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  PROLOGUE


  On May 24, 1994, a warm, clear Tuesday in which the Ohio River Valley was finally shaking off the gray doldrums of a cold and damp spring, the most popular man in the history of Mingo Junction, Ohio, dropped off the face of the earth.


  Not a single person in that gritty little steel town could explain his disappearance. There were no signs of foul play. No notes or clues were left behind. It was as though the earth had opened up and swallowed Duke Ducheski alive, classic Buick and all. In the months and years that were to follow, there was never one credible reported sighting. His credit cards were never again used; his bank account remained untouched.


  Simply, he had vanished, and all that remained were unanswered questions.


  The people in Mingo Junction were heartbroken at their loss. For weeks, that’s all they talked about at Wheeling-Pitt, the VFW, Isaly’s, Carmine’s Lounge, and, of course, Duke’s Place, each taking a turn to tell about the last time they saw him. They offered theory after theory, but not one mother’s son of them had a substantial clue as to his whereabouts. Everybody had an opinion, but nobody had an answer. The last man known to have seen him alive was the overnight employee at the crematorium. While he enjoyed a brief period of local celebrity, interviewing for the newspapers and the lone television station in Steubenville, he could offer nothing beyond wild speculation.


  No one wanted to believe what they all were thinking and feared, that the great Nicholas “Duke” Ducheski was dead. How else could it be explained? His prized automobile was gone. He might have left his troubled wife, but he certainly wouldn’t have just walked away from his thriving, namesake business. Then came the rumors, ugly and whispered. He had angered the mob that controlled the vice in the Upper Ohio River Valley. There was talk of missing gambling receipts—tens of thousands of dollars. It was the only logical explanation, most agreed. The Buick had been fed into a shredder, probably with Duke still behind the wheel.


  Nothing made sense.


  As a journalist, I was fascinated by the story.


  As a blood relative, I was devastated.


  Duke and I had practically grown up together, and I had long treated him more like my hero than my cousin. Although I was older by just twenty-three days, he was always bigger, stronger, faster, and a better athlete; and he seemed infinitely more mature. People were drawn to Duke Ducheski. When you were in a room with him, he made you feel like you were the most important person there. He was the kind of guy you wanted to be around. His good friend, Moonie Collier, often called him “Bo-Peep,” because, he said, everyone followed him around like a flock of lambs.


  His personality had nothing to do with his popularity, though. My cousin was known throughout the Ohio Valley for “the shot.” On March 20, 1971, Duke Ducheski made the most memorable shot in the storied history of the Ohio High School Basketball Tournament. Capping a miracle come-from-behind flurry, Duke launched a shot from the corner that gave the Mingo Indians a victory in the state championship game in Columbus.


  If he had never done another thing in his life, that would have been enough for the people of Mingo Junction. On the streets of that eastern Ohio community, Duke Ducheski could do no wrong. He was a living, breathing legend.


  And then, he was gone.


  I found out that Duke had disappeared in the most embarrassing way a journalist can learn of a big story: I read about it in a competing newspaper, the Steubenville Herald-Star.


  On the morning of Sunday, May 29, 1994, two days after he was reported missing by his wife, the Herald-Star ran a terse, four-paragraph story on page five of the local news section under the headline:


  MINGO JUNCTION MAN LISTED AS MISSING


  
    A Mingo Junction man has been reported missing by his wife.


    According to a report filed Friday with the Mingo Junction Police Department, the missing man is Nicholas Ducheski, 41, of Frank Avenue.


    Ducheski is 6-foot-3, approximately 210 pounds, with brown hair and green eyes.


    According to the report, Ducheski’s wife, Nina, said she last saw her husband late Monday afternoon. Anyone with information on the missing man is asked to contact the Mingo Junction Police Department.

  


  Whoever had written the story clearly did not understand the significance of this man’s disappearance.


  When I asked the slob of a police chief in Mingo Junction about Duke, he shrugged and said, “Maybe he went on vacation.” I had inside information that I could not, and would not, share with the police. However, I knew, without question, that Duke Ducheski was not on vacation.


  Years passed.


  Still, nothing.


  And then, out of the blue, a gift dropped into my lap.


  Finally, I controlled the narrative.


  This is the final chapter.


  [image: ]


  They had a fort—Angel, Moonie, and Duke. I guess that’s where this story really begins.


  It was as fine a fort as ever had been built in Mingo Junction, Ohio, by three boys who had just graduated from the fifth grade. Pressed hard against the base of the sandstone cliffs north of town, and overlooking the Ohio River beyond the soaking pits at Wheeling-Pittsburgh Steel, Fort Logan was made of honey-locust posts that were cut from the hillside with dull axes and determination.


  It was 1964 and the best summer of their youth.


  They drank orange Nehis, played baseball, fished in the old stone quarry, swam naked in Goulds Creek—an action that would have earned them the beatings of their young lives—and built a most magnificent fort.


  They cemented their friendship that summer, the bonds of which were stronger than any I-beam rolling out of the mill below. This is a story about that friendship, loyalty, and doing what is right.


  
    
  


  CHAPTER ONE


  September 18, 1988—Tony DeMarco made a handsome living selling drugs, breaking bones, and, when the opportunity presented itself, sending a .22-caliber bullet ricocheting off the inside of a mark’s skull. As an overlord for the Antonelli crime family, Tony was proficient at dispatching those who displeased his boss.


  The fact that he thoroughly enjoyed his work was simply a bonus.


  Thus, under a darkened Ohio Valley sky, it was with great and perverse pleasure that he held Pinky Carey by the ankles and dangled him over the side of the Pennsylvania Railroad trestle just north of downtown Steubenville, sixty feet above the northbound lanes of Ohio Route 7. Pinky’s jacket and shirt had fallen down over his head; his arms, one of which was wrapped in a dirty plaster cast, swung in the wild panic of a poor swimmer fighting the current. The inverted view of the asphalt below had so terrified him that he had pissed himself, and urine was streaming down over his chest, dribbling in pellets onto the creases of his terrified face.


  Tony DeMarco had killed ten men on behalf of Salvatore Antonelli. Six of those had been rivals who had encroached on Antonelli’s turf. One had been an Antonelli capo whom the boss suspected of spying for a rival family. Another, a Weirton, West Virginia, produce distributor, made the mistake of disrespecting Tony when he was in a foul mood. The other two he had killed for repeatedly failing to pay their gambling debts.


  Pinky Carey was perilously close to becoming number three.


  Two weeks earlier, Tony had grabbed a handful of Pinky’s collar and yanked him off a barstool at Hollywood Lanes. Pinky was crying and pleading for mercy as Tony pushed him through the swinging doors to the kitchen and into the darkened parking lot behind the building. Pinky was long overdue on a $1,500 gambling debt and knew what was coming. The meeting was brief. Tony took his powerful right hand and interlocked his fingers with Pinky’s left. The grip was crocodilian, and the prey was helpless to escape. Tony snatched Pinky’s index finger and snapped it sideways, popping a jagged bone through the skin. He twisted and pulled the middle finger, yanking it out of the socket. Pinky screamed and cried and begged for mercy. All the while, Tony chided his victim in a calm voice.


  “Pinky, I don’t understand why you insist on ignoring your financial obligations to Mr. Salvatore Antonelli.”


  The ring finger snapped backward. “This is not a good thing, Pinky. Your account is badly in arrears.” The little finger went south with a snap, leaving the hand in a grotesque gnarl—four dirty birthday candles dying in the noonday sun. When Tony released his grip, the pain dropped Pinky to his knees. He cradled his left hand and sobbed.


  “You have seventy-two hours to get me the money, Pinky,” Tony said, sliding behind the wheel of his still-running car. “Seventy-two hours. Don’t be late, and don’t make me come looking for you again.”


  A rational human being couldn’t possibly forget such an encounter or dismiss the threat as idle. But Pinky Carey was such a pitiful drunk that soon after leaving the emergency room, his hand stitched and wrapped in a cast that covered his fingers, his overriding concern was to get another drink. Rather than beg and borrow from family and friends to repay his debt, Pinky elected to hide from Tony, a tactic that worked until thirty minutes before he found himself dangling over the side of the railroad trestle.


  Tony caught Pinky slipping out the back door of the Elks Club. As soon as he saw Tony, Pinky started crying.


  “Get in the car, Pinky. For God’s sake, be a man.” Tony reached around Pinky, clamped hold of his neck, and shoved him into the back seat.


  “Go,” Tony said to the driver.


  They drove in silence to the north end of Steubenville and parked behind the abandoned Ohio Valley Tire warehouse.


  “You boys wait here,” Tony told his two lieutenants in the front seat. “Me and Pinky, we’re going to go have a little talk.”


  Tony was dressed in his usual attire of all black: loose-fitting slacks, a knit shirt that fit tight around his muscular chest and revealed a gleaming gold crucifix atop tufts of black chest hair, and boots that had been buffed to a high sheen. He led Pinky down a narrow path where foxtails and thistles leaned over and scraped at their pants. Pinky followed, dutifully, like a sullen third-grader trailing a teacher to the principal’s office. There was no escape. Why attempt it? Tony was a beast, thick through the arms and chest, and a full two heads taller than Pinky, who was a shuffling, puny, seventy-year-old with rheumy eyes and an alcoholic’s nose—bulbous, cratered, and lined with dark-blue veins.


  “Please don’t hurt me, Mr. DeMarco. I’m sorry I haven’t gotten you the money,” Pinky said.


  There was no response. Tony just kept walking, stepping off the path and onto the siding of the railroad trestle. The grating rattled under his feet; the diesel exhaust of the semis passing beneath on Route 7 hung in the air.


  “Mr. DeMarco, please . . .”


  “Just keep up, Pinky.”


  Pinky knew he was in deep trouble. He knew how the Antonellis operated. Fingers were broken in a public display, but worse things happened in private. Pinky assumed there was a fierce beating coming, and he would have no choice but to take it. “I’ll get you your money, Mr. DeMarco. I promise, I will. Please, just don’t hurt me no more.”


  “What do you know about respect, Pinky?” Tony asked, continuing to walk.


  “I respect you, Mr. DeMarco.”


  “You do?”


  “Oh, yes, sir.”


  They crossed to the middle of the trestle. The clouds and billowing smoke from the Wheeling-Pittsburgh Steel plant to the south melded over the West Virginia hills, blocking the light from the rising moon. The lights and fire of the Weirton Steel plant to the north reflected off the water of the Ohio River. The grind of the valley echoed through the hills, and the air burned with the tang of sulfur and fly ash. When Tony stopped walking, the two men were virtually invisible in the darkness. “You say you respect me, Pinky, but I don’t think that is so. Otherwise, we wouldn’t be out here, would we? You see, in my line of business, my reputation is very important. Do you understand that, Pinky?”


  The old man kept his head lowered and nodded.


  “Answer me, goddammit.”


  “Yes, sir. I understand.”


  “I gave you a break, and you repay me by hiding? Do you know how that makes me look? I’ll tell you, Pinky, it makes me look weak. And, when people think you’re weak, they take advantage of you.”


  “I’m sorry about that, Mr. DeMarco. I really am. I didn’t want to cause you no problems, but I didn’t have the money.”


  There is, within the brain of every predator, a neurological switch. The hair trigger for that switch could be hunger, fear, or anger. Regardless of the genesis, the switch also removes emotion from the situation, leaving the predator both cold and fearless. There is no sense of conscience, no empathy for the prey. Like the summer wind dies, the eyes of Tony DeMarco narrowed and the skin stretched taut over his chin and jaws. In that instant, a rage swelled in his chest, and he lashed out with a vicious right hook, splitting Pinky’s nose like a ripe melon. The skin tore nearly to his eye sockets, and blood and bits of cartilage splattered over his face. Pinky dropped on his back to the grated walkway, his ample nose an amorphous blob.


  The predator was upon his prey.


  Tony snatched the little man by the ankles and jerked him upward, lifting him over the walkway railing. He looked down to see two holes, each the size of a silver dollar, in the soles of Pinky’s shoes. “Christ, Pinky, why don’t you buy yourself a decent pair of shoes?”


  He didn’t answer. He was barely conscious, his world a swirl of gray, his own heartbeat thumping in his ears. When his feeble, alcohol-saturated brain regained its focus, Pinky was staring at the asphalt. “Oh, God, please, Mr. DeMarco. Bring me back, bring me back.”


  “I asked you, why don’t you buy yourself a decent pair of shoes?”


  “I can’t, Mr. DeMarco, I ain’t got no money,” he wailed, loose change falling from his pockets and bouncing on the blacktop as his bladder released. “That’s why I ain’t paid you yet. I don’t have no money. Oh, please let me up.”


  “Pinky, you should always wear nice shoes. Shoes help make the man. You know who taught me that?” Again, Pinky didn’t answer. He could hardly hear Tony over the passing semis and his own wailing. This angered Tony, who shook the little man’s legs. “Pinky, goddammit, I asked you a question. Do you know who taught me to always wear nice shoes and keep them polished?”


  “No.”


  “Mr. Salvatore Antonelli. ‘Always,’ he said, ‘always buy good shoes and keep them nice. People respect that.’”


  “Please let me up. I’ll buy some nice shoes after I get you paid, but I don’t have no money right now.”


  “Pinky, there’s booze on your breath. You’ve got money for booze, but no money to repay your debt to Mr. Antonelli?” He adjusted his grip on Pinky’s ankles. “Goddammit, quit squirming or I’m gonna drop your ass,” he yelled. “Do you know what you’re doing to my reputation by not paying your bills?”


  Pinky was bawling. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.”


  “Are you trying to insult me, Pinky? Is that what you’re trying to do—insult me and Mr. Salvatore Antonelli?”


  “No, God, no. I’ll pay. I’ll pay tonight. I swear.”


  “You’ll pay me tonight?”


  “Yes, oh sweet Jesus, yes. Just let me up.”


  “Where are you going to find the money?”


  “I’ll find it somewhere. I’ll ask my sister. She’s got money. I promise.”


  “Do you swear, Pinky? Tonight? You promise you’ll pay? You swear to God?”


  Pinky’s tears mixed with urine and the blood from his nose and ran down his inverted forehead, dripping off his bald pate. “Yes. I swear to God. Tonight! I’ll pay you tonight!”


  “Promise me on your mother’s grave.”


  “I promise. I promise on the grave of my dear mother.”


  “I don’t know, Pinky. I just got this really bad feeling that you’re lying to me again.”


  “No, Mr. DeMarco, I’m not. I swear to Jesus.”


  “I’m really sorry, Pinky, but I think you’re lyin’.”


  Tony released his grip, and Pinky Carey screamed and flailed his arms and legs until the timely drop sent him through the passenger-side windshield of a north-bound Peterbilt. Pinky never saw the truck. The windshield exploded and his neck snapped. He was dead before he bounced off the seat on the passenger side and fell to the floor, his legs and now shoeless feet draped across the arms of the stricken driver, who screamed and stood on his brakes, bringing a load of canned dog food to a stop in an ear-piercing squeal and a plume of white smoke as rubber burned against asphalt.


  Tony calmly walked back to the car and climbed into the back seat. “Did you boys hear about Pinky Carey? Committed suicide tonight. The poor little guy jumped off the bridge onto Route 7.”


  “I don’t think he’s going to be able to pay up, now,” one of the lieutenants said.


  “Consider it an investment, of sorts,” Tony said. “Sometimes, you’ve got to put a little blood on the floor to make people know you mean business. The cops will rule it a suicide, but word will get out how he really died, and why. And, when it does, everyone else will be a little more conscientious about making good on their debts.”


  This was the kind of efficiency that had so ingratiated Tony to Salvatore “Il Tigre” Antonelli, crime lord and don of the most powerful la Cosa Nostra family between New York and Chicago. Il Tigre controlled organized crime in the tristate area of Eastern Ohio, Western Pennsylvania, and the panhandle of Northern West Virginia. Tony was his most trusted capo, an enforcer without peer and of unquestioned loyalty.


  Tony and Salvatore had met in the parking lot of the Oasis, a dive bar and front for one of Antonelli’s gambling operations in the shadows of the Wheeling-Pittsburgh Steel plant in Mingo Junction. Antonelli had business inside. Sitting on one of the dried-out railroad ties that rimmed the gravel parking lot, Tony DeMarco was busy waiting for trouble to find him. It was early afternoon when Antonelli pulled into the parking lot and stepped out of his Cadillac. He took a moment to adjust the cuffs of a gray suit with thin, safflower pinstripes. His black Italian loafers were buffed to a high gloss, and the drab strip of Commercial Street reflected in his aviator sunglasses. His salt-and-pepper hair was slicked back with not a strand out of place. He pulled a wad of cash out of his pocket, peeled off a twenty-dollar bill, and pushed it into Tony’s palm. “Hey, kid, how ’bout makin’ sure no one messes with my ride?”


  When Antonelli returned fifteen minutes later, two men with tin lunch pails and yellow hardhats were sprawled on the gravel—one on all fours, throwing up, the other unconscious, with blood streaming from his smashed nose and mouth. Antonelli took a minute to survey the carnage, then said, “Christ almighty, kid, all I wanted you to do was watch the Caddy.”


  Tony nodded. “Yeah, but some guys . . . you know, they just don’t want to listen.”


  “How old are you, kid?”


  “Seventeen.”


  “What’s your name?”


  “DeMarco. Tony DeMarco.”


  Antonelli smiled. “Italian. Nice.”


  Tony was physically mature beyond his years, with thick pads of muscle covering his neck, shoulders, and chest, an outline of a full beard on his olive face. Antonelli took the kid’s hands and studied them. They were huge, with white scars and a thin smear of steelworker blood racing across the knuckles. “You pretty good with these?” Antonelli asked, still examining the hands.


  Tony nodded toward the two steelworkers. “Ask them,” he said.


  A slight smile pursed the lips of the old man. “You want a job, Tony?”


  “Maybe. What kind of a job?”


  Antonelli lit the cigar he had been carrying between his fingers and used it to point to the front door of the sedan. “Step into my office, son. Let’s talk.” Tony let himself into the passenger seat; Antonelli slid in behind the wheel and asked, “Do you know who I am?”


  Tony nodded. “Sure. You’re Il Tigre.”


  The older man nodded. “I like your style, Tony. But, if you want to work for me, you need to remember this: We don’t take care of business in a parking lot in the middle of the day. Someone gives you some grief in public, you just smile and let it go. Then, you wait. You wait until you find them alone in an empty room or a dark alley, then you beat them so that their own mothers won’t recognize them. Understand?”


  “I understand.”


  “Good. Very good.”


  School had never been a priority for Tony, and what little interest he’d had totally disappeared after he met Salvatore Antonelli in the parking lot of the Oasis. He never again set foot in Mingo High School. The next morning, he began working at the bar. He started out running errands and bouncing drunks, and eventually he moved up to bagman. Occasionally he paid visits to those who were late in paying their gambling debts or bar tabs. This was his favorite task, as well as the one at which he excelled. “You must respect Mr. Antonelli, but you had better fear me,” he was fond of telling debtors before cracking a handful of fingers or dislocating an elbow.


  Tony emulated the old man in every way—dress, style, speech. He worked handfuls of pomade into his hair, attempting to adopt the slicked-back look of the boss. His relationship with Antonelli also gave Tony the material trappings he had always craved. He had fine, tailored suits, silk ties, gold jewelry, a new car, and a wad of cash in his pocket. He loved making purchases where he could make a show of peeling off hundred-dollar bills. To complete the look, he bought a Rottweiler and named him The Great Zeus. The dog had a spiked collar, and Tony liked walking him down the sidewalks of downtown Mingo Junction, the beast growling, straining against the leash, and covering the concrete in slobber.


  Tony DeMarco was the only son of an uneducated, semiliterate railroader. Until he went to work for Antonelli, Tony was just another Dago living in one of the shabby houses that lined the flood-plain side of the Pennsylvania Railroad tracks that dissected Mingo Junction. Salvatore Antonelli had provided him with a new life and a degree of respect, and for that Tony was outwardly grateful and fiercely loyal.


  Antonelli loved the boy. He was, in fact, the very image of the son Antonelli had always wanted. His own boy, Joseph “Joey” Alphonse Antonelli, was the disappointment of his life. Il Tigre had hoped to someday hand over his organization to Joey, but the boy lacked the discipline for such a post. He had been coddled by his mother and was interested only in parties, women, and spending his father’s money. The younger Antonelli resented Tony, who basked in Il Tigre’s affection and worked hard to please the old man.


  With Tony collecting Il Tigre’s debts, there were few problems with late payments. And when there were, Tony quickly handled the situation. When broken bones didn’t properly encourage a gambler to pay his bills, like with Pinky, Tony made him a sacrificial lamb. When Mafia families from Youngstown or Cleveland or Detroit attempted to muscle into Antonelli’s territory, Tony was the one who quietly made the problem disappear.


  To show his appreciation for this loyalty, Il Tigre gave Tony oversight of the gambling and prostitution trade for the entire Upper Ohio River Valley. Antonelli understood gambling and prostitution. There was a demand for such vices, and, since they were victimless crimes, the local authorities could be easily bought off. Antonelli had long shied away from the drug trade, as it drew too much attention from law enforcement. However, Tony insisted that by cornering the cocaine and marijuana trade in the region, Antonelli could reap tens of millions of dollars annually. Antonelli concurred, allowing Tony to organize the operation in exchange for 15 percent of the gross, but with a simple operating directive: “Make sure my name never gets mentioned.”


  Tony DeMarco became a feared man, the despotic drug lord of the Upper Ohio River Valley, an expanse of bottom land and continuous steel mills and factories stretching from East Liverpool, Ohio, to Wheeling, West Virginia. He was arrogant, malevolent, mercurial, and ruthless. While they are not traits that would make a mother proud, they went a long way toward making him a drug dealer and mob enforcer without peer. The drug trade was highly lucrative for Tony, whose hub of operations was the turn-of-the-century limestone manse atop Granite Hill that had been built by the founder of the Mingo Iron Works. Tony had purchased the home with cash and had restored it with expensive granite, imported marble, and hardwoods. For Anthony Dominic DeMarco, it was all about the money. As vices went, he had few. Only a small portion of the cocaine went up his own nose. He drank in moderation and didn’t chase women. “Filthy twats. They want too much of my money and not enough of this,” he was fond of saying, grabbing at his crotch.


  At age thirty-four, Tony was about to become a made member of the Antonelli crime family. He had a fabulous income and power. He was disliked by nearly everyone in the family except Il Tigre, but he didn’t care. It wasn’t a goddamn popularity contest. As far as he was concerned, the old man was the only one who mattered.
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  Two weeks after Pinky Carey did a header through the windshield of the Peterbilt, Tony DeMarco was in the back room of the Italian-American Club in Steubenville, meeting with three of his lieutenants, when the bartender knocked and poked his head inside. “Tony, phone.”


  He had never before received a phone call at the club. “Who is it?”


  “I don’t know, but he says it’s urgent.”


  Tony followed the bartender behind the bar and grabbed the receiver off the counter. “Yeah.”


  “Jesus Christ, where in the fuck have you been?”


  Tony’s eyes widened. He was not accustomed to hearing such a question directed at him. “Who is this?”


  “Chachi, goddammit. I’ve been trying to track you down all night.”


  “What’s up?”


  There was a pause on the phone. “It’s the old man. He’s had a stroke. It’s bad, Tony, really bad. We’re at Allegheny General. You better get up here, and fast.”


  He ran straight for his car and was at the hospital in less than an hour. Chachi was waiting for him in the lobby. “Come on. I’ll take you up.” Chachi was Il Tigre’s nephew—his sister’s son. He was one of the few members of the family below Il Tigre who liked Tony. No one else would have even called. “He said he wasn’t feeling good this afternoon—said he thought it was indigestion, or something. He felt dizzy and went upstairs to take a nap. They found him a couple of hours later.”


  By the time Tony got to the intensive-care unit, it was too late. The old guard, their eyes red and moist, huddled around Il Tigre’s wife. Joey Antonelli, now the heir to the throne, stood to the side. When he saw Tony come out of the elevator, he took a step and used both hands to shake Tony’s one. “I’m sorry, Tony, but he’s gone,” said Joey, his eyes falling. “He loved you very much. I’ve always felt of you like a brother, because he loved you like his other son.”


  Tony DeMarco’s eyes uncharacteristically filled with tears. He pulled out a handkerchief and dabbed at his eyes, embarrassed at his display of emotion. Joey draped an arm around Tony’s thick shoulders and led him back down the hall, the slightest of smirks creasing his lips. When they were clear of the family, Joey whispered to Tony, “Life’s a bitch, isn’t it? The old man croaks just before you’re a made man. That’s a ballbuster, huh, motherfucker?”


  
    
  


  CHAPTER TWO


  September 1993—Duke Ducheski loved walking to the steel mill on damp mornings after a heavy fog had rolled off the Ohio River and covered Mingo Junction in an opaque mist. The solitude was soothing, walking in a world where he could see no more than a few feet ahead, yet one where he was keenly aware of the industrial rhythm and grind of the Ohio Valley—the clacking of rail wheels over a weak joint, the continual din of the steel mill, the window-rattling vibrations of a passing barge, the echo of a Pittsburgh and Lake Erie Railroad diesel, the guttural groan of a loaded coal truck straining up the grade from Deandale on Ohio Route 7. It was not unlike a blind man whose loss of sight enhances his other senses.


  This was one of those mornings. He walked into a fog so thick and wet that the air smelled and tasted of sulfur, and the gritty fly ash that floated in the mist collected on his teeth and in the corners of his mouth. An outsider’s face would pinch up at the odor. But in the Ohio Valley, people called it the smell of money, a sign that men had good work and all was well in Mingo Junction, Ohio. The pollution was the price they paid for the privilege of making steel and putting bread on the table. A man could wash his car at night and write his name through a patina of fly ash on the hood the next morning. After getting their men off to the mill each day, women—dressed in slippers and housecoats, their hair wrapped tight in pink curlers—could be seen on their front porches, sweeping plumes of grit into the yard. When Duke played football at Mingo High School, summer practices would begin at 7:30 each morning, a time when the fog sometimes covered the field and the dew always covered the grass. When they finished calisthenics and grass drills, their uniforms would be damp and black, covered with acidic fly-ash particles that collected in the dew and were absorbed by the cotton. The fly ash got into cuts and scrapes and burned like iodine. As the sun broke through the fog and the morning heated up, the uniforms dried and the coating of fly ash could be brushed away like dried oatmeal. Little thought was given to what was collecting in their lungs.


  On these foggy mornings, Duke always took a minute to stand on the St. Clair Avenue overpass at Ohio Route 7, listening to the coal trucks groan against the grade and watching as their headlights suddenly materialized out of the mist. Occasionally, Virgil Coffman passed beneath, saw the shadowy outline of a solitary figure on the overpass, and ripped the air horn in his twin-axle dump truck; it happened on this particular morning. Duke waved and smiled. The wipers swatted at the fog and grit, and Duke was unable to see inside the cab, but he knew that his high school classmate was behind the wheel.


  Duke continued along St. Clair Avenue, which cuts east and west through the center of Mingo Junction, starting high atop Granite Hill and dropping precipitously onto Commercial Street, near the historical marker noting that George Washington surveyed the area in 1770. The hillside is so steep that walking down St. Clair Avenue required a reverse angle of the upper torso. As he passed St. Agnes Elementary, the lights were on and the nuns already at their desks. The buses had yet to arrive; it was eerily quiet except for the hollow ping of the flagpole rope slapping against steel.


  Just east of the high school, St. Clair Avenue bends hard to the left and is the bane of drivers unfamiliar with the curve, as the guard rail will attest. It is a palette of auto-body colors. From the curve, it is just a few feet to Commercial Street. Behind Commercial Street to the east, towering over downtown’s patchwork of both frame and brick buildings, was the smoldering behemoth—the Mingo Junction plant of the Wheeling-Pittsburgh Steel Corporation. It was the lifeblood of Mingo Junction, the single engine that drove the entire economy. On clear mornings, it was the view of stacks and flames and billowing smoke that unfolded before Duke as he rounded the bend on St. Clair, lunch pail and folded Ohio Valley Morning Journal in one hand, yellow hardhat and safety glasses in the other. On this day, however, all that penetrated the dense fog was the incessant din of the mill.


  Duke crossed Commercial Street and pushed open the door to a nondescript, one-story brick building known as Carmine’s Lounge. As a youngster, Duke had marveled at how Carmine DiBassio made a living selling only cigars, chewing gum, and newspapers. This was long before he understood the intricacies of running an illegal gambling operation. Taking bets on the ponies, sporting events, and a daily number was apparently infinitely more profitable than chewing-gum sales.


  The odor of stale cigar smoke greeted Duke at the door. The regular gin rummy foursome was already at its table in the rear, the cloud of blue smoke floating over the table illuminated by the fluorescent light. Carmine leaned on the front counter, blankets of silver hair curling on his forearms, and a steaming cup of coffee and a half-eaten glazed donut on a paper napkin resting on a glass top scratched dull by decades of transactions. On the end of his nose rested a pair of dime-store reading glasses, and he held the daily horse-race handicapping sheet at arm’s length, squinting at the fine print.


  “I think you need an eye exam, Carmine,” Duke said. The door skidded on the linoleum as he pushed it closed. “You’re going to have to start tacking that racing sheet on the far wall to read it.”


  Carmine folded the paper and set it on the counter before reaching into a glass case for a pack of spearmint chewing gum. He slid it across the counter and said, “Maybe if you bought something besides chewing gum, I could afford a new pair of glasses.” Duke slid a dime back at him.


  “What else could I buy?” Duke asked. “You sell chewing gum, newspapers, and cigars that smell like horse turds. I get the paper delivered at home, and I don’t smoke. That leaves chewing gum.”


  Ignoring the smart remark, Carmine removed his specs, folded them up, and slipped them into his front shirt pocket. “Did you read the sports page, yet?” he asked, pointing at Duke’s Ohio Valley Morning Journal.


  “I scanned it before I left the house.”


  “Uh-huh. Did you happen to see the score of last night’s game?”


  “No.”


  “The Kansas City Chiefs beat the Denver Broncos—fifteen to seven.”


  Duke’s brow furrowed, and he took a long moment to digest the comment. “Okay, Carmine, I’ll bite. Why should I care about the Broncos and Chiefs game?”


  “Because that loser-head buddy of yours took Denver and spotted the Chiefs twelve and a half points. In case you’re not a mathematics wizard, in the gambling world that makes the final score twenty-seven and a half to seven in favor of Kansas City. And, as usual when he owes me money, which is virtually all the time, there’s no sign of his sorry ass. You seen him?”


  Duke grinned and feigned ignorance. “Which loser-head buddy would that be, Carmine? You’ve just described about every friend I have.”


  “You know which one, goddammit—Collier. When that sonofabitch wins, which ain’t often, he’s in here at six o’clock in the morning, bustin’ my chops for his money. He loses, and I don’t see his ugly puss for a week, sometimes two, sometimes three. I’m getting tired of his shit.”


  “Carmine, it’s only seven fifteen in the morning. He’ll show. Moonie’s good for his debts.”


  Carmine waved an empty hand in the air. “That guy is a bum. A bum. I swear to Jesus, why you waste your time playing wet nurse to that idiot is beyond me.”


  Duke tore open the pack of gum and slipped a stick into his mouth. “I know he drives you crazy, Carmine, but Moonie’s a good guy at heart. Granted, he’s not the sharpest knife in the drawer, but he’s loyal to a fault.”


  “Yeah, see how far that loyalty thing takes him. One of these days, that clown will be sitting in here playing rummy with the rest of the bums,” he said, gesturing with his head toward the foursome. Three of the men ignored him, or simply couldn’t hear him through the thick crop of hair growing from their ears. The fourth played a run of sevens, looked briefly up from his cards, and said, “You’ve become a terribly agitated old man, Carmine DiBassio.”


  Carmine rolled his eyes and shook his head.


  “How much does he owe, Carmine?” Duke asked, snatching his lunch box and paper from the counter.”


  “Two bills.”


  Duke’s eyes widened and his mouth dropped. “Two thousand dollars!”


  “Two grand. He’s lost the last three weeks. I’m tellin’ ya, the sonofabitch is the worst gambler I know. He lost eight hundred the first week and I carried him, four hundred last week and I carried him, then yesterday the dumb ass lost another eight hundred bucks. I can’t carry him for another week, Duke. I got people I got to answer to. You know that, and you know they are extremely humorless individuals. Either he pays up, or I gotta make a call.”


  Duke knew where the call would be going. “He can’t work if his fingers are broken, Carmine.”


  “That ain’t my concern; you know that. I got people breathin’ down my neck, and they expect me to keep the books balanced, and if I don’t, it’s my fingers that get broken. I ain’t no math genius, but I know I can’t balance the books if I’m two bills in the hole.”


  “Okay, okay. Don’t call anyone, yet. Let me talk to Moonie first. We’ll get it straightened around. All right?”


  Again, Carmine swatted at air. “Yeah, all right. You talk to that dunderhead, and tell him I better be hearing from him, and soon.”


  Carmine was still grumbling as Duke pulled the door shut and stepped onto the sidewalk that runs along Commercial Street. “Moonie,” he said aloud, shaking his head. It was 7:20. There was still time to stop by the restaurant before punching in at the mill. He cut across the street and headed north. The morning coffee drinkers were seated at the bar at Isaly’s, and the smell of bacon on the griddle seeped out the door. Despite Carmine’s outburst, Duke knew Carmine wouldn’t give up Moonie. Not for a while, at least. The old man didn’t care for Moonie Collier, but he despised Joey Antonelli and Tony DeMarco.


  
    
  


  CHAPTER THREE


  The city of Mingo Junction is wedged hard between the Ohio River and the Appalachian foothills that encase the valley. It is a rough, dirty, beer-and-a-shot steel town that wears the grime of the mill on the face of its downtown buildings. Steel mills are tough on the flesh and the soul. For the European immigrants that settled the Upper Ohio River Valley, the mills were a grand opportunity. For those who dreamed of a life beyond the valley, they were a prison. The mills lured in young men with promises of good money, benefits, and security. Once a steel mill put its hooks in a man, there was no escape. Soon, there was a car payment, and a wife, a mortgage, kids, and a cough that never quite went away.


  The die was cast.


  Sports and athletic scholarships were tickets out of town and an escape from the mills. Fathers stood on the sidelines and watched with the fervent hope that their sons’ athletic talents would take them far from the heat and the fire and the smoke. But, mostly, they didn’t. Sons ended up toiling next to their fathers in the mill.


  Duke Ducheski was no different.


  He was raised by a single father who worked at the open hearth at Wheeling-Pitt. Del Ducheski chain-smoked Marlboros, drank Iron City Beer from the can, could barely make a tuna-fish sandwich, and never got over the death of his wife, who died of bone cancer as the hyacinths bloomed when Duke was in the first grade. Duke couldn’t remember much about that year, except his mother, Rosabelle, rarely left the quiet confines of her bedroom. Occasionally, she would emerge and walk unsteadily across the living room, her bones and skin as dry as sand, moving her hands from chair to chair for balance as she maneuvered her way to the couch. When she did wander out, her only son would curl up beside her and she would tuck him under an arm, or allow him to sleep with his head on her lap. Not long before, she had been a beautiful woman with flowing blond hair and a strong chin, and she had smiled and laughed and smelled like springtime. But she withered and wore a red bandana around her head to hide her baldness, and her ribs felt like the flutes of a washboard. She smelled stale and worn out, and occasionally a tear would run off her sunken cheeks and drop on her young son’s head.


  After his mother’s death, Duke’s grandmother Ducheski made sure he got regular meals, had clean clothes, and made it to school on time. Until she died on Christmas Eve of his senior year in high school, Duke spent more nights at her home than he did in his own. For years, his dad was just a shadow, lost without his beloved Rosabelle. He no longer kept after the house; the paint peeled, and the gutters filled with grit from the mill and sprouted maple saplings each spring. He left each morning with a tin lunch pail containing two cans of Iron City, and an apple, or a banana flip, or maybe a can of sardines. At night, he trudged back up the hill, slouching as though the entire weight of the Wheeling-Pittsburgh Steel Corporation rested on his shoulders.


  He would sit down in the kitchen and pry off his work boots, sucking for air, the walk up the hill having drained a pair of lungs battered by the mill and his Marlboros. At least once a week, he lifted himself out of his chair and said, “Study hard, boy, and don’t sell yourself short. This ain’t no life.”


  Duke grew up tall and lean, topping out a little over 6’3” and a hundred and ninety pounds. He wasn’t much of a student—more a lack of effort than a lack of brains—but he was a good athlete, and in the Ohio Valley that was the more treasured and respected trait. He never had a single person pat him on the back for a good grade card, but he received lots of accolades for the things he did on the basketball court.


  Growing up, Duke spent untold hours at the playground, shooting baskets. He would wear the pebbles off a basketball in a month. When there was no one to play, he would practice his signature move—the “jigger and trigger.” He would feint a move to the hole—the jigger—then dribble once behind his back as he set up for a fade-away jumper—the trigger.


  He was christened Nicholas Wayne Ducheski, but most everyone in Mingo Junction had forgotten that long ago. He was anointed the Duke of Mingo Junction for a feat he performed on a Saturday evening in March 1971. It took just sixty-three seconds, a mere blip in his forty-one years on this earth, yet more than two decades later his life was still defined by that seminal event. It was called the Miracle Minute, the last minute and three seconds of the Double-A state championship basketball game between the Mingo Indians and the Dayton St. Andrew Blue Jays. Red Kilpatrick of WSTV-AM in Steubenville sent it back to the Ohio Valley for the handful of people who hadn’t made the trip to Columbus. Bootleg recordings of the broadcast were pressed into 45 rpm records, one of which could still be heard by pushing the buttons G-6 on the jukebox at Welch’s Bar. Many people in Mingo Junction could recite the broadcast of the Miracle Minute as easily as they could recite the Lord’s Prayer or the Pledge of Allegiance.


  (For the record, Duke’s last name was pronounced “Du-sheski.” However, throughout the broadcast Kilpatrick pronounced it “Du-kesky,” which spawned the nickname. In retrospect, Duke said this mispronunciation was fortuitous, as otherwise he would have been forever known as the Douche of Mingo Junction.)


  
    
      
        Foster off the glass, good, 67-55, Dayton St. Andrew. Mingo calls time-out with sixty-three ticks left on the clock, and it appears the Indians’ bid for a state title is falling short as the Blue Jays are in command.


        Back to the action. Jarrod Ferwerda inbounds to Ducheski, who races up the floor—jumper from the top of the key, Ducheski with a clutch shot. Jays up, 67-57. White inbounds to Foster, and Ducheski steals the ball and lays it in, 67-59—forty-two seconds left. White inbounds across court to Duda, and Ducheski steals it again. He drives, shoots—good, and fouled by White. Mingo refuses to quit. Forget what I said a minute ago, we’ve got a ball game here.


        Ducheski eyes it up, good, 67-62 St. Andrews, and the Jays call time-out. I’m telling you, St. John Arena is rockin’. The Mingo faithful are fired up by the heroics of Nick Ducheski. Duda inbounds to White, who heads down the right side, across half court, tied up by Hornyak, White back to Foster and, backcourt! Backcourt! Indians’ ball. J.J. Piatt inbounds to Ferwerda, who kicks it out to Ducheski. Twenty-footer . . . yes! Ducheski cuts the lead to three, 67-64. Castro inbounds to White, and he’s fouled by Ducheski. Seventeen seconds left. White goes to the line, shooting one-and-one. If he sinks these, it’s just about lights-out for the Tribe. He shoots, misses, loose ball. Ferwerda passes to Ducheski up the left side, behind the back dribble, shoots, got it. He got it. Time-out, Mingo. Nick Ducheski has single-handedly given the Indians a shot at the state title. Ten seconds left, and the Indians trail by one, 67-66.


        Duda takes the ball out of bounds for the Jays. White breaks deep. Ducheski fights through a pick, long pass. White and Ducheski go up, it’s out of bounds, off White’s hand—Indians’ ball. White is upset. He thinks he was fouled. Ducheski went into White as the ball arrived, but the referee ruled both players were going for the ball.


        Eight seconds left. Piatt inbounds to Ferwerda, to Ducheski breaking for the basket. Five seconds. Across the lane, three seconds, the jigger, behind his back, the trigger, from fifteen feet, the horn, the rim, it’s up and, in! It’s in! The Mingo Indians have done it. What an incredible finish. Ducheski scores thirteen unanswered points to lead Mingo to the state championship.


        That was a miracle minute, something never to be forgotten. If anyone’s left back home, turn on the lights and put out the welcome mat. The champions of all Ohio are heading home with young Nick Ducheski—the Duke of Mingo Junction.

      

    

  


  Young boys asked for his autograph. He got fan letters delivered to the high school. His number 23 jersey hung in the trophy case. He was named captain of the Ohio Valley Morning Journal’s All-Valley team, and first team All-Ohio. In the cocoon that was Mingo Junction in 1971, Duke had little reason to believe that scholarship offers weren’t going to pour in. However, when your universe doesn’t extend much past the Appalachian foothills, you don’t realize how many kids outside of Mingo Junction can play the game of basketball. He didn’t know there were kids in Harlem who could jump so high their elbows were above the rim, or that a 6’8” Indiana farm boy was out there running like a gazelle and rippling the nets from twenty-three feet. How was he to know? John Phillips, the sports editor of the Steubenville Herald-Star, had written, “Duke Ducheski is one of the finest basketball players I have ever seen, and one of the best to ever grace the hardwoods of the Ohio Valley.” Well, hell, didn’t that count for something?
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