next day he was brought before Grover and Sharpe in the very room where Grover had first interrogated him. Grover wore a triumphant air; Sharpe looked thoughtful. 

“I have a witness!” Grover exulted. “He’s a Confederate soldier. The man says he saw this man kill David Miller.”

“He says this of his own free will?” Sharpe said.

“I didn’t hold a gun to his head. He in fact volunteered it to a guard. The guard then approached me.”

“What unit was he with?” Sharpe asked.

“He’s of Longstreet’s corps. He was captured during the Wilderness campaign.”

“Can I speak to this man?”

“I would be most pleased. He’s being held in this very building.”

“Good. Please take Curry's bonds off.”

Grover was surprised. “You want to bring him?”

“Do you mind?”

“I suppose not. A defendant should have the right to face his accusers.”

As they left Grover’s office Sharpe encountered two private soldiers and told them to fall in. They then went to a cell in another part of the prison. As they approached, Sharpe turned to the others and cautioned them to hold their silence. 

A large man with long blond hair and a great red beard sat alone in a small cell. It was hard to make him out because the light from the barred window above his head was full in their faces. Sharpe addressed him: “You are John Warner?”

The man stood up. “Yes, sir.”

“I hear that you have some information on the death of one David Miller.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You men step up to the cell beside me. You too, Grover. Keep silent, now. I’ll do the talking. Now, then, Warner. Tell me what happened.”

Warner said, “The day of the Second Manassas I was marching with Longstreet to the battlefield. I was in the back of the column. During a rest I met two men who had just met up with the column and General Longstreet told them to fall in. They said their names were David Miller and Nathaniel Curry. 

“Miller and Curry hung back from the rest of the army. I thought they were going to desert and I wanted to watch them so I could report it. I hid in the trees beside the road. When Miller and Curry were alone they started to quarrel. I could not hear what they were saying, but I saw Curry raise his musket and shoot Miller. He left him lying on the road and went and caught up with the column. I went and caught up with them, too.”

“Why are you telling us this?”

“After I was captured I was interrogated. One of the things they asked me is did I ever meet a David Miller. I said yep.”

“Did you get a good look at these men?”

“I reckon so.”

“Would you recognize them if you saw them again?”

“Well, I won’t be seeing Miller again this side of Judgment Day, but I’d know Nathaniel Curry if’n I saw him again.”

Sharpe stood there a few more seconds, then said, “You’re looking at him now.”

“What? I am?”

“Yes. One of us is Nathaniel Curry. Can you say which one?”

Warner stood mute for ten seconds, then sat back on the bench. “I ain’t a-saying nothing,” he said.

Sharpe dismissed the two soldiers, then led Nathaniel and Grover back to the interrogation room. He sat wearily in a chair. “I’m satisfied,” he said, “that the man is lying.”

“What?” Grover exclaimed. “Why? Because he didn’t recognize Curry?”

“Precisely.”

“Then why did he say that?”

“That, Major, is for you to determine. Clearly someone did put a gun to his head and gave him that story. A prisoner in his situation will say or do anything under duress, as we both know.”

“I can assure you I did no such thing!”

“I am well assured of that,” Sharpe said. “You would not have allowed things to reach this pass if you were the father of this scheme.”

“Then who did, if you’re so sure of yourself?”

“You figure it out. I would caution you to treat as suspect any other information this John Warner gives you. For the moment, I wish to have these charges against Curry dismissed.”

Grover looked like he was about to explode in wrath. He turned purple and blood vessels stood out all over his face and neck. “There is still the other matter,” he said tensely.

“Yes,” Sharpe said. “Where is this witness?”

“In Armory Square Hospital. It’s about a ten-minute walk. Shall we?”

They walked in silence to the hospital. They passed through the wards, which as always were very unpleasant places. The bedpans in hospitals were emptied but seldom and the large rooms stank of feces and urine. The men stank of infection, gangrene and general filth, but more than anything else of feces and urine. Everywhere flies swarmed around men’s wounds and mosquitoes tormented patient and doctor alike. Major Grover made a quiet inquiry of a female attendant and was pointed to a woman sweeping the floor at the other end of the room. 

At their approach the woman turned. It was Red Sally. “Well, Mrs. Pettijohn,” Grover said, “you seem to be doing much better.”

“I have my good days and my bad days,” she replied.

“You’re supposed to be a patient here, not an attendant.”

She shrugged. “Someone has to do this.”

 “Will you speak to us alone?”

“Certainly.”

The administrator surrendered his office to the four of them. The men waited until Sally was seated before sitting themselves. 

“Mrs. Pettijohn,” Grover said, “will you repeat to us the charge that you made to me before?”

“It’s not really a charge, Major,” Sally replied. “It was more in the way of hearsay.”

“Please let us hear it, in any case. You were with the agent Clarabel Emmer at Spotsylvania Courthouse when she died, were you not?”

“Yes, I was.” Sally lowered her head.

“Would you recount to us what she said as she lay dying?”

“I’m sorry, Nathaniel. She had her back to the enemy when she was shot. I saw that very clearly. I approached her and I could see the bullet had struck her in her front. I went up to her and she told me that she thought that Nathaniel had shot her.”

Nathaniel felt such a shock that he nearly fainted. The room went black for a moment and he tottered in his chair. “What?”

Both men turned to him. “Might you have shot her?” Sharpe asked. 

Nathaniel opened his mouth but could not speak. He had fired at so many men over those few weeks that it seemed possible that he might have hit a friend, yet … “No,” he replied firmly. “I was carrying a bucket of water in one hand and a bag of ammunition in the other.”

“Did you have a weapon at that time?”

“Yes, I had a Spencer repeater. But it was slung over my shoulder.”

Grover said, “Then how do you explain what this witness has said?”

“She was mistaken. Or Clarabel was mistaken. I would never have shot her.” He lowered his face as tears came to his eyes. 

Clarabel had been facing him and not the enemy when she was hit, he remembered that. And he had seen blood soaking the front of her clothes. 

“Sally,” he said, “was that all she said?”

Sally hesitated. “Yes,” she said firmly. “That was all she said.”

“What exactly…” He swallowed hard and went on, “what exactly did she say?”

“She said, ‘I’m hit. I think Nathaniel shot me.’”

“That was all she said?”

“Yes, that was it.”

“Did she say that other thing as well?”

“The other thing?”

“You told me at the time that she said something else.”

“Oh. No, she did not say that. She only said the one thing.”

He buried his face in his hands, weeping uncontrollably. It was the first time he had really wept for Clarabel and he was ashamed that he could not stop himself. At last he was able to say, “Then why did you tell me that other thing?”

“I had to say something. I couldn’t tell you what she told me. I thought you’d shoot me as well.”

“Oh, God!” He got to his feet and struggled toward the door. The other two men stopped him. “I don’t care any more. Take me away, shoot me. Do what you want. I give up.”

“So you admit it?” Grover said.

“No, I don’t admit it. I never shot her. But I just don’t care about anything any more.”

The three of them went to Grover’s office at the prison. Grover sat at his desk and pulled out a piece of paper. “I’ll start the bill of particulars on this matter immediately,” he said. “I’d like to thank you, Colonel Sharpe, for your help today.”

“Don’t mention it, Major,” Sharpe replied, “but I’ll be taking young Curry here with me.”

Grover looked up. “You will? After what you just heard?”

“I heard the word of one whore quoting the word of another, and there was equivocation there in any case.”

“But she was one of your agents!”

“Major, I don’t know what happened at Spotsylvania that day. I do know that I have gotten a lot of good information from this young man. Even if he indeed killed her, her loss to me would be worth it in his utility.”

“Then you’re a fool, sir!”

“Be that as it may. Curry, you’re with me.”

It was a hot August day. It hadn’t rained in weeks and the roads were redolent of horse manure. Hospital tents were pitched on the Mall where eight months before troops had drilled. It was good to be walking out in the open this way although the sun still dazzled him. “Thank you for sticking up for me, sir,” he said.

“I didn’t really do you any favor, Curry. I just found that on balance you were of more value to me alive than dead.”

“My allegiance is to the Union, sir.”

“Curry, have you ever killed anyone?”

“Yes, sir.” 

“Like it much?”

“No.”

“I’ve killed six men. They were all men I knew, men who in fact worked for me. I’ve always insisted on doing it myself. It’s hard, but it’s less hard each time I do it.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Don’t play me false, Curry.”

“I won’t, sir.”

“You can take three days furlough, then it’s off to Atlanta.”

“Yes, sir.”

Nathaniel approached Atlanta from the northwest, riding on the Western & Atlantic Railroad. This rail line roughly followed the path that had been recently blazed by General William Tecumsah Sherman. Looking out the window of the car revealed a path of devastation, for what the retreating Confederates had not destroyed, the advancing Federals had. 

The rail line no longer extended into the city itself; Nathaniel and the other passengers had to debark where the track suddenly ceased to exist. Nathaniel joined a wagon train headed south of the city. 

They came to the town of Ezra Church. Here, a few weeks earlier, Sherman had faced General John Bell Hood and beaten him badly, killing five thousand men at a cost of a mere six hundred of his own. Nathaniel was shocked to learn this; it was a reversal of the usual pattern of the war, in which canny Southern generals killed two Union soldiers for every one they themselves lost. The very train he rode carried troops whose sole purpose was to bury the dead from this latest battle. Talking with the men he discovered there had been several recent battles in which the Union had badly beaten the city’s defenders.

He rode with the wagons south of the city, then left the Army and headed east. When he reached the track of the Macon & Western Railroad he started north. He came to White Hall Tavern, where a rail station was still in operation.

He fell in with a company of rebel soldiers. A few deserters and stragglers were continually repenting of their ways and trickling back to the Army. Many of these men were in civilian clothes and appeared unarmed, like he himself. As a result his presence was not questioned. 

Nathaniel was in fact armed. He carried a small pistol and forty rounds of ammunition in a shoulder holster under his shirt. He had five dollars in his pocket and another fifty in a pouch hidden where he hoped no one would search. 

He also wore Amanda’s locket. It had in fact returned to Washington with him, in his prison papers, and Colonel Sharpe had given it to him just before he left for Georgia. The locket had been open when he took it out of the envelope and he fancied that a soldier had intended to steal it but held back when he saw the beautiful and innocent face within.

The rosewood-handled jackknife was gone, vanished into the hand of a Yankee soldier, but that was where he had found it in the first place, so he was even there.

Atlanta had had its start in 1845, a year before Nathaniel, and had outgrown its britches many times. At first glance it was a queer combination of Richmond and New York. It was an entirely Southern city, but it had a bustle and an energy few other Southern cities had. It was not only an important rail center, which was its original raison d’etre. It was also a major manufacturing center, with mills turning out weapons of war, locomotives, textiles and other strategic products.

Sherman had failed, despite his victories, to either capture the city or to disrupt the rail lines in and out of it. The city’s defenses were too difficult to defeat and too extensive to encircle. He could win any battle but he could not, as yet, win the campaign.

Nathaniel simply walked into the city. Pickets were out but they didn’t even challenge him and the other stragglers. They strolled in, chatting amongst themselves. 

Upon arriving at a camp within the city Nathaniel followed a wire to a small brick building. A captain and a corporal looked up as he entered. “Can y’all use an operator?” he asked.

“Depends,” the corporal said. “What can you do?”

He shrugged. “I can run wire, charge a battery, hook up a key, send twenty characters a minute, copy twenty, and dance the shoo-fly all night long.”

The men smiled. “Shoot, boy,” the captain said, “sounds like you can do anything except walk on water.”

“I never tried that one, Captain.”

“Well, Francis,” the corporal said, “shall we give this young fellow a try?”

Nathaniel had never heard a corporal address an officer by his first name before, but these two appeared to be old friends. “Sure enough,” the captain said. “Boy, here’s the key. Let’s hear what you can play.”

Nathaniel sat at the key and waggled his fingers like a man warming up to play the piano. Then he transmitted, FROM WILLIAM JONES ATLANTA TO GENERAL WT SHERMAN USA I HAVE ARRIVED AT THE CITY SAFE AND SOUND STOP LIVE AND LET LIVE 73.

The soldiers laughed at this message. “What was that all about?” the captain asked. 

“I just thought it was polite to warn him I was here.”

“Do you think he’ll get it?”

“He’d be a plumb fool if he did not, and he’s no fool, unlike the mass of the Yankee officer corps. Sir.”

“I take no offense at that, I assure you. I quite agree, in fact. And I hope he does get that message, if only for the perplexity it will cause him. Well, William Jones, my name is Francis Conroy and this here is Billy Margate.”

“Pleased to meet you both.” They shook hands.

“We can’t call you Billy,” Conroy said.

“Beg pardon?”

“We have one already. Can we call you Willy?”

“Oh, of course.” 

“Now, who are you and how did you get here?”

“I worked for the Atlantic Telegraph Company before the present hostilities, Captain. I’ve never really joined up, but I’ve done a lot of work for the Army.”

“Where you been?”

“All over. I was lately at Spotsylvania and Cold Harbor. I was about to go to the defense of Petersburg when I took a trip up north instead to try to capture an ape.” Both men nodded at this. “I got a bump on the head at Fort Stevens that had me down for a while but I’m back now.

“As to how I got here, I was with various units fighting around the city. They pretty much all got wiped out, so I made my way in here.”

“Ever been to Atlanta before?”

“Never, Corporal. It looks real pretty.”

“It sure is. And with God’s grace it will continue to be the anchor of the Confederacy.”

“There are six operators here in all,” Conroy said. “Seven counting you. Two of the others are on temporary duty with the Army, the other two are off duty now and are sleeping.”

“Or whoring or drinking,” Margate interjected.

“Or all three,” Conroy said. “Since you can fix wire, we may ask you to patrol the city if communications go down.”

“All right.”

“We’ll see how you work out before we decide how to assign you. Do you have any questions?”

“Yes, sir. What’s the state of the city?”

“Well, it’s pretty good. Now, bear in mind, about nine citizens in ten have left town, but those who remain are performing yeoman’s service, producing ordinance and defending the city. We’re still getting goods in and moving war materiel out. 

“The Yanks are doing a lot of damage around us but they don’t have the strength to break through the defenses and invade the city proper. Our hope is that they’ll get tired and go home.”

“There are a lot of strange niggers in the city,” Margate said. “They seem to be primarily occupied with filling their own stomachs and their own pockets. That’s to be expected, of course; they have no stake in the success of our Cause. They’re a danger to the women of the town, but there are precious few women left. They’ve been tolerated because they can be used to dig defenses and move goods.”

“Got a place I can bunk?”

“Sure do,” Margate said. “We’re all rabbits here; everyone sleeps underground. Just outside this building, on the right, there’s a bombproof we all use.”

“The bombing much of a problem?”

“Well, you’ve probably heard a little already.” Nathaniel nodded. “Billy Sherman throws shells in here but he hasn’t done much damage. Some folks have died, but most folks end up dying anyway.”

“Can a fellow still get a bite to eat around here?”

“Yes, if you have the yellow for it,” Conroy said. “Confederate currency is pretty much scorned, but gold is still, well, good as gold. Just don’t expect fancy fare.”

“I won’t. Can I have a few hours leave?”

“Sure enough.”

If nine out of ten citizens had quit the city it was hard to tell. The streets were full of traffic, both military and civilian. Most shops were shuttered, though, and those that were open didn’t have much on the shelves. 

A group of six soldiers accosted him: “Halt! What’s your name and what’s your business?”

“I’m William Jones and I’m a telegraph operator.”

“Do you have anything that can prove this?”

He did indeed. He handed him a letter from an aide of General Longstreet identifying him as a civilian telegraph operator for the Army. The letter was a forgery, but with Longstreet busy in Virginia it was not likely that inquiries would be made. The soldier read it and handed it back.

“Have anything to eat?”

“No.”

“In a pig’s ass. All right, be on your way.”

The city was laid out in a sensible grid, with broad avenues interspersed with pleasant open areas. Many of the homes had once been quite prosperous, although times were clearly hard.

A dollar got him a decent rabbit stew at a restaurant. The restaurant was owned by a free colored man who had several white employees. The owner had a formidable forehead liberally decorated with frowns and blood vessels, and great white eyebrows. He ordered his staff around like an overseer. Nathaniel had never seen such a situation before; surely Atlanta was a remarkable place.

As he returned to the telegraph building another soldier approached him and asked his name. When he replied that he was William Jones, the soldier said, “Is this not Nature’s bounty?”

Nathaniel replied, “Rejoice in the day the Lord hath made.”

“I do, every day,” the man said, smiling. “You’re Nathaniel?”

“Call me Willy,” he replied. “Yes, you have the right fellow, but they know me as Willy Jones here. What’s your name?”

“Just call me Bobby. What do you think of the place?”

“I think it will be a hard nut to crack.”

“Well, I’ve had a good look around myself. I have a few concrete suggestions I could make to Sherman.” 

They shook hands. In the process Nathaniel received a small piece of paper and put it in his pocket. He found a quiet alley and read the paper. It provided the locations of some important facilities in the city: a powder magazine, a house where several high-ranking officers slept, a rolling mill.

He couldn’t simply get on the key and report this without being detected. He started walking again, following the telegraph wire through the streets. 

At an intersection it joined three other wires. One wire, going south, clearly followed the railroad out of town. Another went to the train station, which was occupied by the Army. He followed the fourth wire. 

It went into a three-story brick building. The building was shuttered and the doors were locked. The back door, however, had been knocked down by looters. 

The third story had previously been occupied by P. NASH ATTORNEY AT LAW. The door was conveniently open. The offices had of course been ransacked, but a length of coated wire hung by the window in a small room at the front. 

A careful search of the room produced a very old camelback telegraph key that may have been constructed by Samuel F.B. Morse himself. It was in a closet containing spare parts, including a coil of wire and a crow’s-foot battery, though no juice. 

He cleaned the contacts on the key as well as he could. Then he attached the wire coming in the window to the key. Looking around the office, he discovered it had indoor plumbing, something he had heard of but never seen. He ran the coil of wire to the water tap and from there to the key.

The key started tapping. The ground was good enough that he did not need a battery. 

He listened to the traffic. The train station had just received three officers of General Hood’s staff; Sherman was attacking south of the city; Richmond and Petersburg continued to resist the besieging Yankees. 

When the key fell silent, he sent a message without a header ordering guards at the magazine, the officers’ quarters and the rolling mill. He appended their addresses. With any luck, this message would appear to be part of the message before it. He removed the key and hid it, then exited the building. 

He returned to the telegraph building. Margate was on duty but he was reading the newspaper and paying scant attention to the clattering key. The two of them chatted for a while, exchanging war stories and gossip about various officers of their acquaintance.

“You worked for American, Willy?”

“Yeah.”

“Where?”

“Richmond, mostly. What about you?”

“Alexandria, Manassas. A little while in Washington.”

“Yeah? I been to Washington.”

“Nice city, isn’t it?”

“Well, it sure enough was pretty, but I don’t plan on going back there soon.”

“No, me neither. Who was your boss at Richmond?”

“A Mister Rogers.”

“Oh, I remember the name. So you’ve been working for the Army? Which one?”

Nathaniel did not want to get into particulars. “Well, a couple of them. For most of the war I been a nigger-catcher.”

“Oh, you like that?”

“Well, it was good when a man could make a living at it. Catch one nigger, get a hundred dollars, shoot, a fellow could do just fine. But the Yankees are putting me out of business.”

“How did they pay you?”

“Well, that’s the other problem. I wanted gold but they always insisted in paying me in Confederate money. Jeff Davis’ money says that it’s ‘legal tender for all debts public and private,’ but it’s not. The stuff is getting to be downright worthless.”

“Oh, you’ve never read the fine print?”

“What fine print?”

Margate pulled out a Georgia five-dollar bill. A tiny line of letters arced above the engraved image of a battle scene. It read, “Two years after the conclusion of a treaty of peace between the Confederate States and the United States of America.” Beneath this was the larger text, “The State of Georgia will pay to the bearer on demand FIVE DOLLARS.”

 “In other words,” he said, “this note won’t be worth five dollars until two years after the war ends.”

“Oh. And that’s only if we win.”

“Yes, there’s that little detail as well.” Margate put the bill back in his pocket. “Well, it’s still better than a corncob in the outhouse.”

Nathaniel thought about it. “Oh! Is that what the ‘legal tender’ part means?”

The next day began with a rousing artillery attack upon the city. Rather than just a few random shells tossed in, this was a sustained barrage against three particular points. 

They were the wrong points. At first light Nathaniel joined a crowd of curiosity seekers that viewed one of the scenes of destruction. The bombardment had leveled a large livery stable, killing a dozen horses and three stable hands. The bodies lay interspersed with the large planks of the stable, stacks of hay and piles of manure. 

Nathaniel listened to the people around him:

“Mercy sakes! What a waste of horseflesh.”

“Was anybody hurt?”

“Nope, just horses and niggers.”

“That’s a blessing, anyway.”

“I think I knew that nigger. Well, that’s a shame.”

“Why did they hit a stable like that? Where’s the sense of it?”

“I don’t know. Sure looks like it was done on purpose.”

“Yes, there must have been twenty shells hit this one spot.”

“We’d best be careful in case they start in again.”

“Maybe they’re out to kill all our horses.”

“All our stable hands too?”

“Yes, I thought that big monkey loved niggers.”

“Well, it’s mighty peculiar.”

“Don’t make no sense at all.”

It made sense to Nathaniel, who had only to look beyond the stable to see the powder mill half a mile down the road. 

Something else that made sense, more so than ever, was the utility of military aviation. He looked at the sky. It was overcast, with the ceiling at eight thousand feet. He pictured himself in a balloon a thousand feet up and four miles away at Ezra Church. He would be able to see this stable and the powder mill and he would be able to correct the aim of those guns in ten minutes time. Every military target in the city would be at his mercy. The city could be taken in jig time with little loss of civilian life. 

Well, the generals were fools. He turned away, knowing he would have to see the other targets and tell Sherman how far wrong his gunners had been.

At the third target he met Bobby. The two of them found a quiet corner to compare notes. They agreed on the corrections needed to the aiming points. 

“Don’t you want to write this down, Willy?”

“Not really. I wouldn’t want to carry around a note like that. I can remember all this. It just makes my head hurt a mite.”

“All right. I’ll see you outside the First Congregational Church at noon tomorrow.”

“All right.”

Nathaniel returned to the telegraph room in time to relieve one of the other operators, a boy of about fifteen who was so weary he could scarcely hold his head up. The lad went off to the bombproof, yawning all the way. 

He didn’t get a break until one in the afternoon when Margate relieved him for lunch. Instead of eating he ran to the law office and set the telegraph up. 

He waited as message after message came through. At last he heard what he was waiting for. It was a long message from a general operating south of Richmond to his supply chief fifty miles farther south. The operator was inexperienced and made a lot of errors. He would spell a word wrong and send the standard “error” code, EEEEEEEE, then laboriously send the word again. 

By the time he was finished it was likely that not even the intended recipient was still listening. The operator finished without sending a “73” and Nathaniel seized the moment.

He sent TARGET ONE THREE HUNDRED YARDS NORTH TWO FIFTY YARDS EAST TARGET TWO FOUR HUNDRED YARDS NORTH TARGET THREE ONE HUNDRED FIFTY YARDS NORTH THREE HUNDRED YARDS WEST 73. If that was not good enough for Sherman, then to Hell with him. 

He removed the wires from the key and picked it up. He heard a sound behind him and looked over his shoulder. Three of the largest Negroes he had ever seen in his life stood watching him. He said, “What do you boys want?”

The largest of the three said, “What you got we could want, man?” 

There was no deference in his voice at all. He had not called him “master” or “sir” or even “boss,” he had addressed him as an equal. And that was not a good sign.

“I got nothing you could want.”

“So you say, man. So you say.”

The man stood with his thick arms crossed. Nathaniel made some quick calculations. The men were about eight feet away from him. They were dressed as laborers, not field hands. Their clothes were in good condition and they wore shoes. They were not armed or their weapons would be displayed. 

The Negroes themselves had not decided what do to and were playing things by ear, just as he was. Things could still go either way.

The largest man was the ringleader and he would make the first move.

 “That’s what I say. I was just looking for anything of value in here. There’s nothing but this thing.” He held up the telegraph key.

“What’s that?”

“I don’t know. It clicks when you tap it.”

“It clicks when you tap it. I must look like one dumb nigger to you.”

“No you don’t.”

“What you doing with a telegraph, man? Here alone in this empty building this way? Shit.”

“Why don’t you tell me?”

“You a Yankee spy.”

He moved the key to his left hand. “Well, what if I am? That means I’m on your side.”

“Shit, man. Ain’t no white man on no nigger’s side and you know it.”

“If I’m a Yankee spy, then I’m working for your freedom, ain’t I?”

“Freedom. You telling me that if the Yankees win, I going to be free?”

“Yes. I seen it. I seen whole plantations of slaves get freed. It’s the federal law now.”

The man shook his head. “You a Yankee spy,” he said, “and you no better than any other white man. I know these people will pay me if’n I turns you in. I want to know what you’ll give me not to turn you in.”

“I told you, I have nothing to give you.”

“More white lies,” the man said. His tone told Nathaniel what he had to do next. 

He dropped the key, tore his shirt open with his left hand, reached in with his right and pulled the pistol out. The large man started to spring toward him but checked the motion. The other two Negroes started but did nothing.

Nathaniel pulled the hammer to full cock. The ringleader, realizing his missed opportunity, muttered, “Shit.” 

Nathaniel kept the weapon trained on the large man. “The three of you turn around and march out of here,” he said. 

The largest man remained crouched before him. “You think a little fellow like you can get all three of us before we gets you?” he asked. 

Out of the corner of his eye Nathaniel saw one of the other men moving to his left. The desk was between him and this man but it would only be a momentary hindrance. Nathaniel shot the man before him. The Negro fell on his back, the soles of his shoes rising into the air. Nathaniel pulled the hammer back with his left hand, aimed carefully and shot the man scrambling over the desk in the top of the head. He fell on his side, his head thrown back, and jerked like a hooked fish.

The third man turned and ran from the room, crying, “Don’t shoot me, master, don’t shoot me!” Nathaniel cocked the weapon but never had a shot.

He looked at the fallen. The man on the desk was no longer in play. The other man lay on his side, hugging himself. He put the pistol and telegraph key away and started to leave. 

“You ain't going to leave me here like this, are you?”

Nathaniel answered with a sneer; then, whatever vestiges of a Christian soul that remained to him came to the fore and he turned back. 

“Help me up.” 

“Okay. Sit in this here chair.” He put his hands under the man’s arms and moved him into the office chair he had just vacated. 

The man sat there for a few seconds, then pulled up his shirt and looked at his wound. “It not very big,” he said.

“No.”

“Look like a bee sting.”

“Yeah. Big enough, though, I reckon.”

The man gave him a searching look. “What about a doctor?”

He shook his head. “The best doctor in the world couldn’t save the King of England with a wound like that.”

The man nodded and turned to look at the man on the desk. “That nigger dead as an old coon.”

“Yeah, I got him clean. Y’all should have left when I said.”

“Yeah. He a big talker, he know where everything be in Atlanta.”

“He your friend?”

He shook his head. “Never seen him before two days ago.” He gave a wet cough that spoke volumes to Nathaniel. 

“What about the other fellow?”

“He my brother. Me and him left the farm four days back.”

“Oh.”

The man looked at his arms resting on the arms of the chair. “Well, this all three things.”

“What?”

“When we lit out I said I wanted to do three things: kill a white man, fuck a white woman, sit in a chair with arms. I done it all in two days.” He smiled up at his killer. “You really a Yankee spy?”

“Yes, I am.”

“I promise I won’t tell nobody.”

It took the man half an hour to die, and he may have still been alive on the floor when Nathaniel left. He figured he had come out of this well enough, but he could never use this office again. Two dead Negroes would not raise much suspicion, if they were even found, but the third man might talk. 

He found a dry-goods store and bought another plain white shirt. He no longer had the time or the appetite for lunch so he went back and relieved Margate. 

The next morning he awoke to the sound of incoming artillery. At first he thought that Sherman must have gotten his message, but after a few minutes he began to doubt it. The bombardment went on too long.

He went outside and stood in the early morning light listening to the firing. It seemed to be striking all quarters of the city, near and far, with no discernable pattern. 

He went into the telegraph room and said good morning to Margate. “You sleep well?” Margate asked. 

“Until this ruckus started,” he replied. “You know, I grew up on a farm and I would wake up to a cock crowing.”

“Yes, me too. This isn’t as good.”

“No.”

“Want some coffee?”

“Thank you kindly. Is that cornbread?”

“You know it is.”

He relieved Margate and sat sipping coffee, listening to the shelling with one ear and the telegraph traffic with the other. An hour passed. To his surprise the shelling did not abate. It continued at the same pace as before. Moreover, it seemed to Nathaniel that the shells were louder than they had been. 

A twelve-year-old boy stuck his head in the door and asked if Nathaniel needed relief. He replied, “Well, I need to relieve myself, if that’s what you mean.”

The boy smiled. “It wasn’t, but go ahead.”

“All right. You know how to work this thing?”

“Sure do,” the lad said proudly. “It’s as easy as the multiplication tables.”

“Well, I’ll take your word for that, I never learned them too well. Listen, I have a message for General Hood. I’m going to deliver that and find a bite to eat. I’ll be back in an hour.”

“All right.”

He went down to the army headquarters. General Hood was in the city, preparing to go out to do battle. When Nathaniel arrived Hood’s aides were affixing him to his horse the way a man would attach a bayonet to a musket. Hood had lost his right leg and had shattered his right arm in separate battles, so it was necessary to tie him to a board attached to his saddle in order for him to ride at all. The result didn’t look very pleasing or comfortable, but it made him the very picture of determination.

Nathaniel approached and saluted, saying, “Dispatch for you, sir.” 

“Read it, I don’t have my glasses.”

Nathaniel read it. The message was a waste of paper and time. Hood nodded, said, “No answer,” and rode painfully out of town. 

Nathaniel met up with Bobby on his way back to the telegraph room and related this encounter to him. “What did you think of Hood?” Bobby asked.

“He looked like he wasn’t enjoying himself.”

“Yes, but he always looks that way. He has a naturally tragic face. He looks like he was born to play King Lear.”

“Well, I don’t know King Lear. I just thought he looked like an old hound dog, but he was still handsome for all that.”

“Have you met up with Sherman yet?”

“No.”

Bobby shook his head. “Ugliest man in America. Bar none.”

“Really? I thought Abraham Lincoln was the ugliest man in America.”

“Well, Lincoln is ugly in an appealing sort of way, yeah, like an old hound dog. You see Lincoln, you want to be his friend. Sherman, though, is bad ugly. Sherman is enough to scare children.”

A shell landed in the next street. The concussion broke windows in nearby buildings. Nathaniel said, “Is it my imagination or are some of these shells louder than the others?”

“Yes, some of them are louder. Those are siege guns. Sherman is still using field artillery against us, but he’s brought in siege guns from Chattanooga as well. He’s trying to reduce the city like you’d reduce a fortress.”

“That’s too bad.”

“Yes, this is a beautiful city. Won’t be for long, though.”

“Say, does Hood know his business or doesn’t he?”

“He’s a political appointee, does that answer your question?”

“Oh, God, really?”

Bobby shook his head. “Joe Johnston had the job before him. Johnston had plans to withdraw into the fortifications around the city and wait Sherman out. It might have worked, too. If the city doesn’t fall by Election Day, the Democrats might win the presidential election, and that could end the war.”

“Really? If Atlanta doesn’t fall the Confederacy could win the war?”

“Sure enough. But Jeff Davis didn’t like Johnston withdrawing all the time so he kicked him out and put in his old friend John Bell Hood. Trouble is, Hood is a fighter. He keeps running out and attacking Sherman. And we’ve seen the results.”

Nathaniel had never had the situation laid out for him as well as this. “All right,” he said, “so what should each side do now?”

“Well, Sherman has to cut the rail lines in and out of the city. It’s the middle of August now; the election is in three months. If he can starve the city by then and take it, or shell it into submission, or take it by invasion, then Lincoln wins the election. 

“Hood has to prevent this. Even if they lose the rail line, the city has to hold out. They can slaughter the horses and dogs and cats and live on them if they have to. Anything but surrender. Then the Democrats might win. The Democratic platform calls for a treaty of peace with the Confederacy.”

Nathaniel nodded. “Who are they running for President this time? Is it Douglas again?”

“No, didn’t you hear? It’s Mac.”

Nathaniel was astonished. “What?”

“General George McClellan. Mac is back again, and now he’s running for President.”

“Wait a minute, McClellan is running as a Copperhead Democrat?”

“Well, no. That’s where things really get funny. Despite the Democratic platform, McClellan says that if he’s elected, he’ll prosecute the war better than Lincoln, and he’ll win.”

Nathaniel thought that over. “Yes, but you know he won’t. If he’s elected, the South will win.”

“Yes,” Bobby said, “and although I’m a Southerner, I want the Union to win.”

“Yes, so do I. I think it’s the only way that slavery will end.”

Bobby looked around. “Yes, I think so too. But to me what’s important is the strength of the Union. If this country remains united, it can form a great empire from sea to sea, from the north woods of Canada down to South America. It would be the rival of the world.”

Nathaniel went to bed that night to the sound of shells. He was awakened several times by close hits and he got up to the sound of shells. 

Sherman was continuing the bombardment. It appeared that shells would fall on the city until Judgement Day. 

Before his watch he took a walk around the city. The shells were causing a little damage but not much. They were falling at random, putting a hole in a road here, knocking a tree down there. A few dwellings and business establishments were hit, but everyone seemed to accept this as the price of doing business. 

He stopped by the law office. Without going up the back stairs he knew that the survivor of his attackers had kept quiet about what had happened, because the two corpses were still up there. The sweet, sickening odor of death flowed down the steps like an unholy river. He could hear thousands of flies buzzing in the office on the upper floor. 

He stood looking through the doorway. He really wanted to go up there and send a message, but the thought of doing so in a room with two rotting corpses terrified him. 

He steeled himself, took a breath, put his foot on the step, then spun around and vomited on the ground. No, he realized, he could not go back there again. He returned to the telegraph house.

When he was alone with the key he sent a message with no header: ATLANTA IS HOLDING UP UNDER THE BOMBARDMENT STOP THERE IS PLENTY TO EAT AND WE CONTINUE TO DO OUR JOBS 73. He hoped that any Confederates who saw this message would see it as an expression of defiance but that the Federals would understand that it was a message.

He met Bobby the next day. Neither had any news to report. The bombing continued, but Sherman already knew that. The city resisted, but he knew that as well.

He returned to the telegraph hut. He could tell, coming through the door, that something was wrong. Conroy and Margate sat looking at him.

“Afternoon, boys. What’s up?”

“What did you say your name was?” Margate asked.

“Well, I said it was William Jones.”

“Might it be something else?”

He looked perplexed. “What do you mean?”

“I thought I knew every operator from Roanoke to Baltimore. I never knew any William Jones. There were operators I didn’t know their names, of course. But what I did know was everybody’s fist.

“I recollected a Richmond fellow who had a certain way of sending ’73.’ He would make that last dash twice as long as the dash just before it.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. So I contacted Rogers at Richmond, asked him if he recollected that as well. He didn’t, but he did say that he once had an operator there name of Nathaniel Curry. This fellow Curry up and quit in ’62. Rogers said he just vanished.”

“Do tell.”

“So what we were speculating on, to make a long story short, is why a fellow would change his name and say he was a nigger-catcher when he was in fact a telegraph operator.”

“Why don’t you fellows tell me?”

Conroy spoke up: “We were wondering if’n you might be a spy.”

The clock ticked about twenty times. “Well, if I was, you know I couldn’t tell y’all.”

Conroy looked at Margate. “Told you,” he said.

Margate said, “Shoot, boy, you could trust us.”

“Hell, Billy, Major Norris would shoot me if he heard me tell you this much,” Nathaniel replied. He was referring to the head of the Confederate espionage organization, William Norris.

“What’s your mission?” Conroy asked.

“Well, I’m supposed to keep Richmond appraised of how well the generals are doing. They can’t depend on their staffs to be objective.”

“That’s it?” Margate asked.

“That’s not it by a long shot.” Nathaniel poured himself a cup of coffee and sat down. The other two let the subject drop.

At Nathaniel’s insistence they continued to call him Willy.

The days dragged by. The shelling continued day and night. Targets were hit and people were killed but the city of Atlanta stood firm. 

The telegraphers sat in their small brick building listening to the concussion of the shells and the clattering of the key. The key gave them more to be concerned about than the shelling. It told them that Sherman was extending his tentacles south of the city, seeking to break the rail line even as he bombarded the city. 

Then, astonishingly, the shelling stopped. Atlantans walked the streets greeting each other and surveying the damage. Everyone shook their heads at the ruined buildings but smiled because they had after all prevailed. The Yankees, it was soon learned, had given up and headed south of the city. General Hardee had been sent to beat them once and for all. 

Five days later a great clamor arose from the south. When it died away the citizens of Atlanta congratulated each other on another magnificent victory. The joy everyone felt was dashed a few hours later, however, when deserters began to straggle into the city. Hardee had been smashed at Jonesboro, they said, they had fled for their lives, and do you have a place to hide? The Union had taken the last rail line in and out of Atlanta, and with it the city’s last hope of remaining out of enemy hands.

Nathaniel Curry and Captain Conroy were in the telegraph hut that afternoon when a message arrived by courier from Army headquarters. Conroy read it and handed it to Nathaniel. It was addressed to General Lee and it proclaimed General Hood’s intention to evacuate the city and link up with Hardee. 

“My God,” Nathaniel muttered. “It’s really all over.”

“I wonder if we should even send this,” Conroy said.

“Why shouldn’t we?”

“Well, if Jonesboro is in Sherman’s hands, he’s broken the last telegraph line to the rest of the Confederacy. The only person who will get this message is Sherman.”

“Oh, yeah, I suppose so. But do you really want to take the responsibility for not sending this? After all, Hood must know the line has been broken.”

“That’s true enough, I suppose.”

“And the message might be intended for Sherman. It might be misdirection.”

“You’re right there, too.”

“Here’s something else, and you did not hear this from me: we have plenty of people in Sherman’s army.”

“What do you mean? Oh!” 

“Any message that gets into his hand will be on President Davis’ desk before it reaches Lincoln's.”

Conroy smiled. “Well, send it along, then.”

Nathaniel leaned forward and took the key. He smiled. “I feel like I should put ‘To General Sherman’ in the header.”

When he had finished, Conroy said, “I’m ordering all the operators out of the city.”

“You are? Are you leaving too, sir?”

“No. There will be a small Army staff left behind, I’m sure, and they’ll need an operator.”

“Might they need two, sir?”

Conroy smiled. “I could not ask you to stay, Jones, but your help would be appreciated, I’m sure.”

Conroy went to the bombproof and mustered the telegraphers. They fell into a ragged line in front of the dugout. “You are all released, boys,” he said. “The Army is leaving and the city will be taken by the Yankees.” There was a defiant murmur from the men, although all had been expecting this. “I’m ordering all of you to leave with the Army. You can see if they need operators or you can fall into the ranks.”

“That’s too bad,” Margate spoke up. “That’s a damned shame.”

“I suppose so, soldier,” Nathaniel replied. “But it has a bright side.”

“And what’s that?”

“Well, Sherman will get the city, but he was likely to, anyway. And this way the city won’t be destroyed.”

“That’s a Hell of a bright side, soldier. For my part I’d rather see it destroyed than to end up in enemy hands.”

Nathaniel sighed. “I suppose you’re right.”

As the men gathered their kits, Nathaniel told Conroy, “I’m going to go down to headquarters.”

“Change your mind?” 

“No. You got me thinking about misdirection. I’m going to see if Hood is really pulling out.”

“Oh. Good idea.”

Hood was indeed quitting the city. His army, long idle, marched out just before sunset, followed by the Georgia Militia and Stewart’s Corps. 

The marching men looked sadly around the empty and darkening streets. One man started singing in a clear tenor voice and the whole army joined in:

The years creep slowly by, Lorena,
The snow is on the grass again,
The sun's low down the sky, Lorena,
The frost gleams where the flow'rs have been.
But the heart throbs on as warmly now,
As when the summer days were nigh;
Oh! The sun can never dip so low,
Adown affection's cloudless sky.
The sun can never dip so low,
Adown affection's cloudless sky.


Nathaniel had heard the song many times, but for the first time the lyrics truly made sense. It was as if the marching army was speaking directly to him, communicating the sense of loss every man felt, asking if he felt it as well. No song had ever done this to him before.


A hundred months have pass'd, Lorena,
Since last I held that hand in mine,
And felt the pulse beat fast, Lorena,
Tho' mine beat faster far than thine.
A hundred months, 'twas flow'ry May, 
When up the hilly slope we climbed,
To watch the dying of the day,
And hear the distant churchbells chimed.
To watch the dying of the day,
And hear the distant churchbells chimed.

A hundred months? About eight years. In eight years it would be 1872 and he would be twenty-six years old. Would he even be alive then? And would the pain get easier to bear or would he be like the man in the song?


We loved each other then, Lorena,
More than we ever dared to tell;
And what we might have been, Lorena,
Had but our lovings prosper'd well
But then, 'tis past, the years are gone,
I'll not call up their shadowy forms;
I'll say to them, "lost years, sleep on!
Sleep on! Nor heed life's pelting storm."
I'll say to them, "lost years, sleep on!
Sleep on! Nor heed life's pelting storm."

He watched the Confederacy leave its greatest city, then returned to his post. He and Conroy manned the telegraph together the rest of the evening. The key was silent; they talked much. 

Talking to Conroy was frustrating. He wanted to open his heart to him but could not. He continually found himself talking about experiences he had had, things he had done, only to find himself brought up short, unable to continue. He was, after all, his best friend’s enemy, and he could not reveal this to Conroy without immediately killing him.

Conroy seemed to accept that there was much in Nathaniel’s past that he could not discuss and never pressed him.

One evening they shared a watch and a flask of whiskey. Conroy asked, “Have you ever seen anything that seemed divine? Any sort of godly intervention or the like?”

“No. What do you mean?”

“Oh, I’ve heard tales of men saying that they saw angels minister to the fallen. Another man swore that at sunset after a battle he saw the souls of men mounting to the sky.”

“You know, I think that if I ever saw that, it would be time to give it up.”

“I know what you mean.”

Nathaniel thought about it. “I did see something that was mighty peculiar. I never knew how to explain it.”

“Oh? Do tell.”

“You’re going to think I’m cracked for saying this.”

“Well, let’s hear it.”

“All right. I was with Jubal Early and we were attacking Washington. We were at Fort Stevens. That’s where I got hit.”

“All right, I know about Fort Stevens, and that was a damned shame you got so close to catching that monkey and he got away.”

“Yes. Now, as time goes by I recollect it better and better. I got hit in the head with something and it mixed me up for a long time. At first I couldn’t even remember that day. Little by little I remember the day and everything that led up to me being hit. I don’t remember being hit, but I remember something that happened right after that. It was passing strange.”

“And what was that?”

“Well, there was an old colored boy I knew back in Virginia, name of Sammy. Uncle Sammy. We took a shine to each other. Now, we got split up and I never did find out what happened to him. He might have been sold off or gone down the river or died, I don’t know.”

“Yeah?”

“But after I got hit I saw him there. I was just lying there half dead and next thing I knew he was standing over me. He told me, ‘Boy, you gots to get up, them Yankees will kill you, and if’n they don’t, the Rebels will.’ Well, I thought he was dead and so was I, so I figured I didn’t need to get up at all. Because everything was funny and I didn’t hurt at all.

“Well, old Sammy kept on a-yelling at me to get up, waving his hat around the way an old nigger will. And finally I could see he was right, because I commenced to hurting about as bad as you can hurt, and I could hear the shooting again. And I got up and got out of the line of fire. It was just into a gully, but it was isolated against anything but a direct hit with a shell. And then everything was black again for a real long time. And by the time I come to and knew who I was and what I was about, Sammy was gone.”

“Do tell.”

“And I never could figure out if that was all real or not.”

“You mean maybe it really happened and maybe you dreamed it?”

“Yes.”

“Well, any army has niggers traveling with it.”

“Yes, but if he was with Early I should have seen him before that.”

“Not if you were in the ranks and he was with the niggers.”

“Well, yeah.”

“And maybe he was with the Yankee army.”

“What, out doing fetch-and-carry on the battlefield?”

“Sure. The Yanks use niggers in the army, same as us. The Yankees use ‘em as soldiers. Hell, we’re going to have to start signing ‘em up and swearing ‘em in pretty  soon.”

“Could be. But the Yankees have enough soldiers they shouldn’t have to use a broken-down old black man like that.”

“I suppose not. Well, it may have been some sort of dream. Or it may have been something else.”

“Something else?”

“Yes.” Conroy paused, then continued in a low voice: “I’ve heard tell that sometimes when someone gets a good bang to the head, it’s like the soul leaves the body for a little while. It gets freed of its earthly bonds and it can go places and see things that it can’t in life. Maybe that’s what happened to you.”

“You reckon?”

“And people see folks that have passed on, and sometimes they say, ‘Go back, it ain’t your time yet.’ Maybe this is what happened to you.”

“Oh, Lord.”

Conroy sat back. “Or maybe your head just got addled. I don’t know.”

“Huh.”

“So what transpired after that?”

Nathaniel hesitated. “I better not say.”

Conroy graciously changed the subject: “You have a sweetheart, Willy?”

“Yes, well, I do after a fashion. We’re sort of on the outs right now.”

“Oh? Problems between you?”

“You might say.”

“Is it anything you care to talk about?”

“Not really. I don’t understand it too well myself.”

“They’re a mystery, aren’t they?”

“Women? Yes.”

“I don’t think any man has ever really understood women.”

“I reckon you’re right. I sure don’t.”

“But you know, I suspect they don’t want us to understand them.”

Nathaniel smiled. “Yes, I think so, too. And if we ever did figure them out, they’d change so we didn’t understand them again.”

“Do you figure they’re like that on purpose, so that we can’t understand them, or is it just their nature?”

“I figure it’s just their nature, because I suspect women understand each other. It’s like we men are missing something essential in our natures that would let us figure them out. The way that dogs and horses can’t understand us when we talk.”

Conroy sighed. “I guess you’re right. But you know, for all that, they sure are interesting.”

Nathaniel smiled. “They sure enough are.” 

Conroy filled their cups. “You ever hear tell of Charles Darwin?”

“Sure. I’ve read his book.”

“Well, I read a book about his book. It makes a lot of sense to me. What I was getting to is, I suspect women are more evolved than we are.”

“I suspect they are. So you hold with the theory of evolution?”

“With one exception: I may be descended from an ape, and you may be descended from an ape, but Robert E. Lee is not descended from an ape.”

Nathaniel raised his cup, Conroy clinked it and they drank.

At about eleven o’clock a message came in for General Hood. It was from General Hardee and it inquired as to Hood’s intentions. The two operators looked at each other. “What are we supposed to do with this, sir?”

“Well,” Conroy said, “I don’t suppose we can just ignore it.”

“Hood must be having trouble getting south,” Nathaniel said. “He should have linked up with Hardee by now.”

“I don’t even see how Hardee could have sent it if Jonesboro is in Sherman’s hands.”

“I don’t know either, sir, but it’s sure enough possible. I’m talking from experience here.”

“Well, let me ask you, Will. What do you think we should do with this?”

Nathaniel took the message from Conroy’s hand. “I’ll run down to headquarters and see if anyone’s still there. They may have a courier or something. But I suspect this is a fool’s errand.”

There were exactly two soldiers left at headquarters: a colonel who looked older and more befuddled than Winfield Scott and a fat sergeant whose hairless head made him look like an evil baby. The sergeant looked at the message and in an evil baby voice asked, “What do you want me to do with this?”

“Sergeant, I have no idea. Do you expect a courier from the general?”

“No. Well, let me see. There are a few cavalrymen left out at the rolling mill. You might get one of them to carry this.”

“Out by Oakland Cemetery?”

“Yes.”

“What are they doing out there?”

“How the Hell should I know?” The sergeant handed the message back.

It was a moonless night and the city was dark. Nathaniel headed north until he found the tracks of the Georgia Railroad, then turned east. After half an hour he could see the smokestacks of the rolling mill ahead of him.

He heard the hoofbeats of galloping horses coming from the direction of the mill. The riders were going down Decatur Street, which ran parallel to the tracks. He ran across to the street. Six men were hightailing it down the road. He called for them to stop but they drove right past him.

Nathaniel went down Decatur to the mill. At first he saw no sign of life. Then he spotted a flickering light from the direction of the railroad tracks. 

Whatever the light was, it was not a torch. He put on his glasses. He could dimly make out a line of boxcars before him. The light was on the other side of the cars.

He went to the end of the line of cars. There were two lines, actually, two sets of cars on the parallel tracks, something like eighty in all. 

There were five steam engines backed up to the cars, all throwing off heat. He went around in front of the engines and saw that the last boxcar in the line was on fire. Flames were licking up the back end of it.

So that’s what those men were doing. That car must contain something of strategic value they didn’t want to fall into enemy hands. 

But why were these engines backed up to the cars this way? Even if all of these cars burned, that wouldn’t destroy the engines, would it?

Another thought occurred to him: why were these cars right in front of the rolling mill? That was also a strategic target, one that Hood would not want to surrender to the Yankees. 

The answer came to him in a flash. He turned and ran away from the tracks. 

Before him rose the stone spires of the cemetery. He ran along the wrought-iron fence until he found a gate and dashed through it.

There was a flash behind him and he glanced over his shoulder just as the blast reached him. He saw half a boxcar spin into the air, spewing flames like a rocket. 

Echoes of the blast came back from the surrounding buildings. He ran between the headstones toward a large family crypt formed in the shape of a miniature church. 

A much larger flash came from behind him. It lingered and lit the cemetery up like the noonday sun. The crypt had a low fence; he vaulted over it as the blast struck his back.

The flash died away. He saw a flight of steps going down into the crypt. As he went down the steps he looked back at the railroad tracks. 

Burning pieces of railroad cars hung in the air. The air itself glowed with burning powder. Cars lay scattered around the tracks like kindling. He saw this for but a second; then there was a brilliant flash, far brighter than the other two. Suddenly blinded, he tumbled down the stone steps and landed on his back.

He remembered what a Pennsylvania soldier had told him once about surviving an explosion in a mine and opened his mouth. The blast hit him like a mule kicking him in the chest. It deafened him and shook the ground. Stones fell from the walls of the crypt. 

He could see nothing but a bright purple glow flickering before him. His ears whined but he could still hear pieces of cars landing around him. He crawled back against the gate of the crypt. 

Something large struck the ground near him. He shrank against the gate, panting. The air was thick with sulfur. 

There were two more large explosions in quick succession. Gravel from the track bed pattered down the steps, followed by a powder keg. 

The flickering purple glow before his eyes faded enough for him to see a little. He stepped cautiously back into the land of the living, peering above the steps like a man in a dugout. 

“Jesus Christ and Joseph.” He could not hear his own voice.

The shattered railroad cars were piled up and burning like logs in a hearth. Explosions continued to rip through the cars; behind them the rolling mill was a sea of flame. It was like any number of battles he had been in except that he was the sole participant.

He came out of the crypt and grasped the bars of the fence. A big piece of metal landed behind him and bounced around the gravestones, making a great clatter. The sky was full of an orange glow interspersed with burning embers. Another keg hit the ground before him and exploded. As he watched, the embers burned out and the glow in the sky faded. The rolling mill would clearly keep burning all night.

He went back to the telegraph hut. “Did you hear those explosions?” Conroy asked as he came in.

“Yes.”

“What happened to your hair?”

“My hair? What’s the matter with my hair?”

“And your clothes. And your face looks like Jim Crow. Damn it, boy, what have you been up to?”

“I’ve been out losing a war.”

“Did you find a courier?”

“No. Here’s General Hood’s message back.” He went down to the bombproof and went to bed.

The next morning the telegraph line was dead. Nathaniel and Conroy abandoned their post and took a tour of the city. They had become good friends by this time, with little pretension of rank between them.

About noon they returned to the bombproof and Conroy opened a locker that had been concealed beneath the floor. From this he retrieved a suit of civilian clothes, a small pistol and a purse containing twenty gold Napoleons. He divided these coins into two stacks and asked Nathaniel to take one.

“No, thank you, Francis. I have money of my own and it might be impractical to carry more.”

“Really?” Conroy said as he pulled off his uniform. “Where do you keep it?”

“In a pouch under my pants.”

“Oh, I have a pouch like that, but I keep jewels in it, not gold.”

Nathaniel nodded; he did not get the joke until several hours later. “What are you going to do now, sir?”

“Well, first off, you can stop calling me ‘sir.’ For the moment I’m a civilian again. I may just stay that way, too; the war is pretty much over. 

“As for my intentions, I’m going to just play this tune by ear for a while. And I’ll stay in Atlanta for the moment.”

“I’ll do that too if’n you don’t mind.”

“I don’t mind in the least, Will.”

Nathaniel looked around the bombproof. “Do you suppose it’s okay to keep living in this place if we’re supposed to be civilians?”

“I don’t see why not,” Conroy replied. “Civilians are living in every other cellar and hole. And if we’re living in a former military facility, well then, we’re just beating our swords into plowshares.” 

The Army had given up its stores to the citizens, who had carried off anything they could find. These same citizens now extended this policy to the rest of the city. They broke into any store they could find and thoroughly looted the place. Men and women, young and old, black and white dug through the remains of these establishments in a savage frenzy. The authorities did nothing to stop them because the authorities did not exist. Although there was a civilian government, enforcement of the law had long been the province of the Confederate Army. 

Stragglers from the recent battles filtered into the city, telling tales of woe and looking for food and cellars to hide in. Negroes of unknown origin also came in, reveling in their first taste of freedom and desperate for food of any kind. At last, in the afternoon, came the Union Army, moving quickly to establish control, then to distribute food to the masses.

It was strange to see bluecoats in the city; it was stranger still to see them embraced by the people. Atlantans were nothing, however, if not practical. The Federal government was again in charge, and if the price of cornmeal and sorghum was to watch Old Glory getting hoisted to the top of City Hall, they would pay it. 

Sherman entered the city. Nathaniel and Conroy watched from a crowd as he rode by. Bobby was right, Nathaniel decided: Sherman was easily the ugliest man in America. His eyes glowered; his mouth was a bitter gash across his face. He looked more like he had just lost a campaign than won one.

The Union Army moved easily into the role previously occupied by its foe, keeping order in the city. As if by magic the looting stopped. The strange Negroes remained in the city, though they mended their ways. They put away their criminal activities and found gainful employment among the victorious troops. 

Now it was Union soldiers that accosted people on the street, demanding to know their identities and their business. Nathaniel stopped showing the letter identifying him as a telegrapher for Longstreet. Instead, he simply played the fool. At some point, of course, he would have to come clean to the Federals. It would not do to tell private soldiers that he was a Union spy, though. None of them would believe it, thinking it was just another civilian trick to curry favor with the city’s new rulers.

The Union soldiers accepted that Nathaniel was another ignorant Southerner and let him be. 

September drifted into October; October became November. Abraham Lincoln was re-elected to the Presidency with fifty-five percent of the popular vote and a landslide in the Electoral College. The city of Atlanta received this news with a shrug; as far as Atlantans were concerned the war was already lost.

Atlanta itself came back to life. Commerce resumed. There were after all profits to be made under the new regime.

This was not good enough for Sherman, however. He was quite aware that there was more fighting to be done out there and that as soon as he and his army left the city it would return to its previous occupation of providing for the insurrection. Therefore he decided that Atlanta must be evacuated. All citizens were ordered to quit the city. Those of Union sympathies could flee to the North and find succor; those of a secessionist mien were on their own. Additionally, Atlanta was to be stripped of anything of value. The departing citizens could take what they wanted, except for the cotton, which was ill-gotten in the first place and was therefore Government property. As a final indignity, any property within the city that could be of value to the enemy would be burned.

The city did not receive this news quietly. Citizens formed committees that remonstrated with the general, but to no avail. 

Sherman prepared to march out of the city, heading toward the southeast. It was assumed that his intention was to catch Hood. Nathaniel and Conroy went down to the rail yards to see him off. 

Conroy had expressed skepticism that Sherman really intended to destroy anything within the city. As he put it, “Atlanta is Union property now. The Stars and Stripes flies from City Hall. You don’t capture a city intact and then destroy it.”

“Maybe he doesn’t intend to hold the city.”

“Of course he does. He has plenty of men, he can keep a garrison here. Do you suppose he doesn’t want it?”

Nathaniel shrugged. “Maybe he doesn’t.”

As they watched the Federal Grand Army forming up a man lit a torch and walked across the rails to the main buildings of the rail yard. This was too much for Conroy, who ran after the man with Nathaniel hot on his heels. 

“Stop! Stop!” the lieutenant cried, and the soldier indeed halted, puzzled by the two men in civilian clothes who approached him. He stood with the torch dripping pine tar onto the ground. 

“Don’t fire those buildings, soldier,” Conroy panted. 

“Who the Hell are you?” the soldier demanded.

“I’m a citizen and a native of this city and I can’t let you destroy this place.”

Nathaniel turned. Several mounted officers were picking their way across the tracks with a dozen infantrymen behind them. When they were still twenty yards away, the ranking man called out, “What’s going on here?”

“Colonel,” Conroy said, “in God’s name, tell this man not to fire those buildings.”

“On what authority? General Sherman says they should be burned.”

Conroy waved his arm. “There are other buildings right beside these,” he said. “If these burn, the others will catch as well.”

“That’s no concern of mine, mister, nor of yours. Say, who are you, anyway?”

“I’m a citizen of the city.”

“You look like a military man.”

Conroy made no reply to this and the colonel ordered the soldiers to search him. They quickly found his pistol and the purse of gold coins. They found nothing else, but these few items drew attention.

“Out with it!” the colonel demanded. “Are you a soldier or what?”

Conroy came to attention and said, “Sir! I am First Lieutenant Francis Leonardo Conroy of the Georgia State Militia.”

“You’re out of uniform, lieutenant. And you should have declared yourself when we took the city. You must know that orders were posted to do so. An enlisted man I could let this go, but I’ll have to treat you as a spy. Who is this other man?”

“He’s a civilian telegraph operator, sir.”

“Hmph! Well, we’ll hold him until we get this sorted out. As for you, we can’t take you and we can’t leave you behind. I never had much truck with spies in any case. Take him in hand, boys. We’ll find a brick wall on the way.”

The soldiers grabbed Conroy roughly and started to haul him off when Nathaniel cried, “Wait! He’s no spy. I am!”

This startled everyone. Conroy and his captors turned to look at him. “What?” someone said.

“I’m a Union agent. I can tell you that this man is no danger and you should let him go.”

“Young man,” the colonel said, “it’s very noble of you to want to protect a friend in this manner, but—“

“Sir, I’m a Union agent and I can prove it. You can wire Colonel Sharpe at the War Office to confirm it.”

The colonel made a dismissive gesture and started to turn away when he saw Sherman riding up. “What’s the delay, colonel?”

“Sir, one or the other of these men is an agent, and we can’t tell who or what side.”

“Well, time’s a-wasting. Take them both in hand and we’ll sort it out on the road. As for you,” he said, indicating the man with the torch, “get to work.”

Nathaniel didn’t want to have his hands bound again but there was no way out of it. Fortunately, he was becoming a minor expert on the subject. He crossed his wrists before him as a soldier approached, not giving the man time to wonder if his hands should be behind him, then clenched his fists hard. The soldier tied the rope as tight as he could, using a knot unlike any known to Man. Nathaniel relaxed and the rope loosened. He would have to inspect the knot better later, but he might be able to do something with it.

This same soldier searched him, doing a particularly poor job of it. He relieved Nathaniel of the twelve dollars in Confederate money in his pocket, and welcome to it, but found nothing else. 

Conroy was also bound. No sooner was this done when both saw a most unusual sight. The Union Army’s entire stores, loaded into several score wagons, were marshaled together in the center of the rail yard and put to the torch. Only the ammunition wagons were spared; everything else, including foodstuffs, was burned. The horses were shot.

As the flames rose, soldiers tore rails from the tracks and threw them into the fire. When they were good and hot, the rails were pulled out and twisted into arcane shapes. The men who did this spoke not a word; they clearly had a lot of practice at it.

Sherman came forward and commanded that a line be run from a nearby telegraph pole. An operator established a link with Union forces and nodded to the general. Sherman then dictated a message to the effect that he was departing Atlanta for Savannah as planned. As the operator was tapping this message out soldiers wrapped several rails around the telegraph pole. The operator received an acknowledgement for his message and removed the key, leaving the wire to spark against the twisted rails. 

Nathaniel and Conroy turned from this odd ceremony and watched the flames of the rail yard buildings rising. “There’s no way on God’s green earth that that won’t spread,” Conroy muttered.

“It doesn’t matter a great deal,” Nathaniel replied. “Look.”

Conroy looked. They were standing in a large open area and could see much of the city to their west. At a half dozen places slender columns of smoke were rising. They saw this for only a second; then, prompted by a pair of bayonets, they turned and began walking out of the city. 

After two hours of walking their guards had become bored with them and shouldered their weapons. They began speaking, keeping their voices low.

“Can you smell it?” Conroy asked. 

“The smoke? Yeah.”

Nathaniel looked over his shoulder. “Look behind you,” he said.

The remark was meant for Conroy but their two guards looked over their shoulders as well. All four stopped and turned around. 

It was still an hour until sunset and the sky was very bright to the west. A cover of clouds hung above the city at eight thousand feet and reflected the orange light of the sun off its lower surface. 

A column of smoke five miles wide rose straight to that cloud ceiling. The sun itself was blocked from their view by that wall of smoke. Looking carefully, Nathaniel could see that the column of smoke had punched a hole in the cloud cover as it drove through it.

A line of trees blocked their view of the city itself. They could see no flames, no images of destruction, just that black curtain of smoke. 

It looked so simple, so benign. From where they stood it was merely a rectangle of black. It seemed paradoxical that it embodied the destruction of an entire city. 

The four men turned and resumed their march. “My God,” Conroy muttered. 

“Nothing we can do about it, Francis.”

“It’s still a damned shame.”

“You were crazy to try to stop it.”

“Maybe so, but I had to try. I couldn’t have lived with myself if I had done nothing.”

“Uh-huh.”

Conroy looked at him. “Willy, it was good of you to speak up like that. It probably saved my life.”

“Well, I hope so. It may have just cost me my own.”

A minute later Conroy said, “Have you seen how this army is marching? It’s most peculiar.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, they’re spread out along a wide front. It looks to be a couple of miles wide, and that’s just what I can see.”

Nathaniel glanced to his left and right. “Yes, I can see that.”

“Why do you suppose they’re doing it?”

“Well, here’s a better question: what do they plan to live on? They’re going to be hungrier than General Lee’s men in a few days.”

“You think they intend to forage? That’s why they’re spread out so?”

“I reckon so. Reckon they’ll take what they can and destroy the rest.”

“Yes, I reckon so. It’s monstrous cruel.”

A few minutes later Conroy said, “You really think they’re fixing to shoot the both of us as spies?”

“Well, they haven’t yet, but they might. It depends.”

“Depends on what?”

“Depends on if I manage to convince them that I’m really a Yankee agent.”

“Well, do your best, boy.”

The army halted for the evening and prepared to bivouac. Foragers who had set out that morning on foot now returned mounted or driving every sort of conveyance. They led other horses, plus cattle and anything else that would come along. The wagons were piled with freshly-slaughtered hogs, calves and chickens and freshly-stolen cookware. 

Every officer now had a mount and a spare in tow. Every wounded man could now ride. Sherman did not wish, however, that his infantry should spontaneously become a cavalry, so the camp rang with gunfire as the extra horses and mules were put down. 

Then the feast began. All the food animals were slaughtered and the soldiers picked what they wanted for their meal. Wagons were broken up and burned. The men laughed as they took their ease and passed around tobacco and whiskey.

Nathaniel and Conroy stood in silence, waiting for the soldiers to eat before begging their own meals. Around them black plumes of smoke rose into the darkening sky. The nearer ones were cook-fires; the farther ones were farms.

The colonel who had arrested them rode up with another soldier who turned out to be Nathaniel’s contact, Bobby. Bobby now wore blue and had been promoted from private to captain. “Yes,” he said, “that’s the man. How’d you do, Nathaniel.”

“How’d you do yourself. Good evening, sir.” Both men dismounted.

“Good evening, Curry,” the colonel said. “We’ve received good reports on your service.”

“You have, sir? Did you get through to Colonel Sharpe?”

“No, we’re out of telegraphic communication with anyone, will be for some time.”

“Oh.” Nathaniel had become so used to the telegraph that it felt odd to be cut off from communication this way. “I thought what I did was nothing special.”

“Oh, quite the contrary. Soldier, release this man and see he gets something to eat.” One of his guards came up, pointed his musket at him and cut his bonds with his bayonet.

“Wait a minute,” Conroy said. “Do you mean to tell me you really are a Yankee spy?”

“Yes,” Nathaniel said. “I told you that.”

“God damn you! I thought you were just shitting them. You son of a bitch turncoat! I could kill you where you stand!”

“Well, we mustn’t have that,” the colonel said genially. He stepped forward and shot Conroy in the forehead with his pistol. Conroy fell onto his back and did a little dance.

Nathaniel gasped. “Couldn’t you have just kept him prisoner, sir?”

The colonel shook his head. He and Bobby rode away, leaving the soldiers who had been cooking behind Conroy to complain about their ruined meal.

Nathaniel had never dug a grave before. The folding shovel he borrowed from a Massachusetts boy was too small for the task and the soil was rocky. It was also very vexing to dig in the dark. He could see that he would never produce a hole that was six feet long, six feet deep and three feet wide. He ended up scooping out an area of earth a little larger than the victim himself and barely two feet deep. 

By the time he had finished Conroy had stiffened into an awkward position. He wore a startled expression, his eyes and mouth wide open, his bound hands open before him. As Nathaniel dragged him into his grave he rolled over, exposing the back of his head. Wendell Smith used to say that human beings died like grass and Nathaniel had once observed men dying like corn. Francis Conroy had died like a melon. The back of his head looked like a honeydew melon that had been smashed with a hammer. 

It felt strange to shovel dirt onto his face, to see it fall over his unblinking eyes and into his mouth. He piled the dirt on him first, then stacked the stones on top of that. It didn’t look like a regular grave, it looked sort of pagan. 

He stood over the grave with his hands clasped but no prayer came to him. He tried to feel sad but no sadness came. 

Three Confederate soldiers now knew his secret, but two of them were dead.

If he had spoken more quickly to that colonel he might have let Conroy go. He and Conroy had been friends, although he himself was something of a false friend. Shouldn’t he feel bad about killing a friend? 

Colonel Sharpe said that every time he killed a man it felt bad, but it got easier each time. The same thing was happening to him. It was becoming easy to kill. 

He was losing his humanity and he knew it. And to what end? Victory? The preservation of the Union? To free the slaves? To please Lincoln? 

He said, “The Good Book says, ‘What profiteth it a man if he gains the world but loses his soul?’” He returned the shovel, washed his hands and bummed some fried chicken from some soldiers. 

Nathaniel awoke to the strains of Reveille. He had spent a restless night lying on a goosedown tick with another atop him, an eider pillow beneath his uneasy head. The soldiers were happy to share breakfast with him and he had his fill of bacon, eggs, sweet potatoes and cup after cup of real coffee. As he ate, foragers set out on another day of pillage. 

Nathaniel searched the camp for Bobby or the colonel but found neither. It appeared that he was being left to his own devices. The army had by this time broken camp and he was left to follow in its wake. 

The camp was a mess. Abandoned army camps were seldom a tidy scene, but this one looked like an enormous garbage dump. Crows were already busy with the dead animals. He made up a bedroll from some abandoned blankets and packed some food into a kit bag. On impulse he searched for a pistol and found a nice one within five minutes. He hid it beneath his shirt and headed south. 

He came to the remains of a farm. All of the buildings had been burned to the ground and the crops trampled. Hogs lay dead in their pen and a dog lay in its own blood beside what had been the front door of the house.

A man and woman in late middle age were poking through what was left of the house with sticks. They looked up sharply as he approached. “There’s nothing left here,” the man said, waving him away. “Y’all took it all yesterday.”

“I don’t want to take anything.”

“What do you want, then?”

“I just wanted to see. What happened?”

The man sat heavily on the ground. “They took it all. They went through the house and barn and took everything.” He looked at Nathaniel. “They stole our Bible. Can you imagine what the world has come to when they steal your family Bible?”

“I can’t see that. Stealing a Bible? It ain’t right.”

“That had my family’s names in it back four generations. The End of Time better come soon, because I –” He broke off and began sobbing like a child.

“Come on, old man,” his wife said. “You’ll accomplish nothing like that.” 

“They didn’t harm you, though?”

“No,” the man said. “They even tried to sound kind, saying they was sorry but they was under orders. I was in the army, too, in Mexico, but I never did nothing like this.” He looked around. “I can’t start over. I’m too old to start over.”

“We started with less, Levi,” the woman said. “And while you’re alive you’re not too old.” She plucked a teacup with a broken handle from the ashes.

The road crossed a small stream a mile farther down the road. The stone bridge must have been constructed in colonial times but it was broken now. A mile beyond the bridge there was a rail depot. Every building had been burned and the track torn up and wrapped around trees. 

A colored family huddled under a tree. The man tottered toward him. “Master,” he said, “do you have any food?” 

Nathaniel shook his head and kept walking. The man stood despondently with his hand out until he had passed. Nathaniel thought, Why are you so sad? You’re free now.

Acting on impulse, Nathaniel turned north. He was now cutting across the swath made by the army. He walked the whole day that way, curious to see how wide the path of destruction was. 

It appeared to be endless. Every farm he saw was burned out, every town had been pillaged and torched, every steel rail had been torn up. He estimated that he walked fifteen miles that day and did not come to the edge of Sherman’s path.

The next day he did. He found a village that was still standing. Its citizens were in the street, guarding their community with shotguns and pitchforks. He raised his hands to show that he was unarmed. 

This was not good enough for the townsfolk. “Keep moving, boy,” a man told him. “There’s nothing for you here.”

“All right.”

A woman asked, “Are you with the Union army?”

“Not hardly. I just want to get out of their way.”

“Well, you can pass through,” the man said. “You ain’t no Yankee?”

“No, I’m a Virginia boy.” These people had never heard a Yankee speak.

“How come you ain’t in the Army?”

“I was,” he said. “We been licked.” He could feel their eyes on his back as he walked out of town.

He came to an abandoned rail depot. There was a telegraph station there but no key or battery. He set his own key up but the line was dead. 

He followed the tracks north. In the afternoon he came to another depot. An old man in a stationmaster’s uniform looked up as he came in.

“Are the trains still running?”

“Depends,” the man said. “Who are you?”

“I just want to get home to Virginia.”

“Deserter, are you?”

He had no answer to this.

“Well, can’t say as I blame you. I reckon the Yanks licked us fair and square.”

“When’s the next train north?”

“Hard to say. One is due in but it’s over a day late. And it goes east, toward Charleston, but you can get connections north.”

“Did you wire them to see what the delay is?”

“Can’t.”

“Oh, the line down?”

“No. All the telegraph operators have gone to the Army. I don’t know if the line is good or not.”

“Mind if I take a crack at it?”

“What do you mean, use the telegraph?”

“Yes.”

The old man looked puzzled. “There ain’t no key.”

“I have one of my own.”

“You do?” His voice went up a full octave. “Well, the line’s out here.”

The stationmaster led him to the telegraph office, which was right off of his own. Nathaniel found a dry battery and a small bottle of vitriol. Within a few minutes he had set up his key and had a good spark up. 

He sent out a CQ message and got responses from operators as far away as North Carolina. He talked back and forth with them for twenty minutes, then signed off. 

As he stood up the stationmaster asked, “What did they have to say?”

“Well, nothing has been heard from the operators in Atlanta since Sherman pulled out. Some refugees have shown up north of here who say the place was leveled to the ground. Nothing is left there now and if they rebuild it they’ll have to start over someplace else. 

“Sherman’s army is moving to the southeast. I think they’re heading for Savannah and they’ll do the same thing to that place. 

“There are no Yankees north of here, but there aren’t any Confederate troops either. The Carolinas are up for grabs. 

“Richmond and Petersburg are besieged but are holding on by the skin of their teeth. They still have telegraph contact with the rest of the Confederacy and are getting trains in and out, but it’s only a matter of time. 

“And the train will be in by tomorrow.”

The stationmaster’s mouth worked beneath his gray moustache. “And what about south of here?” he asked at last. 

“South of here? There ain’t nothing. I seen it. It’s all burned out.”

“You seen it? You been through it?”

“Yes. There’s a swath about fifty miles wide with nothing in it. No one’s eating but the carrion-fowl, and soon they’ll have nothing.”

“Are they coming here next?”

“No. They’ve passed by. You’ll be left alone here, I think.”

“How did you come out of it so well?”

He shrugged. “I been careful.” He pulled out a gold dollar. “Can I get a ticket with this? Maybe a meal as well?”

He was directed to a roadhouse where he had a stew of some small mammal. It was purported to be rabbit; he doubted it but he didn’t want to consider the alternatives. 

About nine o’clock that evening an engine drawing a carriage and two boxcars pulled in to the station. Some sorghum and cornmeal were loaded into one of the cars, a single passenger boarded and the train went back east. 

Although Nathaniel never knew it, he became a subject of legend in the community. Over the years the story grew of the mysterious young stranger who appeared unscathed from Sherman’s ruin, laden with gold and bearing baleful tales of destruction. The visitor re-established telegraphic contact with the outside world and warned it of the town’s hunger, saving it from annihilation. He spake words of wisdom, predicting that the town and the South would rise again, then vanished as suddenly as he had come. By the dawn of the Twentieth Century the legend had it that he had convinced Sherman, through suasion or subterfuge, to spare the town from being sacked and burned. By the dawn of the Twenty-First he had been forgotten.

The next afternoon Nathaniel was several hundred miles away. He was traveling north of Sherman’s army and roughly parallel to it. He had not really worked out where he was going or what he would do; he knew only that he was finished with the war. Thousands of Confederate soldiers had abandoned the Cause and were scratching out a living on its leavings; he could do the same. He was in fact deserting the winning side, but the approaching victory held no appeal for him. 

Was he a deserter, a coward? He didn’t know or really even care. He was sick of struggling, sick of killing, sick of facing his own death. He had done his fair share and more. He would be quite content to sit in a room and do nothing until the whole wretched affair was over.

It felt like a great burden had been lifted from him. He felt relaxed and at peace as he had not in years. He curled up in the wooden seat and took a nap.

He was asleep when the car he was riding derailed. He awoke to a great rumbling and shaking as the rear wheels left the rails and bounced along on the ties. He and the six other passengers held on as best they could. 

The engineer threw the brake, sending the two boxcars and the caboose forward and throwing the carriage and the car behind it entirely off the track. The two cars folded up like a jackknife.

The experience was quite beyond anything Nathaniel had ever experienced. Of all the ways to die he had seen in the past three years none resembled a train wreck. That speed itself could be lethal was a new experience for him.

The carriage, turned nearly perpendicular to the track, slid sideways across the ground until the whole train ground to a stop. Without a word everyone exited the train and looked things over. The carriage and the boxcar had been knocked off of their trucks but were otherwise in decent shape. The ends of the two cars had dug a deep furrow in the ground, knocking down the small trees that had sprung up beside the track. 

The engineer took the corncob pipe from between his teeth and grinned. Several teeth were gold and several were gone. “Y'all all right?” he asked. “Still gotcher balls on?”

Everyone was shaken but uninjured, except for a man with a sore elbow. Someone asked, “Did Sherman’s cavalry tear up the tracks?”

“No, the track was just bad. I knew it was kind of poorly so I was only doing about forty per when I hit it.”

“What’s ‘forty per’?”

“Forty miles per hour.”

“Oh!”

“Oh my.”

“It felt like a hundred.”

“Well, a hundred would have been a lot worse, I’m here to tell you.”

“What will we do now? Wait for a new train?”

“I wouldn’t recommend it. It might be quite a spell before another train comes down this way. Y’all are going to have to ride in the tender.”

“Aren’t you going to try to put the cars back on the track?” another man asked. 

“With what? I ain’t Samson. They’ll have to send fellows with jacks and teams to do that. We’ll just have to leave them for now.”

“I don’t want to ride on coal,” someone else averred. 

“This-yere train burns wood. You can ride on that or you can walk.”

They rode in the tender. It was less than half full so there was plenty of room. Everyone arranged himself atop the split logs as well as he could. It was a very warm day and they were glad when the train started moving again. 

Riding in the open tender felt kind of like flying. Nathaniel looked up. There were thickening cumulonimbus at about three thousand feet. He hoped it wouldn’t rain.

“Well, this isn’t doing my elbow any good.”

Nathaniel nodded politely and looked away.

“I paid good money for a train ticket. Not for this.”

No reply.

“I hope there’s someone at the other end who can reimburse me. I’m getting splinters in me and look here, these pants are ruined.”

Nathaniel of course agreed that the man had suffered as none other had ever suffered but he confined his reply to a nod. 

“This isn’t fair, and this isn’t doing my elbow any good.”

“Yes, sir. Excuse me.”

He stepped across into the cab. “Anything I can do to help you?”

The engineer cocked an eyebrow. “Know how to fetch wood?”

“You need some now?”

“Well, throw a couple pieces in. I’ll let you know when I need more.”

Nathaniel complied. 

“Interested in trains, are you?”

“Well, I reckon. I reckon most young fellows are.”

“I saw you looking at the gauges.”

“Which one is the pressure gauge?”

“Well, both are. One’s boiler pressure, one’s jacket pressure.”

“Oh.”

“There’s a difference, but it’s hard to explain. If you did this for long you’d understand, but you couldn't get it from outside. You probably think that's crap, don't you?”

“No, I've seen things you have to get into to understand. You done this a long time?”

“I was about your age when I started.”

“You like it?”

He shrugged. “Reckon. It was really exciting when I started doing it.”

“Was it the traveling around or the working the engine that you liked?”

“Neither, really. It was what it did to me. It made me different than other folks.”

He fiddled with the valves for a minute, apparently adding water to the boiler. 

“We’d pull into a town and I’d see the same people I'd seen the last time, and I could see most folks are born in a town and never leave. Die there.”

“Oh.”

“And I was out and all over the place. I wasn’t stuck farming the same patch of dirt all my life.”

“Okay.”

“Also …” His gaze drifted off across the fields. “Well, you look at a hill or something, it just sits there, and you can wonder what’s over it and never know. But I could make the hills change. I went over that horizon.” He looked at the horizon and Nathaniel had a glimpse of that young man of years ago. 

“You still feel that way?”

“Not so much, or else I’m just used to it. Well, let’s see. Throw a couple more sticks in there.”

The old man raked the fire around, closed the door and said, “When I started, the train was the new thing. It was going to change everything, and it sure enough did. But it’s not new anymore. I think the next new thing is going to be the sky.”

“The sky!”

“I read a story by Edgar Allan Poe set in the future where some fellows were traveling in a balloon. One of them was complaining that they were only going a hundred miles an hour. Now, I’ve done well over a hundred. It’s fun but it isn’t really pretty. I always expect the train to jump the track. And it’s even done it a few times.” He glanced at the track behind them and grinned.

“But what if you could go around like this with no track? There’d be nothing to jump.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And as for watching these hills change? That’s still good, but all we’re really doing is crawling around on top of them. Imagine watching the hills roll under you.”

Nathaniel opened his mouth, then closed it.

“Want to drive for a while?”

“I sure would.”

“Okay, this here's the throttle. When we go up a hill push it forward a little. Pull it back when we're going down. Keep the speed steady.”

“So did you ever even have a home?” Nathaniel asked a few minutes later. 

“Sure. I had three of them.” He gave a conspiratorial grin. 

“What do you mean, three wives? Three families?”

“I ain't proud, but yeah.”

“All at the same time?”

“Well, that's why I'm going to Hell when I'm through doing this.”

“You better hope they never get together.”

“The women are all dead now. Kids are scattered.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

He put the throttle forward as they started up a mountain.

The driver glanced forward, then toward the western horizon. “Sometimes I'll come into a town and find myself looking at a young woman, seeing if I recognize the face. Or if I get a new fireman I'll look at his eyes.”

“Aren't firemen usually colored?”

“Well, he would be.”

The sky was solid overcast now. Nathaniel looked up the hill. About a mile ahead the track ran up to that overcast and disappeared. “We're going into the ceiling,” he said.

“The what?” The engineer looked forward. “Well, that's a clever name for it.”

“Well, that's just what they call it,” Nathaniel muttered.

“Who calls it that?”

He shrugged. “Some people.”

“Hmph! Reckon there's more to some folks than meets the eye.” He grabbed the vertical bar at the back of the cab and swung out onto the outside. Nathaniel watched him make his way like a fat old monkey to the front of the engine. Just as they entered the swirling fog the yellow glow of the headlight shone forth.

The ceiling always looked real flat from down below but up close it was always just fog.

They crested the hill and ten minutes later went back through the ceiling. The track leveled out and they were in farm country again. A little while later someone in the tender called out. Nathaniel glanced back and saw him pointing ahead to where plumes of smoke were rising. Half a mile farther the engineer brought the train to a halt. About a quarter of a mile south of the track a farm was burning merrily. The house was fully involved and collapsed in a fountain of sparks as they watched. A barn and several outbuildings were about half burned. The fields were also burning, although not as fiercely. People were milling around in confusion.

“What in tarnation is all of that?” someone asked. There was a puff of smoke followed by the report of a firearm.

“It must be the God-damned Yankees,” another man said. 

“Either that or it’s a slave uprising.”

As they watched a figure ran toward the train. It was a woman, they saw; as she got closer they could see that she was black. They got off of the train and went to meet her. 

“This has to be Sherman,” one of the men said. “He’s been killing and raping all through this region.”

“How do you know it’s not an uprising?”

“Niggers wouldn’t burn everything like this. They’d rape the mistress, sure, but after that they’d just want to get away.”

“Let’s us be on our way.”

“No,” said the first man, “let’s stay awhile.” 

His firm tone decided the issue though the other man still asked, “What if it is Sherman? What do you intend to do about it? Fight him?”

“I don’t know. I fought in Mexico and I thought my fighting days were over. Maybe I was wrong.”

The woman was entirely out of breath and fell twice as she covered the last hundred yards. She rose crying, “Masters! Masters!” and waving a hand over her head. Her other hand held a baby to her chest.

“What’s the matter, auntie?” someone asked.

The woman was weeping. “They’s all a-dying,” she sobbed. Two more gunshots came from the direction of the farm.

“Who’s dying?”

“They’s all a-dying,” she repeated.

“Yes, but who? The white folks or the black?”

“All of ‘em.” The baby lolled limply in her arms as she held it to her face.

“Damn you, nigger! Who’s doing the killing?”

The woman cast the baby on the ground before her. Its eyes were vacant and its skin gray; there was a patch of dark blood on its chest. “The master’s doing the killing! He killed the missus and his own babies and he set fire to everything.”

“What, and everyone just let him?”

“He put us all up in chains, said we was all going down the river. Then he commenced to shooting. He shot his own missus as she was running to him and he shot his babies as they was a-running away into the fields. The niggers he was a-shooting and a-stabbing. I … I got away.” 

“Girl, I can’t believe that. No white man would do that to his own family.”

“He kept saying the Yankees was coming and he wouldn’t let them take it all. He said he worked all his life for what he had and he wouldn’t give it up. He done lost his senses, and Jesus, he killed his own family.”

“Jesus Christ Almighty.”

“Masters, you gots to stop him. My husband Bill be down there, and my baby.”

“That’s your baby there on the ground.”

She shook her head. “That my grandbaby.” She sat heavily on the ground and buried her face in her hands. 

The men looked at each other. “Maybe we ought to look into this,” Nathaniel said.

“Why? What are we supposed to do?”

Nathaniel shrugged. “Stop him.”

“It’s the man’s farm and the man’s niggers. Man can do what he wants with his own property.”

“I don’t think so,” another man said. “I don’t hold with just killing niggers like that. They’re still human beings.”

“No, they’re not. They have no more soul than a dog or a horse.”

“Well, there’s slave cruelty laws, you know.”

“To Hell with that! I ain’t dying for no stupid cruelty law.”

“And if’n he killed his family he should be brought to accounts for it.”

“I don’t know if I want to face the guns of a madman. It wouldn’t bring his babies back in any case.”

The other man shook his head. “I couldn’t go home and tell my wife I saw this and did nothing.” He pulled a pistol from his belt. “You boys coming?”

Nathaniel replied by pulling out his own pistol and every man followed suit. The woman picked up the dead child and led the way. 

As they approached the farm another shot rang out. Nathaniel saw the solitary figure fall to the ground. The train passengers came up and looked at the man lying face down with the Navy Colt pistol beside him. He would not be getting up again this side of Kingdom Come. 

There was nothing for them to do. About thirty feet away a white woman lay on her side, her skirts spilled up over her. She was not wearing stockings and her legs were shockingly white and beautiful. A boy of about ten lay across his little sister at the edge of the burning field. 

Beside the blazing barn a score of Negroes lay chained together like a string of catfish. The colored woman screamed and threw herself upon the corpses.

One of the slaves stirred and Nathaniel went over, ignoring the heat of the fire. The man had been shot twice in the chest and once in the head but still lived. He was old and as wrinkled as a raisin, with a snowy beard. He tried to look around despite the blood running into his eyes. 

“You just lie still,” Nathaniel said, knowing he could do nothing for him.

“Wh-what?” the man said. He struggled to focus as Nathaniel knelt beside him. Nathaniel pulled a bottle of water from his pocket and held his head up so he could drink. 

“Thank you, Master,” the man said. “Master, why you do this to old Caesar?”

“I didn’t do this. I’m not your master.”

“You not Master?”

“No, I’m not.”

“Who you be? You a Yankee?”

Nathaniel didn’t know what to say.

“You a Yankee? Yankee soldiers come?”

“Yes. Yankee soldiers come.”

“Then … I free.”

“Yes. You’re free.”

The old man smiled and died.
Chapter Eighteen: The Cat in the Window

The day after he arrived in Petersburg Nathaniel met with Colonel Sharpe, with one of Grant’s staff officers and with three agents whose names he never learned. The six of them were at different locations around the country and they conferred by telegraph. There was the additional inconvenience that everything had to be encrypted and decrypted, but everyone was patient and saw it through. 

The Army telegraph operator at Petersburg knew the keyword, which was “CLINTON.” Armed with this Nathaniel was able to encode his own transmissions and decode the responses. The conversation consumed two and a half hours. When it finally came to an end he sat and rubbed his wrists.

The operator sat behind Nathaniel as he worked the key, occasionally helping him out with the ciphers. When everyone eventually sent “73” – the only part of the conversation that was sent in clear – the operator shook his head. “A meeting by wire. I’ve heard of such things but I’ve never seen it.”

“It sure took a long time for the result.”

“Well, yes, but the result is clear. They must think a lot of you in Washington, Curry.”

“Not everyone does. Some do, I guess. Tell me, how could I get into the town?”

“Well, that might not be so hard. There are places along the line where our forces are in contact with theirs all the time. They’re not just swapping tobacco and coffee, they’re taking meals together and playing cards. You could just walk over there.”

“Yes, but everyone would look at me as the fellow who came over from the other side. How else could I get in?”

“Well, there’s the trains.”

“The trains? The Secesh trains from the south?”

“Sure.”

“I already done rode them. I came up from the Carolinas that way.”

“Yeah? Didn’t ride it all the way into Petersburg, though?”

“No, I got off at a whistle-stop about ten miles south and hoofed it.”

“Well, we can run you back down there on a mule cart, you can pick them up again. What were those boys saying about ‘cover?’”

“That means who the Rebs think I am. The last name I used, anyhow. That’s still intact, so I can go back there and be welcome.”

“Well, shoot, boy! Reckon you must get to losing track of who you really are sometimes.”

“Reckon so. Colonel Sharpe says I should meet with someone in the command structure here before going in to the town.”

“Well, I’ll talk to Headquarters, see if they want to see you.”

The operator raised the installation at City Point, where Grant and the other top officers stayed. The operator at City Point came back ten minutes later to say 2 CURRY TAKE TRAIN TO CITY POINT IN TWO HOURS 44. The “2” designated the message as “very important;” the “44” meant “Answer promptly by wire.”

The operator glanced at Nathaniel. The latter reached over and keyed 32, the telegraphic shorthand for “I understand.”

While waiting he wandered the fortifications. Petersburg, on the east bank of the Appomattox River, was surrounded on its eastern flanks by a semicircle of Confederate fortifications. These fortifications were of a type known as redans, three-sided structures with an open end facing away from the enemy. The redans were further fortified with sharpened stakes, pits and other obstacles. Though only a few thousand men guarded the city, they easily held tens of thousands at bay. 

The city itself was the connection between the existing rail lines and the city of Richmond. Not much was getting into and out of the capitol, but what was making it was allowing the city to survive.

The assault on Petersburg was the brainchild of General U.S. Grant. Stopped at Cold Harbor, at the very gates of Richmond, he divided his army and sent half of it to the south, around the Army of Northern Virginia, with the intention of taking Petersburg. It was a move worthy of the great Robert E. Lee himself. He used it against Lee and he succeeded. But this brilliantly conceived and brilliantly executed plan was undone by a foolish subordinate.

On the night of June 15, 1864, General William Smith broke through a mile-wide section of the redans with a great mass of infantry. Instead of exploiting this breach, as nearly any other commander in history would have done, he stopped, allowing the Confederates under Beauregard to construct a new line of fortifications. Smith could have sent his troops running across the last mile of ground and into Petersburg, destroying the city, strangling Richmond and giving Grant an easy path into the capitol. He did not, however, and the result was a ten-month siege.

Nathaniel had never seen anything like Petersburg. Both sides had dug an intricate network of trenches. Soldiers in both camps waited behind piles of earth or wooden palisades, training their rifles on the opposing trenches. Any head that rose above the level of the trenches was liable to be blown off. 

This was in fact an entirely novel form of warfare, one grown out of the accuracy and the rapid rate of fire of the modern firearm. Gone forever was the venerable mode of battle in which lines of brave men would face each other and nobly blast away until one side broke. This new way of fighting was to see its greatest development fifty years later in what was simply known as the Great War.

Within the warrens of the trenches life went on as it always had for the enlisted men. They ate and slept, played cards, read and wrote letters. They talked and laughed, prayed and sang. They did everything except leave their maze of dugouts or expose their head or anything else to the enemy. 

At one point in the line, however, this rule was broken. A man had climbed onto the open ground and stood unarmed and in full view of the enemy, inviting a shot. A Negro sat in the trench beneath him, plucking a banjo and keeping a wary eye on the fool. No one bothered to shoot the man, though, and he was still alive when Nathaniel left the vicinity.

The train consisted of an engine, a tender and a single car; the only other passengers were four senior officers. The journey lasted about ten minutes. A private soldier took him in hand as he stepped off the train and led him to a plain log cabin. “Go on in,” he mumbled, and departed. 

Cautiously, Nathaniel opened the door. He was struck by the odors of whiskey and tobacco. Before him was a wooden structure like a barn door, painted red and supported by four flour barrels. Upon it were stacks of paper, a whiskey bottle and glass, a kerosene lamp and the head of Ulysses Simpson Grant. 

Nathaniel cleared his throat. Grant remained insensible. He called the general’s name, which produced no response. 

He steeled himself, went up to the general and shook him, calling his name. Grant tried to brush him away but Nathaniel persisted.

At last Grant came to his senses. The head rose heavily from the table, a scrap of paper clinging to it, and a throaty voice said, “Yes, soldier, what is it?”

“I don’t rightly know, sir. I was told to report to you.”

“And who are you?”

“Nathaniel Curry, sir.”

Grant’s expression passed in an instant from bleary to alert. “Curry. Good. Sit down.”

“Thank you, sir.” 

Grant plucked a telegraph message from the table. “You’re ordered into Petersburg to serve as a telegraph operator for the Confederates.”

“Yes, sir. I’ve spoken with Colonel Sharpe. I –“

“I don’t take my orders from colonels. President Lincoln orders you in there.” 

“Lincoln? He’s in on this?”

“He was watching over someone’s shoulder while you were on the line this morning. He sent me a detailed order. Where have I seen you before?”

“Sir, I was at the White House when you received your appointment.”

“You were at Fort Monroe as well. Always in mufti, as I recall.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Been an agent from the start, have we?”

“No, sir, I was with Professor Lowe’s Balloon Corps before that.”

“Oh, that. You’re much better off as an agent than bobbing around in the air, Curry.”

“Yes, sir.” Nathaniel knew that upon taking command Grant had approved Meade’s order disbanding the Corps.

Grant took a cigar from a barrel the size of a powder keg. His movements were swift and sure. He deftly produced a match and struck it on the sole of his boot. “General Lee is as short of operators as he is of nearly everything else. He should take you to his bosom.”

“He already has, sir.”

“Beg pardon?”

“Oh, I’ve met him and worked for him. That could be a problem.”

“How so?”

“Well, I told him before that I was a farm boy. He might think it strange if he saw me working a key.”

“Many a farm boy is doing things he never anticipated a year ago.”

“Yes, sir.”

“What’s your grade, Curry?”

“I’m a civilian, sir.”

“No, I want you in. You’re a corporal.”

“Yes, sir. Who am I under?”

“My Lieutenant Drummond. Him or me, or Colonel Sharpe. One of us will tell you if there’s anyone else.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Your primary objective is Lee. Find him, let me know where he is and tell me what he’s doing.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Don’t kill him. He’s the only one who can compel a surrender. But don’t let him get away from you either.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Your secondary objective is to tell me what is going on in Petersburg and Richmond.”

“Yes, sir. Are you listening in on his telegraph?”

“We have men on it, yes. Be careful what you say on the line. The Confederates will be listening for just such communications. They’re sure to—“

“I’ve done this before, sir,” Nathaniel replied, shocked at himself for interrupting the officer. “I’ll seem to be saying nothing, but it will mean something to an outsider. ‘I sure am hungry’ and the like.”

“Good.”

“And a man down the line will always ask, ‘How are you boys today?’ A fellow is likely to let something slip at such a moment.”

“That’s fine. If you can work your way into their spy operation, all the better. Even give them good intelligence if it helps you.”

“Richmond would be dangerous for me, sir. I’m from there and folks know me.”

“That’s no matter.”

“But they know I was in the Balloon Corps.”

Grant turned to his papers. “Then let them think you’ve repented. Now go see Drummond. Dismissed.”

He took a step backward, then asked, “Sir, will I have a contact?”

 “I imagine so. Keep your eyes open.”

Nathaniel hesitated. “Sir,” he said, “will you burn Richmond?” 

Grant looked up at him. His eyes glowed like blue beacons in the dim light. Nathaniel turned and fled the cabin.

The soldier was waiting outside and brought him to another cabin, where he met Drummond. “Are you all set as far as your orders go, Curry?”

“Yes, sir. I guess so. The truth is, sir, they’re kind of sketchy.”

“Well, you’re going to be on your own for the most part. I’ll let you know if someone else is coming in.”

Nathaniel nodded. “One thing I could use, sir, would be a telegraph key.”

“I’m sure the enemy will provide you one.”

“I mean a little one, sir. A lineman’s key.”

“I don’t know what that is but we should be able to find one around here.”

“That should be it, then, sir.”

“One other thing we should give you, Curry, now that I think about it.”

“Yes?”

“You should have a hot meal before you go.”

While receiving said hot meal – and a better one than he had had in many a month – Drummond tracked him down with another officer, a second lieutenant, in tow. “No, don’t get up, Curry. Nathaniel Curry, this is Lieutenant Manchester. Washington called up and said you should see him. Do you want some more coffee?” He snapped his fingers at a soldier at the cook-stove and pointed to Nathaniel’s cup. 

Nathaniel could tell who and what this Lieutenant Manchester was with a single glance. The officer waited until Drummond and the cook had left, then said, “So, you ready for a little vacation, Curry?”

“Is that what this is going to be?”

“Sure enough.” Manchester was a southern boy, although Nathaniel could not tell where from. “Things are getting pretty grim over there. It’s hard to say whether they’ll collapse from within or whether we’ll lick them. It shouldn’t be long one way or the other.”

“We have many people over there?”

“A couple. Most of what we know is from contraband slaves.”

“Contrabands are coming out?”

“They sure are. We have more niggers walking around here than you can shake a stick at. Pity we don’t have any cotton.”

“And they’re talking?”

“Talking up a storm. You have to sort through it, of course. My old man used to say that nine tithes of anything is crap. It’s sure enough that way with these slaves. Chaw?”

“No, thanks.”

He bit a piece off of a plug. “But if’n you sift through it, it’s clear that Johnny Reb is in a bad way.”

“Well, too bad for Johnny Reb.”

 “The key to everything is Lee.” Pieces of tobacco flew from his mouth as he spoke. “When he realizes it’s time to quit the whole house of cards will come down.”

“That’s what Grant said.”

“So you’ve met our mighty leader?”

“Yes.”

“What did you think of him?”

“I think he might be a fighting son of a bitch but I’d never invite him into my grandmother’s drawing-room.”

Manchester grunted. “Got a sidearm, Curry?”

Nathaniel patted his armpit.

“Let’s have a look at it.”

Nathaniel laid the pistol on the table. “Well, shoot, boy, I’ve shit things bigger than that. Hope you didn’t pay money for that piece.”

“I sure did, soldier. Damn near a week’s pay.”

“Why, look at the bore on this thing, a rat couldn’t fit his pecker in there. This one of those policeman’s pistols?”

“Sure enough. I could shoot you with it if you’d like a little demonstration.”

“Well, if you do, warn me aforehand so I notice it.”

“You don’t think this would stop a man?”

“It wouldn’t have much stopping power, no. A, let’s see, a board with a nail in it would be deadlier than this thing. But the sight of it would still slow a fellow down. No one ever wants to be shot by anything. Now put it away before a gust of wind comes up.”

“Do you know Red Sally?” Nathaniel asked.

“The hooker? Sure.”

“She any good?”

“If you mean is she a good spy the answer is yes. If you mean does she put on a good show in bed I’d have to say I’ve had better.”

“Ever suspect her?”

“Sure. I suspect everyone. Do you have anything on her?”

“Listen to this. Do you know that Longstreet got a note when he came into Gettysburg?”

“I’ve heard that, yes.”

“Where did he get it?”

“A girl gave him a bouquet.”

“Yes, but what kind of girl?”

“You tell me.”

“A Quaker. Now, no Quaker would do such a thing, it’s supporting a war and that goes against the grain for them. But Quaker bonnets cover a woman’s head up, hair and all.”

Manchester looked impassive. “You think that was Sally, and she wore the bonnet to cover her hair?”

Nathaniel shrugged. “Could be.”

“Well, any woman in that situation might dress up as a Quaker. It would be a good idea, in fact. That don’t mean nothing.”

“All right.”

“That’s a thought, though. I’ll think that over. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. Tell me, have you met Alphonsus Christian yet?” 

Manchester spat on the ground.

“Like him that much, do you?”

“He’s a fighting son of a bitch, too, but most of all he’s a son of a bitch.” He thought about it. “You’ll be playing with him over there, I suspect.”

“He goes over?”

“Back and forth all the time. He’s pretty high up in their organization. They can have him, for my say-so.”

“What name does he go by?”

“His own name. He’s a major over there, too.”

“Will he be my boss, I hope not?”

“I don’t think so. Not unless Grant said so.”

“He didn’t.”

“Okay. Then the chain of command is me by telegraph, then Colonel Sharpe, then Grant. Christian has his own organization. You can work with him, or you can tell him to go pound sand up his ass.”

“There’s a second organization?”

“There’s a passel of them. There’s one, well, I’ll tell you nothing about it, except they’re very good but they’re crazy.”

Nathaniel stuck half a loaf of bread in his shirt. “Okay.”

“You know the area?”

“I’m from Richmond.”

“Not good. Got another name?”

“Yeah. William Jones.”

“Okay. Don’t use either of those names in your dispatches. Sign your stuff Joshua, okay?”

“Okay.”

“And encrypt with Joshua. Decrypt with it too.” Manchester pointed the plug at him. “One thing to keep in mind, Curry: remember who you are. Remember who you’re working for. It’s easy to get lost in all this shit.”

Nathaniel held his cup before his mouth and spoke low: “You think Christian’s on the up and up?”

Manchester chewed on both this and his tobacco for a few seconds. “Do you mean what I think you mean?”

Nathaniel set his cup down.

The officer pushed away from the table and got up. “Christ! Why did I even talk to you?”

“Wait! Hold on, lieutenant.” He finished his coffee and stood up. “Tell me more about what it’s like over there. How’s Richmond?”

Manchester stood in silence for a minute, then turned back to him. “They’re eating rats, that’s how’s Richmond. There must be about ten niggers left in the city, and hardly more whites than that, but still we can’t crack them.”

“Are you taking the train down to Petersburg?”

He sighed. “Yes. Yes, come along.”

Manchester grew voluble again on the train. “These niggers are coming over with anything of value they can hide on their persons. We find them with silverware and gold and silver jewelry. They always say it’s their own, of course. Seems like every nigger in Richmond gets a gold watch as soon as he can walk.”

“You let them keep it?”

“Sure, why not? We don’t mind them robbing their masters. The sutlers and the Jews will end up with it all sooner or later anyway. One nigger in Petersburg walks around in fancy gentleman’s clothes, shiny shoes and everything. We put him to work same as everyone else, and you should see this old boy, done up like something from a minstrel show, mucking stalls. It’s a laugh.”

“No fooling.”

“Now, if you make it into Richmond and you see some rich man walking around bare-ass, you can tell him where his clothes are.”

“Manchester, you know the telegraph?”

He shrugged. “Ten characters a minute.”

“Are you going to be listening on the lines?”

“Yes. I’ve heard you before, Curry. Plenty of times. I know your fist. Don’t trouble about identifying yourself, I’ll know when it’s you.” The train came to a stop. “And you’ll know it’s me when you see the name Maccabee. You want to see that fancy-ass nigger now?”

“Sure.”

Manchester led him to a line of makeshift shacks behind the train station. Before these shacks a variety of Negroes lounged and smoked. He indicated a well-dressed young man who leaned back in a chair, reading a newspaper. “Look at him! He may as well be a white man.”

Nathaniel looked at him for a few seconds, then exclaimed, “Titus!”

The Negro started and tucked the paper under his arm. “Do I know you, sir? Why, it’s Master Nathaniel!” He crossed the ten yards between them. He retained the haughty air that he had the last time they had met, though he favored Nathaniel with a nod.

“Titus, you’ve come over!”

“Yes, sir, I have. About a month ago.”

 “But what of your mistress? And Master David and Miss Amanda? Who’s taking care of them?”

Titus smiled. “They can all go to Hell as far as I’m concerned.”

Despite himself Nathaniel grew angry at this. “I thought they treated you pretty damned well, Titus.”

“Yes. I had everything I could ever want. Save one thing.” He took the paper out and returned to his chair. Manchester laughed.

Nathaniel rode south of the city in a donkey cart driven by an old Negro. He lay under a blanket in the back, surrounded by melons and squash. If stopped, he would lie silent unless discovered. If discovered, he would say he had been out foraging and had fallen asleep in the wagon.

He in fact slept for most of the trip. His driver came right up to the city’s defenses before being challenged. He told the sentries that he wanted to sell his wares to the soldiers and was allowed to pass.

Nathaniel emerged from his cover once they were in the city. It was his first look at Petersburg since the war began. He had remembered it as a town of some twenty thousand souls, a place where a river and three railroads converged south of the capitol. In those days it had been prosperous and businesslike.

Now it was an armed camp. Its only reason for being was to defend the city of Richmond; indeed, there was not much left of the Confederacy besides these two communities. 

Although Petersburg had few men to defend it, these men had made the best of the time the enemy had graciously provided them. Trenches were dug everywhere and especially in the direction of the Union forces. Every fortification was faced with sharpened sticks driven into the ground or with pits containing sharp stakes. 

The soldiers looked defiant but they also looked desperate. Their uniforms were more ragged than ever and the men were skinny and dirty. 

Nathaniel jumped out of the cart and waved to the driver. The old man nodded and went off to sell his wares. 

He found a telegraph line and followed it. The line led to a structure of pine logs with ten feet of earth on its roof. In its dim interior he found Dylan Finney and Billy Margate. Both rose joyfully to greet him. 

“Jones!” Finney exclaimed. “I’d counted you among the honored dead. I’m glad I was wrong.”

“Howdy-do, boys,” he said. “It’s good to see you, too.” 

“When did you get here?”

“Just now. Reckon I can find some work here?”

“Sure enough, boy, and glad to have you. But I’m afraid your only reward will be in Heaven and in the hearts of your countrymen.”

“Well, that will have to do, I reckon.”

“How did you get out of Atlanta?” Finney asked. 

“It appears Billy here has told you about me.”

“Sure enough.”

“Well, I walked out. I wasn’t in uniform so when Sherman and his boys got to town they left me alone. Then when they burned it I just left.”

“You left the day it burned?”

“Yes.”

“Well, that was back on November the fifteenth. It’s a few days before Christmas now. What have you been up to?”

He shrugged. “This and that. I thought of dropping out but I decided to see things through.”

“Did they really burn the place to the ground?” Margate asked.

“I didn’t look back much. It was too painful. But from what I saw it was a pretty big fire.”

“That’s a shame. That’s a damned shame.”

“I know it.”

“What happened to Francis?”

He hesitated. It would have been safer to say that he didn’t know, but he like Margate. “He’s dead,” he said. “Yankees killed him.”

Margate looked at the floor. “Why they do that?”

“No reason, really. He was in civilian clothes. An officer said he looked like a military man. He confessed he was and the officer shot him. It was quick.”

“Well, that’s a mercy,” Margate said softly.

“Providence save us from such mercies,” Finney said.

“Where’s Ben Rush?” Nathaniel asked.

“He skipped,” Finney replied. “After Cold Harbor he said he seen the elephant and he just walked away.”

“Well, that’s good. I mean I’m glad he’s not dead. And who can say but that it’s not wiser to skip now anyway?”

“I know,” Margate said. “The Army’s down to a few score thousand. Sure, a lot of them are fallen, but I think most have just gone home.”

Finney sternly pointed a finger at Nathaniel. “You, young man, are out of uniform. You don’t want to suffer Francis’ fate.”

“I reckon I don’t. Can you fix me up with a uniform?”

Finney and Margate were the two principle operators at Petersburg and they gladly accepted Nathaniel as a third. They provided him with a tunic and kepi, allowing him to keep his civilian pants and shoes. The tunic was well-worn and had a hole in it right over his heart.

The three of them alternated shifts at the key. A few boys there were with rudimentary telegraphic skills, but they only served as runners for the most part.

During the first shift he had alone with the key, he fulfilled the first part of his commission. He copied an urgent message from Richmond to General Lee and the other operator told him to report back upon delivery. He replied that the general was in the town and he would see that it made it into his hands. 

Christmas day dawned with the Union guns fallen silent. As Nathaniel watched, a man climbed out of his trench, stood on the open ground and waved his hat at the Union side. A minute later a Union soldier got up and waved his own hat in reply. 

A commotion arose as the soldiers saw what was happening. Soon soldiers were pouring out of the trenches on both sides and warily crossing the narrow strip of land that divided the two armies. They had to jump over trenches and work their way through the sharpened sticks and other obstacles, but they did so without injury. Soldier met soldier with empty hands; they shook hands and wished each other a merry Christmas.

Nathaniel didn’t take part in this impromptu truce. He was afraid that someone on the Union side would recognize him and ruin his cover. He took a turn at the key instead, allowing Finney and Margate to walk around in the sunlight for a change.

On December 26th the Yankees resumed shelling the Confederate trenches. The day of peace had passed.

On New Year’s Day a message in clear arrived from Richmond ordering Nathaniel to report to the War Office. It was signed Maccabee.

The train moved at little more than a walk, such was the state of the track. It took more than two hours to cross the fifteen miles to the city.

A variety of vehicles were waiting at the York River station. One of them was a fairly elegant carriage. The driver, in smart green livery, caught his eye. It was Carl Morgan. 

Nathaniel, surprised, approached the carriage. Carl descended from the box without a word, his eyes downcast, and opened the door. 

Nathaniel had gotten to know Carl fairly well after Chancellorsville. He found him intelligent and witty, but ultimately unsuitable as a friend. This was due not to his color or his northern background, but to his love of killing. He was good at it, particularly with a knife, but even in wartime no one should take so much pleasure at the death of his fellow man. 

Nathaniel got into the carriage and found himself sitting opposite a small woman in late middle age. She had a pointed nose, a pointed chin and dark, piercing eyes. She was dressed as a somewhat dowdy matron, with a white shawl around her shoulders and gold spectacles perched on her nose. She looked as puzzled at his presence as he was. Carl clucked to the horses and they were off at a walk. 

He glanced around. It was very much a lady’s carriage, with velvet cushions and gilt fittings, but it was old and poorly maintained. Glass bud vases hung on each side of the door, each containing a dead flower.

The lady looked out the window, then back at him. He felt like she was assessing him like a horse at an auction. “May I ask your name, young man?” she said at last. Her tone was harsher than it needed to be.

“William Jones, ma’am. Private William Jones.” He took off his cap.

“I am Elizabeth van Lew.”

“Pleased to meet you, Mrs. Van Lew.”

“It’s Miss, not Mrs.” Her frown suggested that he should already know that.

“I beg your pardon.”

She cocked her head to the side. “It is not the song of a bird,” she said.

“Pardon?”

She waved her hand in dismissal. “Never mind. I say things … I hear things.”

“Uh, yes, ma’am. Ah, may I ask, do you know why I’m here?”

“I’m afraid none of us know that, young man.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

They rode in silence for a minute, then she seemed to remember that he was there.  “You must excuse the state of my carriage, Private Jones,” she said, “but the war has made it difficult to keep up appearances.”

“It’s fine, ma’am.”

“Well, I don’t think so, but it’s very gallant of you to say so, Private. Are you a resident of this city?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“You’ll doubtless find it much changed, and not all for the better. Still, when the war is won I trust it will become as lovely as ever.” She opened a parasol and put it over her shoulder, although there was no sunlight in the carriage.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“There are a great many ruffians in this city now. They make it hard for a decent woman to … do you know, a man came up to me and insulted me on the street. And this happened only yesterday. No. The day before. Whatever day Tuesday was.”

“He did? Do you know why?”

“Why, for my political views, of course.”

“Your political views?”

“Yes, I know I am not supposed to have them, but I can’t help … I am one of the city’s leading abolitionists, you know.”

“Oh, of course.”

“The situation has become quite dreadful, quite insufferable. One can only hope that this dreadful conflict is resolved soon.”

“Yes’m.”

“I could not ask him that,” she said. “Yes, I know what Joshua did. I—I—I … Private Jones, are you Joshua?”

“What?” 

He was suddenly on guard. This befuddled woman knew things she should not.

He tried to put things together. Carl must have told her he was Joshua. That meant she knew he was an agent.

Why would he tell her that? For that matter, why did Carl know? Was he in Grant’s graces? And what was he doing as this crazy old bat’s slave?

None of this made sense. He would just have to play the cards as they came up.

“I know I get a great many things wrong, but I feel certain you are Joshua.”

“Where did you hear that, ma’am?”

“A little bird told me,” she said. She didn’t smile; she looked as confused as ever. Then she glanced beside him, as if addressing someone sitting there. “Oh, be still! Yours is not the voice of a seraph, fool. Oh, very well, then. Private Jones, you shall be our Joshua, and Richmond shall be your Jericho.”

“If you say so, ma’am.”

“You must be on the watch for messages addressed to General Hill.”

“I … I must?”

“Yes. Because for these purposes, and to this end, it is you who are General Hill.”

He considered this. “Which one, ma’am?”

“Why, is there more than one General Hill?”

“Yes, there is.”

She looked out at the passing rooftops. “What? Very well, then, I’ll tell him. One of these is an Ambrose Hill, is he not?”

“Yes’m.”

“Then messages addressed to him may actually be messages addressed to you. Do you understand?”

“Yes, ma’am.” 

“Splendid,” she muttered. She suddenly noticed the parasol on her shoulder and took it down. 

For the first time he indeed understood. This curious creature was part of the Richmond group. The way she talked, she could even be the head of it. 

She regarded the rooftops again, as if looking for something to say there. Then she looked sadly at the seat beside her. At last she perked up and turned back to Nathaniel. 

“When you see such a message, one addressed to General Ambrose Hill,” Miss van Lew said, “if such message is not in code, why, then, you will be free to read it. If, however, it is encoded, then you must translate it. Use the keyword ‘Joshua’ and employ the method of translation used by the Federal forces. It is my understanding that you are familiar with this process.”

“Indeed I am, ma’am.”

“That is wonderful.”

She sat back, a faint smile on her lips, and watched the city roll by. “Wonderful,” she muttered sadly. 

They were on one of the nicer streets of the capital. They were in fact passing the three-story brick mansion of the President. The lady tried to peer in the windows, then turned back to Nathaniel.

“Be also watchful of anything that you may find of interest to me or my circle. If you wish to communicate with me, send a telegraphic message to General Joseph Finegan in Florida. It is likely that the general himself will not be troubled by the message, as he is at present greatly vexed by Union forces, if he is even still in play. I shall leave it to your discretion as to whether such messages should be in code or not.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She turned slightly, addressing the person beside him again. “If you are in Richmond and unable to reach a telegraph, a message sent to President Davis might also reach me.”

“I understand.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I said I understand.”

“Thank you. By all means bear in mind that the message will also reach the President and … such others as will be dismayed by receiving it.” She sighed and folded her gloved hands in her lap. “I have to beg your indulgence, young Joshua. People say that I am mad. I suspect that I am indeed mad, as I constantly hear the voices of people who are not there. It can be most distracting at times.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

The carriage pulled up beside the train station. The train he came in on was getting ready for the return run.

“At first,” Miss van Lew continued, “I thought the voices were real and that it was a visitation of God. As time went on, however, I came to realize that I was simply crazy.”

“It … must be a great burden to you.”

“In some ways it is,” she said sadly. “But it protects me marvelously in my work.” She looked at the parasol in her hands and carefully furled it as Nathaniel got out of the carriage. He looked back to take leave of her, but she looked like she had already forgotten that he even existed. 

He nodded to Carl. The latter doffed his top hat and drove off. Nathaniel sighed. Once again he was in over his head.

He looked at the waiting train and decided, against his better judgement, to walk around the city for a while.

So this was the Richmond operation. They knew him before he knew them, and just like that he was working for them. 

He puzzled over what Miss van Lew had told him. The strangest part was that a message sent to President Davis would reach her. Was there a Union spy in the President’s office? One who saw all the President’s messages? If so, it would have to be someone placed very close to Davis, probably a high-ranked officer or civilian.

He could see why Manchester had said that the Richmond organization was crazy. Elizabeth van Lew was also clearly pretty rich and well placed in society. Still, couldn’t the Union have found someone who wasn’t cracked in the head?

He went past the Swanson house. It looked as fine as ever, though he thought the shutters needed painting. He wanted to knock on the door but wisdom prevailed. If Amanda was home she would hardly receive him well and she was the only one he really wanted to see. 

He went to his own home instead. He was as surprised to see his mother behind the counter of the store as she was to see him. She threw herself upon him, weeping with joy. 

“Maw, it’s good to see you! You look so much better.” He was a hand taller than her now.

“Oh, Nattie! Oh, thank God you’re all right! You are all right, aren’t you?” 

“Sure I am, Maw.” 

She indeed looked better than she had the last time he had seen her. At the same time she looked worse. She was thin, with her cheekbones standing out prominently. Her hair was gray and thinning. Still, she looked like she wanted to live again, and that was paramount.

“Oh, Nattie, I’m sorry I was that way when you came here before. I was just in a state, but I’m better now.”

“Well, I should say so! You recollect that?”

She nodded. “It’s like recollecting a dream or something.”

“What happened to fix you up?”

She stepped back. “I know exactly what did it. It was when your sister Ada died.”

This hit him like a rifle butt in the stomach. He staggered back, unable to breathe. “What?”

“She just up and died a month ago. First her legs became cold and numb and she couldn’t move them. Then her chest hurt. Then she was gone. It all happened in the space of a day. There, child, it’s all right. It’s all right. She’s with her father now.”

“Did a doctor see her?” he asked, wiping his eyes on his sleeve.

“There ain’t no doctors left in Richmond, at least not for the likes of us. We didn’t think it was that bad, either, right up until she died, and then it was too late.”

“Was she sickly? Had she been eating right?”

“Nobody’s been eating right. She was getting thin, yes, but no thinner than anyone else.”

“Just one of those things, was it?”

“I reckon so.”

“Paw’s not dead.”

“He ain’t?”

“Maw, I got captured and went to a Yankee prison.”

“The one in Michigan?”

“Why, yes. How you know that?”

“A soldier came to the store. He had been paroled from that prison. He said you had been paroled a month before him. A man named Murdock, I believe.”

“Yes, I knew a Murdock there.”

“He said the guards had killed your father.”

“Oh, God! Paw dead too?” He began bawling again.

“Yes, Nattie, and we never heard from Melrose. We just got that one letter saying he was going to prison. We don’t even know if he got there.”

“Maw, I saw Melly in a prison in Maine. He was fit as a fiddle when I saw him.” He thought as he said this of the emaciated figure he had seen behind the bars, but damn it, he was fit. If he had been let out, he would have beaten the tar out of his brother.

“Oh, thank God!” 

“Maw, where’s Daisy?”

“She’s a sutler with the Army now. I don’t know where she is but I pray every night that she’s well.”

“Give her my best.”

“Nattie, you’d be real proud of me. I’m learning my ciphers.”

“You are?”

“I can run the store all by my lonesome. I can reckon the accounts myself.”

“Huh! Can you read now, Maw?”

“No, I can’t do that yet. That’s next, I reckon.”

“One thing at a time. If you can’t read, how do you keep track of the accounts?”

“I draw pictures, look.”

She opened the ledger book. A spiral was a bolt of cloth. A square with XXXX in the center was a bag of flour. A line ran through four stick figures holding hands like paper dolls. 

“What happened to them slaves that was here?”

“It was awful, Nattie. We lost all kinds of money on them. We lost four niggers in a fortnight.”

“Lost ‘em? How?”

“They went over to the Yankees, like as not. They just up and disappeared, and there’s no nigger-catchers anymore.”

“Well, can’t say as I blame ‘em.”

“Well, neither can I, but it sure hurt us. We settled some accounts by taking them. I suspects them folks knew all along those boys had a hankering to run away.”

“Yes, the Yankees have plenty of food and will pay them cash wages.”

“The Yankees think they can get their money’s worth paying wages to niggers?”

“Reckon so. They got money to burn.”

“Folks ask for you, Nattie.”

“Maw, don’t tell anyone you seen me.”

“But why? That old balloon business? I’m sure--”

“There’s other things.”

“Like what?”

“I won’t be able to tell you until after the war. Tell Daisy but no one else, all right? No, don’t tell Daisy either. Not ‘til it’s over.”

“But the war won’t end for another ten years. Everyone says that.”

“It will be over within the year and likely less than that.”

“Oh, Nattie, do you think so?”

“I know so. And I’m not even going to tell you. Just keep mum about seeing me. I got to go. Happy New Year, Maw.”

He kissed her and turned without another word. As he left he saw a cat and two rats hanging in the window.

 Life in Petersburg sank into a routine. Messages came in from other parts of the Confederacy for Lee and the other officers. Some were in code and some were not. In all cases Nathaniel dutifully copied and delivered them, knowing that Union agents had already intercepted them. 

In the second week of January Nathaniel received a message addressed to General A.P. Hill. After first determining that the message was not actually for himself he ran it to Hill’s tent. There was no sentry so he brought it in.

To his surprise Hill was speaking with Lee. He saluted, apologized for the intrusion and handed Hill the message form. As he waited for Hill to read the message Lee said, “Wait a minute, soldier. Is your name High?”

“No, sir, well, yes, sir. I’m William Jones. High is my middle name.”

“High is your middle name?”

“Yes, sir. Hiram is my middle name. Folks call me High so as not to confuse me with my father.”

“Oh. He is also William Jones?”

“Yes, sir. Or he was.”

“Very good. Thank you, Jones.”

“Yes, sir.”

Hill lay the message aside. “No reply,” he said.

“Yes, sir.” Nathaniel left the tent, his heart beating like a triphammer.

He worked the overnight shift that night and slept in the next day. He was awakened about noon and ordered to the telegraph hut. Margate and a major with a thick beard and wavy black hair awaited him; two armed soldiers with steely expressions stood by. “Willy,” Margate said, “this is Major Norris, the chief of information.”

“How do you do, sir?” he said, throwing a salute.

Norris looked Nathaniel up and down. “Jones, I hear you’ve been decoding messages.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Who taught you how to do that?”

“An operator back in Atlanta.”

“Yes, who?”

“A fellow name of Conroy, sir.”

“Agent?”

“Just a telegraph operator as far as I know, sir, but he had learned the ciphers.”

Norris cocked his head at Margate. “Get a hold of this Conroy.”

“Do you know where he is, Jones?” 

“Yankees shot him leaving the city, sir.”

“Shit,” said Norris. “Well, I want you in Richmond.”

“Yes, sir. When?”

“I have a train waiting for me. I want you on it.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll pack my kit.”

Norris waved to one of the soldiers. “Give him a hand.”

“Oh, I can handle it, sir.” 

The soldier followed him anyway, watching as he packed his bag and even looking his cot over before they left. Mighty kind of you, Nathaniel thought.

Norris set Nathaniel up in a telegraph hut near the War Office. He was given such tasks as working the key and encoding and decoding messages. For the first day or so it seemed that someone was always watching him. If he was under suspicion, though, the suspicion abated in the face of the serious problems the Confederacy was facing. 

There were two other operators there, each younger and less experienced than he was. Though both Enoch Cartwright and Phineas Ness were also privates he naturally took charge of them. Whenever he was on duty he worked the key himself, setting the other men to encoding and decoding messages and running them.

Ness was from Richmond. Nathaniel did not tell him that he was also from the city but he did ask him if he knew Elizabeth van Lew. “Sure I do,” Ness replied. “They call her ‘Crazy Bett.’”

“She crazy, then?”

“Sure enough. She walks around talking to herself. Nobody pays it any mind, though.”

“Because she’s harmless?”

“Well, that and the fact that her family’s one of the richest in Richmond. And she doesn’t mind helping the boys out. That’s why folks forgiver her … her ways.”

“Her ways?”

“She’s an abolitionist,” Ness said, the word sticking in his craw. “She talks about it out in the open. Wants to set our little nigger brothers free, let ‘em run around like God-damned chickens. But she’s crazy and she’s a lady and she’s good to the troops, so folks don’t pay her no never mind.”

“Good to the troops? How so?”

“Oh, she’s always holding socials for the officers and raising money for soldier hospitals. And she gave her maid to President Davis.”

The messages coming in were bleak: everywhere forces were experiencing hunger, lack of fodder for the horses, ammunition shortages and, increasingly, desertion. The many Armies of the Confederate States were simply melting away. No one wanted to be the last man to die in a lost cause.

The messages going out were even worse. Rather than issuing real orders, Richmond was telling the troops everywhere that victory was imminent, that they had merely to hold on a little longer. The fact that the lie was transparent made it no less a lie. 

Occasionally he would engage in chatter with the other operators. One of the first such messages he sent was I SURE AM HUNGRY. His counterpart replied that he would send him a baked ham with all the fixings by the next morning’s post.

On his second day at this post Christian walked in like he owned the place. He wore a major’s uniform, of the sort officers sported when they didn’t want to attract attention in the field. “Come with me, boy,” he said. Nathaniel left with him. 

“Come into this alley with me.”

“No.”

“No?”

“The street is good enough. No one can hear us and I like being seen right now.”

“What’s your name?”

“William Jones.”

“Jones, I’m going across the street tomorrow and I want to tell them boys what you’ve been hearing. Make it quick.”

“No.”

“God damn it, you say that a lot. If’n you’ve grown a set of balls I’ll gladly relieve you of them.”

“They told me who my boss would be and it wasn’t you. I don’t have to like you and I don’t. I don’t even know if your hands are clean.”

“They won’t be in a minute.”

Nathaniel shrugged. “If my orders change I’ll talk to you. I got work to do.” He went back to his key.

A few days after this Nathaniel was ordered to Norris’ office. The major was not there and Nathaniel took the opportunity to look the place over. There were piles of correspondence everywhere. He didn’t dare pick anything up – Norris might arrive at any moment – but he read what was in sight. 

To his surprise he found a telegram that mentioned his name. It was at the top of a sheaf of new messages lying on the major’s desk. Nathaniel snatched it off the table and stuffed it in his tunic pocket. 

Seconds later Norris entered the room. He came to attention. “Good morning, sir.”

“Good morning, Jones. What are you looking at?”

“Uh…this, sir.”

He held up a letter that had been mailed from an Ohio family to its soldier son. Printed on the envelope was an inspirational and patriotic image. It depicted a balloon upon whose gasbag was the word SECESSION. The balloon was on fire and falling. Tumbling from the tiny basket were Jefferson Davis, Robert E. Lee, Thomas Jackson and James Longstreet.

Norris glanced at it. “Not a very pretty sentiment, is it?”

“No, sir.”

“Jones, what’s your grade?”

Nathaniel glanced at his bare sleeve. “Buck private, sir.”

“Well, you’re a buck sergeant now.” Norris wrote a quick order and handed it to him. “Go see the quartermaster.”

“Is that all, sir?”

“Yes.” Norris picked the sheaf of new messages up and started flipping through them.

The quartermaster had a shirt with three stripes on it. He gave it to him in exchange for his old shirt. 

The new shirt was far too large for him. Like its predecessor there was a hole in it as well as a large stain the color of port wine. Still, he was a sergeant! He walked proudly back to the telegraph shack, keeping an eye out for lower-ranking men to terrorize. 

There were plenty of private soldiers in the streets but they were already terrorized. Most of them were on the edge of starvation. Their cheekbones stood out in stark relief, they had dark circles under their eyes and their hair and teeth were falling out. They were getting so weak that they could hardly walk, much less fight.

There were still plenty of civilians left in the city but most of them kept out of sight. Some people, the prudent and the well to do, looked like they still had food, but none of them was sharing. 

He thought about the military situation. The prospects for a Rebel victory were getting quite bleak. The Confederacy was nearly all in Union hands; only the capital and a few other places held out. The Union now fielded nearly a million men, the South less than a hundred thousand. The South was starving while the Union was fed by the bottomless cornucopia of its fields and factories.

Why did they not surrender? It seemed utter folly.

Or was it? Was it perhaps some nobility in the human spirit which compels men and women to do things that seem beyond natural limits? A horse, after all, would lie down and die under such a burden. The proof of that could be seen on any corner of the city.

He stopped in his tracks. What, then, was the noble purpose that impelled the Confederacy? What was the Cause? Why, it was that white people should own colored people as their chattel slaves. This noble struggle was to an utterly corrupt end.

Cartwright and Ness glanced up as he came in, then snapped to. “As you were, fellows,” he said. “I’m not that kind of a sergeant.”

“Are you really a sergeant now, Nathaniel?”

“Yes, and when anyone’s about you call me sergeant, you hear? But not behind closed doors.”

“Sure.”

He went into the office, closed the door and pulled out the telegram. It read:

TO MAJ WILM NORRIS RMND

FROM CARDINAL PBURG

SEE MY EARLIER MESSAGES RE UNION AGENT NATHANIEL CURRY IN YOUR CITY 73

Cardinal? Who the Hell was that? It didn’t even sound like a person’s name. As far as he knew the word only applied to a kind of bird. 

The message blank was different than what was used in his office. Well, the message had not come through his office, he would surely have noticed it. This Cardinal knew he worked at the telegraph office, then. 

Or did he? If so, the message would say that. Cardinal knew only that he was in Richmond. 

But what telegraph office was this message sent to? As far as he knew all of the Confederate lines in Richmond came through his office. Was there another one he didn’t know of? 

Yes, he realized, there was a different line in this area. If the Union was listening in on the Confederate lines, they had to have a separate line running to their own headquarters. 

Did this message then originate at Union headquarters? 

The message referred to “earlier messages” about him. Had Norris read these messages? Perhaps not: like Colonel Sharpe, he was overwhelmed with information. These earlier messages might be sitting in his office, unread. 

Or maybe Major Norris was looking for Nathaniel Curry and took no note of William Jones. His cover was safe.

Or was it? Perhaps Norris knew exactly who he was and was keeping an eye on him. If so, he had neutralized a Union agent without the Union realizing it. Nathaniel was no longer watching Lee and reporting his movements. In fact, he wasn’t doing anything Norris didn’t want him doing. 

But why hadn’t he simply shot him?

Maybe he intended to use him somehow. Perhaps he would feed him false information that he would then pass on, using the Union codes.

He didn’t know. All he knew for sure was that he was in over his head. Again.

He considered fleeing back to the Union lines but even if he made it alive Grant would shoot him. No, he would just have to bide his time and watch his back. He burned the message in the stove and went back to work.

Cartwright worked the overnight shift that night. He was dozing beside the key when Nathaniel came in. Cartwright started at the sound of the door closing and sprang to attention. 

“At ease, Phineas. I ain't a-going to shoot you.”

“Yes, Sergeant. Uh, is it morning?”

“No, it’s two o’clock at night now.”

“Sorry, Nathaniel.”

“Listen, I can’t sleep. Go ahead and bunk down. I’ll take the key.”

“All right. Nothing’s coming in anyway.”

“All right. Good night.”

He wrote a message out in plain:

TO MANCHESTER PBURG

FROM CURRY RMOND

I HAVE BEEN BETRAYED STOP MESSAGE ARRIVED FOR NORRIS NAMING ME AS UNION AGENT STOP I INTERCEPTED MESSAGE STOP MESSAGE WAS SIGNED CARDINAL STOP PLEASE ADVISE 73

He then made up a code square using the word Joshua, encrypted the message and sent it to General Finegan in Florida. As he watched the clear message, the code square and the cipher burning in the pot-bellied stove he felt that he could at last sleep. He could not, though; he was on duty and even when serving the enemy he had become too diligent to fall asleep on watch. 

When Ness took over at six in the morning he told him to be on the lookout for any encoded message for A.P. Hill, saying that he would decode it himself. He slept until noon and learned that no message had come in. 

Four hours later Carl Morgan entered the hut. Cartwright and Ness were surprised at the appearance of the well-dressed, well-groomed young Negro with his intelligent and refined bearing. He spoke not a word but smiled at Nathaniel who rose immediately and went out with him. 

“Well! How are you, Private Jones?”

“It’s Sergeant Jones now, Carl. Are you impressed?”

“Oh, quite. My congratulations, of course. Did you get a raise in pay as well?”

“Yes, from nothing to twice nothing. How much are you taking in these days?"

"Oh, just what your average slave makes. By a remarkable coincidence, it's precisely what you're making."

"What’s new?”

“Miss van Lew needs to speak with you.”

“By all means. Where is she?”

“Come right this way.”

Carl led him down the street about half a block to a private residence. It was a handsome brick townhouse with a flight of stone steps running up to the front door. The building looked deserted. “This is the place,” he said. 

Nathaniel glanced at him. “She’s in here?”

“Yes.” 

The two started up the steps together.

Nathaniel’s mind was racing. He had just seen a peculiar light in Carl’s eye, one he had only seen a few times before. Nathaniel burst forward, running up the steps.

“Hey!” Carl cried, running up behind him. He had his knife out but he had already lost the element of surprise. Nathaniel turned at the landing and kicked at his face. 

Nathaniel spotted two soldiers on the other side of the road and called to them, “You men! Help me out over here!”

Carl knocked Nathaniel’s foot aside with one hand and lunged at him with the knife. Nathaniel grabbed the knife hand and swung his fist at Carl’s head. Carl ducked and they both lost their balance and tumbled down the steps. 

Nathaniel landed on his back in the street with Carl atop him. He still gripped Carl’s wrist but the latter took the knife with his free hand and stabbed at Nathaniel’s chest. Nathaniel got his forearm in front of him and took the force of the blow on it. Carl drew back for another stab just as the soldiers arrived. 

The soldiers grabbed Carl and threw him on his back, pinning his arms down. Something metallic flew out of his hand and landed on the street beside him. “Hold him!” Nathaniel barked. “Don’t let him up!”

The men kneeled on Carl’s forearms. “You all right, Sergeant?”

“I think so.”

“No, you’re not,” the other man said. “Jesus Christ, look at your arm.”

Nathaniel’s arm was bleeding on both sides. The knife had gone right through his forearm and had cut his chest. As he watched the blood began to gush freely from his arm. It also began to hurt.

“Let me help you with that, sir,” the second man said.

“No, hold that nigger down, I need to talk to him.”

The soldier picked the knife up, plunged it into the ruffled lace on Carl’s chest and pulled it out. Carl gave a wide-eyed gasp and fell back limp. “He’ll stay down now, sir. Let me look at your arm.”

“God damn it, I told you I needed to talk to him!” 

“Sergeant, you’re going to be dead in about two minutes. Let me see you.” The man used Carl's weapon to cut Nathaniel’s sleeve open, then raised the arm straight up and pressed a thumb on each side of it just below the wound. Like magic the bleeding stopped.

“You need to see a doctor, sir.”

“You look like you’re a doctor yourself.”

“Well, my daddy’s a doctor. I reckon I’ll be one if I live out the war.”

The other soldier said, “This here nigger’s not getting up again.” He stood up and kicked Carl in the ribs. Carl made no complaint. 

“There’s a hospital in the next street, sergeant. Maybe we should get you over there.”

“Yes, thank you.”

“Let me check this first.” He lowered the arm and removed his thumbs. Blood came out, though not as freely as before. The soldier took lint and bandages from his kit and bound the wounds up. While he was doing this Nathaniel told the other man, “Drag that body off the street. Someone will have to clean it up later.”

“Yes, Sergeant.” The soldier picked up a small object lying beside the corpse. “What's this?”
“What did you find?” Nathaniel asked.

“He dropped this. Let me see that knife, Ezekiel. ”
“It's not a knife, it's a spoon.”
“Really? Let me see. ” He held it up. It was a metal spoon whose handle had been sharpened to a knife edge on each side, with a wicked point at the end. “Look, you stick it in this wooden handle and it's just a spoon. Wonder where he got it.”
“He probably made it himself,” Nathaniel said.

He dropped the spoon and shook his head. “Niggers aren't smart enough to make stuff like this.” He grabbed Carl's collar and dragged him away. 

Nathaniel looked at the bandaged arm. “Thank you,” he told the other soldier. “You boys saved my life twice in the space of a minute. I’m much obliged.”

“You’re welcome. Are you going to the hospital now?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll come with you.”

“Well, thanks again.”

“Your chest is bleeding, too, sir.”

“Yes, I see it, but I don’t think it’s deep.”

“You’d best hope not, sir.” The soldier gave him a piece of lint and Nathaniel held it against his chest as they walked. “What possessed that nigger to take after you that way? I swear he wasn’t drunk.”

“I don’t know. Just took a fit, I suppose.”

“And did you see how he was dressed? He was a house nigger.”

“Yes, someone will miss him. I wish y’all hadn't killed him. I wanted to find out why he done that.”

“Well, it was him or you. I couldn’t hold him down and treat you at the same time. And it’s death for any nigger what goes after a white person like that. You can’t abide that.”

He sighed. “I reckon you’re right.”

“Does your chest hurt?”

“A little. It feels like I got stuck with a knife.”

“That’s all? That’s good.”

“Why is it good?”

“If you were stuck in the lung you’d be hurting a lot more.”

“Or the heart.”

“If you’d gotten it in the heart it wouldn’t hurt at all. Ah, here we go.”

A set of stone steps identical to the ones he had just scaled was before him. He had an instant of anxiety, then climbed the steps. 

“Do you feel light-headed?”

“No, I don’t think so. I’m just a little flustered still. I think I’ll be all right. Thanks again. You can return to duty now.”

One of the last male nurses in captivity took him in charge. The old man set Nathaniel in a chair, clicked his tongue as he listened to his story, then ordered him to strip to the waist. He examined his arm, then removed the dressing. He looked the wound over, then put on fresh lint. 

“Now, sergeant, touch your thumb to the tip of each of your other fingers.”

“Like this?”

“Good, it looks like none of the tendons has been severed.”

“It hurts a lot to do that.”

“Well, that’s fine. That means the nerves are all right.” He examined the chest wound. “The chest cavity wasn’t penetrated,” he said as he dressed it. “I think the real danger is in your arm.”

“Yeah? What’s the danger?”

“Infection, as always. Keep it clean is the best advice. If it turns pink you’re infected, but that’s not the worst of it. If it turns black the arm has to come off.”

“Do you take arms off?”

He made a face. “I have but I’m not good at it. A doctor would have to do it and more likely than not it will be a Yankee doctor.”

“Well, let’s hope neither of those comes to pass.”

The nurse raised his eyebrows. “I know. I keep thinking that—”

“Nathaniel?”

Two lady nurses, their arms linked, were passing on their way out of the hospital. One of them was Amanda Swanson. He could but gape at her in astonishment.

She recovered first. “Can you walk home alone, Mary?”

“Of course I can, my dear. Good evening.”

Amanda then turned to the male nurse. “I can take over here, Raymond. Thank you.”

“Well, thank you, Miss Swanson, and good luck to you, sergeant.”

“Thank you.” Belatedly he rose.

“Please don’t rise. You are after all a patient.”

He remained standing. “How do you do, Amanda?” 

“Well, I am the same as ever. What have you done to yourself now?”

“A colored boy took after me with a knife.”

“Hmph! And on which side of the conflict is he?”

“Don’t rightly know. He may have just been crazy.”

“Are you speaking of him in the past tense?”

“Yes'm. Is there someplace we can speak in private?”

“This is as private as any place in the city, I believe. Yankee spies are everywhere.”

“More’s the pity.”

“Indeed.” 

Her words were baiting but her heart wasn't in it.

Nathaniel was suddenly conscious of how he must appear to her. He was half-naked, but she had seen him half-naked before and it was the other half. He was bloody and dirty and unkempt; his hair was a mess. He knew that women considered men some sort of dangerous beast, and he now looked the part.

He was for the first time several inches taller than she. 

She looked wonderful. She had cleaned up when her shift ended and was in a crisp light grey dress with matching bonnet. She was every inch a woman now. 

She didn't seem hostile at all toward him; in fact, she looked unsure of herself. He suddenly recognized the look she was giving him. He had seen it before, when a man met someone he had thought dead.

She steeled herself to say something, then hesitated. Her eyes went to the locket, the only part of either of them that hadn’t changed. 

“You can take it back if you want to.”

She met his eyes. “Do you no longer value it?”

“More than ever. But I am not worthy of you.”

“Nathaniel … I understand that you have to lie to do what you do, and I know there are many things that could be called treason, and many that could be called loyalty.”

He shook his head. “I have done things …”

“Worse things than any man around you has done? I doubt it.”

“I’ve betrayed …”

“No,” she shook her head. “One man’s treason is –”

“Amy, there is a betrayal that can only occur between you and me.”

She didn’t understand; then she did. She sought confirmation in his eyes and found it. 

She took a tiny step back. They had never discussed carnality, what we would call sex, and she was taken aback. She was suddenly as cold and distant and beautiful as Saturn setting over the Antietam Creek. 

Her demeanor started to crack and he wondered wildly how to react if she began to cry. Then she mastered herself as one would a willful horse. He had never seen her do this, and it was a remarkable sight. She seized control of herself, and she suddenly became Grant, her blue eyes blazing.

“Who is she?”

“It’s over, Amy.”

“Don’t let me prevent you –”

“She’s dead.”

“Oh!”

Neither could meet the other’s eye. “You’ll have to take it off me. My hand is …”

“How did she die?”

“She fell. At the Spotsylvania Courthouse.”

“Did you … love her?”

“No. I never understood it. But it happened.” He stole a glance at her. “You’re the one I love, Amanda.”

“Does it still … keep you alive?”

He nodded. “So far.”

“Then wear it in good health.”

“Thanks.”

She turned to him and for the first time they looked each other in the eye. “Will they – will they burn the city?”

“He wouldn’t say. But you’d best get the family out.”

She shook her head. “Mother and I have too much work to do.”

“On the other side there are hospitals full of wounded Rebs. Confederates. And they’d feed you there.”

She shook her head again, smiling ruefully. “It’s too interesting here.”

“How is your family?”

She straightened and took a breath, and she was suddenly herself. “What remains of it, you mean? Titus and another boy have run away, lured by the blandishments of the Union. Rachel remains, though she threatens to leave at any time. Mother is well though she is as thin as a switch.”

“That’s good. And David?”

“David is thriving. He alone has plenty to eat. Our neighbors and friends continue to give him any morsel they come by. We can see that they are starving themselves to do so, though he cannot.”

“That’s good. That was a thought that’s been running through my mind lately, that I may have brought him from one Hell to another.”

She hesitated and looked him full in the face. He was suddenly overwhelmed by her presence and felt the urge to crush her to his chest. Her words came to him as if from  a great distance, or from underwater, or through the influence of one of his spells.

“He will never go to Hell, Nathaniel, nor will you. Whatever else I may say or feel about you, I would never forgive myself if I did not say that Mother and I thank God every day that you brought him back to us.”

Nathaniel chose his words carefully. “I was glad to do it,” he said. “I did it in part to settle accounts with your father but I’m glad I did it because David’s a good man.”

She was suddenly distant again. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

“My father died at Cedar Creek in September.” 

He came awake slowly. He was lying on the floor and the male nurse was back. “What happened?” he asked.

“You took a header,” the old man said cheerfully, knocking his pipe out onto the floor. “Looks like you lost more blood than you thought.”

“Help me up.”

“You’re going no farther than this chair for a while, sergeant. Here, drink this.”

His head throbbed, whether from lack of blood or striking the floor he knew not. The draft of liquor went through him like a flame. “Where’s Miss Swanson?”

“She left. She went home.”

“Oh.”

“She bade me tell you that she could do no more to help you.” 

Chapter Nineteen: The City Falls

He walked through the streets of the city as quickly as he could. He tried running a few times but each time his vision went black. His left arm hurt and bled unless he held it higher than his heart. His body and mind still glowed from the brandy, but that was waning. 

He turned down another street but Christian wasn’t there. He looked in every doorway, down every alley. The bastard probably thought he was dead by this time, so he would have the advantage of surprise, but that would vanish when he saw him, arm bandaged and pistol out, alive and angry. 

He stepped out of the alley into the daylight. He stumbled back from its brilliance, turning to see his reflection in a shop window. 

“Ahhh…”

He looked like shit. No, he looked like a madman. No, he looked like a madman with a gun. 

His clothes were ripped, cut up and covered in dirt, blood, and a little horse manure. His raised left arm made it look like he was greeting everyone. His hair was all over the place.

While it was perfectly normal to see soldiers with muskets in the center of the city, it was unusual to see someone brandishing a pistol. Now he understood why people had been staring at him. Everyone knew how the story of the Confederacy would end, and people had been looking at him and thinking, “Is this it?”

God damn it, he was uncovered. 

He knew he had put his kepi on when he left the shack. It must be lying in Broad Street. He swore under his breath. Shortly after coming to the city he had received a public dressing down from a full bird colonel for being out of uniform. After that he never went out with his head uncovered. And here he was.

Probably the worst part of the refection was his face. He had a look of desperation and despair that shocked even him. 

He looked at the overall effect for another second. He was waving a bloody, bandaged arm in the air, he had a cocked pistol in his other hand, his uniform looked like he had been dragged behind a horse, his face was crazy and he didn’t have a hat on. Perfect. He could just stand here now and wait for them to come and take him away. 

He put the pistol away, washed his face and right arm in a trough and straightened his uniform as well as he could. He got his bearings and found his way back to the scene of the fracas. His hat lay in the middle of the dusty street beside a pool of blood and a spoon. He gave Carl a final glance – he had settled comfortably into the alley and had turned grey – and walked away, thinking.

After considering all angles he went to the Presidential Mansion, three blocks away. The two sentries at the front door waved the wounded soldier through without comment. You’re a couple of fools, he thought. How do you know I’m not a Yankee spy?

President Davis’ secretary occupied a small anteroom just outside the President’s office. He sat at a desk that was nearly as large as the room itself. On each side of him stood a handsome Negro in a gold-braided uniform. The secretary glanced up from his correspondence at Nathaniel’s approach. “You need to see His Excellency, sergeant?”

“No, sir, I need to see his maid.”

“What?”

“He has a maid he received from Miss Elizabeth van Lew, doesn’t he? I need to talk to her.”

The secretary pulled off his glasses. “May I ask why?”

“Well, sir, it’s a private matter involving her mistress.”

The secretary looked skeptical but waved to the servant beside him. A few minutes later he returned with the maid. 

Nathaniel thought at first that he had made a mistake. The maid looked no more or less than any other house servant. She wore a kerchief and an expression of surprise and confusion. “You wants to see me, master?” she asked, ducking her head. 

“Yes,” he said. “Is there someplace we could speak in private?”

“Well, come with me to the library, sir.”

Nathaniel had never seen a room like this library. It was about the size of his parents’ entire home and was filled floor to ceiling with books. There were even ladders to reach the more inaccessible volumes. He had no idea why anyone would need so many books, except as an affectation.

The maid stood apprehensively before him, her hands beneath her apron. “Your mistress is Miss van Lew, is that right?”

“Yes, master.”

“What’s your name?”

“Mary Elizabeth, master.”

“I am Joshua.”

Her eyes gave the slightest flick. “Yes, sir.”

 “Can you get a message to your mistress? I mean quickly.”

“I can have it to her within the half-hour.”

“Tell her that Carl Morgan attacked me.”

Her eyes flicked downward. “Is that what happened to your arm?”

“Yes.”

“Where is Carl?”

“Lying on Broad Street.”

She gasped, then recovered. “He say why he did it?”

“We never had time to discuss the matter. Mary Elizabeth, did he work for Alphonsus Christian?”

She seemed to shrink. “We don’t trust him. But Carl? I never understood him. He might—”

“Is there any—”

“Mary Elizabeth!”

They turned to the door. Jefferson Davis stood there, his glasses in one hand, a newspaper in the other. She turned and dropped a quick curtsy. “Yes, master!”

“I’ll have my coffee now.”

“Yes, sir.” She bustled out, looking silly and distracted. 

The next day another young colored man in the same livery Carl had worn appeared at the telegraph shack. By the time Nathaniel made it out the door the servant was unfolding the steps of a closed coach. Nathaniel, his hand inside his tunic, shook his head and waved him into the box.

A soldier sat in the box, his musket beside him. Another soldier rode the footman’s position at the back. Nathaniel entered the coach, taking out his pistol as he went. 

Elizabeth van Lew sat looking at him. She was dressed nicely, with a fur muff in her lap. The driver clucked to the horses and they were off.

“How do you do, Private Jones?”

“I’m pretty sore, ma’am.”

She looked more confused than she had on their previous meeting, though her dark eyes watched him sharply. “Do you … intend to shoot me?”

“No.” He kept the gun pointed at her but slipped his finger behind the trigger.

“Would you mind telling me what happened?”

“Carl came to my office, said you wanted to see me. He led me to an empty building and tried to kill me with a knife.”

“And then what happened?”

He shrugged. “He died.”

“That is most extraordinary. Both in that you survived an attack by Carl and in fact killed him, but also in that he assailed you in the first place.”

“Do you have any idea why he did it?”

“None whatsoever.”

“You reckon he just went crazy? No offense, ma’am.”

She smiled softly. “Yes, perhaps he went crazy. It’s as good an explanation as any.” 

“Miss van Lew, do you know of an agent with the code name Cardinal?”

“Did you say ‘carnival?’”

“No, Cardinal. Like the bird.”

She thought it over. “No. I know of no agent with that name.”

“Does it mean anything to you?”

“Well, it means the songbird, of course. The male is red and the female is yellow and both have the tuft of feathers at the peak of the head that gives them the name. There is also the religious figure.”

“Religious figure?”

“Yes. A cardinal is a prince of the Roman Catholic Church. There are other Christian denominations that appoint cardinals as well, I believe. And cardinal is a mathematical term as well, though I am unsure of its application.” She frowned. “It was once a kind of shawl as well, though it has not been worn since my mother was a child. Why do you ask?”

“Someone signing his name as Cardinal is sending messages to Major Norris naming me as a Yankee agent.”

She looked sternly to Nathaniel’s right. “It was none of you and you know it. Sergeant, do you think the assault upon you was related to this denunciation?”

“I reckon so. I sent a message addressed to General Finegan telling them about the message from Cardinal. Carl attacked me the next afternoon.”

“I have not seen that message yet though I doubt not that you sent it. Did the Federal command structure reply to your message?”

“No.”

“Apparently someone intercepted it and induced Carl to assault you.”

“Do you suppose it was Alphonsus Christian?”

“Carl, Cardinal. Christian, Cardinal,” she said absently. “Perhaps. I doubt it, though.”

“Why?”

“Very well, I’ll tell him, hold your peace. He is deadlier far than Carl was. If he wished to kill you he would have made another attempt as soon as the first one failed. Additionally, he usually does his own killing.”

“Oh. Do you reckon he could have turned Carl?”

She looked even more confused than before. “Does Major Christian have reason to kill you, Private Jones?”

Nathaniel merely grunted at this. 

She peered at the pistol. “Is that the kind that takes the little brass cartridges?”

“Ah, no. You have to load each cylinder like a little musket.”

“Oh.” She lost interest. “How are your wounds?”

“They hurt. I think I’ll get better, though. My arm is the worst of it, you can see the bandages, but it’s my left arm so I can still work.”

“May I ask why you approached my maid instead of coming to see me?”

“I didn’t know what kind of reception I’d get at your house. I figured the maid wouldn’t be expecting me.”

She looked down at the muff, then at him. “How did you know that she was an agent?”

He waved his hand. “Ask me something else.”

“Very well,” she said evenly. “Do my eyes deceive me or are you now a sergeant?”

“Yes’m. This is three shirts I’ve worn in as many days. Are you taking me prisoner?”

“What?”

“These soldiers. What are they here for?”

“Oh. They are for my protection. A man threatened me with violence a few days ago and I asked President Davis for help.”

“Why did the man threaten you?”

“Why, I’m certain it’s for my abolitionist views.”

“Your … abolitionist …?”

“Of course. I have made no secret of my feeling that slavery is a sin. The citizens of this city are often frank in their demurral.”

Are you crazy welled up in him but he held his tongue. The carriage stopped before the telegraph office. He nodded to her and put his piece away. 

As he turned from the coach she called his name and pulled her hand from the muff. It held an ugly black pistol nearly as large as she was. It was cocked and her finger was on the trigger. The piece seemed totally out of place in the carriage but looked perfectly natural in her hand. 

“I at least do not want to kill you, sergeant.”

He smiled for the first time. “I’m glad there’s someone, ma’am.”

Major Norris also demanded a description of the assault. Nathaniel described Carl as being drunk at the time and demanding money from him. Norris heard him out and dismissed him without comment.

Weeks passed with no further assaults. He heard nothing further from Christian, Miss van Lew or anyone else involved in the sordid business of espionage. He settled once more into the life of a telegraph operator.

One afternoon in late January he delivered a message to Major Norris. He went into his office to find the major talking to a youth in the uniform of the American Telegraph Company. The young man turned around and said, “Hey, Nate! How are you?”

“Oh, nice to see you, Willie.”

Behind the desk, Norris said, “You two know each other?”

“Yes, sir,” Willie said. “Nate and I worked the key for American before the war.”

“Nate? Isn't his name William Jones?”

“No, sir, it’s Nate Curry. Nathaniel Curry.”

Norris frowned. “Nathaniel Curry,” he said. “Where have I heard that name before?” He thought a moment, then his eyes opened wide. “Guards!”

Two privates with muskets rushed in from the anteroom. “Yes, sir?”

“Arrest this man! Nathaniel Curry, I know I had some correspondence on that…” He pawed at the letters on his desk as the soldiers grabbed Nathaniel’s arms. “Yes,” Norris said, “here it is. ‘Nathaniel Curry, Union agent in this city.’”

“What’s the matter, sir?” a young officer said, rushing in from the outer office.

“I just captured a Union agent, one Nathaniel Curry.”

“Nathaniel Curry? I recollect that name.”

“It was in my correspondence, have you been sneaking peeks at my desk?”

“Never, sir,” the young captain said, stiffness in his voice. “No, it was from the start of the war. I know,” he said, snapping his fingers. “It was that assault that the Union made with the balloons on Falls Church. It was that Yankee, Thaddeus Lowe, and a young Richmonder, Nathaniel Curry, helped him. Telegraph operator. We all had orders to arrest him.” He looked at Nathaniel. “And this is him?”

“Yes, sir,” Willie said, looking at Nathaniel with wide eyes, “this is him.”

“Well, that’s good enough for me,” Norris said. “Let’s take care of this son of a bitch right now.” No sooner had he spoken the words than one of the sentries let go his arm and rammed the butt of his musket into his gut. Nathaniel bent over and began to puke on the floor.

“Not here, you idiot, I don’t want any corpses on my floor, and you’re going to clean that up. Take him outside and kill him. Wait, I’ll come with you.” He drew his pistol and came around the desk. 

“Sir, I can explain!” Nathaniel gasped, but he was having a hard time breathing and no one was listening anyway. He was dragged, struggling, out of the building and into an adjoining alley.

“Let me do it,” Norris said, and cocked his pistol. “Don’t stand behind him, you moron!” As he stepped up a voice behind him calmly said, “Hold on a minute, there, sir.”

Norris hesitated, then said, “Yes?”

Alphonsus Christian said, “Why are you killing Jones?”

“He’s no Jones and never was. His name is Nathaniel Curry and he’s a Union spy.”

“His name is Nathaniel Curry and he’s both a Union spy and a Confederate one.”

“Well, he’s really working for the Union.”

“No, sir, he’s really working for me. I’m quite certain of his loyalty.”

Norris lowered the pistol and turned to Christian. “How can you be so all-fired sure of that?”

“When I had that little problem with Charlie Belcher it was Curry who tried to warn me. I was sure Belcher was full on our side and Curry just had it wrong. Wish I had listened to him.”

Norris said, “God damn you, Christian, here’s another of your God-damned people magically appearing before me. You know I hate that. If I let him go, he’s your responsibility, you clear on that?”

“Entirely, sir.”

“Well, then, Curry, get the God-damned Hell out of here.” He dropped the hammer to half-cock.

“Yes, sir,” Nathaniel said. The soldiers let go of his arms. He had his feet beneath him though his legs were wobbly. He knew, though, that this weak feeling would give way to the peculiar exhilaration a close brush with death always seemed to give him. “Sir, if it’s all right with you, I’d like to keep going by the name William Jones.”

“I don’t give a shit. You,” he said, pointing to one of the sentries, “go clean that puke up.” He turned around but Christian was gone.

One morning in February Nathaniel was ordered to report to the Presidential Mansion. The secretary in the anteroom recognized him and ushered him into Davis’ office. There he saw Davis sitting at his desk, with Major Norris and Major Christian seated before him. Christian was dressed as a staff sergeant. Completing the scene was Mary Elizabeth in a white maid’s cap, her eyes lowered.

“Sit down, Curry,” Norris said. “This is him, Mister President.”

Davis glanced up, then gave him a second look. “You’re Nathaniel Curry?”

“Yes, sir. I go by the name William Jones over here.”

“Weren’t you here a few weeks ago?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well? Why?”

“I had to get in touch with Elizabeth van Lew and I knew she gave you that nigger girl. One of her niggers attacked me and I killed him.”

“Why did the nigger attack you?”

“Sir, why do niggers do anything? Excuse me, sir.”

“Norris?”

“Yes, sir. Curry, Christian, General Lee needs information on the Union lines at Petersburg. We need you to go over there and look things over.”

“You want us in blue suits, sir?” Nathaniel asked.

“That was the original intention. I’d like to suggest another approach, though, if I may, Mister President.”

“What’s that, Norris?”

“I’d like to attach these two men to Vice President Stephen’s peace delegation that’s meeting with Lincoln at Hampton Roads tomorrow.”

Davis looked annoyed. “You know I’m not sanctioning that. He said he’d meet with you only if it was agreed beforehand that we are abandoning secession.”

“I know, sir, but hear me out. The stipulation of abandoning secession is a political fiction, both sides recognize that. The peace mission is going anyway and these two can go along as aides to the delegates.”

“Stephens is ready to sell me out for thirty pieces of silver.”

“Nothing of the kind, sir. He’s a loyal Confederate and a servant of Your Excellency. He just gives voice to his opinions. This is after all a free country.”

Nathaniel felt uncomfortable at this last exchange. Alexander Stephens had been increasingly free in his criticisms of the President and of the Confederate government in general, but Davis should not be discussing this in front of enlisted men.

“So why these men?”

“These men are professional agents, sir. Anything they see or hear in the normal course of their duties could be of great value to us. However, they are both known among the Yankees and could be compromised in a more conventional spy mission.”

“Why not a more conventional spy mission, then, with other men?”

“We’re doing that as well, but we’d like to do this too.”

“Go ahead, then,” Davis muttered.

The next morning found a delegation consisting of Vice President Stephens and several other members of the government boarding a boat flying a white flag to take them down the James to Hampton Roads. Accompanying them were two noncommissioned officers bearing their portmanteaus and other papers. These two had the additional duty of observing the shore on both sides with telescopes. 

The boat picked its way down river, carefully avoiding the sunken ships and other obstacles placed there to thwart Union gunboats from attacking Richmond. Nathaniel and Christian could clearly see the extensive Union works at City Point and Petersburg. Beyond the Union lines they could see part of the Confederate defenses. 

Some of these defenses were under attack. “Hey! Look at that,” Nathaniel exclaimed.

“What?” Christian asked. 

“I saw a projectile going through the air. It went from the Union trenches into the Rebel ones and exploded.”

“So?”

“I never saw a projectile moving through the air before. I mean, cannon fire and musket fire moves too fast to see.”

“That was mortar.”

“Mortar?” Nathaniel had seen mortars before but had never seen them in use. They were very peculiar-looking cannon, about three feet long and three feet wide, a hemisphere of solid iron but for the ten-inch bore down the center. They could not fire a round very far or very fast but they could do so with great accuracy. Union forces were now dropping rounds right into the enemy trenches with them.

“None of these delegates is even looking at the shore,” he observed.

“That’s not their job.”

“Yes, but you’d think they’d still keep their eyes open. You and I are the only ones on this boat who aren’t fools.”

Christian turned to him. “Curry,” he said, “don’t get familiar with me. Remember our difference in rank.”

“One stripe?”

“I’m an officer and you know it.”

“Should I start saluting you, then, sir? Oh, wait, I’m a civilian. I never joined up.”

“Don’t get gay. You’re in uniform, that makes you a soldier.”

“Sorry, but I’ve come to feel that this officer and enlisted man business is all pretense. As for you and I, the pretense at the moment is that we are both noncoms.”

Christian looked out the window again.

The boat moved into the broad estuary of the James. A Union gunboat, also flying a white flag, came within hailing distance and formed up as an escort for the rest of the journey. Several hours later they rounded the point and came up to Fort Monroe. They did not land, but pulled alongside a ship, the River Queen. There a major received the delegation, courteously saluting Stephens. He led the three delegates to a large stateroom. The two sergeants brought up the rear, toting the delegates’ briefcases and portmanteaus.

Lincoln, accompanied by Secretary of State Seward, received the delegation with great courtesy, shaking the hand of each delegate. He greeted Stephens and another man by name before they were introduced. For their part, the delegates were as effusive as Republicans. Lincoln invited the delegates to sit; the spies remained standing.

They sat down and got right to business. The first issue at hand, and the one that was the official pretext for the meeting, was a bizarre proposal that the Union and the Confederacy, under the authority of the Monroe Doctrine, should jointly attack Mexico and drive the French out. This was discussed, but everyone knew it would be rejected. 

At last they got to the real purpose of the meeting. What, Stephens asked, would it take to end the current hostilities?

“The only thing that would end this war,” Lincoln replied, “would be for those resisting the laws of the Union to cease that resistance.”

“To what laws in particular are you referring, sir? After all, there are many issues between our two countries.”

“I can only recognize one country,” Lincoln said evenly. “That is the United States of America.”

“Given that, sir, in what wise are we in violation of the law?”

“By not admitting Union forces to the city and by taking up arms against the Federal government.”

“So allowing occupation of all our lands would end the war?”

“Yes, sir. That, and acceptance of Federal laws outlawing slavery, among other issues.”

“Sir, upon that matter we can not compromise. Chattel slavery is in no way prohibited by Scripture and we have always employed it. Indeed, our way of life, our very existence, depends upon it. It is to the benefit of both races.”

Lincoln shook his head. “The law of this nation demands its abolition.”

“We must find another course, sir.”

“Upon this matter, Mister Vice-President, there can be no compromise.”

Stephens raised his hand in moderation. “Compromise, Mister President, is the soul of politics, as we both well know. Surely there is some middle ground we can seek.”

“There is indeed much that can be discussed,” Lincoln assured him. “Upon one matter or another we can seek a middle ground. But prior to that, the Confederacy must lay down its arms, cease all resistance to the government of the United States and its laws and accept immediate reunification of the nation.”

“Do you mean to tell me, sir,” Stephens said evenly, “that you have nothing to offer this delegation but the acceptance of our unconditional surrender?”

Lincoln had been sitting with his legs crossed. He put both feet on the floor, leaned forward and said, “Yes, sir. Your only course is to surrender. The alternative is for our forces to reduce Richmond. That is the message you must take back to President Davis.”

The delegates looked at each other. “Sir,” someone said at last, “we have no commission from President Davis.”

“Do you have any authority to treat with me at all?”

 “No, sir. Not beyond discussion of the proposed assault upon Mexico.”

“Then I’m afraid this meeting can be of little utility, except that we have all established our bona fides.”

The meeting ended shortly thereafter. Each of the delegates shook the President’s hand again, with less enthusiasm but perhaps with more respect than before. Lincoln asked leave of Stephens, then greeted the two enlisted men as well, taking their hands and asking their names. 

The next morning, after the delegates had reported upon their meeting with Lincoln, Nathaniel and Christian made an oral report to Norris and Davis. Christian was able to give detailed descriptions of the Union fortifications and supplies based upon what he had glimpsed from the boat. 

On their way out of the office Christian pulled Nathaniel into an alley and Nathaniel quickly told him all he had gleaned from recent telegraphic traffic.

In March telegraph traffic picked up. A great assault upon the Union forces besieging Richmond and Petersburg was in the works. The Union of course knew of the coming onslaught and was making preparations.

The last great Confederate assault began a few days later. Striking out before dawn from Petersburg, Lee’s forces quickly overran Fort Stedman. 

Nathaniel followed the attack from the telegraph hut, sending a steady stream of eager boys running to the War Office as reports came in. At first the reports were all good: Stedman was firmly in Rebel hands, as were a number of smaller outposts surrounding it. Striking out from the fort, the Confederates captured other outposts and further widened the gap in the Union lines.

By 7:30 in the morning, however, the tide had turned. Federal attackers drove the Rebels back into Fort Stedman. Seeing that he could not hold the fort, Lee ordered a retreat half an hour later. 

By this time, however, the fort was surrounded. Many Confederate troops stayed in the fort and surrendered rather than fight their way back through the lines. The Rebel Army lost three thousand men it could ill afford; worse, it had failed in a last, desperate effort to break the Federal stranglehold.

Now the initiative passed to the Union. Its forces gathered for what all expected to be a crushing blow. Spies were sent out to descry the Union positions and intentions. 

Nathaniel Curry worked the key as much as his constitution would allow. Cartwright and Ness were getting better at the key and could copy messages in clear most of the time but they could not receive encrypted messages. With a clear message one could miss a quarter of the characters and still get the sense of a message. An encrypted message, however, could not be read if even a few characters were received wrong.

Nathaniel taught the younger operators the essentials of encryption and decryption. He would receive a coded message and pass it on to one of them. Soon they were proudly translating messages between field officers and the War Office. 

To run these messages Nathaniel had recruited a corps of small boys, children still too young to be drafted by the desperate Confederacy. It gave these idle children something to do and made them feel they were doing their part in the great conflict. Some of the runners were girls and some were colored; all were welcome. 

His favorite runner was a little colored girl named Isabel. She was always at the office early in the morning, her clothes were always immaculate, and she took her work very seriously. Nathaniel liked giving her messages for the President, first because he knew they would be delivered, but also because he was amused by the image of the tiny girl, her hair up in ribbons, sternly telling Davis’ secretary that she could only place the message in the President’s hand. 

He himself ran several messages a week to the Presidential Mansion. The messages themselves were usually trivial but he always managed to catch the eye of Davis’ maid and spend a minute or two with her. Although Mary Elizabeth seemed a simple woman she was anything but. She could read and write as well as any white person and had a quick grasp of all she beheld. She was able to glance at a map or document on Davis’ desk and describe its contents in detail several days later. 

Nathaniel didn’t regret the good he was doing the Cause: the Union was certainly receiving the same information he was and was probably putting it to better use. Moreover, he reserved the best for himself. Several times a day he would copy a message, then tell one of the junior operators to take the key while he worked in his office. 

These messages he decoded with the keyword Joshua, using the unbroken Union encryption method. Sometimes he made a reply himself. Other times he would run a message to someone else in the city. One of his regular recipients was an old free colored tailor who served the officer class; another was a white clergyman. 

He gave Christian a briefing down by the docks one afternoon. He went through the usual things: Lee was in the city; food was expected from the south any day now; there was another typhus outbreak.

“Give me something to give the Rebs.”

“I don’t know much.”

“Tell me what you do know.”

He shrugged. “There’s a new ironclad at Fort Monroe.”

“Everybody knows that.”

“A nigger army is coming in from Michigan.”

“A whole nigger army?”

“I heard it three times now.”

“I didn’t know there were that many niggers in Michigan.”

“There’s lots of niggers everywhere.”

“Tens of thousands of buck niggers of military age, all hankering to fight?”

Nathaniel shrugged. “That’s the official rumor. They might have made it up for our benefit.”

“What else?”

Nathaniel looked around the harbor. Most of the ships were battened down, their sails tightly furled, awaiting the increasingly distant day when their crews would march back and they would proudly sail down to the sea. Some ships were still manned, their crews drilling endlessly and keeping their vessels nicely trimmed, every man Jack preferring this futility to the futility of the battlefield. 

And then there were the ironclads. Three of them lay in the harbor, black and organic looking. They looked ready to fight, though none ever had.

At some point Billy Yank would enter the city and their moment would come. Would they fight or surrender? The great beasts shimmered silently in the heat.

Nathaniel said, “Abraham Lincoln had a roll in the long grass with Red Sally last week. He’s already gone blind from it.”

Christian made a sound like he was suppressing a sneeze, then said, “I don’t think they’d buy that.” Then he turned away, laughing. It was the only time Nathaniel ever saw the son of a bitch laugh. He looked like he didn’t like it very much. 

As March progressed he found his communication with the Union command structure was deteriorating. Some of his messages went uncopied. When he demanded a reply later he found himself having to reconstruct the original message and encrypt it again, as he dared not save incriminating messages. Even at that he often got no reply.

Certainly everyone was very busy, but he had important things to say. He began to feel as frustrated by his espionage experience as he had been by his experience with the Balloon Corps.

A coded message was sent from General Lee to General Joseph Johnston in North Carolina. Nathaniel copied the message and decoded it in his office. The Army of Northern Virginia, it said, may have to evacuate the Richmond and Petersburg region. If this occurred it would need resupply. Johnston was ordered to bring food, fodder and materiel to Amelia Station, some thirty miles from Richmond.

Nathaniel looked at the decoded message on his desk. The message might have been copied by the Federals, but had it been decoded and brought to Grant’s attention? He doubted it. 

He wrote a new message and encrypted it. He then told Cartwright and Ness that he was going to get a few hours of sleep. 

There were plenty of horses in Richmond but nearly all of them were lying dead on street corners or in alleys. Nathaniel found himself hiking instead of riding. He walked west of the city about two miles to a telegraph pole he had used for previous special messages. He donned spurs and climbed the pole, then removed the wire from one glass insulator and attached it to a lineman’s key. The other end of the line was attached to a ground wire. 

He could now send a message west without much danger of it being copied in Richmond or Petersburg. He pulled a message blank from his pocket and transmitted its contents. The message ordered Johnston to send the supplies not to Amelia Station but to another location farther west. 

Then he returned to his tent for three hours of much-needed sleep. 

The Union blow fell at Five Forks, and in the best tradition of Union attacks it fell clumsily. Warren, in charge of half of the Union force, was deployed half a mile farther east than intended, leaving the rest of the force unsupported. The result was a weak attack upon the Rebel forces. 

The Confederate commanders were so lulled by the tepid attack that two of them, Fitzhugh Lee and George Pickett, actually left for a shad bake. It wasn’t until late afternoon that Warren came into action, and it was to devastating effect. His corps swung around the Confederate left, forming a pincer with the two other Union corps. The Confederates were surrounded, outmanned and leaderless; by nightfall they had been decimated. The entire force was routed, with the survivors fleeing back toward Petersburg. 

So utter was the collapse that word failed to reach Richmond by telegraph before fleeing men began straggling through the streets. Ness manned the silent key as Nathaniel, Cartwright and Isabel stood in the door of the telegraph hut, watching the soldiers stream by. 

“It won’t be long now,” Nathaniel muttered.

“Until what?” Cartwright asked. 

Nathaniel turned away without answering. Like most in Richmond, Cartwright had been lulled by years of close calls into thinking that the city would never actually fall.

The next morning Nathaniel was asleep in his office when Cartwright woke him. “I just got a really funny message in, Sergeant,” he said. “Can you make heads or tails of this? I sure can’t.”

Nathaniel read the message, then read it again. At first it was nonsense but it took on more import each time he read it.

TO AP HILL RMOND

FROM LT MACCABEE PBURG

GEN AMBROSE HILL WAS KILLED BY A CHRISTIAN THIS MORNING STOP DOES THAT ANSWER YOUR QUESTION 73

“Oh my God.”

“I received that myself. I swear I got every character right, the sender was transmitting real slow like. Then I decoded it.”

“Decoded it?”

Cartwright smiled sheepishly. “I’ve seen you starting a square with ‘Joshua,’ Will. I hope I wasn’t being forward.”

It gave him a thrill of fear to hear Cartwright speak the name. “You done good, Enoch.”

“It don’t make sense, Will. It’s a message for General Hill saying that General Hill was killed?”

“Yeah.”

“And it says a Christian did it. Are there a lot of Jews on the Union side?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I figure this Lieutenant Maccabee has to be a Jew. Judas Maccabee was a Jewish fighter against the Romans in the Bible.”

“He was?”

“Yes. His boys were like the Moseby’s Raiders of their day.”

“I—I thought Maccabee was a Scottish name.”

Cartwright shook his head. “What do we do about this, Sergeant?”

“Nothing.” Nathaniel crumpled the message and threw it in the stove. “One thing, though: don’t do nothing to any more Joshua messages. Just copy them. You like to get both of us shot doing that.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Have you heard anything else saying that General Hill was killed?”

“No, sir. Ness is working the key right now and nothing’s coming in at all.”

Nathaniel nodded, then said, “Thank you, Enoch. That’s all.”

He stood in thought by the door. Was that message really from Manchester? Had he actually witnessed Alphonsus Christian shoot General Hill? That would answer every question he had as to Christian’s loyalty. “Christ Jesus,” he murmured. 

Did he have to kill Cartwright now? He would hate to do that. Even thinking this, though, made it clear to him that he could kill him if he thought it needed doing. He would just hate doing it.

He recalled standing and looking at another street in this same city. Had that only been three and a half years ago? Then he had imagined the city rising to demand his life. Now he stood ready to destroy the place himself, and it felt no better.

The next moment he pricked up his ears as a message came over the wire in clear. When it finished he demanded, “Did that say what I thought it said?” 

Ness stared at the key with a pencil in his trembling hand. He hadn't written a single character. “I think so,” he said. “Lee is going to skip.”

“Never say such a thing about Robert E. Lee!” he shouted, then sat heavily down on the other side of the table. “Listen,” he said, “we have to do our duty. Write that message down and I’ll deliver it to the President myself.”

“I d-d-don’t remember what it said.”

Nathaniel took the pencil from him and wrote:

TO J DAVIS RMOND

FROM RE LEE PBURG

I ADVISE THAT ALL PREPARATION BE MADE FOR LEAVING RICHMOND TONIGHT 

He looked at Ness. His face was ashen and tears were running down his cheeks. “Your home is on the north side, isn’t it, Phineas?”

“Yeah.”

“I suggest you find a new place south of here, for a little while, anyway.”

“I wanted to stay to the end, Willie.”

“This is the end.” Nathaniel put the message in his pocket. “Boys, I have no authority to tell you to stay or to go. But the monkey’s coming to town.” Cartwright and Ness looked at each other.

He turned to Isabel. “You should go on home, too. And thank you.”

She came to attention. “Sergeant, I’ll stay and tell the other runners they are dismissed.”

“Yes, good idea.”

He ran to the Presidential Mansion where the sentry informed him that the President was at church.

“Church?”

“Yes, Sergeant. It’s Sunday, you know.”

“Oh. No, I didn’t.”

The sentry gave him directions to the church and he ran there. As he came in the minister was delivering his sermon. Nathaniel hesitated to intrude upon the service. 

The minister spotted him and stopped speaking. All eyes turned to the intruder. Blushing, Nathaniel walked down the aisle and handed Davis the message. The President glanced at it and said, “Is this genuine?”

“I think so, sir.”

Davis left his seat and went into the foyer of the church. Every military officer in the church gathered around him, as did the delivery boy. “The day we have long dreaded has arrived,” he said, his voice trembling. “The Army and Navy must quit the city at once. The Army must form up under Lee to continue the defense.”

“What shall the Navy do, sir?” a commander asked. 

“Can you make a run down the James?”

“No, sir. We’ve put too many obstructions in the river. And the Yanks have it pretty well blocked farther down.”

“Then destroy every piece of equipment you can.”

Some of the men moaned at this, but all recovered quickly. 

“Destroy all documents related to our government,” Davis said. “Let whatever foodstuffs and supplies the Army cannot carry be distributed to the populace.”

“What about the liquor, sir?”

“No, that should not be distributed, of course—”

“Sir, I mean that in other cities the Yankees have taken, if they got hold of liquor they behaved terribly.”

“Yes. Have all liquor in the city destroyed.” The men saluted and started away when Davis said, “Wait! We should wait until the service…”

He looked the length of the church to the pulpit, where the minister met his eye. This worthy held his hand out in sign of benediction. He spoke to the congregation and to the nation, but his eyes, and the eyes of every person present, were on their leader.

“The Lord bless thee and keep thee; the Lord make his face to shine upon thee and be gracious unto thee; the Lord lift up his countenance upon thee and give thee peace.” 

“Amen,” everyone said.

Everyone fell to their tasks. Nathaniel started back to the telegraph hut. Around him were the cries of people responding to the news, for bad news always travels fast. 

Soon there were piles of documents burning before every government building. He overheard an enlisted man tell his commander that their building had too many documents to bring out and the officer replied that the building itself should be burned. When the soldier hesitated, the officer screamed at him, “Burn it, God damn you! Let me show you how!” and ran into the building. 

Horses had been scarce in Richmond; they were suddenly plentiful. Their owners loaded everything of value into every conceivable conveyance and drove like demons out of the city.

Word spread that food was being distributed. The loss of the war and the imminent destruction of the city suddenly became secondary in everyone’s mind to getting something to eat. 

Nathaniel, who was hungry himself, followed a crowd to a storehouse. As he stood with the others he felt a heat on his back that surpassed that of the midday sun. Soldiers opened the gates and began handing out food, but the starving throng pushed right past them and came out bearing a bounty. Smoked meats, dried fruits and other delicacies flowed out the doors. At first this largess was greeted with cheers, but the crowd soon became angry as they realized that while they starved mountains of food had existed in the city. Angry voices arose to denounce the speculators who had hoarded this treasure. Nathaniel glanced around at the crowd, noting in passing the flames that were starting to rise.

The crowd turned to the nearby shops and smashed them open, taking whatever they wanted. Suddenly they saw an astonishing sight: a stream of whiskey flowing through the street. The food was tossed aside as men and women got on their knees, picking the liquor up in their hats and even sucking it from between the cobblestones.

Nathaniel picked up a sausage and a wheel of cheese and started back to the telegraph hut. He turned back for a final look at the queer scene: men and women, now quite drunk, were splashing around in the puddles of whiskey while around them the city burned merrily. 

As he ran to his post it seemed to him that the State Capitol was on fire. He soon saw that it was actually the great tobacco warehouses beyond the Capitol that were burning. A large explosion came from his right as the Tredegar Iron Works, a great shell factory, went up. Seconds later there were more explosions as shells fell back to earth.

As he got to the telegraph hut he was knocked flat on his back by an even greater explosion. The Navy was blowing up the ironclads in the harbor. Stunned, he lay on the ground and looked around. The African Baptist Church was right beside him. The church itself was still standing but its windows were blown out and some of the gravestones in the cemetery had been knocked over by the force of the blast. Not even the dead are safe, he thought. An iron rain began as he entered the hut.

Isabel looked up as he came in. Cartwright and Ness were gone. He dismissed the girl, sending her home to her mother. 

The government, the Army and the Navy quit the city that night. Only the most loyal and the most treasonous remained. Nathaniel Curry slept beside his key. 

The next day was one of anarchy. There was no civil authority left in the city at all, not even the fire department. Some of the citizens tried to put the fires out on their own but too much of the city was burning for them to have any effect. 

Nathaniel left his post unmanned and went to his family’s home. This required walking down several streets where the buildings on both sides were fully engulfed in flame. 

The store was gone as were the living quarters above it. He had a glimpse of the two-story building lying in ruins before his clothing got so hot he feared it would ignite.

His next stop was the Swanson home. The handsome green and white Georgian house was gone; only the chimneys at each end remained. He could not get too close because the street was macadam and it had melted, but he could see that the outbuildings were also destroyed. The hitching post with its shiny brass ball was all that remained intact.

He turned away, more angry than ever at the Confederacy. It wasn’t the Federals  but the Confederate government itself that had destroyed the city by abandoning it. Some of the government and the military should have stayed behind to maintain order. Yes, they would have been captured, but that would have been a small sacrifice.

He had no idea where his mother was but he suspected that Amanda was at one of the hospitals. The first two he went to were burned out. The third was a stone structure a mile away from the fires. Its staff was still on duty, caring for its charges. No one noticed a three-striper with a bandaged arm moving through the wards.

She wasn’t there. On a whim he returned to a ward he had passed by because there was no staff in the room. 

All of the patients there were women. He stepped in and looked around the room, then went over and sat at a chair beside one of the beds. 

The patient stirred at the sound but it took her another minute to wake up. “Who is it?” she croaked. 

“Can’t you see me?”

“No. I’m blind.”

“It’s Nathaniel, Sally.”

“Nathaniel?” She opened her eyes but they rolled around without focusing on anything. Her lips were cracked and bleeding. Her orange curls stuck to her clammy skin.

“Nathaniel Curry.”

She relaxed. “Oh. Nathaniel, give me a drink of water.”

There was a pitcher at the front of the room. He held the cup as she drank. “Thank you, Nathaniel.”

“You’re welcome.”

She needed to be cleaned up as well, by the smell of her, but he didn’t offer to do that.

“You’ve come to see me?”

“How are you, Sally?”

She sighed. “Every beat of my heart feels like a knife in me.”

“That’s too bad.”

“How is the war going?”

“It’s almost over.”

“That’s good.” Tears rolled across her fevered cheeks.

“Sally, what did Clarabel find out about you?”

“What?”

“I know what she meant when she said she’d dream about me. You couldn’t have made that up. She never said she thought I shot her. It was you that done it.”

She tried to push herself away from him. “No…no…”

“I ain't a-going to do nothing to you,” he said. 

“You’re not?”

“No. Looks like God is just, after all.”

She wept openly now. “I was doing my duty,” she said. “Same as her. Same as you. Same as…all of us.”

“Are you Cardinal?”

“What?”

“Did you send messages under the name Cardinal?”

“Do you think that could be me? A bird with red feathers? I may as well have hung a sign around my neck. But even if I had no one would have read it. People are fools.”

“I don’t get it, Sally. If you worked for the Rebs, why did you try so hard to recruit me?”

The blind eyes sought him out, did not find him. “We thought you’d fail,” she said. “Thought we could use you.”

“But you couldn’t, could you?”

She shook her head. “You were stronger than we thought.”

“So you sicced Carl on me. What did you say to get him to try and kill me?”

“It was easy. Niggers are fools…men are fools.”

“What about Captain Thomas?”

“Cunt. Bitch. You haven't seen her around lately, have you?”

That was too bad, he had liked her. 

“Sally, some folks still think I killed David Miller.”

She began to sob. “David…”

“Did Christian do it?”

She shook her head. “No one killed him. He went to California.” 

“California?”

“He sent me a letter. Said he was going to strike it rich and come back.” She squeezed her blind eyes shut. “But he’s never coming back. Not to me, not never to me.”

He thought of the Californians he had seen, wild men with long hair and beards. “Do you have this letter?”

She thought about it. “Why do you want it?”

“To prove I didn’t kill him.”

“I threw it away. I’m glad,” she said, bitterly. “I’ll kill one more Yankee after I die.”

He went to the office of Major Norris. The officer was standing in the middle of the room, seemingly frozen in mid-stride, a pen in his hand. His hand trembled as if working a telegraph key. 

“Are you all right, sir?”

Norris turned his head to him as if he didn’t understand the question. “I – I have to destroy the records, but there are too many.”

“Can I help you?”

“There are too many to carry to the street before … in the remaining time. And I can’t fire the building, the quarters are too tight here. It would take out half the city.”

Nathaniel considered the matter. “What records do you want to burn, sir?”

“All of them. I have the payroll records of the army and navy here, plus the records of our group.” He ran his fingers through his thick, wavy hair. “The payroll records take up a full room, there must be a ton of them.”

“We can burn the records of our group, sir, and leave the others.”

“The … the victors will have records of everyone who served in the military of the Confederacy.”

“And no man would deny that he served, sir, if the Yankees asked him. But our group should leave nothing behind.”

“Yes, you’re right. Men … could hang for these things.”

“Can I help you, then, sir?”

Norris shook himself as if waking up. “Yes. Yes, take all of this stack, to start with. No, these things here, take that first.”

Norris was a commander again. Half an hour later there was a fire of broken furniture in the middle of the street with burning scraps of paper rising into the air. Norris ran up and down the stairs with stacks of paper with the energy of a man half his age; Nathaniel had to struggle to keep up. 

At last there was nothing worth burning. The two of them gave a last look around the office, then Norris turned to him with a smile. 

“We leave Lincoln only ashes, Curry. May he enjoy the taste.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Dismissed.”

“Yes, sir. But I have nowhere to go.”

Norris thought for a moment. “Nor do I. But I at least should avoid capture. I’m heading out.”

“Will you join up with Lee?”

“I don’t think so, because I think Lee will soon be captured. But I could yet end up standing with him. Yes, and if it comes to that, falling with him. There are a lot worse ways to go out.”

“Yes, sir.”

Norris held out his hand. “Curry, if my word is worth anything after this, your name is cleared.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Walking out now?”

“I want to give one last look around here, sir.”

“As you will.” Both men came rather stiffly to attention and exchanged salutes. 

The riot outside grew louder as Nathaniel looked the office over. In one corner there stood a large chiffonier. Poking through the drawers he found several uniforms in both blue and gray. He left Norris’ office a first lieutenant of the First Massachusetts Cavalry and carrying a carpetbag.

He had never been tricked out like this before. He felt as if he was on his way to a fancy-dress ball. The uniform was complete right down to the saber at his side. It didn’t even have the hole over the heart that he was now accustomed to in his attire. He wore his sidearm, still in its shoulder holster, on the outside of his tunic.

The sight of a Union officer in the streets drew glances but no comment. He picked his way through unburned and already-burned streets to the telegraph hut. 

Isabel, one hand holding her hem, the other in the air, danced before him. She turned and saw him and came to attention. 

“At ease.”

She looked at his uniform: the dark blue cloth, the silver bars on the epaulets, the saber, the brass “chicken” buttons that every female coveted. She opened her mouth but did not speak. 

“Did you see the other runners?”

She nodded. “I done sent them home.”

“Good.” He knelt before her. “Isabel, the war’s over, the Yankees won. You know that, don’t you?”

She nodded. 

He touched her arm. “That means you’re free now. You and your mother.”

Her eyes blazed. “We already free.”

That was the only answer he was going to get. “Well, then … dismissed.”

She snapped to, then ran out the door.

He looked around the empty hut. Ness and Cartwright seemed to be gone for good. He pictured them high-stepping it down some southerly road, becoming more firmly civilians with every step.

He sent a message in clear to the Union forces at Petersburg, telling them the city had been evacuated. He received a testy reply that they already knew that and he should keep the line free if he had nothing useful to say. 

He went out in search of more food just in time to see the Union troops arrive. Their first tasks were to distribute food to the civilian population and to put out the fires. They were in high spirits and they set about their tasks with relish.

A master sergeant approached him and saluted. He returned the salute. “You weren’t in our party, sir. How long have you been in the city?”

“A little while, Sergeant.”

“Do you know where there’s a working telegraph line?”

“Yes, there’s one three blocks away.”

“Begging your pardon, sir, but we don’t have any modern maps of the city. That over there is surely the Capitol, but where is Jeff Davis’ house?”

“That’s a few blocks away. It’s just down that street over there, in fact, but you won’t find him at home.”

“You sure about that?”

“Quite sure. He left on the train last night. He was one of the last to leave.”

“Did he tell you where he was going, sir?”

Nathaniel shook his head. “Sorry.” He smiled and tossed a quick salute as another officer approached. “How are you, Manchester?” 

“Curry!” He took his hand in a firm clasp. “Gotten a promotion, have you?”

“Yes. Give me a minute.” He gave the sergeant directions to the telegraph hut and added, “Tell your operator the juice is fresh but there’s more if he needs it plus another crow’s foot.”

“I…don’t know what that means, Lieutenant.”

“Well, he’ll figure it out.” He saluted the sergeant away, then turned back to Manchester. “Yes, I guess I was the first Union officer in the city.”

“Did you get my message?”

“About Christian? Yes. Tell me more about that.”

“The Union made its push through the Rebel lines at Petersburg yesterday before dawn. I was in a gray uniform in the back right near General Hill as the Rebs counterattacked. Christian stepped in front of us and turned and shot Hill in the chest.”

“God Almighty! With a musket?”

Manchester shook his head. “It was a tiny pistol hidden in his hand. I never even saw it. It looked like he shot him with his finger. Hill went down and didn’t get up. Everyone thought it was Union fire that did it.”

“Lord!”

“I’ll tell you, I thought he was a-going to shoot me next. But he just walked away.”

“Where is he now?”

“Damned if I know.”

Nathaniel pointed at the State Capitol. Both came to attention and saluted as the Virginia state flag came down and the Stars and Stripes rose in its place.

“Well, looks like Richmond is ours at last, hey?” he said.

“Looks that-a-way. Lincoln is chomping at the bit to come here.”

“He is? Tell him to come on ahead.”

“I would if I had a telegraph line.”

“That sergeant is on his way to one now.”

“Then let’s catch up with him.”

It was easy to follow the commotion the next day from half a mile away. As Abraham Lincoln made his way through the city he was greeted by throngs of cheering colored people. The white people were out in force as well for their first sullen look at their conqueror.

Nathaniel Curry waited with a small military delegation in the square in front of the Capitol. His arm hurt, his head hurt and his stomach hurt. 

He had fallen in with a group of young officers who had been given the freedom of the city. They were curious as to who he was and how he had beaten them into the city. Hearing him speak answered most of their questions; hearing him mention Colonel Sharpe answered the rest. 

He had led them to a restaurant. The colored staff gave them a most hearty welcome. Food and drink appeared as if by magic and the party began. Nathaniel ended the evening by losing consciousness in a chair about three o’clock in the morning.

He awoke when he fell out of said chair. It hurt to open his eyes, but he got a bleary look at the room. It looked like the aftermath of a battle: men were scattered on the floor in various arcane attitudes, groaning weakly or else utterly immobile. His mouth felt as if he had been eating cotton. He was on his hands and knees, looking for a good place to puke, when someone screamed, “Oh, shit! Look at the time! Reveille, God damn it!” Fifteen minutes later he was standing in this formation. 

Lincoln came into sight, walking hand in hand with a small boy, surrounded by soldiers and sailors. As he approached, the officers and men were called to attention and the senior man saluted.

Lincoln approached the senior officer and shook his hand. After a moment of discussion the officer indicated Nathaniel. Lincoln came over and said, “Why, Nathaniel! A first lieutenant now? Well done!”

“Thank you, sir.” Nathaniel was uncertain if he should salute, since the President was addressing him directly. 

“Lieutenant Nathaniel Curry, may I present my son Tad.” Nathaniel threw the boy a quick salute, then shook his hand. “Now, Lieutenant Curry, I understand you know the way to President Jefferson Davis’ residence.”

“I do, sir. Would you like to go there now?”

“I should like that very much.”

Nathaniel led the way down Twelfth Street. Along the way many people watched from the sidewalks. Some of them wore Confederate uniforms. It occurred to Nathaniel that the war was still on and that the President was a legitimate military target, but no one molested him.

The sidewalks were also full of colored people of every station. They gave voice to the admiration and gratitude they felt for Lincoln, cheering and tossing their hats into the air. Nathaniel wished to converse with the President, whom he had always found most congenial, but had no chance.

The sentries at the Presidential Mansion wore blue uniforms now and gave smart rifle salutes as the party passed through the front doors. Nathaniel brought Lincoln into Davis’ office. Lincoln was interested in everything he saw there and had many questions. “So this was President Davis’ desk?” He sat down. “Did he take his correspondence here? Then you’ve met with him? What is he like as a man?”

Nathaniel answered every question as well as he could. It was passing strange to see Abraham Lincoln seated at Jefferson Davis’ desk, with his old stovepipe hat sitting where Davis used to rest his teacup. 

There was a knock at the open door. “Begging your pardon, sir.”

“Yes, Captain, what is it?”

“We have some trophies, sir. We thought you might like to see them.”

“Where are they?”

“Right here. We can bring them right in.”

Lincoln came around the desk and stood as a squad of soldiers came in bearing furled Confederate battle standards and unit colors. They lay them on the floor at the President’s feet. 

Nathaniel had seen such flags flying above many a battlefield. The staffs were worn and notched by bullets, and the flags, though bound tightly around their staffs, were tattered and torn. He could see several Stars and Bars in the pile. He also recognized the colors of the Georgia National Guard and the North Carolina Militia. The smiling soldiers stepped back and stood at attention before their leader.

Lincoln was quite moved by this simple act. “Why, do you know,” he said, “for the first time I really feel like a conqueror. This is how Caesar or Alexander of old must have felt.”

“Yes, sir,” the captain said.

“I have to leave the city now, but have these sent on to Washington, would you?”

“Yes, sir.”

Nathaniel accompanied the President outside. A colonel approached and saluted, then asked Lincoln a question. 

Nathaniel felt a tug at his sleeve. “Master Nathaniel?”

He turned. It was Rachel and several others of the Swanson slaves. “Rachel!”

“Master Nathaniel, is that President Lincoln?”

“Rachel, where is your mistress? Where is Miss Amanda? Can you tell me?”

“Master Nathaniel,” she asked again, “is that Abraham Lincoln?”

“Yes, yes, it is, but you must tell me –”

Rachel and the others turned away from him, their faces lit with a light he had never seen on human faces before. There was another tug at his sleeve, this one more insistent.

He turned. It was Alphonsus Christian in the uniform of a Pennsylvania sergeant-major. “You!” he exclaimed involuntarily.

“Curry,” he said, “you’re back on your original task now. You and I have to find Lee.”

“Lee?”

“He’s lit out and Grant is after him. Grant doesn’t want to lose contact with him.”

“I know where Lee’s going. He’s—”

“Get up! Get up!”

Both men turned to Lincoln. The Swanson slaves – no, the former Swanson slaves – had knelt behind him and he had just turned and caught sight of them. It was the only time Nathaniel had ever seen Lincoln angry, and it was a terrible sight. He loomed above them, a towering figure in black, and shouted again, “Get up! For, by God, while I yet live, no one will ever make you kneel again!” He took Rachel’s hand and pulled her to her feet. The others stood as well.

“Curry!”

He turned back to Christian. “Yes, sir?”

“Where is Lee going?”

“Oh. He’s going to Amelia Station. He thinks he’s going to get resupplied there, but –”

“Do you have a gray uniform?”

He held up the carpetbag he still bore in his hand. “I have that three-stripe one right here, sir.”

“We’re both going as buck privates.”

“Oh. I have one of them, too.”

“Good.” He nodded at the Presidential Mansion. “We’ll change right in here, then we head west. We’ll be stragglers that pick him up.”

“Yes, sir. I just have to—” He turned, but Rachel and the others were gone. Lincoln was gone as well, departed on other business; and a few days later he was gone for good, gone from this Earth and from the nation that he had saved and that would never see his like again.

Nathaniel followed Christian into the Presidential Mansion, leaving the street empty.

They rode all night and part of the next day. Their escort, a dozen Connecticut cavalrymen, stopped only to water their mounts and to change horses. They seemed indefatigable, so Nathaniel Curry pretended he was as well.

By eleven the next morning they overtook the Union forces shadowing the Confederates. The Fifth Cavalry, First Massachusetts had received detailed orders by wire and was waiting for them.

A colonel welcomed them to his tent. A quick bite to eat had been laid out for them and they refreshed themselves as the colonel outlined the situation. 

“Lee brought his army to Amelia Station,” he said. “It seems he was looking for relief there but didn’t find any. We’re not really sure what happened.”

“I think I know, sir,” Nathaniel said. “He was expecting a supply train from the south but it had been diverted.”

“How sure are you of this, Captain?”

“Quite sure, sir. Uh, I’m not a captain.”

The colonel smiled. “Don’t you know? These orders include your promotion.”

“They do? How did … I mean—”

“I won’t tell you what name was on those orders, but—”

“Oh. Oh, I see.” 

“The next stop is field grade, young man, and I wish you well. Of course, this is only a brevet commission, so you may be demoted again after the war. But it’s yours for now.” The colonel’s accent reminded Nathaniel of Thaddeus Lowe. 

“Thank you, sir.”

“Good. As I was saying, Lee set out from Amelia yesterday. He tried to head south but we’ve blocked that. He seems to be moving west, into Appomattox County. His forces are spread out and following as best they can.”

“Sir, the supply train he was looking for was diverted to Appomattox Court House. He must be hoping to link up there.”

“How do you know this, Curry?”

“I sent the message diverting the train, sir. I’m sure.”

“All right.” The colonel turned to an aide. “Send word to intercept that train.” The aide saluted and left the tent. 

The colonel turned back to the spies. “Now, our boys are keeping up with Lee and harassing him but there’s still the danger he’ll slip away. He’s done it before.

“That’s where you two come in. Your orders call for you to fall in with Lee. If he breaks contact you pick it up again. Set fire to the woods or something.”

“Can you ask your men not to shoot us, Colonel?”

“You’ll just have to duck, Curry.”

“We’ll have to do more than that, sir.”

“Well, yes, it’s likely you will. Go easy but do what you have to do.”

They mounted up and rode past the infantry, down a road marked by the passage of bloody feet. As they drew close to the Confederates they left the road to flank them.

The cavalrymen dropped them off in a small wood, wished them luck and wheeled back toward Richmond. “How are you doing, Curry?” Christian asked.

“Fine, sir.”

“How long since you slept?”

“I got a few hours night before last. How about you?”

“I think it was three nights ago that I slept.”

Nathaniel shook his head.

“You look like shit.”

“Thank you, sir. So do you.”

“Well, we should fit right in. Here they come.”

They looked out from the wood. The Rebel forces streamed past about a quarter of a mile away. Even at this distance and without his glasses Nathaniel could make out the figure of Robert E. Lee, bowed but unbeaten, riding at the head of his forces. 

The forces did little to maintain military order. The men were not marching but walking at ease. The line was thin in places, bunched up in others. Many of the men were unarmed.

Nathaniel glanced at Christian. He was looking at Lee with an expression of pure hatred. No, he realized, it wasn’t hatred. Christian looked at Lee like a predator looks at its prey. He wanted Lee, pure and simple. “Curry,” he said, “don’t call me sir.”

“Okay.”

“We’re back to one stripe separating us.” He pulled a bloody bandage from his kit and put it on his head. It was already knotted as if it had been worn before, though Nathaniel had never seen it. 

They stepped out of the woods, pretending they were buttoning their trousers. 

“How’s your wrist?”

Nathaniel flexed his hand. “All right. I can use it.”

“Okay.”

“How well can you see?”

Christian scowled by way of reply.

“I need to know the cards that are in my hand.”

“I can see well enough but I have trouble telling how far away things are when they’re close to me.”

“Can I call you by your real name?”

“You don’t know it.”

They fell in at the rear of the army, slouching wearily along with their muskets over their shoulders.

In addition to his musket Nathaniel carried his pistol beneath his tunic and a Bowie knife at his side. He had no idea what Christian had.

The bandage Christian now sported was the perfect disguise. It covered his empty eye socket, hiding the injury. On the side of his head was a bright patch of blood. Whose, Nathaniel wondered, and his reeling brain conjured ranks of bleeding men.

They fell in. The column made its way through an area of open farmland. Ahead of them a section of wood came into view.

Christian said, “Keep your eye on that patch of brush on the right.”

“Yeah, the one about a hundred yards up?”

“Yes.”

“Yes, I saw that. Come to the other side of the column.”

They crossed the road. Christian looked behind them. “Shit.”

“What?”

“We’re in the thickest part of the column now.”

“Something’s wrong with my kit,” Nathaniel said. “Straighten it out for me.”

They halted and Christian moved the pack around on Nathaniel’s back for a minute, letting the bulk of the Rebel force drift past them.

Their instincts were right: a minute later gunfire erupted from the bushes ahead of them. Both took cover on the other side of the road. 

Some of the men who had come under fire stood still or kept walking; these were cut down. Others fled into the brush on the far side of the road. Still others counterattacked. With the use of their bayonets and a little precious ammunition and at the cost of a few dozen lives the Yankee skirmishers were driven off. 

The column, such as it was, formed back up. A second force of Yankees immediately attacked from the rear. They ran up the road, firing and shouting like banshees. As he stumbled for cover, Nathaniel couldn’t help thinking that their war cry was not as stirring as the Rebel yell.

These Yankees did not have repeaters. After their initial volley they made a bayonet charge. Nathaniel and Christian fell into the heavy brush at the side of the road. The Yankees, not wanting to scatter their forces, stuck to the road.

Two Union soldiers ventured into the brush after them. Both went after Nathaniel. He pulled his pistol out and pointed it into the air so they could see it. One of the men hung back; the other kept after him.

Nathaniel fired at the man from about ten feet away and missed. A knife flew past his ear and struck the man in the chest, killing him. Nathaniel pointed his pistol at the other man and he fled. Christian reclaimed his knife, wiping his blade on the dead man’s sleeve.

They returned to the road. The Yankees were gone. 

So was Lee. They were near the end of the column, walking with the wounded, the exhausted and the beaten. They had to hoof it hard to catch up with the front.

An hour later there was a larger engagement. A company of Union infantry attacked the column. The Rebels fired what ammunition they had, then charged into the firing bluecoats with bayonets. 

Some men charged without bayonets, swinging their weapons like cavemen wielding clubs. When they lost their muskets they attacked their foe with their bare hands, punching and biting like madmen. Nathaniel saw more than one man reach into his ammunition bag and pull out a rock. 

Nathaniel and Christian hung back and watched this. “Did you ever see the like?” Nathaniel murmured. 

“No, I haven't. This is like the Spartans at Thermopylae or something. Fighting tooth and nail.”

“You mean this could go down in history like them Spartans?”

Christian stepped back onto the road, staggered for a moment and got his feet under him. “This is history, Curry. And you know what? These men look like Hell, but they look damned good, too.”

The Yankees were driven off again and the march resumed. 

“So you and I are going down in history.”

“They are. Not you and I.”

“What … what do you mean?”

“Curry,” Christian said through clenched teeth, “go into any city of any civilized place in the world. Search every piazza, every palace, every museum. You’ll find no graven tablet, no painting, no statue raised to a God-damned spy.”

The next attack involved men with repeaters. A number of the Rebels simply halted and turned their weapons upside down in token of surrender. As the Yanks approached them, Confederates in the rear of the column fired, knocking several of the Federals down. The Federals responded by cutting down the men trying to surrender. 

The spies fled from the road, ducking into the long grass on the other side. When things quieted down they went back to the column.

Nathaniel glanced at the men around them. The filthy, starving soldiers wore expressions of grim determination. He thought of the Yankees. They looked grim as well, but hesitant. They knew their cause was nearly won, and none wanted to be the last man to die in the war. 

During the next attack Nathaniel repaid Christian by shooting a Union soldier who was running at his back with his bayonet fixed. The man fell against Christian, knocking him to the ground, and died. Christian kicked the corpse off of him, cut the man’s canteen strap and took a drink, then threw Nathaniel the canteen. 

Nathaniel drank, then said, “Listen, Christian, we’re doing more harm than good here. Lee’s never going to break contact. All you and I are doing is killing our friends. What say we drop out?”

Christian wavered for a few seconds, his weary head lolling back, then lowered his knife. “No, Curry,” he said, “I won’t kill you for that. Not this time. Don’t say that again, you hear?”

“Okay.”

They lifted the dead man’s ammunition and rejoined the column.

Gunfire came from the rear. Two men in front of them slowly turned, then gasped in horror. One of them tried to turn his gun muzzle to the ground, dropped it and died picking it up. 

Nathaniel turned and his blood ran cold. Fresh troops were pouring in on them. They were well armed and well fed. Their blue uniforms were spruce and there was hatred and death on their black faces. 

A man bore straight in on Nathaniel and Christian. “Jesus!” Christian gasped, and both raised their weapons and fired. The Negro’s head flew off like a hat in the wind and the man behind him ran over his back. He ran up to Nathaniel and made to stick him with his bayonet, but hesitated. Nathaniel recognized it: the man had never killed before, and as it turned out he never would.

The two ran through the other soldiers, some firing, some surrendering, others just wailing “Niggers! Niggers with guns!” The men in the rear covered their retreat.

Somehow the Army of Northern Virginia broke free again. Christian glanced behind them. “I don’t think them niggers liked us too much.”

“Can’t reckon why.”

“I know, I always been partial to niggers myself.”

“Yeah, me too.”

“What!” shouted the man beside them. “You like niggers? I hate ‘em! How can you … how … you …”

The soldier’s voice trailed off and an expression, part puzzled, part sad, came over him. He fell on his face, dead. He may have been struck by one of the soft patterings coming from behind them, or been felled by an older wound; or maybe his soul simply decided it was time to skip.

Day’s end eventually came. Some men sank to the ground in exhaustion. The rest, having received no order to halt, trudged around them. They had marched all night the night before and would do so again tonight. Let the Yankees take the men who had fallen out. 

“I thought you were supposed to hold it with the point down.”

“Yes, that’s what you always see in stage plays, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“You can do that if you’re coming up behind someone.” The knife floated in the air and Carl was holding it point down. “With the element of surprise. It’s nice because you can strike a lot harder.”

“But not from the front?”

“A man would see it coming a mile away.” He spun the knife with his finger and the point was up. “This way you can hold it low. Even if he sees it he can’t block it.”

“Okay, so like this?”

Carl’s hand was on his. “Hold the blade turned horizontal like this or it’ll get stuck between his ribs.”

“That could be embarrassing.”

“This way, it might hit a rib, but just try again and you’ll be in the money.”

“God damn it, nigger! I hate that look in your eye.”

“You had just better hope it’s not the last thing you—”

“Curry!” Christian shouted. “Wake up!”

Nathaniel stumbled and caught himself. “I’m awake. I wasn’t asleep.”

“I’m not your sergeant, I’m not going to shoot you. But I’ve had to pull you back on the path three times.”

“Talk. Let’s talk.”

“Okay.”

Nathaniel drew both hands down his face. “Did y’all ever figure out that letter?”

“The one you rubbed the pencil on?”

“Yeah.”

“No. Couldn’t get no sense out of it.”

“Oh.”

“Why did you do that with the pencil?”

“I wanted to see the scratches better.”

“Scratches?”

“What, don’t you know about that? I guess Sally never told you.”

Christian frowned. “What the Hell are you talking about?”

“That letter had scratches on it and it made words in Morse code.”

“It did? No, Sally never told no one about that.”

“She was bad, you know.”

“Yeah. I know. When she recruited you I thought you must be bad, too.”

Nathaniel glanced at him. “I’m not.”

“I lost track of her.”

“I saw her in the hospital in Richmond. She was blind and her heart was a-going.”

“It caught up with her, huh?”

“Reckon.”

“Christ. Give me a battlefield death any day.”

“I know.”

“Did you finish her?”

“No. I’m not sure there’s a Hell beyond this.”

Christian nodded. “Say, you know where Bobby is?”

“Up at the head, I guess. Want to catch him up?”

“That’s our order.”

They quickened their pace and made it to the head of the column. A light rain pattered around them.

About noontime Christian fell out. Nathaniel was surprised at how it happened. They were walking near the head of the column when he stumbled and fell to his hands and knees. Nathaniel paused, but Christian didn't rise. The column spread and slouched around the pair. Christian looked like he was praying, or else figuring out how to stand up again, or maybe he was asleep with his eye open. Nathaniel, his mind reeling, could only stare at him. The birds were making an immense racket. It was impossible to know if the enemy was nearby or not. 

A strange clarity came to his mind. Christian appeared to him a human being suddenly bereft of humanity, reduced to the state of a beast, unable to stand, unable to speak. What would the Bible say of this development? What would Darwin? 

A technical sergeant was minding the stragglers. “Get him on his feet,” he barked at Nathaniel. “The Yanks'll shoot him if I don't.”

Nathaniel poked him in the ribs with his shin. “Git up,” he said, and Christian bestirred himself. He evolved back into a man, pulling himself to his feet, though he could not yet walk. 

Nathaniel could hear no Yankees coming from behind, so they had a few minutes grace. Still, he would clearly have to get him moving. He was considering what to do when seven Yanks, one of them an officer, stumbled onto the road ahead of them. They had their backs to the stragglers and didn’t know they were there until the sergeant shot one of them in the back. 

“Git 'em, boys!” the noncom shouted, and the ensuing volley roused Christian. Nathaniel looked around him. There were about fifteen Rebs there, and they gave the Federals a quick dose of lead. 

The Federals were all scouts and probably had no interest in doing any actual fighting. Their captain made a quick decision and ordered them to stand their ground and return fire. Two more men fell, but the other three opened up with repeaters.

The Confederates swore at this unsportsmanlike conduct and reloaded. Nathaniel and Christian stayed low and kept moving. The Federal captain paid for his mistake by watching all of his men die. The Rebels didn’t shoot him because he made no move to draw his pistol; he had no musket or saber. When the firing stopped the only Confederates left standing were Nathaniel, Christian and the sergeant. Even the birds fell silent as the four regarded each other. 

The Yankee officer stood trembling, sure he was at the moment of death. The others ignored him. 

The technical sergeant looked much like every “testicle sergeant” Nathaniel had ever known. He had close-cropped hair and a reddish walrus mustache that hung below his chin. His suspenders and baggy pants showed that in more prosperous times he had been beefy, but his clothes and his skin hung loose now. He glanced back down the trail, then at Christian, who stood right beside him. 

Christian turned to the man and thrust his knife into his throat. He misjudged the distance and struck him hard enough to drive the knife out the back of his spine. The sergeant fell, taking Christian's knife with him.

“Christ in Jesus! What you do that for?”

Behind him two men rose from the dead. Nathaniel turned back to Christian. “Yeah!” he demanded. “What did you do that for?”

Nathaniel knew what had to happen next, and it sickened him. This would be worse, much worse, than looking a man in the face and shooting him. He closed his eyes for a second and steeled himself. 

The two men advanced on the unarmed Christian. Nathaniel fell in lockstep behind one of them. He reached around his neck with his knife. He muttered, “Sorry, soldier,” and pulled back hard. The knife cut both the blood vessels and the large muscle on the side of his neck. The man fell to the ground with a cry. The other man was already dead. Christian put his foot on the sergeant's chest and pulled his knife out. “Come on,” he said. 

Nathaniel hesitated. “I can't – I don't –”

Christian paused and looked at him. Time stopped for a few seconds; then Nathaniel found the words: “I hope that next time it's me that gets it.”

“You won't think that when it's your turn.”

He nodded. 

As they passed the Union captain, Christian said, “Tell them Christian and Curry are all right.” The officer gave a jerk and nodded his head. 

Christian looked at Nathaniel. “If you really can't do it, go ahead and drop out. You can be this fellow’s prisoner.”

He shook his heavy head. “Let's go.”

“It's because he asked you to do it, isn't it?”

“Reckon.”

“You're really his nigger, aren't you?”

They started down the road again. There was no sound of fighting anywhere. A bird muttered something to its neighbor and a few seconds later the trees were as raucous as before the shooting started. 

“Everyone is somebody's nigger, Curry. You could do worse.”

In the early afternoon they arrived at Appomattox Court House. The army was ordered to halt and fall out. All eyes turned to their trusted leader.

Lee looked to be at a loss. It was the only time Nathaniel had seen him so. The tall man on the gray horse turned this way and that, looking for an army he could not find. 

Scouts were sent out to find Johnston. The weary soldiers sat on the ground, placing their weapons in stacks. Those who had shoes removed them to rub their sore feet. Ever and again men looked around them, expecting an attack from any quarter. Many slept.

The scouts came back, riding their exhausted mounts hard. They pulled up in front of Lee and spoke to him, keeping their voices low. Lee looked from man to man until the last soldier had spoken and withdrawn.

Lee wept.

General Lee sat upon Traveller and wept. A great groan arose from the dusty soldiers on the ground. Christian turned to Nathaniel and whispered, “This could be it.”

“You think so?”

“Yes. I don’t think he –”

“You! Why, you God-damned Yankee pig!”

Nathaniel turned. “What?”

A soldier was struggling to his feet. “Give me a gun! This here son of a bitch is a nigger-loving Yankee!” He pulled a musket off of one of the stacks and pointed it at Nathaniel.

“What the Hell are you talking about?” Nathaniel demanded. 

The soldier responded by pulling the hammer back to full cock, aiming it at Nathaniel’s head from three feet away, and pulling the trigger. The hammer fell with a clack. 

All the other soldiers nearby were looking at them now, though none got up. A captain made his way through the throng. “What’s going on here? Soldier, why are you pointing a weapon at your friends?”

He snatched another musket from the stack. “These here ain't no friends of mine. This man’s a Yankee spy and his friend probably is, too.”

“How do you know that?”

“Why, he told me he was, don’t’cha know. Then he shot me and left me for dead.” The soldier pulled up his tunic and revealed the scar of a bullet wound three inches from his navel.

Nathaniel felt the blood drain from his head. If he had not been seated on the ground he would have fainted. “Parker!” he said, or tried to say, as he hadn't breath to speak.

“Let me shoot the son of a bitching bastard, Captain. Let me shoot them both.”

“You’ll do nothing of the kind, soldier, until we get to the bottom of this,” said the captain, putting his hand on the musket and pointing it at the ground. 

Other men around them, perhaps in frustration at being cheated out of another meal, started to take up the cry, denouncing Nathaniel and Christian as Yankees. Another officer, a colonel, came up and was briefed by the captain. A minute later all three soldiers were hauled before General Lee.

Lee had by this time recovered from his shock and coolly demanded to know what was going on. Silas Parker pointed a finger at Nathaniel and said, “This here man shot me in the guts and then he told me he was a Yankee spy. He did it up in Maryland just before the Sharpsville battle. Sir.”

“You’re nuts. General, sir, this man is crazy. I never shot him.”

“Are you sure about this, soldier? For I know this man…” Lee’s voice trailed off.

“Sure I’m sure! Look at this.”

“Well, someone surely shot you, but what makes you so sure it was him?”

“Search him, General! See what he has on him.”

Lee looked around. He had nowhere else to go. “Very well. Captain, please search these men.”

The captain came up and thoroughly searched both of them, going through their pockets and kit bags. He even searched the linings of their tunics but found nothing.

This drove Parker nearly mad with rage. “They must have something! Keep looking!” he screamed at Lee.

“Soldier, you’re addressing your commanding officer,” the captain said. “Watch your tone.”

“Look in their shoes! I know they have something!”

“Very well,” the captain said wearily, “take off your shoes, boys.”

The captain stuck his hand in Nathaniel’s shoes and found nothing. He reached into Christian’s shoe and looked puzzled. 

“Did you find something?” Lee demanded.

“There’s a bump in the sole of his shoe, sir. The bump is square.” 

He pulled the insole out of the shoe, then retrieved a square of paper about an inch on a side. “Look at this, sir. It’s very thin, like cigarette paper.”

“What is it?” Lee asked.

The captain carefully unfolded the paper. “It lists dates, sir, with a word after each one. March the first, phoenix. March the fifteenth, Gideon. April the first, centurion.” He looked up at Lee.

Lee said, “Well, it sounds to me like that has something to do with codes. What do you have to say about that, soldier?”

An officer stepped up and yanked the bandage from Christian's head. There was a stir and gasps. 

Christian said, “Well, sir, I am an agent, but on the Confederate side. Those are the current keywords for our codes. You can ask Colonel Norris about that and about me.”

“You’re a spy for our side? But a minute ago you weren't a spy at all. And as for you, young man, I’ve seen you come and go and each time you have a new name and a new story. What do you have to say for yourself?”

Nathaniel looked up at Lee. The tears had left dark tracks on the old man’s dusty cheeks. He had nothing to say. 

“Well, that settles it,” Lee said sternly. “I guess you boys know what you’re in for.”

Christian came to attention and said, “Yes, sir, and you have every right to shoot us. But you might consider letting us live, sir. The war’s almost over.”

Nathaniel was surprised to hear Christian speak so. He thought that he would face death with defiance, not with a plea for mercy. 

“Take them away,” Lee said in disgust.

“Shall we –?” the captain began.

“Hold them until I decide what to do. I have to find out what happened to the supply train first.”

“Yes, sir.”

Nathaniel and Christian sat under guard against the wall of the Appomattox Court House, their hands bound behind them. The April sun had come out and was drying the damp ground. In the surrounding forest birds were singing. Their guards were both about sixteen years old and it didn’t occur to them to keep their prisoners from whispering to each other.

“How’s your arm?” Christian asked.

Nathaniel flexed his fingers. “Still hurts. That’s a good sign, I guess.”

Christian nodded.

“Do you think he’ll kill us?” Nathaniel asked.

“What would you do in his place? Would you kill us?”

“Hell, yeah!”

“Well, I’m glad you’re not Lee.”

“Well, I’m glad I’m not Lee, too. He has some really tough choices right now.”

“Yes.”

They sat in silence for a minute. Nathaniel said, “Quiet day.”

“Yes. So far.”

“How long do you think we’ll hear these cannon in our ears?”

“You mean the ringing in our ears?”

“Yeah.”

“It sounds more like bugles to me,” Christian said. “Bugles playing one long note.”

“Yeah, but it was the guns that done it.”

“Well, yeah. The rest of our lives, I reckon.”

“Reckon so.” 

He listened to the music in his ears for a minute until Christian said, “So we finally won the war.”

“Yeah, and we’ll die a-winning. These boys will lose but they’ll live.”

“Yeah, how’s that?”

“That’s a hard road for us.”

“Yeah.”

“I always thought I wouldn’t live out the war,” Christian said. 

“That’s a sad way to feel.”

“Well, it left me free to do what I did.”

Nathaniel glanced at him. “You think it was worth it?”

Christian thought it over. “I think we would have won anyway, but I think I did my part.”

“Yes,” Nathaniel said, “I feel that way too.”

They fell silent again. 

“How did you start in this business, Christian? Did they train you?”

“No, there’s no training for this kind of thing. I just took to it.”

“Oh.”

Pause.

“How come you’re doing it?”

“What do you mean?” Christian asked. 

“Why’d you come in on this side? You sound like a Southern boy.”

“I’m a nigger.”

“Oh.”

Pause. 

“What about you?”

Nathaniel thought about it. “I guess it all started because I wanted to see the balloon.”

“A balloon, was it?”

“Yeah. I read in the paper that –”

“Hush, now! Someone’s coming.” 

Epilogue: A Coke and a Bag of Chips

They were one of the last families to arrive. The Model T Fordor Sedan pulled into what had been until today Dave McCullough’s west forty and was now an airfield. 

The boy was the first out of the car. He ran around and opened the back door on the other side. He grasped his right wrist with his left hand, then clasped the hand of the old man in the back seat. “Come on, Grandpa,” he said, and pulled. Grandpa’s feet slid across the running board to the ground and he was up. 

Grandpa needed help getting up, but once he was up he was okay.

The aerial troupe had flown over the town twice that morning, both times at treetop level. The first time they had landed at McCullough’s and negotiated a price for the use of the field. 

The second time they had thrown handbills from the planes. These offered a free flight to the first person who arrived at the show in possession of a handbill, thus guaranteeing the attendance of every boy in town. The handbills displayed a fanciful image of a pilot, his scarf trailing out of the cockpit, shooting Germans from the sky like clay pigeons. 

The handbills also offered rides for a dollar a minute. As a further inducement the handbill contained legal language absolving Captain Spengler’s Flying Cadets of any liability resulting from said plane flight.

The show was in full swing. Young David Dobbs was so excited that he alternated between making his way through the crowd, watching the planes overhead and urging his great-grandfather to hurry. The old man walked along as fast as he could, his left arm crooked before him, his eyes on the sky. David’s mother and father were presumably somewhere in the rear.

A loudspeaker was playing Dixieland and above the music an announcer was describing the action: “And here’s Debbie again. The Queen of the Wing-walkers is going to attempt to climb up to Lou’s plane from the roof of a speeding Chevrolet! This would be a tough stunt for a man, folks, and I don’t know if the little lady is up to it. She’s got hold of the ladder now, and look!”

There was a sustained “Ohhh!” from the crowd as the announcer, his voice cracking with excitement, cried, “The Chevy is slamming on the brakes! He’s run out of field! And look at Debbie! Will she make it to the plane?”

David’s enthusiasm for the show abated temporarily as he induced his father to buy him a Coca-Cola and the new snack sensation of 1926, potato chips. He stuffed the greasy chips into his mouth as he and his great-grandfather watched the show.

“And here comes Charlie! That’s Charlie Lindbergh on the wing of Captain Spengler’s plane, and he’s – why, folks, he’s fallen off! Can this be it for Charlie? But wait! He’s got a parachute and he managed to get it open. It looks like he’s going to be – oh, no!”

Five hundred feet above them the tiny black figure fell from the parachute. Charlie plunged to the ground as the parachute fluttered overhead. The crowd screamed in horror.

“He’s fallen from the parachute! He’s plunging toward the earth! I can’t look, folks!

“Wait a minute, ladies and gentlemen, Charlie has a second chute! He hit the silk a second time, just seconds from Mother Earth! Let’s have a big hand for Charlie!” 

The last plane came in for a landing as “Charleston” was playing. The plane danced down the field, bouncing from one wheel to the other in time to the music. As the pilot cut the switch he kicked the rudder to the left, making the plane ground loop to face the audience. The crowd went wild. 

David waited impatiently for a chance to meet the flyers, his autograph book in hand. The pilots were over by McCullough’s summer barn, talking to the crowd about flying and signing people up for brief flights.

As Captain Spengler signed his book David asked him, “Where did you learn to fly, mister?”

“I learned it in the war, sonny. That’s where the whole world learned to fly.”

“What war was that?”

“What war was that! How soon we forget. Why, I mean the Great War, of course. It only ended eight years ago.”

“It was only the biggest war in history, my boy,” another pilot said. “The captain here was in the Lafayette Escadrille. He made ace before the United States was even in the war.”

“Did you fly those planes in the war?”

“No,” Spengler said. “They’re war-surplus Jennies and they’re only training planes. We all learned to fly in them but they never carried guns.”

“All right, folks,” the other pilot said. “Who’s next for a flight?”

The old man stepped forward, a crooked smile on his face. The pilots laughed. “Sorry, Pops,” Spengler said. “You’d flunk the physical.”

“I’m afraid you’re never going to get to fly, old fellow,” the other pilot said.

“My grandfather flew a plane in the Civil War,” David’s mother said proudly. 

The pilots laughed again. “I’m afraid not, lady,” Spengler said. “The airplane wasn’t invented back then.”

“Are you sure?” the woman said. “I remember my grandmother used to say that she saw him flying over Richmond during the war, and she knew it was him, too.”

“No,” Spengler laughed. “These old veterans are full of tall tales. Say, Pops, did you know Abraham Lincoln?”

“Grandpa can’t talk,” David said. “He had a stroke about five years ago. That’s why his arm’s like that.” He ate the last of the chips and tossed the bag aside.

There were no more takers for flights so the flyers closed up shop, loaded the planes, spun the props and flew away. By this time most of the townspeople had already gone home. 

David and his great-grandfather were the last to leave. The two stood watching until the planes had passed over the horizon. “Come on, Grandpa,” the boy said at last, turning back to the car. 

The old man started to turn but something caught his eye. David’s wax paper bag was blowing against the barn in the late afternoon breeze. As he watched, it mounted the wall, then flew to the ground again, making its way toward the end of the barn. Once more it struggled upward, hung in the air for a moment, and then it was gone.

THE END


