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  AT FIRST IT WAS THE MONEY, THEN IT BECAME REVENGE. 




  Summer, 1928, Rusty loses his job as a Lake Erie tugboat deckhand and can no longer afford his charter boat business. Out of work, out of hope and with a family to feed, he desperately turns to hauling grape juice for the mysterious Trapani clan despite his suspicions. After several successful trips, Al Trapani offers him an opportunity to run illegal alcohol from Canada. Rusty reluctantly agrees to try it just once.




  As Rusty slips into the underground world of rum running, he comes to realize he is losing far more than his principles—he is jeopardizing his marriage and his life. But getting out is not easy. Hunted by a sadistic renegade Coast Guard captain, Rusty soon finds himself in the captain’s crosshair, forcing him to challenge not only his principles, but his perception of good and evil.




  The 1920s roar to life as Rusty’s rum running legend grows.




  



  COMMENTS FROM READERS




  



  “With intense description and characters you’ll love (or hate), R. C. Durkee holds readers on course and breezing through this engaging tale of love, wickedness, revenge and morality.”—Rick Porrello, author of To Kill the Irishman, “Best true-life crime caper since Goodfellas-San Francisco Examiner.”




  “...a believable plot based on historical fact...brings history and events to life through Rusty's eyes and experiences. It's all these elements, wound into a satisfying and realistic story line backed by historical fact, that make Rum Run a winning account.”—D. Donovan, Senior eBook Reviewer, Midwest Book Review.




  ...a hit with boaters, Lyman owners and anyone who loves a good read.”—Heidi Langer, Program Manager, LBOA
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  Historical Note:




  Demon Rum. That was the moniker given to alcohol by temperance groups and clergy long before the nation’s Prohibition Law went into effect. Drinking wasn’t the problem but drunkenness was and it was looked at with disapproval as far back as the founding of our country. In America’s early years, alcohol was an acceptable drink as water was often contaminated, juice was seasonal and milk would not keep. [1] Alcohol was also used for medicinal purposes, business transactions and for celebrations but many could not or would not practice restraint. Temperance groups calling for moderation and self-control (the true meaning of temperance) began taking root in the 1700s, and with the backing of the church, they blamed unrestrained consumption of alcohol for social evils such as immorality, abuse and idleness. The term teetotaler came into being at this time as those who supported temperance placed a letter “t” by their name on temperance rosters to indicate their “total belief” in temperance. The term teetotaler would later become synonymous with anyone who abstained from drinking. By 1830, Americans, on average, were consuming 1.7 bottles of hard liquor per week.[2] The cry for prohibition increased. Radicals such as the hatchet-wielding Carrie Nation took to saloon busting. Women’s suffrage groups gathered in front of saloons singing hymns, holding prayer vigils and petitioning saloon keepers to shut down their “Dens of Inequity.” A number of states passed prohibition laws but these were not enforced and with neighboring states calling prohibition unconstitutional, the movement could not get off the ground. With the outbreak of the Civil War, the nation became preoccupied with war and the movement towards prohibition was abandoned.




  After the war, American consumption of alcohol grew to quantities that have not been equaled since.[3] Organizations such as the national Prohibition Party and the Women’s Christian Temperance Society were born. The WCTS took on more than demon rum, they also championed social reforms such as women’s rights, labor reforms, and the Americanization of immigrants who were flooding into the country. Their focus of concern was mainly urban and industrialized settings. In small towns and rural America, Americans were becoming concerned about the influx of immigrants and growing urban power. The Prohibition Party found supporters in these areas and the pulpit was used to reinforce the evils of demon rum. It would not be until the powerful Anti Saloon League, formed in 1895 and born out of the Prohibition Party, would the pressure for a national prohibition of alcohol gain momentum. Henry Ford and other industrial giants jumped on board and advocated the ban of alcohol citing squandered paychecks, domestic abuse and workplace idleness pointed to alcohol abuse. Ford was so adamant that he sent social workers to his employees’ homes to evaluate their home life, and if drunkenness, abuse or alcohol use was witnessed or even suspected, an employee would be fired.




  So powerful became the pressure for a nationwide ban of alcohol, the 18th Amendment was ratified on January 16, 1919. It prohibited the manufacturing, transportation and selling of alcohol. Only sacramental wine and alcohol (mainly whiskey and brandy) for medicinal use was exempt and one would need a prescription for that. In order to enforce the law, the Volstead Act was passed on October 28, 1919. An outcry followed. Many considered the law unconstitutional. How do you legislate morality? they cried. They felt the law was an affront to returning WW1 veterans who had fought for democracy. Others felt it was class discrimination because the wealthy would have the means and money to acquire the banned alcohol, the working class would not. And immigrants took it as a personal attack on them as alcohol was part of their culture (Italians-wine, Irish-whiskey and Germans-beer). Never the less, the law went into effect the following year on January 16, 1920 and within an hour of its effect, two train boxcars loaded with alcohol were robbed at gunpoint at a Chicago rail yard.[4]




  Americans, rebellious by nature, found ways to skirt the law. Some made homebrew for personal use. After all, the law did not say it was illegal to drink alcohol. Others feigned illness to get medicinal whiskey or brandy from the local druggist who had a stack of doctor signed blank prescriptions for alcohol “medicine.” Prescriptions flew off the pad as willing druggists made at least $3.00 on an alcohol prescriptions and at least another $3.00 on the “medicine.”[5] Moonshiners flourished, selling home brewed corn-based alcohol and giving rise to the bootlegger and speeding automobile on dusty roads. But there was a market for top grade alcohol and smugglers responded to the need, crossing borders-especially Canada’s, to bring first-rate brand alcohol to the thirsty. A man with a small motorboat loaded with alcohol obtained from a mother ship across the border could resale an $8.00 case of purchased scotch for $65.00.[6] It just wasn’t bandits or gangsters breaking the law, now it was every day people becoming criminals to make extra money to supplement their modest or low income.




  Gangs and gang warfare erupted. Hijacking alcohol cargo became common place. Innocent people became victims of mistakes or crossfire. Enforcement of the law was like “an old cat catching a young mouse.”[7] Crime was rampant. The latter half of the 1920s saw money pour into law enforcement. Federal agents were added and their firepower updated. The number of Coast Guard vessels were increased and upgraded for speed. Atlanta’s Rum Row was finally busted, but Great Lakes smuggling remained out of control.




  The latter half of the twenties, Al Capone was a celebrity. The cocktail, born to camouflage bad alcohol, was popular. Football’s Red Grange was a sports star and controversy still raged over the “long count” in the Dempsey-Tunney fight. Babe Ruth hit his 60th homerun and the nation was engrossed in the Sacco and Vanzetti murder trial. Buster Keaton was still getting laughs and Greta Garbo was smoking the big screen. The Twenties were losing a little of their roar as daring hemlines became a little longer and flappers began to fade. But speakeasies boomed and gangland crime intensified. This is where the story Rum Run begins. And for some, Blue Skies and S’Wonderful were not always the case.
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  Preface




  Lake Erie shoreline, Vermilion, Ohio. June 1928.




  



  The evening was exceptionally quiet. The lapping of waves and lowing of a cow from a barn situated near the shore was all Hank Krause heard as he hurried across his yard to the barn. He had gotten home late from a game of cards, and the cow was letting him know just how late he was. The light from the glowing lantern he carried washed the ground around his steps, making the surrounding night seem extra dark. He glanced toward the dark void which was the lake. It merged with the moonless, starry night sky in an eerie edge-of–the-world look. Out there, beyond the void, lay the Canadian shoreline, too far to see even in daylight. A Great Lake indeed, he thought. A flash of light caught his eye in the abyss of water and sky. It was low on the lake he judged. He halted to a stop as he searched the blackness beyond the shore. Nothing. He waited a moment or two and took a few steps toward the lake, raising his lantern to avoid tripping over Edna’s rock garden. The light from the lake flashed again. This time, it was closer to shore. Krause quickly realized what was behind the mysterious light and set his jaw. He extinguished the light from his lantern and hurried back to the house, picking his way in the dark.




  “Edna,” he said, his voice measured, “Call the sheriff.” He grabbed a 20 gauge shotgun from its station at the kitchen door.




  Edna wrung her hands, her eyes growing wide. “What’s going on, Hank? Why do you need the gun?” Her voice was anxious.




  “Tell the sheriff there’s a signal light from a boat off shore. They think I’m signaling to them with my lantern.” He cracked the barrel open to assure himself the shotgun shells were in the chamber despite the fact it was always at ready. He snapped the barrel back in place and burst out the door with Edna on his heels.




  “Don’t go out there, Hank, please. Let the sheriff handle this.”




  Hank ignored her pleas. “Get back inside and call the sheriff. Now!”




  Krause rushed to the shoreline behind his barn just in time to make out the shadowy form of a boat beaching on his sandy shore. He raised his shotgun to his shoulder. “Get the hell out of here,” he shouted, and shot a round over the boat. The flash from the gun blast blinded his night vision. Unable to see, he cocked his head but heard no sound from the boat so he shot again to show them he meant business.




  Flashes of staccato lights and rapid report erupted from the boat as it returned machine gun fire. The boat engine barked to life, and moments later its dark shape roared away from the shore until both its sound and shape was swallowed by the blackness of the lake.




  Krause lay upon the sandy beach, his shotgun next to his side and the sand growing dark about him with his blood. The only sound was the lapping of waves and the lowing of a cow.




  

  Chapter 1




  “Excuse me, is this your boat?”




  Rusty looked up from mooring the boat to the pump dock and shielded his eyes from the mid-morning sun. It was already hot and humid. “Yea,” he said to the obscure figure eclipsing the sun.




  “Would you give me a lift to the mainland?” the figure asked.




  Rusty climbed out of the boat and the figure, no longer an umbra, came into view revealing a wiry, young man with snapping dark eyes, a cocked smile.




  “Ferry will be along about 11:30,” Rusty said and began pumping gas into his boat.




  The lanky, young man fished in his pocket and then pulled out a handful of bills. “I’ll give you 25 bucks if you take me to Sandusky now,” he said, swaggering towards Rusty flapping the bills from his outstretched arm.




  Rusty was not sure he had heard him right. That was $10.00 more than he made on weekend charters. He sized up the anxious, young man and judged him to be about 8-10 years younger than himself, making him roughly around 25 years old. His hair, black as his eyes, was slicked back from his occasional habit of running his fingers through it like a comb. The exception was a devilish lock that flopped defiantly about his forehead. His clothes were crumpled and mud-caked despite the fact that he had tried (unsuccessfully) to brush both mud and wrinkles out. Rusty guessed he had spent the night in some wallow behind an island speakeasy. How he got to Middle Bass Island a mile and a half away was anyone’s guess, and the fact he had $25.00 on him was intriguing. But what made him do a double take was the way the young man was dressed. From the waist down he wore regulation World War I Army uniform pants wrapped with puttees and a regulation belt and buckle. He topped it off with a soiled white sleeveless Tee shirt. It looked as though his clothes were a part of him like his skin or hair. This made the young man all the more peculiar considering the war had ended a decade ago. There has got to be a story to this character, he thought, returning the gas nozzle to the pump. “You must need to get there pretty bad,” he said, glancing at the money the young man dangled before him.




  “Just like to get there as soon as I can.” The young man said, flashing a grin as the money danced in his hand.




  Rusty put his hands on his hips and looked towards Sandusky. The sun was already hot and the shoreline was hazy from the heat. The island of Middle Bass was approximately 17 miles from Sandusky located on the southern Lake Erie shoreline in Ohio. If he opened her up he could make it back in time for the Put-in-Bay charter plus make an easy $25.00 to boot. He motioned the young man towards the boat and began untying the mooring lines.




  The young man sprang into action and began untying the stern line.




  “Hold it,” Rusty said as the man was about to jump aboard, “Money first.”




  The young man winked and plopped the money into Rusty’s extended palm.




  Minutes later, the boat, with both men aboard, was churning its way to Sandusky Bay.




  * * *




  Sandusky in June of 1928 was a typical boating town. Each business, each lifestyle was touched in some way by the lake. Townsfolk lived, worked or played on Lake Erie and its shore. Not as industrial as the lake city of Lorain to the east, Sandusky was occupied by fisheries, small boat building and the excavation of limestone. Named from the Seneca Indian word San Too Chee meaning Cold Water (though some say for a 1700 fur trader named Sodowsky), its bay was protected by two peninsulas: Cedar Point to the east and Marblehead to the northwest. With a population just over 23,000, it was a jumping off point for the Lake Erie islands of North Bass, Middle Bass, South Bass, Kelleys, Rattlesnake, and Mouse plus the Canadian island of Pelee lying north of the international border that cut Lake Erie horizontally in half. Boaters, ferries and charters scurried back and forth between Sandusky and these islands. For the most part, island populations were light as access was dependent upon ferries and weather. Winter isolated them from the mainland and islanders had to wait until the ice grew thick enough to support vehicles fitted with skis or horse drawn sleighs to cross the frozen lake to the mainland. But summer saw a swell in numbers as mainlanders flooded the islands for summer getaways (with the exception of tiny Rattlesnake and even tinier Mouse islands remaining deserted due to their size and rocky terrain). South Bass with its boardwalk town of Put in Bay was already popular among the bourgeois as a summer retreat where restaurants, cottages, bike and boat rentals, water tobogganing, dance halls and underground caves to explore catered to the seasonal crowd. But no one had to tell men like Rusty what the lake offered. Whitefish, Herring and Blue Pike provided commercial and recreational fishing which was the basis of Sandusky’s livelihood. Then there were the limestone quarries in Sandusky and on islands like Kelleys to the north which provided foundation rock, stone and gravel for construction in the growing region. With the city of Lorain’s steel mill and ship building to the east and Toledo’s industries to the west, the lake was bustling with industrial freighters, cargo ships, tugboats, charter boats and pleasure crafts from mid-March to November’s stormy end when, bone-chilling arctic wind from Canada would sweep across the lake, thickening the ice and closing shipping lanes, locking the lake in a frigid, barren, silent world of frozen waves.




  The Roaring Twenties and Prohibition affected the town much as it had other cities its size. Though not as popular as a smugglers’ port as the nearby sleepy town of Vermilion, its location still made it a port of call for smugglers sneaking bootlegged alcohol from wet Canada to the dry Ohio shores under the eyes of vigilant Coast Guard and federal agents. Lake Erie provided the perfect corridor to transport quality liquor legally made in Canada to the shores of Lake Erie via swift boats dubbed rumrunners where contacts along less populated rural areas would retrieve the contraband and disperse it throughout the country. However, remote places were not always a guarantee of safe passage. Although some big cities like Toledo turned a blind eye to bootlegging, smaller towns were split on upholding the 18th Amendment, and some citizens, whether out of boredom or morality were vigilant to any peculiar activities. During the open water seasons of Prohibition, the Coast Guard stationed out of Marblehead Point was kept busy patrolling the shoreline, apprehending rumrunners and dumping confiscated alcoholic contraband overboard into Sandusky Bay off Cedar Point. For the most part, these rumrunners were locals with small boats looking to put food on the table while other runners did it to get rich quick and have a thrill doing so. Ferrying the illegal booze from Canadian shores or anchored “mother” ships just over the border that divided the lake in half, a small-time boat pilot could make an easy $50 on a nights run. That was twice the money than a man could make working an entire week at an honest job.




  * * *




  “Live on the islands?” the young man asked as the bow of the boat smacked the choppy waves.




  “No, Vermilion. I run charters out of Sandusky on weekends.”




  “Is this your boat or do you work for a company?”




  “My boat,” Rusty dug two cigarettes out of his shirt pocket and offered one to the young man. Idle chatter was not Rusty’s favorite way to pass the time, but it was necessary to beat one’s gums with the clientele on the charters. Treating them more like a friend instead of a meal ticket was one way to insure repeat business. The young man, however, had an air of adventure about him that made him more interesting than the usual white collar executives or celebratory birthday fishing trips that frequented his charters.




  “So what’s your day job?




  “Deck hand on tugboats. I work out of Lorain,” Rusty said, raising his voice over the drone of the motor, “Shipyards— push-pull ore freighters at the steel mill.”




  The young man raised his brows, seemingly impressed.




  “When the shipping season ends for the winter, I work for Lyman’s building boats. Just temporary until the lake opens again in spring,” Rusty said. The young man made conversation easy.




  “A man of the lake,” the young man said.




  “Not always. I worked two years at the steel mill in Lorain. Two years too long.”




  The young man smiled and nodded. “I’ve heard men tell that furnace is like looking into the jaws of hell. How they find anyone to do that job beats the hell out of me.”




  “When you need dough, you would be surprised what you’ll do,” Rusty said as he flicked his spent cigarette into the lake. “Say, I didn’t catch your name?”




  “Pete!” the young man said as he bounded towards Rusty with an extended hand.




  “Rusty. You from Sandusky?” It was Rusty’s turn to quiz.




  “Toledo.”




  “So what’s your day job?”




  “Don’t have a regular day job, so to speak, but I do okay.”




  “I bet you do,” Rusty said, thinking of the 25 bucks so freely offered. Spray shot up from the bow of the boat as it smacked a wave.




  Pete chuckled. “There is money to be made if you look in the right places.” He took a deep drag on his cigarette. “And it ain’t at a damn blast furnace.”




  “So where do you look?” Rusty said. There was a hint of suspicion in his voice.




  Pete’s eyes snapped and his smile tightened. “Is this a cross examination or you just curious, Red?”




  “It’s Rusty, not Red.” Rusty’s voice was thick.




  Pete drew a deep breath and leaned back onto the rail, and watched the green, frothy wake created by the boat. “There’s easy money to be made out there.”




  “No such thing as easy money.”




  Pete snorted and stared trancelike at the water.




  Rusty decided to change the subject. “You see some action?” he said with a nod to the uniform covering Pete’s lower half.




  Pete flicked his cigarette butt overboard. “Naw, I was too young for the war,” he said, looking down at his pants. “The old lady running the boarding house where I lived was throwing these things out and I said, ‘whoa, now that’s too keen to throw out.’ Great as a dame magnet—they think I saw action.”




  Rusty’s rolled eyes went unnoticed by Pete. The word keen or magnet did not come to mind when he was fighting for his life and that of his mates onboard ship in the Merchant Marines. He may have felt keen standing in line for enlistment at the drug store in Toledo, and being a dame magnet did cross his mind when he saw himself in uniform for the first time. Keen, or rather excitement came to his mind when he arrived for training in Massachusetts—his first time out of Ohio, then pride when he was assigned to a steamer in the north Atlantic. But once the torpedoes began launching from Heinie U-boats with his ship’s name on them, he no longer felt keen or magnetic but scared shitless.




  A large white boat emblazed with emblems approached them off starboard, bringing both men back to reality. Rusty recognized it as a newly built picket boat. The numbers CG157 were displayed on the bow’s hull.




  “Coast Guard,” Rusty said over his shoulder to Pete.




  “With a bastard on board for a captain,” Pete muttered as he moved to the starboard rail to watch the cutter sweep by. It left an undulating wake in its aftermath that rocked Rusty’s boat back and forth.




  “Is that Captain Connors’s boat?”




  “It’s Captain Kid all right,” Pete said.




  “Many think Connors a hero of sorts,” Rusty said, casting a wary eye at Pete. “But then I guess it has to do with what side of the fence you’re on.”




  “It also depends what your view of a hero is.” Pete folded his arms and leaned against the rail, facing Rusty. “I personally don’t consider a guy who gets his kicks ripping a man apart with a machine gun a hero.”




  “It does have a way of discouraging bootleggers/”




  Pete didn’t laugh. “Does it also discourage fishing? Last month the hero riddled a fisherman full of holes by accident and nothing ever came of it.”




  “The buzz at the docks said the fisherman’s boat was used as a rumrunner.”




  Pete ignored the remark. “Shoot first, ask questions later—Connors’s motto.” He held his hands up to simulate holding a machine gun. “Rat-tat-tat-tat-tat,” he mocked as he “shot” at a phantom boat, then turned his imaginary gun towards the back of the disappearing Coast Guard cutter and continued to “shoot”.




  Rusty shook his head. One thing for sure, Pete made the trip interesting as well as lucrative. With the throttle opened up, the boat no longer fought the waves but skimmed across the water, making the ride smooth and fast.




  “A farmer was killed in Vermilion last night,” Rusty said. “Apparently bootleggers mistook him for a contact.”




  “Sounds like more to that story.”




  “Guess the old man opened fire on them when they came ashore on his beach and they shot back.”




  “Then Wyatt Earp was asking for it.”




  “What he was asking for was to be left alone and milk his cow.”




  With the skyline of Sandusky emerging from the haze and growing sharper by the minute, Pete calmed and took a seat near Rusty. “Rising Sun, good name for a fishing boat though she doesn’t look like your typical charter cruiser.”




  “She’s a Lyman—a runabout,” Rusty said. “I wasn’t looking for big charter jobs, just something that could pay for itself while having some fun with it.”




  “She’s smooth.”




  “Lyman is known for building a good boat that can handle this lake’s chop. That’s why the ride is so smooth.”




  “She fast?”




  “That’s why I wanted one. Fast but smooth.”




  “Dream boat, uh?”




  “I guess you could say.”




  “Rising Sun,” Pete said, stretching the name out. “The early bird catches the worm or in this case, the fish.”




  A faint smile crossed Rusty’s face.




  “I don’t see too many rising suns in my business,” Pete said.




  Rusty wasn’t sure if Pete wanted him to comment on that remark, so he decided not to pursue it. He turned the topic back to the boat. “Actually, I named it for a place here in Ohio about 50 miles inland, south of Toledo. Farming country, and like you said, it also makes a good name for a fishing boat.”




  Pete waited for him to continue, but Rusty seemed lost in his thoughts. “You raised there?” Pete asked, bringing him back.




  “No, I was raised in Toledo. When my mother died I was ten so I went to live with a widowed aunt who had a farm in Risingsun.”




  “Sounds boring.”




  Rusty smiled. “I grew up working her farm and living on potato soup.” Chrissake, he was spilling his guts to this guy. “There were back payments that she did not…could not pay and the bank doesn’t cut any slack for a widow woman and fourteen-year-old boy. She lost the farm. I returned to Toledo and got a job on the docks. By seventeen, I was working as a trainee on the tugs doing everything from scraping hulls to swabbing the deck. Then the war came and I joined the Merchant Marines.”




  “Liked the water better than the dirt, uh?”




  “Little more excitement on the water…but it would be nice to have the farm back if just for the sake of it. Listen to crickets instead of gulls for a change.”




  Pete noticed Rusty’s smile was fading. “What makes you think the farm is still there?”




  Rusty eyed the tall profile of the Marblehead Lighthouse marking the entrance into Sandusky Bay and nosed the Rising Sun eastward toward Cedar Point.




  “It’s probably long gone.”




  He cut Rising Sun between the peninsula of Marblehead on their starboard and sprawling Kelleys Island off their port side before making a right turn into the mouth of the bay whose entrance was flanked by the lighthouse on one side and Cedar Point on the other.




  They both fell silent for a few minutes until Pete broke the silence. “You married?”




  Rusty raised his brow. Pete was just one question after another. “That’s where the steel mill comes in.” Lake gulls began circling the boat as Sandusky grew larger and landmark buildings were now easily distinguishable.




  “When I got back from the war, I met my wife-to-be in Lorain. Her Dad and brothers worked at the steel mill. They got me a job there. Steady income, job security, the whole bit. It got me this boat, nice cottage and a happy wife and I hated every minute I worked there. When I started the charters, I quit and went back to the tugs. Her family thought I was nuts giving up a job like that.” He began backing down the boat’s engine. “You married?”




  Pete stood for a better view of Sandusky. “Yeah, right,” he said. “Last thing I’m looking for is a manacle on my finger.”




  As they entered the bay, Rusty cut the engines, and minutes later they were docking. When the boat was secured, Pete turned to him and extended his hand. “Perhaps we’ll meet again,” he said with a grin.




  “Stranger things have happened,” Rusty said, shaking Pete’s hand.




  Pete laughed as he jumped onto the pier.




  Rusty gathered some stowed fishing tackle in the bow storage for the scheduled charter and when he looked up again, Pete had vanished into the dockyards. Smuggler, he thought. Pete definitely had to be a smuggler. It wasn’t uncommon for the Coast Guard to kick a smuggler off onto one of the islands after seizing his rum running boat and booty. That would explain Pete’s disheveled appearance and need for a ride back to the mainland. He wondered if it was Connors who left Pete stranded on Middle Bass Island. No, he decided, if Connors had caught him, Pete wouldn’t be hitching a ride home. There was some truth to what Pete had said about the Coast Guard captain’s shoot first, ask questions later policy. It was common practice for Connors to riddle a boat and its occupants with bullets before demanding surrender from whoever was left to respond. His punishment was as ruthless as it was self-righteous. As commander of the rum chaser CG157, he was as much a swashbuckling hero as he was a relentless scourge. His trademark was a Savage Lewis .30 caliber machine gun which he toted like some men carried pistols. Capable of firing 500-600 rounds per minute, Connors and his infamous gun set a record in the summer of 1927 by catching a rum smuggler every other day for a seven week period. But his ethics were questioned by fellow guardsmen and civilians alike, and the line between hero and sadist was often blurred.




  The fisherman Pete had referred to was using his boat to smuggle liquor from Leamington, Ontario across the lake to Lorain. His destination was a restaurant that resembled a medieval castle built on the shoreline. The castle’s basement had a tunnel that opened to the lake, and rumrunners arriving from Canadian shores laden with bootleg would pull into the tunnel to an underground dock and be met by the restaurant’s personnel who unloaded the smuggled liquor. It was rumored that Al Capone ate at Castle Erie when meeting with his Cleveland cohorts. Whether or not the rumor was true, it made great publicity for the restaurant, so the owner perpetuated the rumor with reports of phantom sightings of Capone.




  On board the fisherman’s boat that particular night of the run was a small-time hood from an Italian mob out of Toledo. Connors had caught wind of the run and at nightfall, he positioned his cutter just off the Lorain shore near the restaurant, switched off the running lights and cut the motor. Just before midnight, the rum running fishing boat arrived and as it was entering the tunnel the pilot caught sight of the shadowy cutter positioning itself to block the opening into the tunnel. The small rumrunner gunned the engines and nimbly maneuvered out of the tunnel’s entrance and attempted to outrun the cutter, but the CG157 was fast and closing with Connors blazing away on his .30 caliber machine gun. The smugglers’ boat ran a zigzag course to no avail and after an hour long chase, the .30 caliber’s bullets succeeded in ripping the mobster nearly in half. Meanwhile, Connors’s first mate sent a bullet through the head of the pilot of the runner. The pilot slumped forward, landing on the throttle, pushing it up to full throttle. Crowds, attracted by the gunfire, had gathered along the shore to watch the spectacle as the runner zigzagged, circled and sped out of control until it crashed into a jut of rocks off Avon Point and exploded into a ball of fire that sent a firework spray of orange sparks raining onto the dark water. It was never proved who shot first or if indeed the rumrunner was returning fire. Connors, whose crew of two was button-lipped and as maverick as he, was never questioned. The incident was met with uncertainty and unspoken suspicion by Connors’s peers. Most Coast Guardsmen were content with stranding the runner and crew on one of the islands and seizing the boat to auction off later. It was not so much as a virtuous gesture as it was one of practicality because despite a solid case against the smuggler, attorneys usually managed to exonerate them over some obscured detail, making a mockery out of the Coast Guard in the process.




  Stranding a smuggler and seizing his boat, then dumping the booty overboard gave the Guard some sense of satisfaction despite the fact a smuggler could always find a willing skipper to take him back to the mainland for a few bucks. A few days later, the smuggler would then buy his boat back without contest at auction. Running rum, after all, was a very lucrative business.




  The guardsmen at Erie’s southern shore stations felt Connors’s hollow victories came with a price that they had to pay, for now the smugglers and runners no longer took chances and began to fight back. Some armed themselves, others armored their runners. Either way, none wanted to end up in the sink courtesy of Connors. The captain had a dark side and how he managed to put together a crew in league with him eluded the other Guardsmen, but he got the job done and superiors were happy, so they looked the other way. They nicknamed him Captain Kid. It was meant as a joke, but Connors’s relished the moniker and it fed his zeal all the more.




  Rusty backed the boat from the dock, nosing her bow towards the islands. Like most people, he hungrily followed the newspaper accounts of bootleggers, rumrunners and gangsters. Still, they were stories on paper whereas Pete was flesh and blood. Di would be intrigued but upset to know he had had a brush with a real hoodlum. It was one thing to be shocked and fascinated by the exploits of Capone, Dutch Schultz and the Purple Gang in the newspaper where they were safe on print. She would not understand how incidental the whole thing was with Pete. Besides, he didn’t figure it out himself until he was already in route to Sandusky that Pete was a runner. But it didn’t matter, twenty-five bucks was twenty-five bucks, and if he hadn’t taken Pete, someone else would have. No skin off his nose. As he headed for Put-in-Bay, Rusty checked his watch—forty-five minutes until the next scheduled charter. If he really opened her up he could make it to the island by a gnat’s ass. He pushed the throttle forward and Rising Sun sent up cascading spray as she slapped the waves then rose out of the water and planed on top, skimming the water on her dash to Put-in-Bay.




  Thirty-five minutes later as he pulled into the dock, he checked his watch and chuckled.




  

  Chapter 2




  Di did not find Rusty’s adventure as exciting as he had hoped. Her mind was elsewhere and that disappointed him. She was never bored to hear his stories—like how one of the great stone freighters had its load shift, causing it to list dangerously, and how the tugboats, with him on deck, had pushed it upright and held it till the load was evened, or how Shorty Samuels got his foot crushed between a tugboat and dock on a windy day. She had held her breath as he told about being caught in a waterspout on a charter run with a group of Lorain steel executives out for a fishing trip, and how he was hired to take the wealthy Miss Pendleton and a group of her society friends from her father’s Kelleys Island mansion to a picnic at Put-in-Bay. It was by the widening or narrowing of her eyes that he could tell what impact his stories were having.




  Tonight, though, her eyes were far away and he knew his story about Pete would be lost in an ocean of thought. He studied her face for a clue as to what she had on her mind, and as they took their seats at the kitchen table, with his eyes fixed on hers, he asked, “How was your day?”




  For the first time since he had come home, her eyes focused on his. She hesitated, rummaging through her mind, and then her eyes sparkled. “A bootlegger came to the door this morning…he needed a place to hide because agents were hot on his tail, so I hid him in the root cellar in exchange for a case of beer. He’s still there. Wanna beer?”




  He stared at her as he registered what she had said then he burst into laughter.




  She laughed too. “Okay, so it was the milkman with a bottle of milk, but that’s as good as it gets.”




  The old twinkle was back in Di’s eyes. Relieved, he attacked his plate of potatoes, peas and pork chops while Di pecked at hers.




  * * *




  He had met Di the day after a monster tornado hit downtown Lorain. She was a volunteer with the Salvation Army and he was a volunteer for clean-up in the aftermath of destruction. Her job was filling plates of three squares a day for storm refugees and volunteers; his was digging through rubble for the injured and dead, then cleaning the debris of what was once a bustling city center. The June 28, 1924 tornado brought Rusty and Di’s lives together in what Di would later proclaim as fate.




  Di’s family lived southwest of the city where the land turned rural. Uncle Fritz, her mother’s brother who lived with them, had noted their barometer steadily falling and mentioned to Di and her mother a storm was coming.




  They were picking strawberries in the garden when the mother stood to straighten her back and noticed the black sky and white rolling squall line of clouds plowing ahead by the advancing storm like a snowplow pushing snow. “Grab your basket, Di, and head for the house. We are in for a blow.”




  Born in the farmland southwest of the city of Sandusky shortly before 4:30 p.m., the tornado touched ground and began its 52 mile journey to the east, bulldozing everything in its path, heading directly for the unsuspecting city of Lorain.




  Rusty, who was working seven day shifts at the Lorain dockyard, had just docked and secured the tugboat as the first big raindrops fell. He just made it to the cover of the wheelhouse as the rain came down in torrents. He and the rest of the tug crew watched as pea-sized hail bounced on the deck alongside pounding raindrops.




  As they hunted the skies, the tugboat’s engineer was the first to spot the tornado.




  “Look, it’s a twister!” he shouted, and Rusty and the first mate flew to the front windshield of the pilothouse and watched as the tornado bore down upon the city.




  Passing too close for comfort, they watched as the destruction of Lorain unfolded before them. As quickly as it had come, it had left, leaving the crew stunned as they stared through the blurred windows trying to distinguish shapes and landmarks through the ensuing sheets of rain.




  “Looks like we are in for a long night, boys,” the boat’s master said with grim expression, breaking the silence.




  Rusty pulled on a raincoat, grabbed a flashlight and the ax that hung on the wheelhouse and led the solemn procession down the wharf towards the city.




  The State Theater had collapsed, killing 15 people and burying others alive. Seventy-three people in total were killed and 200 needed emergency surgery. With electrical, telegraph and street car lines down and streets piled high with rubble and trees, Lorain was cut off from the rest of the world, and night was closing in. For the first time, the bustling industrial city of Lorain was silent. Soon flashlights and lanterns appeared. Voices called out. Word got out, and by 10 o’clock that night, doctors and nurses from Cleveland began arriving by tugboats by means of Lake Erie. Before the night was over, the city’s hospital was full.




  The light of the following morning revealed a scene that was apocalyptic. Broadway Avenue was reduced to piles of rubble. Neighborhoods were indistinguishable. Roads, if recognized, were impassable. Residents were dazed. One thousand homes were damaged; five hundred homes and two hundred businesses were destroyed.




  The Red Cross was the first to arrive and immediately established an emergency relief hospital in the city’s high school. The Salvation Army followed and set up canteens to feed the storm refugees and the rescue workers. As word got out, people began arriving from surrounding communities to offer help. Rusty was among those who volunteered.




  It was in the supper line at the Salvation Army’s canteen that Rusty first laid eyes on Di as she plopped meatloaf on the extended plates of tired volunteers and storm refugees. When it was his turn, she had looked him directly in the eye and with an infectious smile said, “Is that enough gravy?”




  Only he heard, I’ll have your baby.




  He saw her three times a day for the next two days, making sure he always got in her line and if she happened not to be on duty, he waited until she was. She asked him where he worked when he wasn’t cleaning up after twisters and he said with towing at the shipyards and steel docks. He asked her if she had ever been to the dance hall at Ruggles Beach up the road. She said yes. When she asked if he liked to dance, he said no but would go if she would be there. So she said, Ab-so-lute-ly! He then said how about the Saturday after this coming one…we could use a break from this, to which she said, Ducky!




  Six months later, they married and bought a cottage on the lake in the town of Vermilion. The cottage was a bargain as it had sustained damage from the large, crashing waves that accompanied the tornado as it skirted Vermilion on its way to Lorain. Rusty was handy with a hammer as years on the farm molded him into a self-taught carpenter and within six months, the cottage was restored, only better than before. And Di, an accomplished seamstress—one of the skills forced upon her by her mother while growing up, transferred the cottage into a home that made any man glad to come home to. Together they made a team.




  

  Chapter 3




  It was after they were married that her brothers got him a job in the steel mill. More money and job stability were the incentives and with every drive to work, he hated the job more. When he left the mill two years later, her family nearly disowned him except for her Uncle Fritz who had listened impassively to his announcement and explanation to the family of why he was quitting the mill and returning to tugboats. To put it simply, he preferred the open water to entombment in a volcano and no amount of money could even the scales. As they sat around the supper table, he assured her family that he had it all figured out. He had taken the Coast Guard test and was certified now as Able Bodied Seaman which was a higher ranking than deckhand, meaning more responsibility and pay. He would work his way up to mate which was right under master—another name for captain. On weekends, he would charter Rising Sun for fishing excursions and ferrying people and freight. When asked what he would do when shipping lanes closed for the season and Erie freezes over, he replied that Lyman Boat Works, a company he worked at before the tugboats, was moving from Cleveland to Sandusky and with his prior experience of boat building with them, he should have no trouble getting employment over the winter. If he hustled at chartering and got the promotion to mate, he could draw the same pay. When he had finished his plan of execution, he was met with a wall of silence until Di’s father broke it by saying, “Well it sounds like you have thought this through.” Her brothers, on the other hand, scowled at him through the rest of the meal.




  While Di’s brothers had declared his quitting of the mill a stupid thing to do and her father said looking a gift horse in the mouth, Uncle Fritz sat quietly by taking in all the commotion caused by that announcement. He was a robust man with ruddy cheeks who was short on words and long on laughter which consisted of a rolling, ongoing chuckle. He wasn’t laughing though on the day he followed Rusty alone out into the yard after Rusty had dropped the quitting the mill bomb during the family’s Sunday meal.




  “The mill will put money in a man’s pocket but it will take his soul in return,” Uncle Fritz had said, “And a man shouldn’t be without his soul.” No ongoing chuckle followed. After a silent pause, Uncle Fritz had then poked Rusty in the ribs and added with a twinkle in his eye, “Separating you from the lake would be like separating a German from his beer.” He then broke into his signature chuckle, only cranked a notch louder and smacked Rusty on the back. No one laughed harder at their own jokes than Uncle Fritz. And no one made better homemade beer.




  * * *




  After the tears quit flowing and his new course of action proved it could still pay the bills, Di decided to get a job as a lace maker in the nearby town of Elyria for “fun money” as she called it and for something to do as most her friends now had jobs. Each weekday morning at 6:00 a.m., she caught the LakeShore Electric’s interurban streetcar downtown, rode it to Lorain where she caught the Yellow Line interurban for a fifteen minute ride to Elyria where it deposited her downtown. From there, she caught a bus to Elyria’s industrial center and walked the remaining distance to the lace factory where she worked. As the streetcars whizzed down the tracks shooting a shower of white and blue sparks from its connector to the electric lines, she would immerse herself in Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse or Ann Loos’s But Gentlemen Marry Brunettes (of course being a brunette herself she already knew) or whatever novel of rage was being currently devoured by a public hungry for excitement. At the factory, her job was rolling finished lace unto spindles—a boring job nonetheless helped along by her humming of tunes such as Wish I could Shimmy like my Sister Kate or I’m Just Wild About Harry, substituting Rusty for Harry in her head. But break time was seasoned with gossip and laughter as women shared cigarettes over news such as Joan Crawford’s hottest look or laments over Valentino’s death. New boyfriends, bad boyfriends, husbands and the hot-looking delivery truck driver were also topics of conversation.




  Her job was a mere ripple in home life being no children involved and supper still appeared on the table at its usual time or close to it. With the extra income, she could remain in fashion and fad—something that made her happy, and therefore Rusty. Often while waiting for the bus home she would slip into the Five and Dime for the latest Vogue or True Stories or a pack of Luckies so she didn’t have to bum cigs off Rusty. She used her money to buy silk material with pink peonies and black trim to sew a kimono to wear to her Saturday afternoon Mah-jongg games to the delight of her friends who showed up the following week also clad in kimonos and waving Oriental hand fans. That was the same week she added a parasol made of bamboo and rice paper to her ensemble. The extra income from the lace factory also allowed Rusty and her to attend the talking pictures and theater on a regular basis at the newly built Palace Theater in Lorain (formerly the State which was destroyed by the tornado), although Rusty could do without the plays preferring Tom Mix westerns and Buster Keaton’s The General over Funny Face and An American in Paris. And with the mill no longer having a strangle hold of shift turns and overtime on him, Sunday afternoons (when there were no charters) could be spent picnicking on Put-in Bay or riding the coaster and merry-go-round down the road at Crystal Beach Park in Vermilion. Although Di would have dearly loved to shimmy at the area’s many dance halls and cheer on a dance derby now and then, she knew it would be asking a lot of Rusty. It wasn’t much of a sacrifice for her as she considered that phase of her life as the pre-alter years and was quite happy with her present situation.




  

  Chapter 4




  The tugboat yard where Rusty worked after leaving the mill was located in the Lorain Harbor where the mouth of the muddy Black River met Lake Erie. An immense breakwater was constructed off shore to protect the harbor from the lake’s choppy waves gnawing away the shoreline. An assortment of tugboats, including those of Erie Towing where he was employed as an AB Seaman, assisted the big freighters (called lakers), barges and ships of National Tube of U.S. Steel (a.k.a. the steel mill) and American Shipbuilding, both located a short way up river.




  When Rusty arrived at the towing yard early Monday morning, the day after meeting Pete the smuggler, he heard a commotion coming from the docks outside the dispatcher’s station. From what he could see, it looked like the dispatcher and the boss’s son, Eliot were squabbling in a pretty heated argument. The dispatcher and Eliot, both tomato-faced were squared off and yelling in each other’s face. Eliot was making wild gestures toward a new trainee who stood quietly to the side.




  Despite their obvious yelling, he could not hear a word they said over the clatter and screech of arriving coal cars and incessant banging of the mill beating ingots of ore into steel. Added to the mix was the riveting and hammering from the shipyards and the clamorous cat-like squawks overhead from aggravated lake gulls squabbling over garbage and fish guts.




  Frank Kopinski, the mate from the tugboat, Cherokee, had now joined the fray and Eliot, like a dog trying to decide who to bite first, split his time between screaming at the dispatcher and the mate. Rusty shook his head.




  Eliot was an asshole from the get-go according to the employees at Erie Towing, and they felt this badge most likely extended beyond the world of the dockyard. Having his father as owner of the company gave him a ticket to say or do whatever he wanted to whomever he wanted, completely ignoring the hierarchy of the job. It also gave him a ticket on the express lane to becoming a tug master. No one wanted to work with him and when trouble arose, which it eventually did, the dispatcher would shuttle him off to another crew, passing him off like a bad check. After Eliot joined Erie T, Rusty noticed mysterious little things happening. Sometimes he’d find his tools broke or missing and things would be out of place and it grated him as he was adamant that things be placed properly for safety’s sake. There was not enough evidence to point the finger, but in his heart he knew it had to be Eliot behind all this as these things did not happen before he joined the company. Too make matters worse, he had to go behind Eliot and fix his mistakes. Like babysitting, he told the tugboat’s engineer. At this point, Eliot was the same rank as him—an AB Seaman although their rationality and abilities were poles apart. Rumors floated that a position would be opening for mate on the tug, Iroquois after the winter hiatus making Rusty and Eliot both eligible for the coveted slot despite Rusty’s seniority. The Iroquois’s master, Captain McIntyre pushed for Rusty, and Rusty also had the popular vote among the crews for the position but being the boss’s son held water. Still, Eliot harbored jealously and resentment over Rusty’s wisdom and high regard among the crews.




  Rusty decided to avoid the quarrelling knot of men, and head the long way around to where his tug was docked awaiting the day’s orders. The shipyards around the towing company docks glowed in luminous orange as the morning sun breeched the sooty hills of coal and iron ingots, carving rays of gold through the tall metal and brick canyons. The steel mill on the west bank of the harbor resembled a sprawling medieval fortress made of metal, rust and soot with tall smoke stacks for turrets. It glowed orange with the first rays of light—the best its grimy façade would look all day until sunset gilded it in pinks and oranges. At the river’s bend, across from the mill, American Ship Building spread along the banks of the Black River. The fingers of golden sunlight found their way through the enormous dry dock cradling the skeleton of an immense laker under construction and bounced sunlight off the sheets of steel and hammer heads as men crawled like ants around and through the developing hull.




  The sky above was already swarming with gulls and the air, like always, stank like rotting eggs from the steel mill’s pickling vats. Thick, yellow sulfurous smoke circled the city surrounding the mill, burning noses and coating throats. Monstrous machinery moved and bellowed like prehistoric creatures. Tall smoke stacks venting Vulcan furnaces shot flames of orange and blue into the sky, licking the heavens with fiery tongues. Metal groaned, and grit and red-orange ash fell like dirty confetti.




  As Rusty approached the Iroquois, Davey Reynolds, the tugboat’s engineer, poked his head out from the engine room where he was running checks. He was lanky and tall and bent slightly forward like he was always ducking a low doorway. His face was agreeable and radiated a contentment that bore no lines despite its middle age. His hat, grease smudged and a bit flat in the crown, sat back on his head and his sparkling blue eyes and lively voice told his love of his work.




  “Watch it, Rusty,” he said with a chuckle, “Eliot has worked himself into a lather earlier than usual this morning. You may be next on his hit list.”




  Rusty snorted. “Maybe his old man cut him out of the will?”




  Davey laughed. “The new kid is probably getting a taste of Eliot’s guiding principle of placing the blame on others.”




  “Idiot needs to go soak his head.”




  He dubbed Eliot Idiot after his third major slip up nearly cost a crew member his life. Anyone else would have been fired at that point. In the last incident, Eliot tried to pin it on Rusty but Cap McIntyre, high in his wheelhouse, saw the whole thing and gave Eliot three days without pay. And that was the beginning of the bad blood between Eliot and Rusty. From that day on, Rusty never missed an opportunity to substitute Idiot for Eliot. It was “Idiot, make a square knot to secure this” or “Idiot, Cap wants to see you.” Eliot ignored the dig, but his face would turn beet red, and he was often seen making obscene gestures behind Rusty’s back.




  Davey joined Rusty on the deck of the tug where Rusty had busied himself checking towlines.




  “Did ya hear what happened west of Vermilion at the road blockade on 6?” He said, vigorously rubbing grease off his hands with a rag. Rusty shook his head, so Davey continued. “This bootlegger was driving a hearse with a coffin loaded with hooch. He figured he couldn’t make it through the road block being it was close to dusk so he hired a tow truck to pull him like he had broken down, and he gets waved straight through the blockade.”




  Rusty grinned.




  “So then,” Davey continued, “He gets to Sandusky where he is suppose to meet up with some guys with a boat but they never show. It’s pushing midnight and he’s getting antsy, so he heads for Bucyrus without the tow truck and runs into another road block. Well, this time, deputies smell a fish and search the hearse. When they open the coffin lid they hit jackpot—it’s loaded with Seagrams and Corby’s Select.”




  “Sounds like he should have stuck with the side roads,” Rusty said.




  “He did, he did,” Davey said laughing. “The area is crawling with cops and federal boys—probably Capone’s train car was spotted on the sidetrack at Bucyrus or something. It’s crazy out there, Rusty. Seems like every hoi polloi and their grandmother is making, storing or running booze.”




  “Either way, he’s dumb. He should have waited till broad daylight and thrown a widow woman on board complete with hanky, tears and a bogus priest,” Rusty said to which Davey laughed all the more.




  As Rusty began readying the deck gear for the day’s work, he wondered if the boat that didn’t show, the one the hearse was waiting for, involved Pete. Made sense, he thought. Pete’s boat got busted, and Pete and company got dumped off on the island. The lack of shouting from the dispatcher’s terminal caught his attention.




  “Looks like the row has been settled,” Davey said, ducking back into the engine room.




  “That or Kopinski tossed Idiot to the fish.” Rusty said.




  A few moments later, the new trainee appeared at Rusty’s tugboat. His hands were buried in his pockets and he looked like a dog that had just been kicked.




  “I have been reassigned to your boat,” he said sheepishly.




  “Sounds to me like you got a promotion,” Rusty said. “Come aboard, kid.”




  

  Chapter 5




  Erie Towing was one of a few towing companies that served the lake’s southern shore. It was a small company providing harbor tugs for push—pull services for shipping companies using Lorain’s harbor. Like other companies its size on the Great Lakes, it was at risk of losing clientele to bigger companies who could provide more services and lower costs due to volume. One particular conglomerate who operated out of most of the ports of the five Great lakes shared Lorain harbor with Erie Towing. They provided not only the same services as Erie Towing, but push boats for barges, firefighting tugs and big ocean going tugs to assist ships in trouble further out in the lake—a job too difficult for Erie T’s smaller tugs. Competition was stiff as towing companies were pressured by the shipping industry to provide quality service at the lowest cost and only the big companies with their large fleets and specialized services could survive the competition. Erie Towing was beginning to feel the pressure.




  The fleet of Erie Towing consisted of five harbor tugs whose ownership had passed father to son for three generations. They were called screw tugs because their propellers, located under their hulls, turned like a giant screw. Unfortunately, this made them more vulnerable to the wash or wake of a large moving ship than the newer stern-driven tugboats so the dangers of capsizing or being sucked under the ship were increased. Erie T, as they called themselves, recently upgraded three of their five tugs from steam to diesel power at considerable cost. Diesel meant more power and power was what tugboats needed in order to manipulate a 20,000 ton, 600-foot super freighters that were now being built.




  The Iroquois, Cherokee, Wyandot, Shawnee and Delaware of Erie T were emblematic of the classic tugboat. They had hulls of thick plated steel painted black and rolled fenders for protection against ships’ impacts. Tractor and truck tires were chained to their sides as additional bumpers. Hunks of old towline were layered over their bows giving the boats a shaggy sheep dog nose look. This also offered additional protection to the bow from the jarring impacts the tugs (and crew) would endure on a continual daily basis as the tugboats pushed, pulled and towed large cumbersome ships in or out of harbor.




  As a deck hand aboard the Iroquois, Rusty’s main job was manning the towlines. Made of hemp rope, these towlines could measure from 6-12 inches in diameter. His duties included throwing the line to a ship and then securing it to the giant steel H-bitt where, like a hitch on a vehicle, the stress of towing was centered. It was his responsibility to make sure the line was properly guided through the molgoggers and Norman pins along the bulwark to keep it straight and taunt during a tow. If his line was positioned at a wrong angle, the tugboat could capsized or be pulled into the ship in an event called girding. If he allowed the line to go slack, the tugboat would lose control of the big ship or foul the tug’s propeller by entangling the line in it. Along with such vital duties, he also had the mundane tasks of maintaining the equipment and keeping the tugboat clean and painted.




  The other crew members of the Iroquois consisted of Nick Petrakis, the mate who supervised the deck and was second in command under Cap McIntyre, Davey—the engineer whose knowledge of the new diesel engine was invaluable and Jimmy, the greenhorn rejected from Eliot’s tugboat.




  * * *




  Friday brought a choppy lake and no sun. Beyond the breakwater, the lake was an endless expanse of whitecaps and the west wind, though warm, whipped through the harbor and tore unsecured caps and hats from heads. The towing companies were hustling and bustling trying to keep up the demand the weather had put on them in assisting wind-tossed ships and barges through the channels and harbor.




  The Iroquois had just pulled into dock upon returning from replacing a channel marker when the dispatcher met them. He had to raise his voice to be heard above the wind. He had papers with orders for Cap McIntyre. Rusty and the trainee moored the boat while McIntyre and Mate Nick disembarked and approached the dispatcher. Davey stuck his head out from the engine room, trying to catch bits of the conversation sailing past him on the wind.




  “There’s a ship just beyond the breakwater that is having a helluva time trying to get into port,” the dispatcher said, the wind snatching the words from his mouth. “She’s a five hundred foot ore carrier and could use three tugs but the Cherokee is down for repairs.”




  Captain McIntyre winced. “Well, the steamers are out—they just don’t have the power. We have to stick with the tow diesels and make do.”




  “I’ll give you Kopinski and Eliot from the Cherokee. That will give you a total of two mates and two hands plus the trainee,” the dispatcher said with finality. With a nod from Captain McIntyre, he hurried back to his office.




  Rusty didn’t hear him say Frankie’s name, but he did pick out the name Eliot and that made him groan. No one wanted to work with Eliot, but he the least.




  Captain McIntyre called the crew together once back on deck. “I don’t know if you heard, but we got a freighter beyond the breakwater and just two tugs to do the job in this blow. She’s gonna be like a sail in this wind. Frankie is going to assist Nick as Second Mate and Eliot will help Rusty on deck.” He looked Rusty straight in the eye. “I’m counting on you Rusty.”




  Rusty nodded.




  As soon as Frankie and Eliot were aboard and the mooring lines freed, the Iroquois cleared the dock, and Captain McIntyre throttled up the engine. The tugboat with the big letter E on the side of its wheelhouse headed out the channel with the tug, Wyandot close behind.




  The freighter, as the dispatcher had said, was a 500-foot ore carrier out of Superior, Wisconsin. She was heavy in the water with her load of ore which gave her some stability but the expanse of steel that made up her hull was catching the west wind and pushing her sideways as she struggled to pass the breakwater and enter the harbor.




  The Iroquois, with her veteran crew, would position itself at the bow as the head tug while the Wyandot would take the stern. Both positions posed its own unique dangers of collision, capsizing or being run down by the moving ship, potential events accelerated by the wind and waves.




  As the Iroquois approached the ship’s starboard bow, Rusty tied a monkey fist knot the size of a muskmelon at the end of the tow lead in order to add weight and momentum to the line for the throw from the tug to the ship. Above him, two crew members of the ore carrier looked down upon him and watched anxiously as they waited for Rusty to throw the line up to them. The wind was whipping their shirts and pant legs wildly. The throw would be tough.




  Captain McIntyre brought the Iroquois alongside the swaying ship and fought the swells and wind as he labored with the wheel and throttle to position the bouncing tug accurately. His eyes were everywhere, scrutinizing the ship, Rusty, the bow and bulwarks, Eliot at the bollard and the tug’s portside. Instinctively, he used wheel and throttle to make corrections. He was well aware his crew’s lives were dependent on his snap judgments, but his face did not betray his concern. Only a furrow between his eyebrows revealed his concentration.




  Rusty, with rope in hand, positioned himself at the bullnose and steadied himself by standing wide legged. He began swinging the section of rope with the knot in it to build its momentum as he eyed the men above him who were at one moment close and a second later, too far away as they rocked up and down with the rolling ship. He knew second or third chances would be few and far between. He synchronized the rock of the tug, the up and down action of the ship and the swing of the rope, calculating the movements. Suddenly, all aligned and he reacted in split second. Every muscle tensed and released as he threw his body weight into the throw. The rope snaked up, uncoiling as it rose up and outwards towards the men straining over the rails to catch the end with the monkey fist knot. They caught it. Skill, more than luck, guided the line and it would not have been unusual for a seasoned deckhand to miss the line’s mark in these conditions.




  The towline, now affixed to the ship by the men, ran from the ore carrier to the tugboat, back through the tug’s bullnose ring, passed through cleats and back to the towing bollard where Eliot was rapidly wrapping and securing the tow line around the H—bitt.




  Cap McIntyre reversed the engines and struggled with the wheel and throttle to keep steady strain on the taut towline to avoid fouling or loss of control. It was not an easy feat as each roll of the ship or dip of the tug threatened to sag the line.




  With the line secured to the bollard, Eliot ran back to the safety of the wheel house as the line began to tighten between the two vessels.




  “Rusty, get your ass back here,” McIntyre yelled at Rusty’s hesitation. He followed Rusty’s stare to water level where the big ship’s hull was displacing the flow of water. He knew instantly as did Rusty an interaction was occurring-interaction being the displacement of water under the ship’s hull. It meant the flow of water around the massive hull of the ore carrier, coupled with the wind and swells, created an area of low pressure adjacent to the ship’s starboard bow right where the Iroquois was positioned. This situation had a suction-like effect and if the Iroquois could not be freed of the ship’s drag, it would be sucked under the freighter’s hull.




  The towline strained against the molgoggers. Rusty kept a wary eye on them. If these guides failed, the towline would sweep across the deck and the Iroquois would most likely be capsized and or overrun by the huge ship.




  McIntyre fought to keep control of the tugboat which bashed against the ship. The tug crew grabbed whatever was solid close to them to brace themselves from the jarring impacts. Then the Iroquois, like a slow motion wreck, began to be pulled toward the ship’s massive bow, resisting the reverse of the powerful diesel tug engine. She had to be freed and fast or she would go under. Rusty instinctively sprang for the bollard to slip the line and slammed to a stop, staring in disbelief at the rope hitch Eliot had tied. Eliot had failed to turn up the towline. “Turning the rope up” was a means of tying a towline that allowed for quick release in an emergency and this was an emergency plus. Rusty cursed. No time. A fire ax hung at the front of the wheelhouse just behind the bollard. He lunged forward and snatched it from its rack as the tugboat list to port side and began to nose down, throwing Rusty up against the bollard. Davey, his blue eyes no longer dancing, came on deck to see why the tug was listing, grabbing the rail of the wheelhouse steps to brace himself from falling on the rebounding deck. At stern, the trainee slipped and fell, then clung to the bulwark once he got his feet. He eyed the life preserver on the back of the wheel house.




  McIntyre, never taking his eyes off the bow roared at Eliot. “Get your ass out there and help him.”




  Rusty straightened and steadied himself before the bollard, then swung the sharp ax at the rope wrapped around the bollard. He swung again. The rope split and the line flew through the bullnose, whipping towards the ship. Instantly, the Iroquois righted, and was pushed aside by the wake of the ship as it passed by. The tug’s crew, who had taken cover just before Rusty split the line, rose up from their ducked positions out of harm’s way from the whip of the unleashed line. Rusty stood by the bulwark and looked up in awe as the massive wall-like hull of ship passed close in front of him. He felt his strength draining away, but it didn’t last long because he spotted Eliot coming up behind him.




  “You son-of-a-bitch.” Rusty sprang at Eliot and threw him against the wheelhouse. Eliot slammed into it hard and winced. “You didn’t turn up the rope on the hitch. It’s one of the first things a deckhand learns!” Rusty slammed him again, wanting to do much more.




  Eliot drew back from the heat off Rusty’s red face and the burn of his blazing eyes, and he winced, anticipating a blow but Rusty backed away, throwing his hands in disgust at him. Davey, Frankie and Nick cautiously approached.




  “That son-of-a-bitch could have killed us all!” Rusty growled, stabbing his finger toward Eliot who was still up against the wheelhouse, too frightened to move.




  “It will be taken care of,” Nick said, raising his hands to calm Rusty. He glared at Eliot. ”Wheelhouse, Eliot,” was the best he could choke out in his anger.




  Eliot peeled himself from the side of the wheelhouse. The back of his head throbbed where it had taken the impact of Rusty’s rush. He raised his hand to rub it, but instead straightened his disheveled shirt and slinked to the wheelhouse.




  As Eliot climbed the steps to the helm, Rusty hollered up to him, “You’re an idiot, and you know it and your ol ‘man knows it. Your constant screw-ups are going to get a man killed.”




  The crew fell quiet as they watched Eliot skulk up the steps.




  Inside the wheelhouse, up in the pilot house, Captain McIntyre felt a headache coming on, and it wasn’t just Eliot’s appearance before him. He couldn’t say anything to Eliot at that moment. He had to say something other than a string of cursing and name calling, but for now, cursing and throttling Eliot was all that came to mind, so he sat there gathering his composure for a moment and then told Eliot to report to the dispatcher’s office upon docking. A meeting concerning his slack habits would be reviewed and discussed. He excused Eliot and turned his attention back to the tugboat and began to prepare once again to tackle the troubled ore carrier. With the crescendo of the engine noise, the crew returned to their posts with Eliot distancing himself from Rusty. Frankie took Eliot’s position assisting Rusty and working the bollard. Davey returned to the engine compartment and Nick orchestrated all. The new trainee remained standing in the aft deck clutching a life preserver, his eyes wide.




  * * *




  Eliot was given three days off work without pay. What he did with his time off no one knew, but Cap McIntyre requested he be re-trained with emphasis on knot tying. He was. But sometimes it’s hard to breach a thick skull and armor made of Daddy.




  

  Chapter 6




  If ever there was a time Rusty could use a beer it was now. It wasn’t so much that a bottle was hard to get, heck, he could get one from Di’s Uncle Fritz and not any of that needle beer either but some good stuff from German recipes. He just needed to go home and get Di first. Maybe take her to dinner. Anything besides sitting at home. He felt too agitated and restless for that.




  Prohibition put only a slight dent in the consumption of spirits. In fact, alcohol consumption actually grew. Like anything forbidden, it became all the more coveted and sweeter when one thought they were pulling the wool over the eyes of law enforcement. Prohibition was considered not only unenforceable but an infringement of their rights to get blotto.




  Alcohol could be purchased at many establishments in Vermilion or from any of its dark corners or alleyways. With the right signal, a nip of whiskey could appear in your soda at the ice cream parlor, a beer could be passed to you in the bathroom closet of the pool hall, and hair of the dog could find its way into your cup of joe. At the dance hall on the beach, there was always a stash of liquor in the floorboards behind the band stand or the hollowed out bed of a pickup truck parked in the darkest corner of the parking lot. You could pretty much tell which pickup held the giggle juice by the steady traffic of young men with center-parted hair, oxford bags and bow ties that beeline to the truck like drones to a hive. Though most of the speakeasies were located out of town, there were still places within Vermilion that secret knocks or passwords could get you a ticket into a backroom juice joint. And since pharmacies were allowed to dispense medicinal alcohol, many people became afflicted with the “bug” and prescriptions for small bottles of “medicine” flew off the prescription pads.




  When Rusty walked through the kitchen door, Di was sculpting ground beef into meatloaf.




  “Put on your lipstick and glad rags,” he said. “We’re going to Rauscher’s for supper.”




  She gave him a puzzled look, raising her gooey, greasy hands from her culinary project. After all, it wasn’t Friday or Saturday. “What about this?” She pointed with her chin to the ground meat in the bowl.




  “Icebox it, Di, and we’ll have it tomorrow night.”




  She paused for a moment, then grabbed a towel, wiped her hands vigorously, tossed it in the sink and pulled off her apron. He stepped aside as she dashed to the bedroom to change.




  He loaded the mound of meatloaf into the icebox, and when she emerged, she had on the pearl beads he had got her for their second year anniversary and a new cloche hat pulled down on her head. Her eyes sparkled under the rim, and he was glad he came home for her instead of going to Sam’s Billiards for the beer.




  * * *




  Rauscher’s Restaurant was a popular new restaurant located on the bank of the Vermilion River right where the river bends as it winds its way towards Lake Erie. With its close proximity and easy access to the lake, the restaurant took full advantage of its location and lined its waterfront with boat docks and picnic tables to snag the pleasure boaters and fishermen from the lake for a bite to eat. This section of the Vermilion River was like an aqueous road with boat traffic almost constant particularly on summer weekends. It was on these weekends that the river was choked with every small craft imaginable—fishing boats, powerboats, sailboats, rowboats, canoes, rafts, inner tubes—anything that could float inhabited the river during the long, warm days of summer weekends. Across the river from Rauscher’s was the business side of boating: boat ramps, storage, docks, repairs, canvas shops, marine gas pumps, fish cleaners and bait and tackle shops. They lined the bank and on a typical summer weekend, it was often hard to find a place to dock. Fred Rauscher, recognizing the benefits of the view and the entertainment provided by the activity at the wharves, installed a wall of glass that ran the length of the dining room facing the river, making the tables along the glass wall a much coveted spot to dine.




  With it being a weekday evening, Rusty and Di had no problem getting a table by the window. As she slid into her seat and settled in, she hunted for a hint from his face.




  “So what’s the occasion?”




  Not dying? Happy to be here instead of the hospital? Just glad to be alive? He did not know exactly what to say and he knew she would be upset when she heard what happened. She never did trust the lake. It was more fickle than a flapper she would say, quoting her Uncle Fritz. Violent storms popped up and disappeared just as fast, and good swimmers drowned in it. Should have stayed at the mill out of harm’s way, where your soul would be safe and sound in the rolling mill department far from the treacherous waves of Erie. She didn’t actually say that but he knew she thought that. So he decided not to tell her and ruin the evening for both of them.




  “Do I have to have a reason to take you out for supper?”




  “No, just thought there might be one.”




  “If you need a reason, how about a warm summer evening with the best looking girl in town and her new hat.”




  She smiled shyly and fluttered her eyelashes, feigning demureness. It made him chuckle. The waiter came and they both ordered fried Whitefish with home fries and a side of coleslaw. She ordered a coke and he lemonade. It was cold and tart and made him forget about the beer.




  While they waited for their meal, they watched the boats chug slowly up and down the river. It was a peaceful scene that was further enhanced by the setting sun sparkling off the broken water left by the wakes of boats. A parade of mallard ducks headed down river, bobbing as they rode each wave, and gulls circled lazily overhead with only a caw here and there. Weekends had an entirely different atmosphere with the fishing and pleasure boats and the popular canoe rentals jamming the river on Saturday and Sunday afternoons. Sounds of motors, people’s chatter, laughter, squealing kids and squawking gulls would fill the air. The doors of commerce along the banks would be thrown open and the docks and riverbank would swarm with activity. The smell of diesel and oil from the busy marinas would mix with the dank, fishy smell of the water and the fried pike wafting from Rauscher’s outdoor grill. And all day long the river would be choked with watercraft as the mallards would scoot from bank to bank in fear of being run over. This evening’s tranquility, without the weekend hubbub, was exactly what Rusty had sought and found.




  The meal came and he asked for another lemonade. As he dunked a sliced potato into ketchup and took a bite, he noticed a Coast Guard harbor patrol boat plying its way up river towards Rauscher’s on the heels of a small Chris Craft speedboat. The Chris Craft was slowing and the patrol boat was coming along side it to ease it towards the docks of the restaurant right below their table.




  He poked Di’s arm as she was nibbling on a fish filet and nodded toward the window for her to look.




  A guardsman at the bow called through a megaphone to the pilot of the small boat to heave to and come about. They wanted to board.




  She wiggled in her seat. “This is exciting and we got front row seats.”




  “Probably a routine check.”




  “Probably a bootlegger,” she said, ignoring her food.




  “You mean rumrunner. Bootleggers are dry land, rumrunners are water,” he said matter of fact. He took another potato slice and dunked it in ketchup.




  “You told me the Coast Guard has no jurisdiction inland.”




  “Only if there is no local law but since there is a force here, they probably got permission from Chief Bales to continue their pursuit of this boat up river.”




  The Chris Craft docked, and the patrol boat slipped in behind it. From their vantage point, Rusty and Di could look down upon the decks of the two boats and see that there were two men in the Chris Craft and what appeared to be two Coastguardsmen in the patrol boat with one indicating to the men on the Chris Craft to disembark. The two men disembarked, one muttering to the other. They stood stiff-legged with arms folded facing their boat. As Rusty and Di watched the scene unfold below them, one guardsman boarded the Chris Craft while the other remained with the patrol boat standing guard at the helm. All four men appeared to be quite tense. The guardsman who boarded the Chris Craft walked about the boat, first in cockpit, then the forepeak, then aft deck, stopping at times to poke about. In the stern was a bench seat with stow away doors on the front below the seat. The guardsman crossed over to it, knelt down, opened the doors and looked inside using his flashlight’s beam of light to poke around the interior of the stowaway compartment. The two men on the docks were no longer talking as their attention was riveted on the guardsman looking into the storage space. The guardsman pulled out a couple of life jackets, a blanket, a rope and a tool kit onto the deck. The compartment was now completely empty. The guardsman sat back on his heels. The men appeared to relax.




  “He smells a fish,” Rusty said. “Those boys aren’t out of the woods yet.”




  The guardsman was not getting up, but remained staring at the now empty stowaway compartment. Rusty could almost hear the gears turning in his head. The two men on the dock must have also sensed his wariness for they began fidgeting and exchanging glances.




  Di and Rusty ignored their food and watched the guardsman as intently as the two men on the dock watched him.




  After a few tense seconds passed, the guardsman pulled the tool box towards him and opened it. He pawed through it and removed a hammer and screwdriver, and then, with the hammer and screwdriver in each fist, he dove head first into the compartment until his upper body was lost under the bench seat and the remaining half stretched out on deck. The sound of wood splitting could be heard from the stowaway compartment. Rusty and Di could hear the squeak of nails being torn from their clench on the boards of the floor. After a minute passed, the guardsman wiggled back out and triumphantly held a bottle of Cotton Club Gin up for the guardsman on the patrol boat to see. The patrons in the restaurant burst into applause and cheers startling Di and Rusty who didn’t realize the other diners were also riveted to the action. She joined in the applause while he smiled and wolfed his coleslaw.




  The two men were arrested and handed over to Chief Bales, and Di and Rusty spent the remainder of their meal watching bottles of bootlegged beer and gin being excavated from below the Chris Craft’s bench seat storage area. When all was done, six cases of beer and four of gin were stacked onto the dock of the restaurant before being loaded onto the patrol boat. The guardsmen untied the empty, rum running Chris Craft and towed it behind the patrol boat down the river towards the lake, its destination, most likely, Cedar Point. And the sun had yet to set.




  * * *




  The evening felt warmer as the gusty wind of the day had finally subsided. After they left Rauscher’s, Di suggested a walk to the nearby small sandy beach where the Vermilion River met Lake Erie. The evening was too nice to be tucked inside, and Rusty was more than willing not to rush home. The beach was on the opposite bank of the restaurant, so they crossed the village’s road bridge over the Vermilion River and strolled through downtown, following the river’s curves until they reached the small patch of beach. The sun was just touching the water to the west where the cities of Huron and Sandusky were only blurs on the horizon. The lake was calm and bluer than the pea green of the day and the skies clear except for a few remaining thin clouds to the north and east left over from the day. It was a complete contrast from earlier and Rusty never ceased to marvel at how quickly the lake’s conditions could turn about. The golden sunlight shimmered off the expanse of water as they took a seat on a bench where the street dead-ended into the little beach. They watched the sun turn a soft creamy orange as it touched the water and began melting into the lake. He put his arm around her shoulder and she laid her head on his shoulder but their serenity was short lived as a splash of water and muttering of indistinguishable cursing came from behind a rocky out crop to left of the beach. They looked at each other with raised eyebrows, then turned to the rocks and waited to see what was sloshing its way through the water towards them. Emerging from behind the boulders and rocks, a boy, tall for his age and gangly, appeared with his pants legs rolled up to his knees, clutching a fish net scoop in knee-deep water. He was preoccupied with probing the waterline with his scoop, oblivious to the sunset spectacle behind him. Above him on the rocks was a large black and tan German Shepherd dog who was dividing his attention between watching the boy and watching the shoreline. The dog was an instant tip off that the boy was Eddie.




  Eddie was an eleven-year-old going on forty. He had eyes in the back of his head and wide open at that, and nothing happened in town without his knowledge. Forget the barber’s, forget Sam’s, you wanted the skinny, you went to Eddie. He knew where Sam hid the booze and who delivered it, who was sneaking to the dark backdoor of Mrs. Pergotti when Mr. Pergotti was out of town, who was beating his wife and who was poisoning the towns dogs, although he didn’t actually see the face of the shadowy figure who snuck about at night. If it was secrets you wanted to keep, you had better be a bigger tipper than the next guy. His world was the shoreline and streets of Vermilion, and he was never seen separate from his duckbill cap or his sizeable, athletic shepherd dog by the name of Prince. Prince had an intimidating way of standing with his hind legs apart, tail down and head lowered with piercing eyes-on-target anytime anyone approached Eddie, and no one wanted to put the dog to the test by coming between the two of them. The dog had an unnerving way of staring at you and cocking his head as though he was listening and understanding every word you said. In fact, Rusty swore that dog did understand every word and often said if that dog had vocal cords, it could probably carry on an intelligent conversation more than most people he knew.




  It was Rusty who gave Eddie a slingshot when Eddie told him about the poisoned dogs. Eddie told him that Prince was too smart to fall for the bait (and Prince was), but Rusty had showed up the next day at Eddie’s hangout at the docks and gave him a sling shot “in case things got ugly.” So Eddie practiced with a can placed on the piles of the pier while Prince stood watch.




  As the last peek of sun disappeared with a flash and the sky above spread with rose and pink hues, Eddie emerged from the rocks with his fish scoop heavy with bottles. He held them up for Rusty and Di’s approval.




  “I knew those waves would kick more up,” he said with a triumphant grin. “Got me a good one, too.” He fished out a bottle of Old Crow whiskey. “An easy twenty simoleans.”




  “If you were my child, I would smack your bottom for monkeying around with that stuff,” Di said, causing Eddie to grin. She liked Eddie as did most people, and Eddie liked her. In fact, there were times when his old man was fried and would beat the tar out of him that he secretly wished and tried to imagine what it would be like if Rusty and Di were his parents. He also imagined what Prince would do to his father during the beatings if Prince would be allowed in the house. He pictured Prince tearing his old man’s throat out while his father’s final gasps would be “sorry Edski.” There was no mother to act as a buffer between him and his old man so he, along with Prince, lived mostly in the backyard shed and streets of Vermilion, putting as much distance between him and his lollygagging father and where he was always welcomed by the locals. They bought him free sodas and ice cream cones, and Sam made him hamburgers. He was offered meals here and there by women of the church or widow women looking for someone to spoil. He and the dog had their rounds about town which always began at the crack of dawn at public beach at the dead-end of the street.




  Being a street waif gave him the one luxury on being the first boy on the beach to hunt and gather bottles of alcohol that had washed ashore from rumrunners either dumping their contraband when they were about to be busted or wrecking their boats and spilling their cargo during a pursuit. Boys spent their summers combing the beaches not for shells or trinkets, but for booze which could bring anywhere from one to twenty-five dollars, depending on the brand, at the dance hall down the road. These budding entrepreneurs often made more money per bottle than their adult bootlegging counterparts. And if the lake was a bit stingy in belching up the booze, the boys would help themselves to the stashes hidden by smugglers about town in truck beds, coal bins and ice houses much to the fury of those who would find bottles, sometimes cases missing. For kids a bit shy about operating their own “business,” the town’s ice cream shop, used as a front for illicit spirits, was a place a kid could earn some pocket change. At the shop’s back door, kids would be given bottles of liquor to sell and then paid when the bottles were brought back empty. If the bottles were returned washed, the kid would get a few extra cents.




  As evening settled in and the gulls took to roost, Rusty took Di’s hand and they walked back towards home, but he wasn’t sure if he was ready to go back yet. The night was young and he still felt edgy.




  “Do you feel like shaking a hoof, Di?”




  She looked at him with surprise. “You wanna dance?”




  “Yea. I do.”




  She raised her eyebrows. “Now I know something’s afoot.”




  He sighed. “Okay, okay, we’ll bowl instead.”




  “Nope, we are going to dance.” She wrapped her arm snuggly through his and he felt like it was more of a trap than a gesture of affection.




  The dance hall was located down from the beach on the other side of a long, wooden pier. An out of service, dilapidated lighthouse was situated at the end of the pier and was in danger of collapsing into the lake and bets were placed which season’s squall would claim it. There was a mystery about the lighthouse because—besides being a ghostly-looking ruin, a secret entrance through a hole in its foundation led to a manhole cover on the first floor of the lighthouse. Initially, the secret passage was said to be a former rendezvous spot on the Underground Railroad, but with Prohibition, rumors and speculations circulated that the place was everything from a cargo lair for rumrunners to Al Capone’s hiding place. But mostly it was a hot spot for young adults looking for whoopee, a scare or a smoke. And kids around Eddie’s age used it for a place to hold a rite of initiation into one of many secret clubs floating about town. Eddie easily won membership in a coveted club for staying the entire night alone during a full moon and thus retaining his neighborhood title as most fearless kid.




  Just past the lighthouse, the dancehall was brightly lit like its own beacon of refuge for souls looking to have fun or forget the day’s troubles. Music of Basie, Ellington and Jolson spilled through open doors and windows and carried out over the lake on soft breezes. Light pouring from the windows made patterns of bright squares on the dark sand, and the strings of porch bulbs surrounding the eaves of the one story, clapboard building, sent streams of light into the dark night, sparkling off the gentle waves that lapped the shore just off the back porch. Inside, heads were bobbing, bodies shaking and laughter mingled with the blaring refrain of every morning, every evening, ain’t we got fun? And booze flowed.




  As Rusty headed for the porch steps he caught a glimpse of Eddie stationed around the corner of the building in the shadows. Eddie grinned at him and Rusty feigned a scowl. As Di pulled him up the steps, he looked back over his shoulder to Eddie and whispered, “Hey, kid, save me a beer.”




  

  Chapter 7




  As Rusty walked past the open door of Erie T’s dispatcher’s office the following morning, the dispatcher checked his watch.




  “You’re here early,” he said, rolling his cigar from one side of his mouth to the other.




  “Got a line to splice,” Rusty said over his shoulder as he headed for the Iroquois moored on the bank.




  Despite the early hour, the harbor was just as he had left it the evening before—bustling with activity and noise. Just beyond the line-up of tethered tugboats, incoming railroad hoppers loaded with coal were being raised from the railroad tracks by specially built elevator-like dumpers that lifted whole sections of railroad hopper cars at a time and dumped them sideways in unison. It was like pouring out the contents of a string of buckets. The coal spilled out of the cars and onto black, sooty hills of coal to be transported later to the steel mill to fuel the giant blast furnaces. The banging, clanking, screeching, hammering and riveting never ended. It was the same scene, the same noise day after day.




  He hopped onto the deck and made his way to the bow where the towline he had chopped with an ax the day before was coiled and waiting repair. Lake gulls, who had been observing his approach from their perch atop the wheelhouse, flew off as he neared, scolding him for the disturbance.




  Davey arrived. “Hey, Rust, you’re here with the cock’s crow,” he said as he jumped aboard and disappeared below deck into the engine room.




  Hmm, Rusty thought, so he does go home at the end of the day. That blows that theory. He had this image in his mind of Davey being a permanent resident of the engine room. His relationship with the engines was like that of a doting father and when they “purred” (as he put it) he was filled with pride. Davey seemed like a perpetual fountain of laughter and sanguinity and that was reason enough to make him likeable, and he wondered if the man had ever been angry or said a harsh word in his life. Had Davey been married with children, he would have been a loving husband and doting father and could easily be taken advantage of if the wrong woman got her hooks in him. He respected the fact that Davey was methodical and knowledgeable in his trade and cool under pressure, but he wondered if the owner of Erie T knew just what a gem they had in him.




  Erie T was being pinched and the owner was scrimping as much as he could without hurting his wallet and that included grossly underpaying Davey. With his expertise and experience, any operator would jump at the chance to snag him for their engineer but loyalty was another trait of Davey’s. He started with Erie T and most likely would end with them. Loyalty aside, he knew Davey couldn’t bear the thought of another engineer screwing with his beloved engines.




  Rusty took hold of the ends of the coils where the cut was made. The line was heavy in his hands. Made of thick hemp rope, it was as thick in circumference as his wrist. He began unraveling the severed ends and while doing so, caught a glimpse of the trainee arriving. He heard Davey from below deck call out “here’s another early riser,” and it made him smile.




  “Well, I see we didn’t scare you off with yesterday’s excitement,” Rusty said, eyeing the young man as he leaped onto the deck. “Ready for another exciting day at Erie T?”
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