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You might have noticed that the cover of this book reads: 25th Anniversary Collection. However, the novel was first published in 2004. Before you start wondering whether I can do basic math, I’ll point out that it is part of a collection in celebration of the 25th anniversary of the first publication of Canawlers, which is the first book in the main trilogy about the Fitzgerald Family and their lives on the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal, which runs 184.5-mile length from Cumberland, Maryland, to Georgetown, Maryland.

The new editions include short stories about the Fitzgeralds, pictures along the C&O Canal, new covers, and new editing. They are deluxe editions without the features that tend to make deluxe editions costly. Instead, I focused on including things I thought would add value to you.

The C&O Canal holds a special place in my heart because it sparked my love of history and the writing of Canawlers. That love has only continued to grow over the years through dozens of books and hundreds of articles.

Although the cover of this book reads The Chesapeake and Ohio Canal is the reason I love historical fiction. Canawlers is my expression of that love. If you are interested, might I suggest one of my non-fiction books, Secrets of the C&O Canal: Little-Known Stories & Hidden History Along the Potomac River.

If you want a scenic place to hike and bike, try the C&O Canal towpath. The towpath is the path beside the canal that the mules that were pulling the canal boats walked. The towpath is shady and runs between the canal (which is drained in most sections) and the Potomac River. There are free campsites along the way where you can get water and rest at a picnic table. Besides natural beauty, you will also see architectural features along the canal like the Paw Paw Tunnel, aqueducts, and locks. You can also visit nearby historic towns like Harpers Ferry, Sharpsburg, and Cumberland.

If you’re really energetic, the towpath connects to a rail trail in Cumberland that goes to Pittsburgh. The Great Allegheny Passage from Pittsburgh to Georgetown runs about 360 miles.

If I sound enthusiastic about the canal, I am. I think you will be too, if you visit it.

The canal was my inspiration for Canawlers, and Canawlers was my inspiration for Between Rail and River, Lock Ready, and three novellas.

After twenty-five years, the Canawlers novels continue selling and finding new people who want to experience life, love, and drama on the C&O Canal.

There’s something about the Fitzgeralds that keeps people wanting to know more about their lives on the C&O Canal. It might be their struggles to keep their family intact in the face of war and tragedy. Or it might be that they are just typical people that others see themselves in.

I hope you enjoy these books and novellas as much as I have enjoyed telling the story of the Fitzgerald family.

James Rada Jr.

December 27, 2025
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End of Season

January 1863
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David Windover woke up, teeth chattering and shaking. He had furled himself into a tight ball and pulled the patchwork quilt tightly around himself during the night. The quilt was colorful, but it was too thin. He was still cold. His teeth banged together so hard that he thought he might chip a tooth. However, the itch he had felt on his shoulder was gone. His shaking fingers had unconsciously scratched the troublesome spot. 

All the warmth from his body escaped right through the thin quilt. A chilly breeze sneaked around the shutters and shot straight across the hay house that was the small cabin in of the Freeman, a 92-foot-long canal boat moored in the C&O Canal near Cumberland. The cold air tore right through David as if he and the quilt were full of holes.

He opened his eyes. The hay house was dark, except for where the morning sun peeked through the cracks in the shutters. It was Sunday; otherwise, the canal boat would already be underway. Any other day of the week, the Freeman began moving so early in the morning that it was dark outside. In the faint light, David could see his breath evaporating in a misty cloud as he exhaled.

“It’s the middle of winter, David, what do you expect?” he muttered to himself. He almost bit his tongue because his teeth wouldn’t stop chattering while he spoke.

As he lay there shaking, David knew it would not get any warmer. He didn’t have a stove in the room because the danger of starting a fire was too high with all the hay stored here. The hay was for the mules bundled into the mule shed at the fore end of the canal boat. When the hay house was full, David had no floor space in the room. He had to stand on his bed of hay to dress. Now, the room was half empty, which allowed the cold January air to fill the empty space.

The winter had started out mild enough through the end of last year. David had had foolish hopes of avoiding the cold altogether. He’d been proven wrong with a vengeance as the temperature had plummeted to single digits during the nights. The Canal Company kept the canal open only through the use of icebreakers to carve a navigable channel through the canal.

David straightened his body quickly. He threw off the blanket and pulled on his pants and shirt, all the while muttering to himself about the cold. He stomped his feet into his boots, wincing as he wondered if there were ice cubes in the toes of the boots that made his feet go numb. He tugged on his overcoat and buttoned it all the way to the neck. Other than the boots and his long underwear, the clothes were Hugh Fitzgerald’s, the former owner of the Freeman. Hugh was dead, though, and David had needed clothes other than his Confederate army uniform for his work on the canal.

Once clothed, he wrapped himself in the quilt and lay back down.

Outside the hay house, Thomas Fitzgerald screamed. It was a high-pitched wail that sounded as if the young boy was in trouble.

The sound of Thomas’s fear moved David to action.

Cold forgotten, David jumped up and grabbed his pistol from where it hung in its holster on the wall. The gun was a Colt Navy .36, a remnant from his days serving as a lieutenant in the army.

Had Confederate raiders boarded the boat again, intent on sinking it so it would block other boats on the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal? They had tried once before and nearly succeeded.

David threw open the shutters and quickly hopped up onto the race plank, the foot-wide walkway that went around the edge of the boat. He dropped into a crouch and spun around, searching for a gray or butternut uniform, but he didn’t see any.

“Mama, stop it! That water’s cold enough to be ice!” Thomas yelled.

David looked around the side of the hay house. Thomas, the youngest Fitzgerald, stood on the opposite side of the boat on the race plank. He was bare to the waist and dripping wet. He hugged himself as he bounced up and down in front of his mother.

“It serves you right for running off and getting so dirty,” Alice Fitzgerald replied as she scrubbed at the nine-year-old’s face with a wet cloth. “You would think that the ground is too frozen for any of it to get on you.”

“I was trying to dig into a beaver’s burrow. I wanted to see what it looked like inside. I might have—Ahhgg! That’s cold! I’m turning blue!” Thomas screamed as Alice poured another bucket of water on him. He jumped from foot to foot, hugging himself and shivering.

David sighed and uncocked his pistol. No danger here, just a mischievous boy. David tucked the gun into the waistband behind his back and smiled at Thomas’s predicament. It was no surprise Thomas was dirty. He could find dirt in the cleanest home.

David took a moment to stretch with his hands over his head. He looked over the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal. The canal boat Freeman was tied up on the side of the canal opposite the towpath so that any boats that might have passed during the night could do so unimpeded. His new life as a canaller on Alice’s boat was off to a fine—if chilly—start. He wouldn’t have been any warmer as a Confederate soldier, but the food was better, and so was the company. 

The canal was about sixty feet wide at this point as they waited to take on a load of coal bound for Georgetown near Washington. The oak, maple, and sycamore trees that had held beautiful yellow, red, and orange leaves a couple months ago were now bare. David could look through the crisscrossing branches and see the Potomac River rushing by just a few dozen yards away. 

When David looked into the water of the canal, he saw a thin crust of ice at the edges of the boat and the sides of the canal. Thomas hadn’t just been complaining because he didn’t want a bath. The water was cold enough to ice up. 

The Canal Company had been running ice breakers—heavy boats with wedges attached to the fore to crack the ice—up and down the canal to keep the water flowing and the canal open for as long as possible. The talk on the canal, besides war, was that the tonnage transported on the canal was noticeably down. That meant toll revenues to the Canal Company were down. The Canal Company had done so bad financially last year that the board of directors wanted to keep it open as long as possible to try to recoup some of their losses. 

The additional time the canal was open also helped the Fitzgeralds earn more money to get through the winter.

“David, help me,” Thomas called when he noticed David standing next to the hay house.

“I’m going to get a pail of water and wash up myself, Thomas,” David called as he straightened up. Of course, he was going to heat it up over the stove in the family cabin first. No use in turning his skin blue if he didn’t have to.

“Mama’s not using water. She’s using ice,” Thomas complained through chattering teeth.

Alice rolled her eyes as she dipped the bucket into the canal to fill it. “Hush, Thomas. Maybe this time you’ll learn to stay clean. No, that would be too much to hope for.”

David walked over the hatch covers that hid the full holds of coal and onto the race plank on the other side of the boat. A cleated board, called a fall board, was laid out between the race plank and the canal bank. He walked across the board to the bank where the three canal mules were tied. 

Each one had a blanket on its back because they had stood outside all night. The three of them would have fit in the mule shed, but they wouldn’t have had much room to move around. Besides, they were used to being outside in most types of weather.

Until November, the Fitzgeralds had owned four mules. When Confederate soldiers had ambushed a Union patrol on the canal at the river lock near Dam 4, King Edward had been shot and killed in the crossfire. That left Jigger, Ocean, and Seamus to pull the canal boat. Since King Edward had been killed, the other mules, which usually pulled the boat in pairs, had been working shorter tricks. At the end of each trick, one mule was given a rest, and the fresh mule was hooked up in the harness. Using this method, each mule pulled the boat for eight hours and rested for four. It wasn’t the best way to run the mules, but with winter coming on, Alice Fitzgerald wanted to get as many trips in before the canal was drained for the winter as she could. She also wanted to take her time and choose a new mule that had the strength to pull a loaded canal boat and the endurance to do it for years.

David patted each of the mules and whispered to them. He inspected each of the twelve legs, looking for sores, loose shoes, worn shoes, and cracked hooves. He ran his hands across their shoulders to check for sores caused by the harness rubbing against their fur as the mules pulled the boat. Alice insisted that the mules be well cared for. David could understand why. If the mules didn’t pull well, the Freeman wouldn’t move. A sick mule or a thin mule couldn’t do the work demanded of it.

Tony climbed out of the mule shed, holding the thick, padded harnesses over his small shoulders. He waved to David, and the harness chains jangled loudly.

“Are they ready?” Tony asked.

“Let me water them first,” David replied.

He picked up the empty bucket, and walked to the bank, and dipped it into the water. The thin crust of ice broke easily. David filled the bucket and carried it back to the mules so they could drink their fill while he brushed the knots out of their coats.

Tony walked across the fall board and laid the harnesses on the ground. The eleven-year-old boy stood in front of the trio of mules and pointed to each one.

“Which one of you will get to rest for a little while longer? Any volunteers?” He paused for a moment. “No? Then I guess I’ll have to draft two of you. We are at war, you know.”

David smiled and shook his head. Sometimes Tony seemed about thirty years old, but other times he seemed like the eleven-year-old boy that he was. David pulled the portable feed bin out of the ground and carried it onto the Freeman. He would store it in the mule shed, the small quarters where the mules rested while the boat was in motion, until they stopped for dinner.

Once David finished stowing the feed bin in the mule shed, he walked to the other end of the boat. The smells of breakfast cooking got stronger every step of the way. Since Alice was busy with Thomas, it would have to be Elizabeth who was cooking up breakfast.

David walked down the three steps to the door of the family cabin. He knocked lightly on the wooden door.

“Come in,” Elizabeth said.

David opened the door and stepped inside. It was comfortable and warm inside the small cabin. The fire in the small, pot-belly stove on his right emanated heat that spread throughout the room. Elizabeth stood close by the stove, frying eggs in an iron skillet. David inhaled deeply, enjoying the smells of eggs, sausage, and coffee.

“Good morning, Elizabeth,” he said.

“Good morning. Breakfast will be ready in a moment. Sit down,” Elizabeth said.

The family cabin seemed nearly as small as the table. The room was ten feet by ten feet square with a stateroom taking up a six-foot by five-foot portion of the room. It was where Alice and Elizabeth slept.

The pot-belly stove stood against the wall between the stateroom and the door to the family cabin. On the other side of the entry door was the pantry. Then came the table that dominated the room. Against the wall opposite the pantry were the two bunks where Tony and Thomas slept.

David sat down at the small table next to the two windows. It was only big enough for two people to sit comfortably, though they had squeezed four people around it at meal times. When all five of them tried to eat at once, though, someone usually wound up sitting on the lower bunk with his plate on his lap.

The door to the cabin opened again. Thomas ran inside with his teeth chattering and jumped onto the lower bunk. He pulled his wool blanket over himself and curled into a ball. David could still see the boy shaking, but not a speck of skin showed from under the blanket.

David smiled but kept from laughing. Just barely.

Alice stepped into the cabin and shut the door behind her. She saw the shivering lump on the bunk and rolled her eyes.

“Thomas, it wasn’t that bad,” Alice said.

“Was too,” came a muffled reply.

David finally laughed out loud. Still chuckling, he took his cup off the table and filled it from the coffee pot on the stove.

Elizabeth tossed the last few chunks of coal into the stove from the pail next to the small pot-belly stove. Then she shut the grate.

“I need more coal,” she said, holding out the pail.

“Thomas, that’s your job,” Alice said.

From under the blanket, Thomas groaned. He folded back the blanket to expose his head and glared at his mother.

“Aren’t you afraid that I might get dirty? After all, coal is pretty dirty, and you went to a lot of trouble to clean me up,” Thomas said.

“I guess you’ll have to be careful then. Otherwise, I might have to give you another bath,” Alice warned him.

Thomas frowned, but he said nothing else. He sat up and walked over to the pantry. He opened the two doors to show three shelves filled with cans and jars. He shifted the cans and jars from the lower shelves up to the highest shelves. When the shelves were completely empty, he pulled them off their brackets and set them on the floor. Behind the shelves was a thin board that served as a backing to the shelves. Thomas squatted down, pushed back the wall and stepped behind it.

The pantry was actually a small, low-ceilinged room beneath the Freeman’s quarterdeck. David had seen a few other canal boats and knew that, in many of them, the shelves lined the side walls. The way Alice had her pantry set up created a hidden area behind the shelves. Though Alice said the hidden room was merely used to store coal the Fitzgeralds kept for personal use, David had hidden in the room when Union soldiers had searched the boat for him last year. They hadn’t found him, either.

Thomas crawled back into the family cabin holding a full pail of coal. He walked across the room and set the pail next to the stove. While he was still generally clean, his arms were black up to his elbows.

“Go wash your arms, Thomas, and do it right or we will repeat what we went through this morning,” Alice told her son.

Thomas sighed and headed outside. When he had left the room, David asked, “Is a coal bin all that room is ever used for?”

Alice stared across the table at him. Her green eyes revealed nothing.

“Why do you ask?” she replied.

“I was just thinking that even with the coal behind there, there’s still a lot of space back there that you’re not using. It seems a waste when space is such a premium here.”

Alice glanced at the opening in the pantry and at Elizabeth, who was flipping sausage links onto a plate. David thought she wasn’t going to answer him, but then she turned to face him.

“Coal’s all that’s back there,” Alice said.

David realized that she hadn’t really answered his question, but he would not push for a different answer. Alice said what she did carefully so that while she might never lie, she certainly wasn’t always saying what someone might think she was saying.

“How much longer do you think the canal will stay open?” David asked, changing the subject. “There was ice on the canal again this morning.”

Alice shrugged. “It depends on how good a job the ice-breakers do. If they can keep things moving fairly steadily, I would guess that the Canal Company will keep things running year-round. Last year, the canal was only completely closed at the beginning of the year for the winter. Even though it was closed beyond Hancock, they ran boats up to Hancock for a good portion of the winter.”

“That makes it hard to earn a living, doesn’t it?” 

“No harder than a farmer. You should realize that.” David was the son of a plantation owner. “Too much rain. Too little rain. Fire. Insects. Early winter. Late spring. All those things affect the growing season and quality of your harvest. The same thing applies here. Flooding will close the canal and so will drought. An early winter will close us, and a late spring will keep us closed.”

“Well, if the canal is going to stay open for a while yet, I’m going to need some blankets. It’s hard to get up in the morning when the hay is frozen to me,” David said, smiling.

Alice didn’t smile. She pressed her lips in a tight line and got a faraway look in her eyes.

“We have had no hands on board in many seasons. It’s been the family doing all the work for the most part,” she said finally.

David wasn’t sure if he should say something so, he remained quiet and sipped his coffee. He was almost sure that she was thinking about her dead husband, Hugh, and David had no place in those memories.

“Even Thomas never sleeps out in the hay house when it gets cold.” She looked around the cabin. “Tony’s going to have to share the lower bunk with Thomas. You can have the top bunk.”

“Won’t that be too cramped for them?”

Alice shook her head. “It shouldn’t be. They are both still pretty small. If it gets to that point, Thomas can sleep on a pallet on the floor.”

That settled, Alice turned to the plate of food that Elizabeth had set in front of her. Elizabeth looked out the window and called, “Tony, breakfast’s ready.”

Just as she finished, the door opened. “I was already on my way in,” Tony said.

Tony sat down at the table and took a bite from a hot buttered biscuit. A soft moan escaped his mouth, but no crumbs. He loved Elizabeth’s biscuits.

“Tony, winter’s coming on so we’ve got to make some adjustments so nobody freezes to death during the night. David is going to take your bunk, and you’ll sleep with Thomas on the lower bunk,” Alice said.

Tony stopped chewing and looked at the bunks. He took a deep breath and swallowed the mouthful of biscuit.

“Is there anything wrong?” Alice asked.

Tony’s head snapped around to stare at her. “No, ma’am. I’ve got a few things under my mattress. I’ll move them down before tonight, though,” Tony said.

After breakfast, David took the first trick of the day at the rudder. He stood on the quarterdeck that was two steps above the race planks but still two steps below the roof of the family cabin. He leaned back against the railing with one hand on the rudder. It was the only control on the canal boat, and the boat was slow to respond to the rudder commands.

David pulled his peacoat tightly around him and looked over the edge into the clear water. Most of the ice had either melted or was floating around in small chunks. A chill in the air sent him to wrap his hands around the hot mug of coffee sitting on the roof of the family cabin every few minutes.

Thomas stood on the shore with Ocean and Jigger. He shared pieces of an apple with the two Kentucky mules.

“Let’s go, Thomas. Georgetown’s waiting,” David said.

Thomas waved to him. Then he grabbed hold of the harness chain between the two mules and gave it a tug. The two mules began walking east on the towpath. Thomas let the mules walk ahead, and he fell into step beside them. 

They walked about twenty feet before they had taken up the slack to the towline. The thick rope rose from the water, dripping wet and taut. As the slack disappeared, the mules’ steps froze. Now they were pulling against the dead weight of a canal boat loaded with 121 tons of coal.

The pair of mules leaned against the harnesses, letting their weight and the buoyancy of the water nudge the boat forward. It took minutes as the mules took their first slow-motion step and then another. The steps became quicker but still only a plodding walk. Quicker still, until finally, they were walking at the normal four-mile-per-hour pace that controlled the pace of life on the canal.

A faster pace wasn’t allowed on the canal. Speedier boats could cause damage to the canal beds through erosion. Faster boats were harder to maneuver. Faster-moving mules would also tear up the towpath as they dug in more to pull loaded boats.

David didn’t mind the slow pace. It gave him plenty of time to think. Now that he was used to working on the canal, he valued that thinking time. He still had decisions to make about his future. He wasn’t sure if he had been counted as missing in action among his regiment yet, but eventually, David was going to have to let his father know what had happened to him and why. When that occurred, he wanted to tell his father what his plans for the future were.

What were his plans for the future?

That was the big question, and the one David still wasn’t able to answer.

The Freeman had been moving for about an hour when Alice came out of the family cabin. She walked up to the quarterdeck and sat down on the roof of the family cabin. Even covered by her coat and bonnet, David still found her very attractive. She was thirty-six years old. Life on the canal hadn’t worn her down or weathered her skin as it did some women. Alice would still turn men’s heads in any town.

David glanced at her from time to time but kept most of his attention on the canal. Though he didn’t have to worry too much about running into the side of the canal, he needed to watch for deadfalls in the water or even damage caused by guerrillas trying to disrupt the flow of coal into Washington City.

“They’ll close the canal soon. Have you thought about what you’ll do then?” Alice asked.

She brushed a loose strand of her auburn hair out of her face and tucked it under her bonnet.

David shrugged. “I sort of burned some of my bridges behind me when I decided to stay with you and your family.”

David had been a Confederate spy on the canal, but now he was technically a deserter from the army. He still didn’t know if anyone had reported him as such, though.

“Do you regret it?” Alice asked.

David thought for a moment. “No.”

“Have you thought about going back to Virginia?” Alice asked.

“All the time. I love Grand Vista, but I don’t think I have a life there any longer. It would never have been mine, anyway.”

He dreamed of Grand Vista, his family’s plantation, every evening with its two-floor brick mansion and rolling hills, but he also dreamed of being on Grand Vista with Alice, Elizabeth, Tony, and Thomas. He even dreamed of Seamus, Jigger, and Ocean pulling a carriage rather than a canal boat.

“I’m sorry,” Alice said.

David shook his head. “Don’t be. I made my own choices. I am sure there are other places just as lovely as Grand Vista. I’ll just have to find one and make it my own.”

“You can stay with us, though life on the canal is a little different in the winter than you’ve seen so far.” David had only been with the Fitzgeralds for three months.

David smiled. “Thank you for that generous offer. I certainly feel comfortable here with you and your family. I will definitely consider it.”

That seemed to be enough for Alice. She stood up and walked back down to the family cabin. David watched her go and shook his head.

What did she want from him? At times, she treated him like a friend and at other times like one of her children. He didn’t understand women.

The Freeman stopped that night about thirty-five miles west of Georgetown and the end of the journey. They were near Balls Bluff and Harrison Island. Near the end of October 1861, soldiers fought a battle on the Virginia side of the river within sight of where they were now.

The C&O Canal ran along the Maryland side of the Potomac River for the most of its 184.5-mile length. Because of that, it was essentially the border between the United States of America and the Confederate States of America.

As David climbed into his new bunk that night, he rolled around trying to get comfortable. He couldn’t. Of all things, it was because he was too warm. Finally, David climbed off his bunk as quietly as possible and sat down at the table. The room was dark. David lit a lantern and opened up a book he had bought from another boatman two weeks ago. It was a book of poetry by Edgar Allan Poe, who had spent some of his brief life in Charlottesville and Richmond.

David read one poem called “The Sleeper,” which actually made him feel drowsy. Another poem called “Lenore” filled him with such longing that he had to close the book and set it aside. 

He had other works by Poe in his room at Grand Vista. He had collected the man’s writings not only because they were uncommonly good, but also because Poe had attended the University of Virginia in Charlottesville for a short time. David felt a kinship with Edgar Allan Poe, who never seemed to feel at home anywhere. He even identified with characters in some of Poe’s works. The stories reminded David of the nightmares he used to have while he was still fighting in the war. Those had been troubling times for him. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw macabre visions filled with walking dead men and death. For most soldiers, sleep was an escape from the horrors of wars. For David, it had been something worse.

He walked across the room and tossed a few chunks of coal into the stove. He might be warm now, but if the stove wasn’t tended, it could get cold quickly. 

When David turned back, he saw Tony, now sleeping in the lower bunk with Thomas, roll over. His arm drooped over the edge to fall to the floor. Even in his sleep, Tony jerked his hand back so quickly that it surprised David. After that explosive motion, Tony went back to sleeping in a stiff pose that seemed almost unnatural.

David stared at him. It wasn’t natural. David had seen Tony sleeping before, and he looked nothing like the statue of a child that David was watching now. Something was wrong with Tony. Something about the sleeping arrangements bothered the boy.

David walked over to the lower bunk and scooped Tony up in his arms. He lifted the boy from the lower bunk and set him on the upper bunk. Tony immediately relaxed as if he realized in his sleep that he was back where he liked to sleep. David pulled the blanket up over Tony and stepped back. 

On the lower bunk, Thomas had spread out, flinging his arms and legs wide.

David grinned and shook his head. He sat down in one of the straight-back chairs around the table and tipped it back on its legs so he was leaning against the wall at a forty-five-degree angle. He crossed his arms over his chest, closed his eyes, and fell asleep.

The Freeman reached Georgetown the next day and waited at the wharf to offload its cargo. The talk was that the canal was going to be drained at the end of the month. Needed repairs would be made while the canal bed was empty. Some repairs made last year had merely been patched until time and conditions allowed for more permanent repairs to be made.

“If we’re not stuck here for too long, we should be able to make it back to Cumberland by the time they let the water out,” Alice explained to David after she told him when the canal would be drained.

“I thought you usually wintered in Sharpsburg?” David asked.

Alice frowned, and she sighed. “That was when we had a home there. It burned down during the Battle of Antietam. If we winter in Cumberland, we can probably find temporary work to help us through the winter. We had such a poor season this year; we’ll need help.”

David had fought and been wounded during the Battle of Antietam, though the Confederates had called it the Battle of Sharpsburg. He had seen Sharpsburg and the damage the nearby battle had caused to the homes. He had also seen the dead. Too many men had died there. The sight had been like one of his nightmares come true.

“Why not just stay here then? Washington City is larger than Cumberland. It would be easier to find winter work here.”

“Because when the canal is flooded again, if we are in Cumberland, we’ll be one of the first boats loaded. It will give us a quick start next season, and we’ll need the money.”

It made sense, but all David could think of was that once the water was drained from the canal, he would be stuck wherever they were. Now he was on the move, but what would happen when he was stuck in one place?
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A Baltimore and Ohio Railroad train passes a canal boat. Photo courtesy of the National Park Service.
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David stood at the rudder as the Freeman, lightened by the removal of 121 tons of coal in Georgetown, headed west toward Cumberland. Although he wore his overcoat and gloves, he still felt cold. His lack of movement allowed the cold to penetrate his coat. Every breath turned to mist. Someone looking at him from a distance would have thought he was smoking.

He could see the Harvest Moon moving west about a half mile ahead of the Freeman. The gap between the two boats remained relatively steady unless they stopped at the locks.

Elizabeth walked with Ocean and Seamus, taking her turn as a mule driver. She had taken over for Thomas at Lock 30 at Weverton. Instead of resting, Thomas still played on the towpath. He walked along with his sister, ran ahead, and dashed into the woods to explore something only he noticed. The boy never seemed to tire or stop playing. Tony was still sleeping after his turn as a mule driver earlier that day.

The canal boat passed under the B&O Railroad bridge that led into Harpers Ferry, Virginia, at the intersection of the Potomac and Shenandoah Rivers. Currently, most of this area of Northern Virginia was under control of the Union, so the trains were running again. One problem that the B&O Railroad kept running into during this war was that their tracks crossed into Virginia at Harpers Ferry and stayed south of the Potomac River until they neared Cumberland. When the Confederacy controlled Northern Virginia, it made sure that once the trains crossed the river into the South, they didn’t cross back.

David enjoyed the quiet of not having the trains rumble by and blow their whistles to try to frighten canal mules. At the bridge, he could hear the Potomac as its waters crashed and mixed with the Shenandoah River. The river of the North met the river of the South and mixed. 

Or did they?

The waters might mix at this point, but the river remained the Potomac River, the river of the Union. David pondered that message from nature as the Freeman approached Lock 33. Elizabeth stopped the mules while the Harvest Moon locked through and the lock doors were reset for the Freeman.

Once the lock doors were open, Elizabeth started Ocean and Jigger forward with a sharp “Gee haw!” David made sure that the Freeman was straight as he eased the large boat into the lock. Three locks sat within a mile and a half of each other near Harpers Ferry. Lock 33 was the middle lock. It was also the one that had a small community growing up around it.

The lockhouse occupied a strategic position along the canal. Fort Duncan was only a few miles to the west, and Harpers Ferry was just across the railroad bridge and within easy walking distance. In fact, there was also an outlet lock so boatmen could take their boats across the river to Virginia at this point. Right now, no one used that lock because of the war.

Four years ago, William Walsh had opened a feed store on a vacant piece of ground above the lock’s bypass flume. Then, on the berm side of the canal, the Salty Dog Tavern had opened. Now it served only the soldiers from Fort Duncan. With more soldiers than usual because of the war, business at the Salty Dog Tavern from the fort made up the trade lost from Harpers Ferry. Other buildings in the tiny community included a small bakery and more homes.

Tony walked out of the family cabin and tossed one of the coiled snubbing lines to Daniel Bretzl, the lockkeeper. Bretzl looped the thick, sturdy rope around the snubbing post, a stump-like piece of wood set into the ground next to the canal. Tony tossed the other line onto the other side of the canal. He jumped from the boat as it neared the lock, ran up to the snubbing post, and looped his line around it.

“How are things here?” David asked the lockkeeper.

“Been quiet ’cept at night, but that’s normal around here,” Bretzl answered.

The soldiers enjoyed their free time in the Salty Dog Tavern, and more than a few of them had been known to wander across the railroad bridge when they were drunk to cause trouble in Harpers Ferry.

“No war trouble?” David asked.

“War? That’s for armies and generals. Truth be told, things is so scarce over there with all the fightin’ and shelling that was done last year that we get Virginians comin’ over wanting to buy from us.”

“Do you sell to them?”

Bretzl spit a wad of brown tobacco into the canal. “Of course we do.”

“The soldiers don’t stop them?”

David remembered how the squad of Union soldiers had searched the Freeman for him after he had escaped from them last year.

“Those soldiers aren’t fighting to starve women and children. Those folks are our friends and family. You don’t turn your back on friends just because some men further east can’t agree on things,” Bretzl said.  

“That’s good to know.”

Bretzl grinned. “I thought you might like it. I’m not going to harm a man who’s done me no wrong, no matter what colors he’s wearing or wore.”

David smiled. He didn’t fool too many people. Many of the canallers realized that David had been a former Confederate soldier, but mostly, they kept the information to themselves. Canallers were a tight-knit community who dealt with their problems among themselves without involving outsiders.

As the Freeman entered the lock, Elizabeth halted the mules, letting the boat float into the lock. Tony and Bretzl each tightened up their snubbing lines so that the boat wouldn’t crash into the closed west-end lock doors. When the Freeman was entirely inside the lock and stopped, David turned the rudder all the way to the side so it lay against the side of the boat and wouldn’t interfere with the east-end lock doors.

Tony and Bretzl pulled on the swing arms for the lock doors to shut the east-end doors on the lock. Bretzl then walked onto the west-end doors and used his lock key to open the sluice gates at the bottom of the lock doors. 

Water flooded in under the Freeman and began to raise the boat. It bounced around, but Tony and Bretzl kept the snubbing lines tight so the boat didn’t crash into either the lock walls or doors. It took about ten minutes for the Freeman to rise about eight feet. 

Once the water level inside the lock was the same height as the water on the west side of the lock, Bretzl used the huge iron lock key to shut the sluice gates. Then he and Tony leaned on the swing arms of the west-end lock doors and opened them.

Tony and Bretzl tossed their snubbing lines onto the cargo hatches. Tony jumped onto the boat and coiled the ropes so they would be ready when they reached the next lock, which was only about a mile further west. Elizabeth started the mules walking again, and the Freeman moved out of the lock.

David waved to Bretzl. “I guess I’ll be seeing you next season.”

Bretzl waved back. “Have a good winter.”

Lock 34 was the closest lock to Fort Duncan, which had been built last year to defend Harpers Ferry. The lock was also part of a canal George Washington built to skirt the rapids in the area. Washington’s Potowmack Company, founded in 1785, had been the C&O Canal’s predecessor. David saw it as another example of the North’s avarice consuming a Southern man’s dreams.

Thomas picked up a flat stone off the towpath and skipped it across the canal. It traveled on a diagonal path across the canal in four jumps and then hopped out of the water and into the dirt on the far side of the canal. 

David watched the stone disappear into the brush. It gave him an idea.

“Thomas!” David called.

The boy stopped running and turned to look at David. “What?”

Thomas wore a navy peacoat that Alice had purchased for him in Georgetown. It hung unbuttoned, though, and Thomas was still barefoot. The winter weather just didn’t seem to affect him.

“Can you do me a favor? Find me some stones. I’m looking for nice round stones somewhat smaller than my fist. The rounder they are, the better.” David put his hands together in a circle to show the size and shape of the stones he wanted.

“How many do you want?” Thomas asked. 

“Let’s start with ten.”

Thomas grinned and ran off the side of the towpath to look for the stones. David looked at his hand and closed it slowly into a fist. Then he quickly flung his arm out and opened his hand. His idea just might work and be fun at that.

Tony finished coiling the snubbing lines and walked up on the quarterdeck with David. He leaned back against the railing on the other side of the rudder from David. 

Tony was filling out some from his time as a canal boat hand. His bony frame was losing its sharp edges as the hollows filled in. David wondered if it was because the former thief and scavenger was eating well for the first time in his life or developing muscles from his labors.

Tony looked around uncomfortably and then asked, “Why did you put me in your bunk the other night?”

David watched him look at his feet and not make eye contact, which was quite unusual for Tony. The boy was usually straightforward with what he thought.

“You seemed more comfortable there,” David said. He had been letting Tony sleep in the bunk since that first night while he slept on a pallet on the floor.

“How could you tell?”

David explained what he had seen while he watched Tony sleep. Tony sighed.

“I guess you think I’m crazy,” he said.

David shook his head. “Actually, I figured you were afraid that Thomas had wet the bed.”

Tony laughed and looked at David.

“I wish it was something like that. The problem’s not Thomas. It’s me.”

“Do you want to tell me about it?”

Tony hesitated. “How much did Mrs. Fitzgerald tell you about me?”

David shrugged. “Not much. It’s not her story to tell.”

Tony nodded. “I used to live with my mother in Cumberland. She had a lot of what she called ‘men friends.’ You understand?” David nodded. “Well, when she was with her men friends, I was under her bed. I took extra money from their pockets while they were busy on the bed, but their pants were on the floor.”

Tony’s face flushed red, and he stared at his feet again.

“So now you don’t want to sleep under a bed, even if you’re on your own bed,” David guessed.

Tony shrugged. “Probably.”

“Well then, you’re welcome to the top bunk.”

“Why’d you send Thomas looking for stones for you?” Tony asked, changing subjects. He had made his confession, and now he wanted to forget the embarrassment.

Tony was just as curious as Thomas about things, but where Thomas had to find the answers on his own from first-hand experience, Tony settled for asking questions and evaluating the answers.

“I’m just trying to keep Thomas occupied and out of trouble,” David said innocently.

Tony snorted. “Maybe you’re going to eat those rocks when he gives them to you, too.”

David shook his head. His relationship with Tony was far different from Alice’s relationship with the eleven-year-old. Tony treated the two adults on the boat differently. He respected and obeyed Alice as if she were his mother. He treated David like a good friend or brother, and sometimes a younger brother at that.

“I was just remembering when I was your age. My brother and I would skip stones across the ponds on Grand Vista. It was a great competition,” David recalled.

“You didn’t ask for flat stones,” Tony said quickly.

David nodded. “I know that. You see, I always beat Peter at skipping stones. I could get more jumps out of them, and they would go farther. He hated that because he’s three years older than me. So we started throwing stones at targets. He thought he could beat me at that because he was stronger than me, and at first, Peter did win. Then I began to get better. Not more powerful, but more accurate. We moved to smaller targets and farther away, and I still kept beating him. He hated it.”

“You still remember something like that?” Tony asked, surprised.

“Of course, it was one of the few times the number two son was number one, and even my father couldn’t dispute it.”

Tony cocked an eyebrow. “So, you’re looking for something to throw rocks at?”

David shook his head. “No, I have an idea what I’d like to throw stones at.”

“What?”

“Ver-r-r-rmints,” David said, imitating the canaller accent.

“You had better not let Thomas catch you at it then. He’ll be mad, especially when he realizes he gave you the stones,” Tony said.

“I don’t think he’ll be mad at me hitting these varmints.”

“Why’s that?”

David grinned, but he said nothing else.
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A canal boat traveling on the canal near Williamsport, MD. Photo courtesy of the National Park Service.
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Soldier Boy
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George Fitzgerald knelt behind the earthen rampart somewhere in eastern Virginia. He had marched around in so many directions lately that he had lost all sense of where he was. He simply marched along with the rest of the Union army. George believed that he was northeast of Richmond.

His body shook, and it wasn’t all from the cold. He was about to take part in his first battle. He rubbed his hands together to warm them. Then he cupped his hands and blew into them. He had taken his gloves off a few minutes ago so he could fire his rifle, which he had propped up beside him.

George inched his head up until he could see over the rampart. In the distance, he could see the Confederate Army line. In the open space between the two lines, hundreds of men would die soon. He wasn’t even sure what the significance of fighting this battle would be. This wasn’t a strategic battle. Two groups of soldiers had met up with each other on their way to join up with larger armies.

Would history call this “The Accidental Battle”?

George’s left hand began to shake. He dropped down and shoved his hand under his thigh. He didn’t want anyone to see that it scared him.

“You can’t shoot if you’re sitting on your hand,” Brian Langdon said.

Brian was a blond-haired young man of George’s age. He was also a merchant’s son in Washington City. He had a slight paunch around his middle from comfortable living and a pleasant sense of humor that made him popular among the men. Brian and George had joined up at the same time at the Georgetown recruiting station. They had become friends as they went through the scant training together and shared a tent in the field.

“I don’t know that I can shoot even if I wasn’t sitting on my hand,” George said.

He held out his hand, and Brian watched it quiver.

“If that’s as bad as it gets, you’re lucky. I don’t even think I can look over the rampart. I don’t want to see what’s coming at me,” Brian said.

George was glad that he had at least managed that much.

“There’s nothing to see yet. The Rebels are just sitting over there doing the same thing we are,” George said.

“You mean afraid to look over at us and sitting on shaking hands?”

“I only wish. If that was the truth, then maybe we wouldn’t see each other and would keep on marching past each other.”

“Or if we do see each other, we won’t be able to shoot.” Brian laughed. “Wouldn’t that be a hoot?” Brian suddenly stopped laughing. “George, do you think you can kill a man?”

George shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve shot animals.”

“Rabbit and deer don’t look like you, though. They aren’t related to you. They can’t ask you not to shoot them,” Brian said.

George agreed, but he just wasn’t sure what would happen when he came face to face with a person he was trying to shoot.

The cannons fired, and George covered his ears to drown out the frightening booms. The ground shook as the enemy returned fire. None of the shells fell close, but the Rebels would soon have the troop lines in range if the Union army stayed where it was.

“It won’t be long now,” Brian said.

George nodded and picked up his rifle.

The bugler blew charge. George took a deep breath and stood up along with the other men on the line. They ran forward, firing as they moved. Ahead of them, a gray line rose, and the Confederates screamed and charged at the Union soldiers.

From the corners of his eyes, George saw Union soldiers fall. He concentrated on staring forward at the enemy coming toward him. Men collapsed. Other soldiers filled in the gaps the fallen men left in the line, and the line continued to edge forward.

George raised his rifle to his shoulder and fired into the mass of men charging at him. He wasn’t sure if he hit anyone, but he was more worried about being shot himself. He paused only to reload, and then he advanced again. He felt safe being on the move. Each puff of smoke meant a bullet aimed in his direction, and there was a large cloud of smoke forming around the Rebel army. It cut down visibility on both sides of the fighting.

George fired and reloaded. A soldier walked around him and collapsed. Blood spread on the ground around the soldier’s neck.

That could have been him. If George hadn’t paused, he would have been lying there on the ground.

George closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

“We’ve got to keep going,” Brian said beside him. 

His friend reloaded his rifle. They both finished and started walking toward the enemy again and fired into the Rebel line.

A shell exploded on George’s left. The sound was deafening, and so was Brian’s scream. The shrapnel tore through his friend’s body, turning it red. Brian, standing on George’s left, shielded George from most of the shrapnel.

George screamed as the shrapnel hit his left arm, his shoulder, and his head. Then Brian fell on top of him, and they tumbled to the ground. 

His breath went out of him as a bullet or shrapnel hit him so that he couldn’t even scream. He gasped, trying to catch his breath. He sucked in foul air filled with the scent of blood and gunpowder.

George felt the weight of his friend on him and tried to rouse him. George figured that he would have to help Brian to the rear of the fighting so that the doctors could help him.

“Brian, how bad are you hit? I can help you, but you’ve got to get off me,” George asked.

Brian didn’t respond, and George tried to raise himself up to look at Brian. His left arm wouldn’t move when he tried to push up. Instead, he rolled to the side to look at Brian.

Brian wasn’t there.

Or rather, a lump of bloody flesh lay across George, but it no longer looked like Brian Langdon.

George screamed, but he couldn’t be heard over the gunfire and other yells. Even if the soldiers could have heard him, they were too busy fighting to pay George much attention. Soldiers moved around him, back and forth. Blue. Gray. Blue. Blue. Gray. Blue. Gray. Gray.

George realized that he must be right on the front line. He only hoped that when the fighting ended, all the surrounding soldiers would wear blue uniforms.

He tried to crawl away on his backside, but Brian’s body kept him pinned down. He tried to wiggle out from under the body.

Before he freed himself, George saw a Rebel soldier charge at him. The man raised his rifle with his bayonet attached, intending to spear George. George clenched his eyes shut and turned his head away, but the pain of being skewered didn’t come.

He opened his eyes and saw the soldier was on his knees. The man stared blankly ahead, and the rifle hung unfired at his side. A small round hole in the man’s head was the only sign that he had been shot. Then the man fell over, adding more weight to pin George to the ground.

George tried to push the bodies off him, and this time he could raise his arms to push at the bodies on his thighs and stomach.

George stopped and stared at his left hand. It wasn’t there. His left arm was shredded, and his hand was missing entirely. Blood pumped out of the wound, and George realized that he was bleeding to death.

He tucked his arm against his side, hoping to slow the blood that he was losing. He felt lightheaded and weak, which was probably why he wasn’t able to push the bodies off him. He could feel the warmth of his blood pumping out of his arm in contrast to the snow he felt on his back.

George yelled for help until everything went black.
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As the Freeman floated out of Lock 39, Alice Fitzgerald walked out of the family cabin and stood on the race plank. She looked around to get her bearings and waved to Jackson Myers, the lockkeeper. He tipped his straw hat to her and turned to walk back to the warmth of the lockhouse.

“We’re close to where we used to stop at the end of the season. Sharpsburg’s not far from here,” Alice said to David, who stood at the rudder.

David nodded as he eased the Freeman into the curve the canal made as it paralleled the Potomac River.

“I want to stop here, David,” Alice said.

“Did you change your mind about spending the winter in Cumberland?” he asked.

Alice shook her head and walked up on the quarterdeck with him. “No, but I’ve got some business in town that I would like to get started now. The next lock is over four miles away.”

She had thought about this. Her life had changed with everything that had happened to her last year, and she needed to rebuild it. She needed to act now before she changed her mind. Otherwise, she would be delayed a couple months from doing anything.

“Elizabeth, we’re stopping,” David called.

“The mules aren’t that tired,” Elizabeth Fitzgerald replied.

“Your mother wants to go into Sharpsburg.”

Elizabeth stopped the mules, and David turned the rudder to the side so that the Freeman came to rest against the berm. The tow rope slackened and slipped into the water.

“Should I bring the mules over there?” Elizabeth asked.

“Just unhitch them and let them rest over there,” Alice called. “I’ll take Seamus into town. I don’t expect I’ll be gone more than a couple hours. We’ll still have some daylight to make a few miles more.” Once they stopped, Alice asked David, “Can you help me lay out the fall board?”

David nodded and followed Alice. They picked up the fall board off the cargo hatches, lowered one end of the cleated board to the ground, and set the other end on the race plank. 

She climbed into the mule shed and put a harness and blanket on Seamus. She led the gray mule out of the shed and across the fall board.

“Can you help me up, David?” Alice asked. She could ride into town from the road that ran near the lockhouse.

David put his hands around Alice’s waist and lifted her up so that she could sit sidesaddle on the mule’s back. She thought he hesitated a bit too long before he began lifting her and before he let her go, but Alice didn’t want to get into what that discussion would lead to right now.

“Do you want me to go in with you?” David asked.

Alice shook her head. “No. Someone needs to watch the boat. There may still be Rebels on the canal.”

Thomas came running up on the north side of the canal. He had crossed over from the towpath on the closed canal doors.

“Can I come, too, Mama?” he asked.

Alice didn’t really want to have to watch Thomas while she was in town. If he saw any of his friends, she would have to tie him to her to keep him from running off. There was too much trouble the nine-year-old boy could get into there, but it might be the last chance he had to see the town for a long time.  

“Fine,” Alice conceded, nodding.

“Yea!” Thomas shouted.

“Mama, can I go?” Elizabeth called from across the canal. 

Having said “yes” to Thomas, she couldn’t very well say no to Elizabeth. Besides, Elizabeth could help Alice watch Thomas.

“Yes,” Alice said.

Elizabeth smiled. She led Ocean and Jigger across the canal at Lock 39 and brought them up next to her mother and Seamus. Thomas climbed up on Seamus’s back, and David lifted Elizabeth onto Jigger.

“We’ll be back as soon as we can,” Alice said. “Do you need anything while I’m in town?”

David shook his head.

Alice, Thomas, and Elizabeth rode away. Tony came out of the family cabin to watch them leave. He waved to them one last time as they passed out of sight.

“Why are we going into Sharpsburg, Mama?” Elizabeth asked.

“I have some business to take care of that I don’t want to leave until next season,” Alice replied.

Sharpsburg was not Alice’s hometown. It had been where Hugh had grown up. Still, Alice had liked the town and the people, though she had never formed any strong relationships because she was only in town a few months out of the year.

Five roads came together in Sharpsburg, which made it a popular stopover point with travelers. The town had its own fire company and newspaper. Farmers in the area grew wheat, rye, and hay. They raised sheep, geese, and beef, and the farm lanes were well-rutted from travel to and from the town. Alice wondered how much that had changed since the battle.

Alice hadn’t been here since she and Hugh had walked through the town after the Battle of Antietam. That had been four months ago. Sharpsburg had still been burning, and people had wandered the streets in a daze.

“Where’s our house?” Thomas asked as they rode into town.

Alice tried to keep from crying at the sight of the empty lot. “I told you, Thomas, it burned down during the battle.”

Thomas’s brow wrinkled in confusion. “But there’s nothing left. I thought something would be left of the outside, like when the Taylors’ house burned down a while back. You could still tell it had been a house, but there’s nothing left of our house,” Thomas said.

“He’s right, Mama. It doesn’t look right. You expect to see our house there when you look in that direction, but there’s nothing there,” Elizabeth said.

Alice nodded, but she didn’t trust herself to say anything.

She dismounted in front of the empty lot. All that remained of their house was the stone foundation. Thomas was right. The fire had done its work, and then some, on their house. This had been Alice’s home for fifteen of the twenty years she had been married to Hugh.

Now both her home and her husband were gone, and her life was very different.

She paced the edge of the foundation, making a large L. The stones were still tight fitting and level. Another house could be placed on the foundation with no problem.

The problem was that Alice didn’t have a new home to put here or the money to build one.

She looked into the empty basement. Though the food items were gone, some storage shelves remained. She could see the spot where she and Hugh had hidden slaves as they helped them along the Underground Railroad to freedom.

Alice looked at her children. She pulled her coat tighter around her.

“Do you miss it?” she asked.

Thomas shrugged and wandered away. He quickly lowered himself into the basement to rummage around in the rubble.

Elizabeth said, “I’m sad because it was our house, but I don’t think I miss it as much as I should. Is that wrong?”

“What do you mean?” Alice asked.

“We didn’t live here that
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