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 Preface
(Or:
        Skip this preface to read the first
                story.)

 During his lifetime Jack Matthews (1925-2013) wrote hundreds of short stories and
        published seven short story collections. Some of the stories won awards, and all the story
        collections were positively reviewed by major publications. Why then has it taken 23 years
        for his next story collection to be released? 
The answer is interesting and perhaps a little sad. After Jack Matthews retired from his
        university teaching job in the 1990s, he continued to write full time (and teach an
        occasional class). But aside from publishing a smattering of pieces in smaller literary
        magazines (and getting a few plays produced), Matthews had absolutely no luck getting any of
        his books published. It must have been frustrating, but Matthews rarely dwelled on the
        vagaries of the New York publishing market. He knew that short stories rarely sold well and
        lacked the cultural impact of a novel or screenplay. But he spent a significant portion of
        his retirement years writing them. 
In 2008 I discovered the Matthews story collections which Johns Hopkins University Press
        published in the 1980s. JHU Press published 5 volumes: Dubious
            Persuasions (1981), Crazy Women (1985),
            Ghostly Populations (1987), Dirty Tricks (1990) and Storyhood as We Know It and
            Other Tales (1993). All five volumes blew me away. (Ironically, I had been a
        grad student in JHU's creative writing program at about the same time – and never
        heard of these volumes until two decades later). As a rabid fan who wanted to help Matthews
        transition his titles to the digital world, I interviewed him for Teleread in 2009 and visited him in Ohio in 2010. I always believed his
        literary gifts crossed many genres, but I thought his short stories stood out in particular;
        they were taut, unadorned and dialogue-driven; they always had unconventional plots and
        twists and funny surprises. They depicted quirky intellectuals and normal people in Middle
        America. 
While Matthews appreciated my interest in his short stories, I think he viewed the
            Gambler's Nephew novel and Schopenhauer's Will (his mixed-genre biography) as more important literary
        works. Perhaps I can claim modest credit for persuading Matthews to pay more attention to
        his short stories and convincing him that the commercial stigma against short story
        collections no longer applied in the ebook world. In 2012 Matthews gave me a carefully
        selected pile of stories (both unpublished and published in literary magazines over the
        decades) for eventual publication. By my estimate, we had enough for 4 story collections for
        Personville Press to publish. (Soldier Boys was published in
            2016, Abruptions: 3 Minute Stories to Awaken the Mind was published
        in 2017; The Second Death of E.A. Poe and other Tales was published in
        2021 and Boxes of Time was published in 2023). With regard to Matthews'
        20 out-of-print titles, it's hard to say when or if they will be digitized, but most of
        these titles are still available on the used book market. 
Matthews did finishing touches for Abruptions in the
        last five years of his life. I'm guessing that all of the stories in Soldier Boys
        (except "Killing of Old Mortality" – which was published in an earlier
        volume) were written in the 1990s and 2000s. All of Matthews' major  works explore 
        historical perspectives and themes; Second Death of E.A. Poe and
            Boxes of Time include a mixture of historic and contemporary
        settings (even though what probably seemed contemporary to readers when the stories were
        first published in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s probably seems like ancient history to today's
        readers).
Over the decades, Matthews collected memoirs and personal correspondence by actual U.S.
        Civil War soldiers (which he described in some of his essay collections). But although
            Soldier Boys is historically accurate and evocative,
        I don't believe its primary aim is to convey a sense of what it would be like to be present
        at famous historical battles (as the Schaara novels aim to do). Nor do I think that this
        book comes with any single agenda or overarching anti-war message – though it
        certainly is implied. 
Instead this book has three main aims. 
First, it seeks to convey the 19th century spirit and outlook on
            life. Matthews had already written two excellent novels about 19th century
        America which did precisely that: Sassafras (the
        satirical adventures of a junior phrenologist who chases his unscrupulous mentor across the
        Western frontier) and Gambler's Nephew (a darkly ironic
        tale of a dogmatic abolitionist who accidentally shoots an escaped slave he was trying to
        rescue). His earlier story collection, Tales of an Ohio
            Land, (1978) reads like a series of 19th century Wild West tales with cowboys
        and Indians and spiritually-minded settlers. Like these previous books, Soldier Boys tries to remind the contemporary reader of that
        old-fashioned way of seeing the people and surrounding natural world. – a world
        without nuclear weapons, pornography, instant email, Facebook and TV commercials. 
Second, Soldier Boys depicts how
            teenage boys – and sometimes middle-aged men – deal with the stresses of
            combat by joking around and staying connected to the world they left behind.
        It's true that they were committed (or resigned) to risking themselves for a cause, but many
        were preoccupied with mundane things; they complained about the food, quarrelled with one
        another, found black humor in everything, wrote letters home and resisted the temptation to
        escape. These soldier boys still exhibited heroic qualities both on and off the battlefield.
        They continued to respect the humanity of the opposing soldiers who were shooting at them.
        Instead of wallowing in self-pity, they try their best to remain who they were before the
        war. It's tempting to say that today's volunteer forces are more worldly and less naive
        about their job than their 19th century counterparts, but the challenge remains the same:
        obeying a set of commands which might hasten their deaths, laughing off danger and
        appreciating the normal life which civilians take for granted. 
Thirdly, Soldier Boys operates on a more metaphysical
        level – beyond the Civil War or even war itself. These stories come from the head of a
        retired author in his 70s who had been writing stories most of his life. A person of that
        age must be more aware of his mortality and the importance of valuing the life one has
        lived. As it happens, many soldiers in this book (and in the actual Civil War) were too busy
        to do this. The book is about facing your mortality –
        and not just on the battlefield. Many Civil War soldiers died of disease (and this was the
        central subject of "Johnny Kincaid" story). Many had to face debilitating injuries. Many
        were haunted by memories of those who died before (as suggested by the appearance of ghosts
        in "Conroy's Ghost" and "Johnny Kincaid"). Many of the characters had come to appreciate the
        value of life itself (and the random tragic way it can be snatched away). 
Matthews has always struck me as a philosophical writer, and this book offers lots of
        questions. How does awareness of one's own mortality change the way you treat your fellow
        man? Why does the world offer terrible tragedies to some individuals while leaving others
        unscathed? Does too much attention to duty (military or otherwise) drain a person's humanity
        out of him? Does compassion have to be earned or are all humans entitled to it? What is it
        like for an immature person to be dragged into the trenches and exposed to inhumanity and
        destruction? Is it possible for such a person to ever reclaim his humanity? In a situation
        marked by brutal violence, how can people learn to connect with strangers? These are
        unsettling questions and part of the reason I consider this Soldier
            Boys collection to be his most enduring. 
Soldier Boys uses techniques and narrative forms
        popular in the 19th century. Perhaps the psychological quest of the first story "Requiem of
        the Rappahannock" feels properly at home in 20th century literature. But other stories (like
        the amazing "Killing of Old Mortality") read like simple adventure stories. This volume has
        an epistolary story (where everything is revealed through a series of letters), ghost
        stories and stories dealing with otherworldly coincidences and identities exposed. Matthews
        was a huge fan of Ambrose Bierce and has expressed admiration for 
            Tales of Soldiers and Civilians (which you can download for free from Project
            Gutenberg . Bierce's story collection serves as an exemplar for Soldier Boys (though ironically, Bierce's shifting point of
        view and interior monologue have more in common with 20th century literary modernism than
            Soldier Boys does). Both collections focus on an
        individual soldier (or civilian) throughout the entire story. While Bierce's stories focuses
        more on the actual violence during battles and the impact on the soldier's psychological
        state, Soldier Boys devotes more attention to what is
        going in their lives between battles. There are many ways to begin a story collection about
        the Civil War, but Soldier Boys  opens disconcertingly at
        a lavish hotel banquet where Union soldiers are sloshed. Many Civil War soldiers (both in
        this book and real life) became casualties, but Matthews' stories depict them as still
        connected to normal living up to the moment they perish. 
Some final thoughts. The beautiful chapter illustrations
        are provided by Jack Matthews' daughter Barbiel Matthews-Saunders. The ghostlypopulations.com website will contain a link to a teacher's guide for
        this collection (with discussion topics and lesson ideas). Here's the URL I created for the
        Google Doc which will be updated over time: 
             https://goo.gl/a7iv0c. (You
        don't need to sign onto Google to view or download it). If for some reason this link goes
        bad, you can find it on the author website or email me about it (idiotprogrammer@gmail.com). At the end of this ebook are two things of
        interest: a list of further readings about Civil War fiction 
        and literary obituary I wrote for the Jack Matthews
            website. For more information about Jack Matthews, check the author's website:
            ghostlypopulations.com
Robert Nagle, Editor-in-Chief, Personville Press,
        2016.

[image: Requiem on the Rappahannock]Requiem on the Rappahannock


 On a moonlit night in the late summer of 1864, a tired twenty-one-year-old lieutenant
        rode his horse up the dirt road to the Chalmers Hotel, once a health spa on the North
        Rappahannock River in Virginia. He had a personal message for General McGowan, who had taken
        over the hotel for his headquarters. The lieutenant's name was Amos Chalfant, and the
        message he carried was the sad news that General McGowan's wife had died giving birth to a
        dead infant.
 Lt. Chalfant reined in his horse and, as he was about to turn down the path that led to
        the stable in back, he paused in astonishment, for the hotel's windows were ablaze with
        light, and he could hear the unmistakable sounds of abandoned revelry. As he came closer on
        his way to the stables, he could identify fiddles, a piano, a cornet and a drum, and what
        seemed a whole regiment of boots pounding the floor. There was laughter and singing, and for
        a moment, the lieutenant thought he might be hallucinating, for he had heard little but the
        noise of battle for the past three months and now hearing such music and laughter seemed
        almost unearthly.
 Nevertheless, he rode on down to the stable and turned his horse over to the stable boy.
        Then he felt the message in his pocket, to make certain it was still there. It was a nervous
        gesture, for the message was too simple for him to forget, but touching it gave him a sense
        of security and seemed to strengthen him for what promised to be a most-unpleasant scene. 
 He pulled his tunic down with both hands, and started trudging up to the hotel. It struck
        him as a bit strange that there was no guard posted at the hotel's entrance, but since he
        had been challenged twice within the past hour, he wasn’t seriously troubled. At the top of
        the steps, he paused a moment to listen to the blare and whoop of the revelry within. Then
        he opened the door and entered, finding himself in a hot, crowded ball room, so teeming with
        officers and women laughing and singing and dancing that his entrance was scarcely
        noticed.
 But as he paused, a thick-set colonel with large features and an angry red face motioned
        for him to come over and help himself to the food and whiskey. On an enormous trestle table
        there were great platters filled with fried chicken and fried catfish and a pork roast and
        ham baked in apples and stacks of biscuits and corn muffins. There were gooseberry and apple
        pies, and two large carafes of coffee, with candles burning underneath to keep them hot.
        There were Irish potatoes, sugared sweet potatoes and a pot of green beans cooked in
        vinegar; not to mention a keg of beer, one jeroboam of madeira and another of catawba, and
        three demijohns of rye whiskey. It had been a long time since Lt. Chalfant had seen such a
        delectable concentration of food – and in such rich and tempting variety –
        gathered together in one place.
 "Help yourself, Lieutenant," the red-faced colonel shouted over the noise. In spite of
        the expression of boiled outrage on his face, the man spoke in as calm and kindly a manner
        as was possible for one to be heard in such a cauldron of sound. He nodded toward the table:
        "God knows the next time you'll ever see another feast like this. If I were you, I'd settle
        down and make the most of it! Tomorrow, we might all be lying dead in our boots."
 "Amen," Lt. Chalfant muttered, half to himself. But then, out loud, he asked what might
        be the occasion for so much revelry, but the colonel didn't seem to hear, although he was
        looking directly at him and surely must have known that he had spoken, so that you’d at
        least expect him to ask the young officer to repeat what he’d just said.
 But being so fatigued, Lt. Chalfant thought no more of it, partly because he was one of
        those who often found things surprising. And now deciding that a little whiskey might be
        just the thing to revive his energies and spirit, he filled a small glass half full, then
        held it up before his eyes and stared at it a moment. Eventually, he nodded at nobody and
        nothing, and took a sip, whereupon he looked back at the colonel with the angry red face,
        who was now regarding him out of an odd expression that seemed to be both smiling and
        frowning at the same time. Although no one else in the ballroom seemed to have noticed him,
        the colonel somehow gave the impression of being intensely curious about who he was and why
        he had come.
 And eventually the colonel said, "Lieutenant, I don't recall seeing your face,
        hereabouts. You're not attached to any of our units, are you?"
 "No sir."
 "Well, then, who are you?"
 "Lt. Amos Chalfant, sir. I'm from General Grant's Headquarters."
 The colonel's eyebrows rose. "Oh? General Grant's Headquarters? You don't say! So what
        have we done to gain General Grant's attention?"
 "Well, it's a message for General McGowan, only it's not from General Grant
        himself."
 "No, I didn't suppose it was, Lieutenant. I wasn't referring to General Grant,
        personally: I was referring to his Headquarters. I assumed you'd realize that."
 "I'm sorry, sir. I'm so tuckered out, I reckon I can’t think straight."
 "The message must be important."
 "It is."
 The colonel nodded. "And I don't suppose you could tell me what that message is about,
        could you? I think I can say I'm as close to General McGowan as anybody here."
 "Well, it doesn't have any strategic significance, and I wasn't told to keep it a secret,
        so I guess it'll be all right to tell you. I'm afraid it's bad news, Colonel: the General's
        wife has died in childbirth. Along with the baby."
 Hearing this, a look of great alarm came over the colonel's countenance, and he grabbed
        the sleeve of Lt. Chalfant's tunic. Before saying anything further, he looked around the
        room, but the dancers and musicians were still aboil, and no one seemed to be paying the
        least attention to them. "See here, lieutenant: have you told anybody else about
        this?"
 "No, sir. You're the first one."
 "The first one or the only one?"
 For an instant, Lt. Chalfant contemplated the oddity of the question, but then answered
        dutifully: "The only one, sir."
 The colonel nodded and thought a moment. Then he said, "Let's step outside a moment.
        Bring your glass with you."
 Lt. Chalfant glanced wistfully at the table, but nodded and sipped at his whiskey before
        following the colonel out the door. After the heat and noise and cigar smoke of the
        ballroom, the night air felt as cool and smooth as water on his face. 
 He had assumed that the colonel would stop on the porch, but he didn't. He kept walking,
        and Lt. Chalfant followed him, until they came to the gate. But the colonel didn't even stop
        there; he lifted the latch and stepped out onto the dirt road, where he kept walking for
        almost a full minute, stepping in and out of the moonlight and the darkness of the tree
        shadows. Why the colonel should have been at such great pains to go so far from the hotel
        struck the lieutenant as something of a mystery.
 But finally, when they reached a cluster of catalpa trees, the colonel stopped, and
        turned back to him, said, "Lieutenant, I want you to repeat exactly what you just told me in
        there. I want to hear the message you have for General McGowan. I want to be sure I've got
        it right."
 "Yes sir," Chalfant said. "The message reports that General McGowan's wife died in
        childbirth a week ago yesterday. The baby died, too. That's all it says. I don't even know
        whether the baby was a boy or a girl, or if it was christened."
 The colonel nodded. "All right. I believe you. And now I'm going to countermand your
        charge in coming here. I'm going to order you not to deliver that message. I'm ordering you
        not to mention a word of what you've just told me to anybody. Not a single word. I don't
        want anybody to know the contents of that message. Do you
        understand me, Lieutenant?"
 Astonished, Lt. Chalfant said, "But, Sir, the message is for General McGowan!"
 "You've made that clear, Lieutenant."
 "And it's from General Grant's headquarters!"
 "You've made that clear, too. I understand your orders and I'm countermanding them. Is
        that understood?"
 Bewildered, Lt. Chalfant shook his head. 'How can I … ?"
 "The responsibility is entirely mine," the colonel said, withdrawing his revolver from
        his holster and holding it so that it was pointed toward the stars. "Not a word about that
        note to anybody! I want to hear you tell me that you
        understand. Give me your word or I'll place you under arrest. I didn't bring you out here to
        debate the issue with you. Yes or no? One or the other."
 Numbly, Lt. Chalfant nodded, cleared his throat, and said, "Yes, sir. Understood."
 "All right. Now you can go back in and help yourself to all the food you can eat or get
        drunk or dance the light fantastic – whatever suits you. I'll let you find your way
        back. I'm going to light up a cigar and mosey on down to check on the guard. We should have
        been challenged before this. Is everything understood?"
 "Yes sir," Chalfant said, then turned and started walking back to the hotel, that shone
        forth in the darkness like a gigantic birthday cake, teeming with candles and noise.
 ◆   ◆    ◆    ◆    ◆ 
 And yet, hungry as he was, Lt. Chalfant didn't eat right away. Instead, he filled another
        glass half-full of whiskey and took it out into the hallway, where he sat on an ornately
        upholstered Queen Anne bench and sipped at it. He found the noise of the ballroom too much
        for his nerves. His eyes burned and he felt light-headed. His lack of sleep and food during
        the past week, along with the long hard ride, all made him feel a bit shaky and what his
        mother would have called donsie. He felt a little the way
        he'd felt as a small boy in the academy, when old Mr. Becker, the crippled schoolmaster,
        called on him to stand and recite the day's lesson. 
 Still, the whiskey soon gave him the sense of feeling better; and he told himself that
        he'd go fill his plate as soon as he finished his second glass. So he sat slumped there on
        the bench and sipped and tried to concentrate. The drinking released notions that he might
        not have otherwise had; and chief among these was the question of why he hadn't challenged
        the red-faced colonel, or at least asked him what his reason was for countermanding his
        orders. Why would a colonel take upon himself to do such an astonishing thing regarding a
        message for a general? Exactly why didn't the colonel
        want him to convey the personal message to General McGowan, as he'd been directed? 
 The mere thought of not following through with his charge made Lt. Chalfant uneasy. He
        had always looked upon himself as being dutiful and obliging, honest and sensitive; and most
        who knew him would have agreed that his opinion of himself was justified. Indeed, he really
        was the kind of young man you could depend upon, and in spite of his age, showed promise of
        being promoted to captain in the near future.
 Shaking his head, Lt. Chalfant finished his whiskey, then returned to the ballroom and
        waded through the loud sounds of the music and the stomping of boots to the trestle table,
        where he filled a plate with pork and green beans and sweet potatoes, then spread butter and
        quince jelly on two biscuits, and carried them all back into the hallway, where he found the
        same bench still vacated.
 As he sat there eating, he could feel his head swimming from the whiskey, but he ate
        every bit of the food on his plate, then thought about going back for pie and coffee, but
        decided not to, because a simple, rough decision had formed itself in his mind.
 And yet, when he stood up, ready to return the plate to the ballroom, he was surprised to
        see the red-faced colonel at the end of the hallway, talking with a major, a tall thin man
        with sideburns. The colonel was talking vigorously to him, but when the colonel's gaze
        drifted briefly from the major to Lt. Chalfant, he did something extraordinary: he opened
        his eyes wide, into what could only be interpreted as a wrathful stare, which accentuated
        his customarily angry expression into something that seemed almost grotesquely, even
        theatrically, diabolical. 
 A moment later, the two officers returned to the ballroom, and Lt. Chalfant turned around
        and, seeing a captain standing nearby, smoking a cigar, asked him what the colonel's name
        was.
 The captain stared at him a moment, without speaking. He had small eyes and a thick blond
        mustache that almost concealed his upper lip. His expression was that of a man who's very
        sleepy or very drunk. "What colonel?" the captain said. "There must be a dozen of the damned
        things around here tonight."
 "The one who was standing there talking to that tall thin major," Lt. Chalfant
        said.
 "I didn't see him," the captain said, and started to walk away, but before he had taken
        two steps, Lt. Chalfant said, "Wait a minute! The one with the red face, who looks like he's
        all worked up about something."
 The captain grinned behind his formidable mustache. "Well, that's an easy one,
        Lieutenant. You're describing Colonel Halliday." Having said this, the captain's body
        started to lean sideways, but when it was about ready to lose its balance, righted
        itself.
 "What sort of man is he?"
 The captain frowned a moment. "Well, basically, the way I look on him, he's just what
        you'd have to call a colonel. And you're right about how
        he looks mad all the time. And I won't tell you that his bark is worse than his bite,
        because I don't recall ever being bitten by that particular officer. Not only that, Colonel
        Halliday don't exactly bark, he just goes around looking
        like he's about to bark. How's come you want to
        know?"
 "Just curious."
 "Well, I figured that. Why're you curious?"
 "Oh, he was talking to me a while ago, and I just sort of wondered."
 "I don't reckon I've seen you around here before, have I? Or are you one of my brothers
        and I'm just too damned drunk to recognize you?"
 "No, I'm not from around here."
 "Well, anything else you want to know about Colonel Halliday, you'll have to get it from
        somebody else. I don't know much about the old rooster."
 Once again, the captain was about to turn away, but Lt. Chalfant stopped him. "One more
        question, Captain: is General McGowan here?"
 "Last I heard, he was still alive."
 "What do you mean by that?"
 "What do I mean? Why, I mean exactly what I said: the
        last I heard, he was still alive. You don't get statements any clearer than that, do
        you?"
 "Are you saying the general's been wounded?"
 "Well, just where in the hell have you been, Lieutenant? The General damned near had his
        right arm blown off last week. It was a parting shot from one of their cannon about a
        half-hour before we were ordered back here. The General was our last casualty. They say he
        lost enough blood to drown a kitten in. It's a wonder he's still alive. But he's a tough old
        buzzard, I'll say that for him. Say, who are you, anyway?"
 Lt. Chalfant studied the captain a moment, then said, "I'm Amos Chalfant."
 "Well, that don't tell me much. Who in the hell are you with, Lieutenant?"
 "I'm assigned to General Grant's headquarters."
 The captain looked hard at him for a moment, to see if he was telling the truth, then
        decided he was, whereupon he whistled. "Well, I'll be hornswaggled. What are you doing down
        here? To what do we owe the honor?"
 Lt. Chalfant regarded the captain for a moment, then made up his mind. "I've got a
        message for General McGowan."
 "Exactly what kind of message would that be?"
 Lt. Chalfant looked all around for a moment to see if they were alone, then he said,
        "Well, just between the two of us, last week his wife died giving birth."
 The captain whistled. "Talk about bad news coming in threes!"
 "Threes? You mean the baby that was born dead?”
 “No, I wasn’t talking about any baby.”
 “Well, then, what's the other one?"
 "So you're one of those lieutenants who know how to count, are you? Just my luck to run
        into one of them who can count!"
 "What's the third? The General's badly wounded and his wife died … God knows
        that's enough, but from what you say, I assume there's something else, isn't there?"
 "There is. Orders came through last week that the old man's going to be relieved of his
        command. That's why we were pulled back. And that's one of the reasons we're having
        ourselves this big goddam party tonight. No more General McGowan, who might not be the
        meanest son of a bitch east of the Mississippi River, but he'd have to come in second or
        third."
 "I didn't know that," Lt. Chalfant said.
 "You mean General Grant didn't confide in you? Well, now, ain't that just a pity!"
 "I didn't mean it that way," Lt. Chalfant said.
 "Well, I don't know how else you could have meant it, but never mind. Say, I just thought
        of something: you're not about to remember what I say and repeat it, are you?"
 "No, that's none of my business."
 "Because if you want to know the truth, I'm a little drit bunk. That's
        intentional."
 "What is?"
 "Shifting the consonants around. Instead of saying 'a little bit drunk,' I said, 'a
        little drit bunk.'"
 "I get it."
 "It's not supposed to be funny," the captain said seriously, then turned and went in the
        direction of the whiskey, leaving Lt. Chalfant wondering how, if it wasn't supposed to be
            funny, what it was supposed
        to be, or why he'd bothered to say it that way.
◆   ◆    ◆    ◆    ◆ 
 But after a moment, he decided to follow the drunk captain to the whiskey, although the
        thought of striking up another conversation with him was far from pleasant. And yet, by the
        time he walked into the noisy ballroom, he was gratified to see that the captain was no
        longer at the table, presumably having become assimilated into the crowd of officers
        surrounding the dance floor. Lt. Chalfant paused a moment, then filled another glass
        half-full of whiskey and took it back to the bench in the hall. His bench, as he was already beginning to think of it, so dearly do we yearn
        for the comfort of familiarity in our lives.
 Affected by the food and drink he had taken, the young lieutenant's fatigue had changed
        into something oddly different: it had by now become a dull, unlocalized ache of weariness
        that seemed to have seeped out of his own body to be absorbed by the entire world. The
        sensation could almost have been thought of as a cosmic lassitude – something like a
        sunset or a starlit sky that transcended his body and under other circumstances, might have
        conceivably been contemplated from afar.
 It was while he was sitting here and sipping whiskey, that Lt. Chalfant made up his mind
        to disobey his most recent orders and deliver the message to General McGowan in spite of
        Colonel Halliday's countermand. He’d already broken his word, which was alright, because his
        word had been forced from him, so he figured it didn’t count. The issue suddenly seemed
        perfectly clear to him: his orders to deliver the message from General Grant's Headquarters
        should not be ignored at any cost. The message had been given to him by Colonel Westfall, a
        short, stocky man with a gift for profanity and a lazy right eye that seemed to wander off
        as he was talking to you, as if independently searching for some view denied to his other
        eye. 
 Chalfant tried to imagine how Colonel Westfall would react if he found out that the
        message he had given to him had not been delivered to General McGowan, and it was not a
        pleasant scene. Conversely, he could almost hear Westfall's blasphemies as he defended his
        disobedience of Halliday's countermand; it was obvious he couldn’t please both of them, and
        that was that. So in the contrast between these two imagined scenes, his duty settled with a
        gratifying solidity upon carrying out his initial orders, forgetful of the officers who had
        given them.
 Having arrived at his decision, Lt. Chalfant finished the last of his whiskey, then
        looked up to see the drunken captain standing before him. Now, his eyes were even more
        bloodshot and heavy-lidded. He looked two and a half turns drunker than he had only a short
        while before. He lifted his hand and passed it through his hair, as if to smooth it down;
        instead, the gesture ruffled his hair even further, making the poor fellow look even more
        blurred and dishevelled.
 "Are you still here?" the drunk captain asked him, swaying slightly to the side.
 "Still here," Chalfant said.
 "What I can't figure out is why you're here. Or did I
        ask you that and you answered? Never mind. I remember, now. You're from Grant's
        Headquarters, and you're here with a message. The General's wife died in childbirth. See? I
        remember."
 "Impressive," Chalfant said.
 But the captain ignored his sarcasm. Maybe he was too drunk to notice it. He stood there
        breathing hard for a moment, then abruptly sat down beside Chalfant. "Well," he said, "have
        you delivered your message yet?"
 "No. Colonel Halliday ordered me not to."
 "Is that right. Well, whose orders are you going to obey? His, or the orders you got to deliver it."
 "I'm going to deliver it."
 The captain nodded. "Why not? That's what I always say. Why not? Go to it. Charge the
        bunkers. Barge the chunkers. Throw yourself headfirst into the jaws of hell. The haws of
        jell." He paused thoughtfully a moment, then said: "Those are intended, and they are not
        funny."
 "I know," Lt. Chalfant said. "Where can I find General McGowan?"
 The captain blinked slowly and solemnly, as if contemplating different aspects of the
        question. Then, without raising his eyes, he pointed upwards with his thumb. "He's on the
        second floor in one of the rooms. Last I heard he was still alive. Or did I already say
        that? Sometimes I have trouble remembering what I've already said. Maybe it’s better that
        way, do you figure?"
 "Thanks," Lt. Chalfant said, then stood up and left, trudging toward the stairway in
        back. He heard a remote "You're welcome" from behind, but he didn't turn back. He suddenly
        felt mortally tired, and considerably drunk and unsteady on his feet.
 By the time he reached the stairwell, he had a terrible premonition that he’d find the
        General dead. It was such a strong feeling that he found it difficult to climb the stairs;
        but he did so, anyway, with the determination of despair. With each step he climbed, it
        seemed that the sounds of the music and dancing were increasingly muted, and by the time he
        reached the second floor, the noise was more of a dumb throbbing in the floorboards than a
        recognizable melody.
 The long upstairs hallway was deserted, and all the doors were closed
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