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The Riverboats Ghost


“Did I ever tell you about the time I went boating with your grandpa and his two buddies?”

The boy didn’t speak so he rambled on per usual.

“Yeah, it was Tommy Montana, the Texas Mexican from Iowa and Louis Fur from Illinois. I think he was English maybe Polish, I don’t remember. So like Louis found this old boat like the one we’re taking down to the river. It was a can of worms for wires under its cheap furniture. But it had a brand new Sony radio. But the interior was the ugliest thing you’d ever seen. It had aqua blue shag carpeting Louis found in the dumpster behind the marina” he said.

He backed the boat into the boat launch, careful as he dropped it in the water. 

“So when they launched the old crap bucket into the river, its plug dry rotted and sank the whole boat to the bottom of the boat launch. We had to drag it all the way back to the Walmart in Rock Island”. 

The boy, a few years removed from his teenage years was already in the boat when he pushed forward in the mid-day summer sun, maneuvering its way around Arsenal Island, the motor humming. 

He spoke proudly to the boy, the only other passenger between sips of coffee. And pulled out his android as they come upon a large island with a tall sandy stone colored clock tower hanging out over the river. The man takes a sip before snapping a photo. He looked down at his phone as he spoke.

“Arsenal Island is an important military post”.  

They ride up close to a cabin along the islands shoreline as dad snapped a picture. He drove off as the phones app loaded.

“That cabin was built by George Davenport who the city is named after”.

“I read somewhere that he got beat to death by bandits”. 

“School taught you that?”

“No, covid”. 

“Go figures”.

“Most of this country at the time was disputed land cultivated by the Natives. Present Day Arsenal Island better known as Rock Island was once the fringes of the American frontier. And chief Black Hawk was born in Saukenuk, a village built where the Rock River trickles into the Mississippi River. And the crazy thing is dad, the Rock River which we launched from, back further behind Wal-Mart, was called the Sinnisippi”. 

He nodded along as he steered her down river, snapping a photo of an obelisk along another islands shore. 

“That’s Campbell’s Island”.

“And passed the Lock is Credit Island. I know dad, I did an entire project for school on it”.

“Oh, well the the reason I bring this up is because those two Islands played a major role towards the end of the War of 1812”

“Yeah, yeah. As American Troops tried to send supplies up the River towards Prairie du Chein which was under siege, but never made it. Zachery Taylor, who would become president was pushed back down strea  and built Fort Johnson. Now modern Day Warsaw where great grandpa used to preach. Its in my footnotes”. 

“Footnotes? Aren’t you a little young for that, son? 

The boy said nothing, quietly judging the rambling fool with his foul odor of beer sweat and sweet flowery cannabis. 

He feared drinking in front of the boy. His mother had already ripped his head off in court by claiming he was a woman beater. Ripped his heart out after he found out about the affair with his best friend. and now  she was trying to rip him apart from his only son. 

He poured some whiskey in his coffee cup before he pick the boy up. And the boy knew it and silently he sat judging in his light grey Faded Glory t-shirt while his father wore a nice polo.

They took off down the river pass Historical Lock and Damn 15, the largest roller damn in the world.

That’s where the Army Core of Engineers saved our butts. And their little trawler was about as neglected as our own. They wanted Tommy to cut the anchor after our motor stalled on the far end of the damn. Dad just bought it that after waiting for his sunken boat to bleed out dry. I told myself never again but old traditions die hard”.

“You’re not going to take us through the channel, are you?”

“No son, the boats are too big.  Our grandpa I tell yeah. That generation always did what it wanted”.

“Is that why mom left you?”

“I tried getting  a job at the Arsenal incase FEMA claimed Marshall Law when they try taking our guns away. So join the army son, get your GI bill and a sweet government job. You’ll need it for when the worlds turns to crap”.

The boy only groaned. So they both sat really silent, the river green and rocky with all kinds of wooded swamps covered in bright green algae. And ride by another water way that weaved into the Mississippi with houses scattered along its banks.

And moved along with the river as it narrowed, only to swell out again; while other times: islands, trees, and tributaries distorted the rivers true path. 

It was all beautiful, the trees all thick and lush like something taken out of a Mark Twain novel. The boy sat stunned in wonder while his old man chain smoked as he rode the river.

He smoked two packs of the cheapest decent tasting cigarettes a day, and was puffing away. The hot cup of coffee locked safely in his lap. He hadn’t noticed when the boy put his shirt over his nose. Cruising along unexpected until the strong fragrance slapped his face. The fresh wildflowers tried to mask the dead fish carcass but it did nothing. 

“Did you say something Boo?”

“My soda tastes like toilet water”.

“Ha, that’s funny. I was just thinking about how my coffee was starting to get cold”.

Benny, short for Benjamin Franklin Evans was a forty eight year old divorcee and single dad to a devil of a child, Boo, short for Boo Radley Evans. He was named after the fictional character in his ex. wife's favorite novel, To Kill a Mocking Bird. It's the only book he ever seen her hold right before she threw it at him.

He once admitted during therapy that the thing he hated most about her was that he knew in his heart that she actually never read the book. He remembered watching the movie with her on more than one occasion, and that it was her third favorite movie, the other two being The Departed and The Princess Bride. 

She commented once that she was familiar enough with the story, and that under his toe even more. Like those who talk about how much they love Catcher in the Rye but actually never read Catcher in the Rye. He never understood how you can like something when you can’t even take the time to appreciate it.

Benny has his phone up to his face as he scrolls down the Wikipedia page.

“It says the rollers of that damn Boo are 109 feet tall. That's like five of your mother’s houses stacked one on top of each other” 

Boo looked at the water disgusted and indifferent. His life vest sat on the floor of the tin bathtub next to him. The boat was what Benny referred to as a can o' worms. The wiring of this dreaded vessel looked like pink, red, green, black and blue maggots trying to crawl free from the rotted decking.

The interior had to be replaced in certain spots and one of the rotating chairs near the front of the boat had to be remounted where it rotted through. The only thing worth salvaging was the motor. The rest should have been stripped down and scraped, the money used to go towards anything other than that monstrosity.

“This boat cheeks” grumbled Boo.

Benny clenched his fist because he didn't see it that way. He found himself a fun jigsaw puzzle that needed solved. Plus, he felt confident having first tested the safety of the little boat in the Rock River, a thin shallow river that snakes down from central Wisconsin. 

Benny along with a few pals went along for the Rock River excursion. They made some last minute adjustments. And added a few new accessories. It was ready for anything especially the Zombie Apocalypse.

Benny knew then that the doat waa ready for the Mississippi, a river who’s second only to the Missouri River in: length, depth and  power.

And yet, even the Missouri river tributed into the Mississippi. It added to its chaos of undertows and cross currents that dwelled beneath the otherwise sleepy surface. This rapid swirl of thousands of: rivers, creeks and canals moved tirelessly through the central United States from the Twin Cities of Minnesota
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