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I hope you have enjoyed the previous two volumes in the Canawlers 25th Anniversary Collection. I put a lot of work into them to make them special and worth it for you to purchase, even if you have the original editions.

I think the biggest addition has been the short stories included with each volume. I wrote “The Race,” the short story in this volume back in 2003. It was commissioned by a canal festival and printed as a booklet. The booklet has long since gone out of print, but I kept the story in print as an e-book.

Ever since that time, I’ve gotten requests from readers who wanted a physical copy. It never seemed cost-effective for me to bring it back in print, though.

A few years ago, I had the idea of creating a “complete” collection of Canawlers stories (e-book only, of course), and I decided to write “Lost Life,” which was the accompanying short story to Between Rail and River.

And again, I got a request for a print edition, but I resisted.

Then, when I got the idea for this special collection, I realized I would need a new story to accompany one of the novels. 

I considered different areas in the lives of the characters that I could tell. At one time, I had even started to plan out a novel told from Tony’s perspective as an old man as the canal was preparing to close for good in 1936. I was going to call it, The Last Canawler.

After playing with various ideas, I decided not to move forward in time, but back, and explore how a family of Irish immigrants came to live and work on the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal.

However, I now have a list of unused story ideas featuring the Fitzgerald Family. Will they ever be written? I don’t know. Never say never. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle brought Sherlock Holmes back from the dead. My job wouldn’t be as hard as circumventing mortality.

For now, the 25th Anniversary Collection stands as the definitive collection of the Fitzgerald Family, presented in an affordable and attractive way.

If you want to read more, well, I guess you’ll have to wait for the 50th Anniversary Collection. With any luck, I’ll still be around and writing.

In the meantime, enjoy Lock Ready, and thanks for reading!

James Rada Jr.

January 26, 2026

.
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A canal boat along the C&O Canal. Courtesy of the Library of Congress.
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Decisions

December 1863
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David Windover had told himself that he would stay outside in the freezing cold until he reached a decision. Now that a chilling wind was slicing through the heavy fabric of his peacoat, he doubted the wisdom of his commitment. Freezing cold temperatures had come to Western Maryland two weeks ago, leaving a thin, translucent crust of ice on the water along the edges of the canal each morning. It always melted away by midday and was never thick enough that the Canal Company sent out its ice breakers. It was just a matter of time, though. It was only getting colder.

Canallers had started taking bets on when the C&O Canal would shut down for the winter and were rushing to make one more delivery of coal or grain to Georgetown before it happened.

The Canal Company had sent out word two days ago that the stop locks would be opened this week to start draining the canal. Until the weather warmed up again, crews would work in the empty canal making repairs to the canal prism, locks, and aqueducts. Much of the damage had come from Southern sabotage, heavy foot traffic from soldiers on the towpath, and normal wear and tear from a busy season.

Since the news of the closing had been released, the canal boat captains had been rushing to either get back to their hometowns along the canal or to the basins at Williamsport and Cumberland in the hopes of getting a good position to take on a load of coal when the canal reopened next year. The Freeman was tied up at Snyder’s Wharf in the Cumberland basin between the Potomac River and the downtown area of Cumberland. The boat would stay here until spring returned. 

David had hoped that the cold night air would clarify his thoughts. Having paced outside for an hour, he now hoped that the cold would cause him to make his decision quicker so that he would be able to go back into the warmth of the hay house. So far, the only decision he’d reached was that his fingers were numb but not frostbitten. He slowly flexed them inside of the woolen mittens that Alice Fitzgerald had knitted for him last year.

He stood on the race plank—the narrow walkway that ran along both sides of the canal boat—and pulled his peacoat tighter around him. Not that it did any good. The coat felt useless against the wind, and the cold he felt wouldn’t be warmed away by keeping in body heat. He sighed and his breath turned to vapor for a few moments and disappeared. If only he could get rid of the problem that caused the sigh as easily.

A few days ago, the Freeman had floated barely above the water of the Potomac River. The cargo holds were full of bituminous coal, and the canal boat had wallowed in the water like a pig in mud. Now those 120 tons of coal from the Appalachian Mountains filled the holds of the steam ship Newcastle and were bound somewhere north of Georgetown to keep New Englanders warm this winter or to power steam ships in the War Between the States. And the Freeman sat lighter and higher in the water.

The canal boat was ninety-two feet long and made of Georgia pine milled back when Georgia still considered itself part of the Union. Hugh Fitzgerald, Alice’s dead husband, had named the boat to remember what his Irish ancestors had done so that Hugh could live in America as a free man. It seemed even more appropriate when he remembered that the Fitzgeralds had sometimes hidden escaped slaves under the Freeman’s deck.

David shook his head. He had never met Hugh Fitzgerald. By all accounts he was a good man, but he had been murdered in Shanty Town two years ago. Still, his ghost was always present when a person was on his boat. It was why David had to leave.

Water lapped against the side of the boat. Each gentle wave seemed to carry away a little of his stress and exhaustion. The sound wasn’t something he heard often, which is odd, considering he worked on the water, but he boated on the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal not the Potomac River. The river was unnavigable with rapids around Harper’s Ferry and the Great Falls outside of Washington. At times during the summer, sections of the river were too shallow to float barges with heavy loads like the canal boats carried. The canal had been constructed to keep the water calm and at a consistent depth so the boats could be pulled east or west by mules. 

What caused the lapping water now was the Canal Company. It was draining the 184.5-mile-long canal. The inlet locks had been closed. With no water entering the canal, the existing water would run into the Potomac River at the tidal lock at Georgetown and river locks near the dams. The process happened every winter to keep the frozen water from damaging the clay lining of the waterway. The company had opened the stop locks earlier than expected this year. David wondered how many canallers had lost money on that bet.

The company officials expected some limited boating to continue from Williamsport to Georgetown, but Cumberland was in the mountains and more than 620 feet higher than Georgetown. The air was colder here, and the ice came quicker.

The Canal Company sometimes used ice breakers—boats with heavy wedges on their prows—but eventually either the ice grew too thick or there were too many loose chunks floating in the canal for safe navigation. Since the canal needed repairs, the company wasn’t going to use the ice breakers this year. Instead, it would work on the repairs and get them completed as soon as possible.

David stared into the water, looking at the wavering reflection that looked back at him. He could barely see it in the dim light from his lantern. His blurred reflection showed how he felt. He couldn’t figure out who he was or where he belonged. Was he a Northerner or a Southerner? Did he belong here? Not just on the Freeman but with the Fitzgeralds? He couldn’t be honest around Alice Fitzgerald or she might realize how he felt about her. He couldn’t be honest around anyone outside of the Fitzgerald family or they might realize that he was a former Confederate soldier. He couldn’t be honest with himself or he might ask questions that he didn’t want to hear answered.

“You know you can’t really see the water level drop.”

David turned around and saw ten-year-old Thomas Fitzgerald coming out of the mule shed. He was bundled in his older brother George’s hand-me-down wool coat and a stocking cap Alice had knitted him pulled low to cover his ears. 

The mule shed was the twelve-foot by twelve-foot cabin at the opposite end of the canal boat from the family cabin. During the day, the pair of mules not pulling the canal boat would rest inside until their turn in the harness came. At night, all four of the mules were picketed on the towpath so they didn’t have to be crowded into the small shed. A lighter rope, with one end tied to a stake and the other end tied around the mules’ necks, allowed the animals to roll around to their hearts’ content or just relax without having to pull the boat. The Fitzgeralds owned three mules that had been purchased on a farm in Kentucky. Though some captains used horses to pull canal boats, pound for pound, mules were stronger and they lasted longer, particularly if they were well cared for, which Thomas made sure of.

“I know. That’s not why I was looking at it. I was just thinking,” David said. He bounced up and down on his toes to try and warm up a bit. If the canal hadn’t been draining, it would have been frozen in the morning.

Thomas climbed up onto the curved hatch covers that arched across most of the length of the Freeman. He walked over to stand near David and look over his shoulder. From his position on the hatch cover, Thomas could see over David’s shoulder into the water.

“I set up a net to catch some fish as the water drains out. When the canal’s empty, I’ll check the net to see if I caught anything. I could wind up with a barrel of fish,” Thomas said excitedly.

To add fish to his pet collections, David thought.

The young boy collected anything and everything that caught his attention, but he particularly liked animals. It wasn’t unusual to find a rabbit, bird, or even a fox caged up in the mule shed. Thomas had once caught a bear cub until the she bear had scared him off.

“That’s sounds like a good idea, Thomas. We’ll have plenty of fish for frying and stews this winter,” David told him, hoping the idea would set in that Thomas was catching food not pets.

“You’re not thinking about dinner, though.”

David shook his head. “No, I’m not.”

He glanced toward the family cabin at the other end of the barge. The shutters were closed to keep out the cold night air, but David could still see some light from around the edges of the windows. It glowed as two pale, parallel lines three feet apart. He could hear Alice moving around inside the cabin and mumbling about something. It wasn’t a happy mumble, like when she sang to herself when doing the laundry on the roof of the family cabin during a warm, sunny day.

“Actually, what I’m thinking about makes me lose my appetite,” David said.

Thomas frowned. “Then you must be thinking about girls or school. They’re the only things that make me feel like that.”

David rocked his head side to side. “You might be right about that.”

He patted Thomas on the shoulder and turned away. He walked along the race plank to the rear of the canal boat where the family cabin sat on top of the holds. He trudged down the three stairs and stepped inside the twelve-foot by twelve-foot room.

A quarter of the space in one corner had been sectioned off for the captain’s cabin. The rest of the room was an economy of space. Bunk beds were mounted on one wall and doors that opened into the pantry and additional storage space under the quarterdeck took up another wall.

Alice Fitzgerald was sitting at the table under the window at the opposite side of the room. Her ledger book was open and she was writing some figures on the page. David watched her quietly. He stared at her slender fingers as they held the pen and her other hand brushed a stray wisp of red hair from her face. He had imagined that hair falling across his chest and shoulders as he held her. She finished writing and set the pen aside. She puckered her lips and gently blew on the page to dry the ink. David stared, longing to kiss those lips.

David’s resolve almost left him. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. No more living in dreams. It was time for him to live in the real world.

“Alice,” he said. He had meant to sound firm, but what came out had been barely more than a whisper.

“Hmmm?” she said without looking up.

She picked up the pen, dipped it in the ink well, scratched out something she had written, and started over. The cuff of her blue wool dress was darkened with ink smudges.

“I need to talk to you about something.”

For a moment, David thought he could still back out of this conversation. Alice was so focused on her ledger that she might not have the time to talk. She hated working with numbers, but she felt it was part of her responsibility as the owner of a canal boat.

Alice shut the book, laid the pen down, and rubbed her eyes. Her green eyes were a bit red from straining as she read over the ledger by lantern light. “I needed a break anyway. Why do we always seem to only just get by?”

“That’s kind of what I wanted to talk to you about.” David stopped, unsure of where to go now. Finally, he just took a deep breath and started, “With George back with the family and Tony and Thomas a little older, you’ve got quite the crew.”

“And don’t forget you,” Alice added and smiled at him. How he loved the way that smile lit up her face. It stripped the years and stress from her face and made her look so vibrant. He wished that he had met her years before she had met and married Hugh Fitzgerald. Even though Hugh was dead, he was still the ghost between them.

David nodded. “I’m not forgetting, but I’ve come to realize that providing for your family should be your priority. If you didn’t have me around, you might not be just getting by. I’m just a burden to you now. I’m an extra hand you don’t need and an extra mouth to feed.”

Alice stood up. “David, that’s not what I meant when I said that. You’re not a burden. You’re part of the family.”

“No, I’m not. George and Thomas are your sons, and since you faced down Sheriff Whittaker about Tony, he is too. Me, I’m just someone who helped out when you were short-handed,” David said.

He really couldn’t bring himself to say the real reason why he wanted to leave. It would embarrass both of them and put a taller wall between them that he didn’t want, even if he was going to leave. But, really, how could he stay aboard the Freeman and be in love with her, knowing that she still loved her dead husband? He felt guilty for feeling jealous of a dead man, but Hugh Fitzgerald was dead. David didn’t want Alice to forget her years with her husband, but he wanted her to be able to move on. Preferably to him. But, sadly, that wasn’t happening.

It hadn’t been David who she had called for when she was delirious with fever in August. It had been Hugh Fitzgerald who she had wanted to hold her and comfort her. David had been wrestling with what he should do since then, and now with the boating season over for 1863, it was time to make his decision.

Alice walked around the table and grabbed David’s arm. Her touch made his skin tingle even through his shirt and coat sleeves. “David, don’t do this. You would break everyone’s hearts if you left.”

Not everyone, David thought, and that’s why I’ve got to leave.

“I’ve already thought this over and over again.” He looked away, unable to meet her stare. “It’s what I need to do. I’ll pack up and move out in the morning.” 

Alice took a step back. “What will you do?”

“I’ll work in Cumberland for a while and save some money. I can’t go home, not after what my father wrote.” He had written his father to try and explain why he had abandoned the Confederate Army and decided to stay in Maryland. His father had sent him a letter from the family plantation in Virginia disowning David because he was a traitor to his country. A part of David had expected that response, but another part of him had hoped his father would say that he understood even if he didn’t agree with David’s decisions. “Tony talked once about going out west and getting his new start. Maybe that’s what I’ll do.”

Alice looked at the floor. “David, you said you’d be there for me always.”

David closed his eyes and sighed. “Alice, you know it’s not proper for me to stay here. People are saying things about you that aren’t true.” He wondered if he would feel differently about leaving if the rumors had been true. 

“What people are saying hasn’t really bothered you the past two years,” Alice said.

That’s because back then they hadn’t seemed like rumors to him. Their whispers behind his back had been well wishes. Now they were barbs or taunts.

“I don’t want to hurt your reputation,” David said, realizing that it was a weak reply.

Alice snorted. “It’s my reputation, and if it’s been hurt, that has already happened. It makes no difference now.”

“I’ll still be there for you. You can write or telegraph me, and I’ll come.”

Alice’s eyebrows rose. “From two thousand miles away?”

David looked away. “It can’t be helped.”

He turned to leave, knowing that he might never be able to get her acceptance of his decision. Did that mean she loved him even if she wouldn’t admit it? No. No, he needed to leave before he said or did something that would make her force him to leave.

“I’m not going to see you again, am I?” Alice asked suddenly.

David stopped at the door, but he didn’t turn around. He didn’t want Alice to see the tears in his eyes. “I don’t know,” he said.

He walked out of the family cabin and along the narrow race plank. He went into the hay house, the smaller cabin in the middle of the boat. It was used to store hay for the mules, but David and George also slept on the hay piles in the cabin because there was no room in the family cabin for them. 

David pulled open the wooden hatch that covered the opening on the side of the hay house. He stepped inside onto the hay that formed the mattress of his bed. The cabin had very little room to move around in because it was mainly used to store hay, but then, he and George only slept here.

He pulled his knapsack—the very one he had used as a Confederate soldier—from off the hook on the wall and began filling it. Not surprisingly, it only took a minute. David had accumulated very little in his time with the Fitzgeralds. He’d bought a book by Edgar Allan Poe in Georgetown and had a couple of notes from Alice saved in its pages. The notes said nothing personal. It was just his way to remember her. Maybe, in the back of his mind he had always known that he would eventually be leaving. Other than that, he had his civilian clothes, a Bible, and his army pistol.

As David stood looking at all he had in the world, the hatch on the other side of the hay house opened. George Fitzgerald, Alice’s oldest child, stood in the opening looking in at him. He was a slim young man with light brown hair. He was frowning, which was a mirror image of Alice’s frown, but unlike his mother, George rarely smiled since returning from the war.

“So it is true then,” George said. “You’re leaving.”

“This makes you the man in charge,” David said. George had recently turned nineteen years old, though he seemed older now. It was more than simply his living additional year. George had seen things and experienced things that a nineteen-year-old man should not have to see and experience. The sparkle of life that Thomas still had in his eyes was missing in George’s. David hoped that the young man would find a way to get it back, but then David had never been able to after what he had seen during the war.

“I suppose it does,” George said flatly.

The two men looked at each other without saying anything. They had both fought in the war, though on different sides. David had never gone back to the fighting after being wounded, while George had lost his arm and couldn’t return. It always seemed to David that George had lost something more than his arm in the war. He had lost the ability to be happy.

“Mama’s in her cabin crying,” George said finally.

David closed his eyes and took a deep breath. What did she expect him to do? He couldn’t stay, not with the way things were between then.

“She’ll get over it,” David said.

“Maybe.” He didn’t sound so certain.

“I’m just a hand around here, George. You know that. You’re the one who’s told me it enough times.”

George snorted. “Since when did you listen to me? If you think that you’re just a hand, then maybe you should leave.”

David slapped the wall with the flat of his hand and then bowed his head.

“What? You want me to stay?”

“It’s not my decision, but I would think that after all my family has risked for you, you would want to stay,” George told him.

The Fitzgeralds could be arrested for hiding a former Confederate spy. When David had been arrested two years ago, they had risked their own freedom to free him from the Union soldiers who had arrested him.

David drew himself up straighter. “I risked my life for your family, too.”

George nodded slowly. “I guess you have me at that.” He was quiet. David thought George had said all he meant to say, but then he added, “You’re doing this because of a woman. I know that, but I’ll tell you something. If you do something for the wrong reason, you will regret it. It cost me my arm.”

George had run off to join the army about a year and half ago because he thought it would impress a girl he was sweet on. He wound up losing his arm and returning home to find out he really didn’t care what the girl thought about him anymore.

David glanced at his pack. He was ready to go. Not much need to stay around anymore. He’d said his goodbye. Anything more would just give people a reason to cry and try to convince him otherwise. He was afraid they might succeed.

David grabbed the pack and pushed open the hatch above his bed.

“So you’re just going to leave things like this?” George said.

David didn’t reply. He just walked away.

It was time to leave.
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School Days

December 1863
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Tony rolled off the bottom bunk in the family cabin before the dawn and stoked the fire in the small pot-belly stove. It was difficult to cook a family meal on its flat top, but space was at a premium in the cabin and a full-size stove would have put out too much heat in the small room. Tony had to admit, though, on cold nights, this stove didn’t put out enough heat to keep his toes and nose from freezing while he slept. 

He stepped quietly past the door to his mother’s cabin. It wasn’t really a door, but a curtain made of a piece of blue fabric with white stripes. He didn’t hear her moving around on the other side. Hopefully, she was asleep. She had been crying late into the night, and he had had to pretend that he hadn’t been able to hear her.

Tony could feel the cold of the floor boards through his thick socks. He only wore his socks when he slept, specifically so he wouldn’t have to worry about his feet freezing on the floor in the winter.

Lucky for everyone, Tony needed to make water. He would also be expected to stoke the stove before getting back in bed. They would get to wake up in a warm cabin because Tony had decided to drink a cup of water before going to bed. He wrapped his wool blanket around himself and crept outside to empty his bladder into the empty canal basin. As he did, he wondered how many canallers would have to be doing the same thing at the same time to fill up the canal and float the hundreds of boats now stranded along its length. Just thinking about it made him feel like he had more water in him to get rid of.

By the time Tony went back inside, Mrs. Fitzgerald had come out of her small cabin. It was really just a smaller room partitioned off from the family cabin and just barely large enough for a small bed. Even Tony and his birth mother had never stayed in a room that small no matter how little money they had had. At least the partition gave the captain some privacy. She and Mr. Fitzgerald had shared the cabin before he had been killed in Shanty Town. Then she and Elizabeth had shared it until Elizabeth had decided to stay in Washington to learn how to act like a lady. Now Mrs. Fitzgerald slept in there alone. 

It struck Tony as sad. He wasn’t sure why. She certainly had more room now that she wasn’t sharing the same small bed with someone.

Alice began pulling out breakfast ingredients from the pantry tucked away under the Freeman’s quarterdeck: canned fruit, flour, eggs. It was a storage area that you could enter through doors in one wall of the cabin. Though the pantry was nearly as large as the family cabin, it was only half as tall since it was under the quarterdeck. Some larger canalling families used it as another cabin. Tony had discovered that the Fitzgeralds had used it not only as a pantry, but also as a place to hide slaves they had helped on their way to freedom along the Underground Railroad.

“Good morning, Tony,” Mrs. Fitzgerald said. She sounded too happy in the mornings, especially a morning after she had been crying half of the night.

“Good morning,” he mumbled. He, on the other hand, was still half asleep and wishing he was fully asleep.

“I thought I would make pancakes for breakfast.”

“Thomas’s favorite.” Tony liked them, too, but doughnuts were his favorite breakfast.

Mrs. Fitzgerald grinned. “It will probably be the only way to get him up this morning. On cold mornings, it’s like he’s frozen to the bed.”

“I’ll throw a coal from the fire in bed with him if you want,” Tony said with mock seriousness. “That ought to thaw him out and get him up pretty quick.”

Mrs. Fitzgerald rubbed her chin as if she were considering the idea. “I think the pancakes will work fine. If I’m wrong, we can try your idea.” Then she grinned at Tony.

As she poured batter into the frying pan, and a few minutes later, the small cabin quickly filled with the scent of pancakes frying. Sure enough, Thomas began stirring in his bunk. He sat up and rubbed his eyes. Then he took a deep breath and smiled.

“You two need to feed the mules,” Alice said. “By the time you finish, breakfast should be ready. Oh, and make sure that George and Da...” She stopped and the smile slipped from her face. “Make sure George is awake when you come back.”

“Flapjacks, yea!” Thomas said.

“Then you can get ready for school,” Alice said.

“School, no!” Thomas said, and he flopped back in his bunk and pulled the blanket over his head.

Because canallers boated nine months or more out of the years, canal children didn’t get much time in school. The kids didn’t mind, but it made it harder for them to find work outside of the canal if they couldn’t read or do math. Most of the children worked with their families on the boats. David and Alice used to try and teach the boys their lessons during boating season, but George had taken over doing it most of the time. He seemed to like it, and he usually knew how to get his younger brothers to listen to him.

With the canal drained for a couple of months, the two boys would be expected to start attending school in Cumberland again. Tony sometimes thought that adjusting to a winter schedule was harder on him and Thomas than on the adults. Thomas and Tony always started the school year later than everyone else, which tended to put them behind their classmates in learning their lessons. So they spent months trying to catch up to everyone else, and just when they did, the boating season started again and they had to leave school. It left even the smartest children of canallers feeling stupid.

Tony walked over and yanked the blanket off his brother and was rewarded with a scream from Thomas. He sat up hugging himself while Tony chuckled.

“Give me the blanket! It’s cold!” Thomas yelled.

“Then you had better get washed so you can get dressed and be warm again,” Tony told him as he tossed the blanket onto his bunk.

Thomas jumped out of the bunk and scurried off grumbling that he would get even with Tony.

For some reason, Tony found that he was looking forward to going back to school if only for a short time. Thomas would never like school. He liked being outdoors too much. Even in the cold, Thomas was able to find animals to feed, chase, and collect.

Tony thought he was just looking forward to being around more people—and different ones for that matter. He had lived in Cumberland, roaming the streets for most of his short life. He could walk along Baltimore Street and see hundreds of people from all walks of life—soldiers, bankers, laborers, railroaders, businessmen—intermingling as they moved back and forth. He had only worked on the canal for two seasons. He was still used to the noisy and rowdy life in Shanty Town.

That’s not to say that he didn’t like living on the canal. It had lots of benefits, not the least of which was the Fitzgeralds, but the canal life took a bit of getting used to. The Freeman was where he worked, but it was also where he lived. He was never far from either one. And though he walked from Cumberland to Georgetown many times each canal season, the canal boat was always nearby.

But during the winter, the canal boat didn’t move. It sat in the basin between Cumberland and Shanty Town. Tony could roam the city once again, watching the people interact with one another. He learned a lot from watching people. He learned how to read facial expressions and how people acted differently coming out of a saloon versus how they acted going in.

After breakfast, Thomas and Tony grabbed their books and headed for the school on Virginia Avenue in South Cumberland. Cumberland lies in the valley between Wills Mountain and Knobley Mountain in Western Maryland. The National Road had started here, which is one of the reasons that it had been a destination for both the canal and railroad when construction had started on both in 1828.

The school was a two-room, wooden clapboard building. The younger kids met in the front room, and the older kids met in the rear room. Each room had its own pot-belly stove that kept the small building nice and warm.

As the boys walked out of Little Egypt, where the Freeman sat in the empty canal basin and up the hill toward South Cumberland, Tony noticed a few other people out on the streets. The adults tended to be on a horse or driving a buggy or wagon this far outside of downtown Cumberland. The people who were walking were usually other kids on their way to school.

“Why do you want to go back to school anyway? Did you like getting picked on last year?” Thomas asked him.

“That ended after I fought Andy Cardeson.” 

Thomas’s expression said that he doubted his brother, but Tony really wasn’t afraid. His fear last year had been about being beaten up in a fight. Now that he had fought, it held no fear for him. Plus, he was bigger and stronger now. He would be able to hold his own.

“For last year, yes. He’s had another year to get bigger and meaner. If he thinks he can take you, he’ll start up again,” Thomas added.

Tony shrugged. “Then I’ll fight him again.”

Thomas rolled his eyes and shook his head. “He’ll fight you just because he knows that even if he loses again, you won’t be here long enough to make the other kids realize that he’s just a bully.”

“So what should I do?”

“Let me put a copperhead in his lunch pail. Then, when he reaches in for his sandwich, POP! No more Andy. He’s copperhead candy.” Thomas laughed at his rhyme.

Tony stopped and looked at his younger brother. Thomas smiled unconcerned.

“You’d actually do that?” Tony asked him.

“Well, I have to do something with the copperhead I caught last month. He keeps wanting to bite me every time I feed him. I figured if I let him bite a boy and see how bad we taste, he won’t want to do it again.”

Tony was about to say something, but he stopped when he saw a girl walking toward him. She wasn’t just any girl, either. She was pretty!

She had shiny blond hair tied in two ponytails with red ribbons. She wore a neat calico dress with white fringe that hugged her body and showed something Tony hadn’t thought much about since he had seen what his mother—his real mother, not Mrs. Fitzgerald—did with men.

Thomas noticed his brother’s reaction and punched him in the arm.

“Ow!” Tony said, grabbing his left arm. 

The girl looked over, and Tony felt himself blush. She waved at Tony, and he stopped walking just to stare at her with his mouth open.

Thomas rolled his eyes again and shook his head. Then he ran off to pet an old brown-and-white cat that was sniffing around a nearby garbage pile.

“Hello, Tony,” the girl said. “I was wondering if you’d be coming back to school when the canal closed down.”

Tony strained his memory, trying to remember the faces of the other kids in his class. He just couldn’t place the girl’s face. He was surprised because he thought he would remember her forever now that he had seen her.

“I’m sorry. I don’t remember you, and I’m not sure how I could forget you,” Tony said.

The girl glanced at the ground for a moment, and Tony thought he had insulted her. When she looked back up, she said, “I sat two rows behind you in class last year, so you didn’t have a lot of opportunity to see me, plus, my hair has turned lighter.”

Tony still couldn’t remember her.

“What is your name?” he asked, embarrassed.

“Jenny McCagh.”

Tony nodded as if he remembered her, but he still couldn’t place her. He had been so smitten with Laura Anderson last year that he apparently hadn’t noticed any other girls in his class. He wondered if Jenny’s parents would be angry because she was walking with a canal boy, like Laura’s parents had been. Canallers weren’t high on the social ladder in Cumberland.

“Hey, Tony, look what I found!” Thomas called.

Tony turned and saw his brother holding a mangy gray cat that looked like it hadn’t eaten in days. Its fur was matted in many spots, and it was missing part of one ear. Thomas cradled the bony cat in his arms like it was a baby, and it didn’t seem to mind. Either that or it was as dead as it looked.

“Thomas, put that thing down. You’ll get fleas.”

“No more than I get from you.”

Tony felt himself flush. “You can’t keep it. We’re going to school.”

“I’ll put it in a barrel until after school is finished,” Thomas said. “Then I’ll take him back to the boat.”

“Mama won’t let you keep it. Besides, I don’t think the cat will like you as much if you pen it up in a barrel.”

Thomas frowned, “Mama will let me keep it. He can hunt mice on the Freeman.”

Tony rolled his eyes. “And how many mice have you seen on a coal boat? Besides, the cat won’t like being on the canal with water all around it. It will run the first chance it gets.”

“Not if I put a leash on it.”

“Then it couldn’t roam to catch the mice.”

Now it was Thomas’s turn to roll his eyes. “Well, you just said there aren’t mice on the boat.”

Tony sighed and turned back to Jenny. “Let’s go before I strangle him.”

Jenny giggled, and Tony smiled at the sweet sound. How come Elizabeth and Mrs. Fitzgerald never sounded like that when they laughed?

Still carrying the cat, Thomas fell into step beside them. “So are you sweet on Tony?” he asked Jenny.

“Thomas!” Tony yelled as he blushed.

“I’m just trying to find out if I need to tell her the kind of person you really are. I think she ought to know,” Thomas said.

“Thomas, I’m going to pound you!”

His younger brother laughed as he ran off. His day would come, though, and on that day, Thomas would find his pants down around his ankles while he was talking to a girl.

“It’s all right,” Jenny said. “I have two little brothers, and they do the same things to me.”

“Yea, well this little brother is going to find himself stuck in the empty coal holds of the Freeman.”

“I like to substitute salt for sugar and make cookies for my brothers,” Jenny said.

As they drew closer to the school, Tony saw some of children were still playing outside jumping rope and running. Even though Tony’s breath was making a light fog, playing in the cold was better than doing your numbers next to a warm stove.

The other children stopped to stare at Tony and Jenny. Tony wondered if he was going to have more problems this year because the other boys didn’t really like canallers. He flexed his fists. Well, he was ready if need be.

No one bothered him, though. When Jenny, Tony, and Thomas got to the Virginia Avenue School, half a dozen other students were playing in the yard enjoying their last few free minutes before the bell rang to signal the beginning of class for the day. Not only didn’t they yell at or berate Tony and Thomas, they also waved at the two boys.

Thomas quickly ran off to show off his cat to one of the boys playing outside.

Tony and Jenny walked into the school. It had one large room with two large windows on the side walls and a blackboard that dominated the front wall where the teacher’s desk sat. The teacher was standing at the blackboard writing the lessons for the day.

“That’s Miss Conner,” Jenny said.

Tony nodded. “I remember her.”

Jenny turned to face him with her hands on her hips and a frown on her lips. “Oh, you remember her but not me?”

Tony scrambled for something to say. “Well, you sat behind me. Miss Conner stood in front of me,” he said quickly.

Jenny just laughed.

She stood behind one of the desks in the middle of the back row. There were thirty-six desks in six rows with an aisle through the middle.

“This is where I sit now,” Jenny said as she sat her book on the wooden desktop.

“I like it because it’s close to the door. You can be the first one out at the end of the day, but it’s a bit far away from the stove.” He pointed to the pot-belly stove in the middle of the room.

Jenny giggled. Tony sure liked the way it sounded.

“Hello, Tony. Your mother said you and your brother would start coming back to school today.”

Tony turned around and saw that Miss Conner had stopped writing on the blackboard and was looking at him and Jenny. She was a youngish woman, Tony thought. Older than Elizabeth but younger than his mother. Her dark hair was tied up in a tight bun on the back of her head, which made her look a little older. She had a friendly smile, though.

“Yes, ma’am. Thomas is outside with the other kids,” Tony told her.

“Well, I won’t be able to go back to the beginning of the school year for you two, but we’ll see how well you can keep up with what we’re already doing. If you can, that’s great. If you have a problem, let me know at the end of the day and we’ll find a way to address the areas where you need some extra help.”

“That’s fine with me, Miss Conner. My mama tried to keep me and Thomas doing lessons on the canal, but we really weren’t much help to her in that regard,” Tony said.

Miss Conner arched an eyebrow and gave a half smile. “I doubt that many young boys would be,” she said. “I know I won’t have the both of you for too long so I’ll try and do what I can.”

Tony smiled and nodded.

“Jenny, why don’t you ring the bell to call everyone in,” Miss Conner said.

Jenny walked over to the hanging bell rope and began pulling on it. Tony looked around and took a seat next to Jenny. Maybe school wouldn’t be so bad this time around.
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The lower locks of the C&O Canal near Washington, D.C. Courtesy of the Library of Congress.
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David stepped into the large warehouse at the southern end of the canal basin in Cumberland. The bay doors had been swung open to allow sunlight to shine on the work going on inside. However, it also meant that the warehouse stayed cold inside. It was nothing more than a very long barn. The difference was that this barn housed canal boats not livestock. The Lewis Boatworks was one of a handful of boat yards in Cumberland that built and repaired canal boats for canallers.

During the summer, some work could be done outdoors if the warehouse had a large enough yard, but there was a greater risk of sabotage from Confederate sympathizers, railroaders, or simply hooligans against the exposed canal boats. Confederate raiders or sympathizers had burned the bridge from Cumberland to Ridgeley, West Virginia, and torn up the B&O Railroad track outside of Cumberland early in the war. Because of that, Amos Lewis preferred to construct his boats indoors and then roll them on logs out the warehouse doors that opened onto the Cumberland Basin.

David saw three men hammering boards that would become the roof of a family cabin. The boats on the C&O Canal were all roughly the same shape and length in order to fit into the seventy-four lift locks along the canal. The boats were each ninety-two feet long. Most were made of Georgia pine, though new boats being built were understandably made of trees harvested in the north. The largest area on a canal boat was the cargo holds, which made up about eighty percent of the space on a boat. The remaining space was taken up by three cabins; a family cabin and a mule shed sat on opposite ends of the canal boat, and a hay house was located in the middle of the boat.

David could smell creosote and wood and hear men talking and laughing as they worked on the canal boat. He had once been surprised that Cumberland, which was a city in the mountains, had a reputation for shipbuilding, but after working on the canal, he knew it was deserved. From here, the canal boats could be ordered by individual captains or the Consolidated Coal Company and launched at the canal basin to be filled with coal.

Cumberland was an important shipbuilding city because the C&O Canal was the lifeline for getting coal from the mountains of Western Maryland to Washington City. Access to coal was one of the reasons that the first destination for both the C&O Canal and the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad to reach had been Cumberland.

The C&O Canal and the B&O Railroad both began construction on July 4, 1828; the canal originated in Washington, and the railroad, in Baltimore. In the following years, the canal was delayed by an extended legal battle at Point of Rocks, fighting for the right of way and by Mother Nature near Paw Paw, Virginia, to dig the Paw Paw Tunnel. By the time the canal reached Cumberland in 1850, the railroad had already been there and operating for eight years.

The need for coal had allowed both businesses to survive and grow. It was particularly important now because portions of the B&O Railroad kept changing hands between the Confederacy and the Union. Part of the railroad’s right-of-way ran through West Virginia, which still had strong Southern sympathies despite the fact the Unionists had gathered enough support to break West Virginia off from Virginia to form a new Union state. The C&O Canal had proven to be fairly reliable in getting much-needed coal to the capital city, despite the Confederacy’s efforts to stop boating on the canal.

The Western Maryland coal mines produced bituminous coal. It was a soft coal that was lower quality than the coal mined in the Pennsylvania coal mines to the north. However, bituminous coal was more affordable, especially since the cost of Pennsylvania anthracite coal was climbing due to war pricing. Western Maryland’s coal was high-quality bituminous, which made it nearly as good as the coal coming from the Pennsylvania mines.

David smelled the odor of smoke from Amos Lewis’s cigar before he saw the man. Amos had thinning, blond hair that he had to frequently brush out of his eyes. He kept his hair combed back to keep from looking bald. His wide shoulders and large frame could hold a lot of weight without looking fat, but he still appeared very heavy.

“David!” Amos called out as he blew out a huge ring of smoke.

David turned from watching the construction of the canal boat. He saw Amos coming at him with his arms outstretched.

“I can guess why you’re here,” Amos said with a smile.

David had worked for Amos last winter while the canal was drained. He had come to truly like the man. He considered him a friend.

“Can you use me?” David asked.

Amos raised an eyebrow. “Are you going to run off to go canalling in a couple months just when I get used to having you around?”

David shook his head. “No, I quit the Freeman. I’m looking for year-round work now.”

Amos stared at David for a moment. “You quit?” David nodded. “And just walked away from Mrs. Fitzgerald? I didn’t think that you were an idiot, David.” Amos snorted and shook his head.

“You said it yourself, Amos. She’s a missus,” David said.

Amos put a hand on David’s shoulder. “Just because she’s a missus doesn’t mean that she’s not looking for a different mister. She wouldn’t be the first wife looking to stay warm in the winter with her husband away.”

David stiffened. This was the reason that he had left the Fitzgeralds. “Amos, I like you, but...”

Amos pressed down on David’s shoulder. “Calm down. I’m not saying Mrs. Fitzgerald is that type of woman. She’s not from all that I know about her, but she is a widow. There’s a difference. She could be Mrs. Windover.”

David shook his head. That dream had gone. “No. That’s not how things are between us. She’ll always be no more than Mrs. Fitzgerald.”

Amos frowned and said, “And General Lee is sitting in my office in a drunken stupor.”

“What?”

Amos feigned innocence. “Oh, I thought we’d moved on to telling tales.”

“What are you talking about?” David asked. “Maybe you’re the one in a drunken stupor.”

Amos shook his head. “Not me. I never touch the stuff.”

“Uh huh,” David said skeptically.

“But just because you or I say something doesn’t make it fact.”

“I’m not lying to you.”

Amos chewed on the end of the cigar for a moment and then said, “That’s what you say. Maybe you even believe it.”

David gave his head a slight shake. “So can you use someone to help around here who’s familiar with your operation?” David asked to change the subject.

Amos nodded. “The books need work. When people fall behind in their payments, things go crazy in the books, too. And a lot of people have been falling behind.”

“Why’s that?”

“Do you have to ask? First, our own government confiscated our boats to sink them or use them for bridges so troops could cross the James River. Then the Johnny Rebs take after the boats and burn them or blow up one of the aqueducts so the canal drains. It can be hard to make a living as a canaller right now. War is not good for business.”

David shifted uncomfortably under Amos’s stare. Two years ago, David had been one of those Johnny Rebs. He wasn’t about to tell Amos that, though. If word got out that he had been a Confederate soldier, they’d run him out of town or worse. Cumberland was an occupied town with probably nearly as many soldiers as citizens. They protected the railroad and the canal. The city also had a lot of temporary hospitals for the soldiers who had been loaded onto trains near a battle site and brought to Cumberland to be treated.

“So do you want me to look at the books now?” David asked.

Amos shook his head. “No. Why don’t you supervise these boys? I’ll get a space cleared for you and gather up the books and receipts that you’ll need.” Amos shook David’s hand and clapped him on the shoulder. “Glad to have you back, David.” 

Then Amos turned and called out, “Harris, Josh, I’m going into the office. I’m leaving David in charge. He decided to settle on dry land. If you have questions, ask him.”

Amos chuckled as he walked away, blowing out smoke rings from his cigar.

David turned and faced the men on the boat shell. He knew Harris Mueller and Josh Conlon from his time working for Amos last winter. He liked them both. They worked hard and were skilled with their tools.

Harris was nineteen years old. He was in good physical shape, but he wore glasses. He was not a likely candidate to be a soldier, and the draft hadn’t picked him either. 

Josh Conlon was older, probably twenty-three, though he looked younger than Mueller. He was twig as far as size went, but he had large forearms that came from working with hand tools all day.

Harris waved. “Hi, David. I didn’t think you’d be coming back here.”

“I changed my mind about the place,” David told him. “I guess I missed your smiling face.”

Harris grinned. “Then you must be drunk.”

When Amos came back about a half an hour later, he glanced over the ship with a knowing eye. Then he waved for David to follow him. They walked into the back room, and David saw the familiar ledger books piled on the desk. Amos was more than a canal boat builder. He owned fourteen boats that captains were still paying for and he operated five of his own boats. He collected monthly payments from captains, but he also paid the captains he employed to transport coal.

While it had taken David weeks to get the company’s books in order last winter, he didn’t expect it to take nearly as long this time around. How much of a mess could Amos have
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