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PART ONE

HARRIS, INDIANA


 

 

 

 

Chapter One

Allegiance and Traditions

The Little Italy Festival is something I’ve looked forward to every year since the second grade.

I remember the week leading up to Labor Day Weekend when Mrs. Stringfellow would regale us with stories about the holiday. Specifically, what Labor Day meant to our town of Harris, Indiana.

Immigrants from every corner of Italy migrated to the United States from Ellis Island and somehow found their way en masse over two thousand miles away from the towering Lady Liberty to the squat little town of Harris on the banks of the Wabash River.

Mrs. Stringfellow looked across the class in her calm manner, a faint smile on her face as she spoke. “Many of our ancestors decided to move inland to seek work in places reminding them of their homeland villages rather than settle in New York. Even at that time, New York was overcrowded and so they came here to make their living in the coal mines.”

That day, returning from lunch, we all entered the classroom to find Mrs. Stringfellow was not there. I glanced around and not seeing her, blurted out prematurely.

“We’re in luck!”

Instantly, Mrs. Stringfellow stepped out from the open doorway of the coat closet, firing an accusing index finger in my direction.

“No, you’re NOT in luck!” she snapped.

My face suddenly felt white-hot and I lowered my eyes as we took our seats. Nothing more was said of the incident, but I was filled with embarrassment and anxiety. Only years later did I realize what I had felt was shame. I had hurt her feelings with my offhand comment implying that she was somehow bad. A bully. A tyrant because of her authority, which I’d never thought was the case. Although proper to the point of seeming aloof, Mrs. Stringfellow was my favorite teacher.

“How many of you have family who worked the coal mines?”

All but a few in our class thrust eager arms into the air. Chastened by Mrs. Stringfellow’s dress-down, I kept my arms on the desk. For me, it was my Grandpa Deno, Mom’s dad, who had died before I was born. Dad told me stories about him, though, stories about how his father-in-law had worked the filthy and thankless Black Diamond mine to provide a good life for his family. I was a part of this classroom conversation, worthy of raising my hand, but fearful of any more attention, good or bad, so I remained still while Mrs. Stringfellow continued.

“No matter what your families did, or where they came from, all of us are an important part of our town. Just by calling Harris our home, we honor its legacy and those who came before.”

“We’re all Americans!” I shouted impulsively. My voice rang out over the silence of the classroom. Instantly, my face burned red-hot. I sank down against the wooden back of my chair. My stomach churned. Again, I was exposed, alone, with only myself to blame.

“That’s right!” Mrs. Stringfellow yelled, pointing that same accusing finger in my direction now as a validation. She gave me a maternal wink.

“That’s what we are, Julian Baker, very nicely said!”

I straightened into my chair, redeemed. Mrs. Stringfellow didn’t hate me after all. A circus of confusing concepts played inside my head. A calliope filled with judgments and grudges, of conflict and forgiveness and all manner of life lessons too complicated for me to grasp. Lessons that wouldn’t coalesce for many years. There was so much more to learn.

Her eyes moved over the class and across the windows before settling on the flaccid piece of cloth hanging from a tarnished silver pole to her right.

Mrs. Stringfellow raised her arms to the ceiling, urging us to rise.

“Let’s all stand and pledge allegiance to our flag,” she said.

And so, we did, standing stiffly, our right hands glued to our chests as we stared at the curled, unmoving flag and recited the pledge in unison without understanding what the words truly meant.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

Festival Weekend

I was going after a salami.

“I’m gettin’ that cheese wheel!” Rayven said, thrusting his hands into both pockets of his jeans and coming out with two handfuls of dimes. He smiled into his palms. “Shitfire, maybe I’ll win a cheese wheel and a salami!” He rattled the change in his fists before thrusting them back into his pockets, grinning at me like a lunatic. He slapped me on the back, hard. “Yeah, man, let’s GO!”

Rayven was big for his age, had always seemed adult-sized since I could remember. As we made our way to our favorite attraction, I marveled at the fact that we were both fifteen, yet my eyes only reached his chin. Rayven wore a perpetual grin and laughed in endless frequent bursts, no matter the situation, forever good-natured.

His mother, my Aunt Laurie, was like Rayven; always cheerful and full of life, always looking on the bright side of things. She’d wrapped Dad in her arms at my mother’s funeral while they both cried. Both she and Uncle Vincent comforted Dad, assuring him they would get through Mom’s death together. Vincent whispered a tearful guarantee in Dad’s ear that everything would be okay. His thin arm reached down to tousle the hair of the toddler attached to his brother’s leg. Me. His little nephew he loved as much as his own three children. So I’ve been told anyway. I don’t remember any of it. Especially the part where Vincent Baker comforted anyone.

From my earliest memories, Uncle Vincent was an imposing figure. He never smiled and always seemed to be looming over me, devoid of any kind of emotion, like a scarecrow. Rayven never noticed my discomfort and spoke of him in glowing terms. Dad never spoke to me about him at all but I could tell he was fond of his brother. I was the only one scared of Uncle Vincent and would avoid him whenever he visited our house by himself. Dad would make excuses for me throughout my grade school years. During that time, my world consisted of only me and my father.

Until the fifth grade when I shared classes with my cousin Rayven. We became fast friends in school and were excited when we would meet on holidays like Halloween, Christmas, Memorial Day, and birthdays. Labor Day weekends exploring the Little Italy Festival together became a tradition.

Now, as Seniors in our final high-school year, we stalked through the festival grounds like two warriors looking for adventure over the long weekend.

Boasting a population of just under five thousand people, Harris swelled to the seams every Labor Day Weekend. The Little Italy Festival drew thousands more attendees from all over Indiana and surrounding States, tripling the population and then some.

There were dozens of craft booths and food kiosks. Live music was everywhere; near the Four Seasons Fountain overlooking the Wabash River, on the banks of the river below and all through the town. The tractor ride was an omnipresent feature for festivalgoers, the transportation to every main event: The Wine Gardens, where adults would celebrate late into the night. The Black Diamond Coal Museum, twenty feet from the railroad tracks cutting through the town. The museum was housed in what had been Harris’ train depot years before I was born. I was told stories of my grandparents waiting on the platform to catch the train to vacation in Chicago. Now, locomotives blew past the building at full speed with a deafening roar, quickly leaving Harris behind. To me, the curious building had always been the Black Diamond Coal Mine Museum.

The tractor ran from one end of town to the other. For 75 cents, both joyriders and tired citizens calling it a night could sit on two long wagons fitted with bleacher seats pulled by one of three green John Deere tractors piloted by local farmers to go from Main Street to the Wine Gardens or for a shorter walk home and to bed. As the tractors roared through town, all riders would wave and scream at the people on the streets and those on foot would holler back with the same revelry. Whether on the tractor or walking the sidewalks of Harris as it passed, happy shouts and echoes of greetings was an honored festival tradition. The tractor ride was a long-standing revered ritual, an almost holy experience in the secular world of the festival. But it couldn’t compare to the Lions Club booth and its roulette wheel promise of winning a roll of fresh salami or succulent wheel of local cheese.

We pushed through madding crowds of shuffling people, Rayven leading the way. He darted and zig-zagged through families and loose, staring groups. Nudging drunk and shuffling people out of his way, Rayven cleared our path to the Lions Club booth. The square-roofed tent stood out like a beacon in a thunderstorm. Suddenly, the noise of the crowd dimmed, the live music blaring from every direction lost its treble and both coalesced into a dull background hum.

The booth was surrounded by people on the three sides open to the public, all of them laughing and yelling and fidgeting in place as they slapped their dimes down on the narrow counter before them. Each of the three counters were bordered with painted squares. Inside each square was a number corresponding to the prize-wheel in the booth.

Three counters surrounded by at least sixty people.

Two ways to win.

First, you could lay down your dime on a number and that number might come up yellow on the wheel. Hitting on yellow multiplied your bet times ten, turning a dime into a dollar.

Second, and most desired, was hitting on a red number. Hitting on red meant your choice of a two-foot-long salami roll or a three-pound cheese wheel.

The wheel itself had both yellow and red of all thirty numbers. A member of the Lions Club, generally a senior member, both rolled the wheel and manned the microphone, while other members watched the three counters, monitoring the bets for any sign of cheating and verifying any wins.

The senior Lions Club member urged the people into a dime-betting frenzy:

“Okay, folks, here we go again! Cheese or salami, salami or cheese, place your bets! Place your bets! Win a cheese or salami, your choice! Salami or cheese made fresh right here in Harris, c’mon, folks, lay those bets down! Lay ’em down!”

As the wheel spun round and round, the patter continued until the wheel began to wind down:

“No more bets! No more bets! Have your money down! No more bets please! Cheese or salami, what’ll it be?!”

The metal tang gave a final click against a steel peg as the wheel stopped.

“Twenty-two yellow! YELLOW twenty-two! A dollar for a dime!”

Over the cacophony of voices from the crowd making their way down the long street above the Wabash River, the collective groan was heard for a quarter mile in every direction, from the Vermillion Beverage building on Chestnut Street up to Main Street, a block away. Even the ticket-seller for the tractor ride inside his narrow plywood booth at the far end of Main Street heard it and blurted out Oh, no! or Winner! Salami or cheese! in between selling tickets. “Don’t forget to visit the Lions Club booth, folks!” he added every now and then. “Try your luck for a dime and win a cheese or salami!”

Every year it was the same. The opening parade on Friday afternoon snaking from Bogart Street at one end of town to Main Street on the opposite end of Harris at the Wabash bridge.

The crowds. The booths. The music and the electricity of a small town coming together for seventy-two hours as a single entity. A three-day party. Holding it all together was the ethereal backbeat of the frustrated groans and celebratory shouts from a small booth in the center of it all where people gambled a dime to win a salami or cheese, their shouts rising above the town to create its own atmosphere at a single point in time in the sky high above an otherwise insignificant town.

Each Labor Day weekend, for almost three days, it seemed anything was possible.

Rayven grabbed a handful of my Batman t-shirt just above Adam West’s head, tugging me behind as he pushed his way between two people, sidling up to the booth. He pressed his stomach against the counter and slapped down three dimes; one on number twenty-one, one on seven and one on fifteen as I looked over his shoulder.

“No more bets!”

Click-clack went the wheel, clattering to a stop.

“Seven yellow! Seven Yellow! Pays ten-to-one!”

The Lions Club attendant at our counter raised a hand.

“Seven Yellow here! We got a winner folks!”

The attendant cleared the board, leaving Rayven’s single dime on Number Seven and counting out nine more dimes in the square.

Rayven scooped up the coins and pulled me alongside him. He deposited the ten dimes in my hand, yelling in my ear “Let’s go for it! Let’s cover the board!”

There were thirty number possibilities. It cost three dollars to place a dime on every number. Even though you were guaranteed to “win” by covering the board, if whatever number came up yellow, you ended up losing two bucks.

I scattered my dimes to the right, covering numbers twenty-one through thirty.

Rayven had twenty dimes left and covered the numbers one through twenty.

The wheel started to spin.

I looked over the board from left to right at the scattered dimes on every number.

Two dimes sat on Number Seventeen. Rayven’s and someone else’s. I stared at the number seventeen square for what seemed an eternity, listening to the wheel clatter to its result.

“Okay, folks….”

An instant before the wheel slowed, before the words no more bets echoed over the crowd, I moved my dime from number twenty-one to Rayven’s dime on seventeen, leaving number twenty-one vacant. Three dimes on Number Seventeen. Rayven’s. Mine. Someone else’s.

“Seventeen Red! Red seventeen! Three Winners, folks! Cheese or salami! Three winners!”

Hysterical shouts rose from the booth, rattling over the crowd into the sky above. Up on Main Street, the ticket-seller at the tractor booth cocked his head to listen as his customers froze.

Rayven and I locked our eyes, mouths agape.

“Salami!” a voice yelled.

Another voice yelled “Cheese!” and I knew at once it was Rayven.

“Salami!” I countered, blurting out my choice before I could think about what had just happened.

The Lions Club volunteer slapped a salami down on the counter in front of the first winner who held it above his head and whooped to the crowd. Then, a cheese wheel in front of Rayven, followed quickly by a roll of salami for me.

“Three winners on red, folks! Lay down a dime and win a cheese or salami!”

We backed away from the counter, holding our bounty and laughing to beat the band. A wheel of cheese and a roll of salami! For just three measly bucks! How lucky could we get?! We won! Both of us!!

The frenzy of the crowd exploded as news of the triple-win on red spread over the other two sides of the booth and into passers-by on the street. As we retreated from our spots at the counter clutching our bounty tightly to our chests, I lost count of how many times I was jostled around by smiling faces. Rayven was grinning from ear to ear, returning every congratulatory pat on the back with a raucous cheer followed by booming laughter, like some lusty barbarian returning victorious from a hard-won conquest. I kept my head down as I made my way from the booth, mumbling quiet thank-yous. For a heartbeat or two, I felt like a celebrity.

The final pat on my back came from Rayven, hearty and painful, causing me to momentarily lose balance. I smiled despite my stumble. Suddenly, Rayven’s arm was around my neck, pulling us shoulder to shoulder.

“Sonofabitch, man! Can you believe that? Wotta win!”

I inhaled deeper than I thought possible, searching for words. “I…I…maaan…”

He rattled me without letting up. “Yeah, um, um,” he mocked. “Mr. Humble! If you hadn’t moved that dime like you did…it was you, Julian! A Triple-Red! Holy Tap-Dancing Christ!” Rayven released his hold on me and took his cheese wheel in both hands, holding it up to the sky.

“Cheese Wheel!” he shouted. Lowering his arms, he planted a kiss on the cheese.

“A salami!” I shouted in response. I planted a kiss on my bounty. “We’ll eat like Kings!”

Behind us, the Lion’s Club booth was swarming five-deep on all three sides with people gambling and those waiting to gamble their dimes on another triple-win. All I could see of the booth now was the yellow canopy swaying in the gentle breeze.

The sound of the roulette wheel’s clack-clack-clack faded as we made our way down Water Street.

We stopped at the Four Seasons Fountain, overlooking the Wabash River. More booths and attractions littered the riverbank; food kiosks and competing band shells on opposite ends of the bank. At the single concrete launch sat the ornate hut selling tickets for the Gondola ride on the river. A half-dozen Gondolas floated over slow-rolling currents as Hoosiers experienced the imported Italian thrill. A few years later, three people would drown after one of the Gondolas capsized in the wide and powerful water and that was that. The insurance liability was out of reach for the town and the Gondola rides faded into Festival history. But now, in that moment, we listened to the disjointed echoes of “O! Sole Mio” sung by six different Gondola pilots rise into the air above the water as we sat on the edge of the fountain, marveling at our prizes without a word.

The glow of our victory was fading fast. I felt the ebbing triumph slowly changing back to the ordinary as sure as my fingers felt the stiff coldness of the tightly wrapped salami roll in my hands. Behind us, the energy of the Triple-Red win still pulsed around the Lion’s Club booth, but we were no longer a part of it. I could tell Rayven felt it, too. Turning my head to gaze up Elm Street, I had an epiphany.

“Tractor ride.” I said.

Rayven hopped off the edge of the fountain. “You bet!”

We hurried up Elm Street, running past the plate glass windows of Mike’s Motors Chrysler dealership, and took a hard right onto Main in front of the booth selling tickets for the tractor ride. As we caught our breath, we were greeted by a group of our classmates already in line for tickets. Smiling, I waved at them.

“Hey, Bakers!” David Sills yelled from the group. Seeing our cheese and salami, his face grew beatific. His red hair looked almost like a head wound above the pale skin of his face. “Hey, you guys won big, praise God.”

“Hey, David,” I said as Rayven grinned down at his cheese wheel, then back at David with a bright Yeah.

Roger Gallo appeared, wearing his usual sleeveless T-shirt and crusty jeans. He yanked David close and said something into David’s ear I couldn’t hear. David’s smile disappeared. He tried to pull away, but Roger held him fast. I heard him snarl “You little Jesus Freak.”

David tried to push him away. “Get off me.”

Gallo pushed him out of line with a booming laugh. A couple of other guys in our group joined in the laughter.

Rayven stepped forward, calling out to our classmate. “What’s so funny, Bill?” He came up to Bill Purcell. “How about I knock your dick in the dirt? Think that’d be funny?” Instantly, Bill Purcell stared at his shoes.

Rayven turned to Roger Gallo and took a step to him, nose to nose. “Leave him alone. Or fuck around and find out.”

Roger Gallo looked like he might throw up right then and there. He raised his palms to Rayven. “Hey, it’s cool, man.”

The rest of the group piled on Roger and Bill, lightly cuffing their shoulders. “Don’t be an asshole,” one of the guys said.

“For Gallo, that’s a birth defect,” I said loudly.

David’s eyes flashed a moist look of gratitude at us. He turned to look over our friends. “C’mon, guys, it’s the tractor ride, let’s all just have a good time.”

“Save us a couple of seats up top,” Rayven called as we went to the back of the line.

In fifth grade, Rayven had spent the night at David Sills’ house, arriving there on a Friday shortly after school. Friday and Saturday sleepovers were big deals for everyone back then. It was a given that you could stay up late and watch scary movies or play games outside after it got dark. Maybe you could even pitch a pup tent and camp out in the back yard. One never knew what their friend’s parents had planned, but parents hosting the sleepovers always had something special prepared. And among us all, Rayven Baker was considered the Sleepover King, having spent almost as much time at the homes of his friends as he did his own.

During his one and only sleepover at David’s things were different. The Sills family was deeply religious. The phrase “to a fault” comes to mind.

The sun had barely set on that late Spring Friday afternoon, before Rayven had had time to contemplate the fun of spending the night at a friend’s house; the night had ended abruptly before it ever began. At seven o’ clock, Rayven had found himself in a basement twin bed next to David’s twin bed. Time to go to sleep. For the next five hours, David had poured out his life to Rayven, speaking in furtive, whispered detail with almost apologetic embarrassment about how he and his younger brothers and sisters lived. Staying up until seven o’ clock was allowed on Friday and Saturday nights only. Every other day of the week, bedtime was at six o’ clock. David had explained that sleeping in the basement was considered a special treat by his parents. Rayven never knew exactly what religious denomination the Sills Family cleaved to. David never did say, except to say that they were very religious. Rayven would throw out favorite bands like Van Halen, favorite movies like Curse of Frankenstein or TV shows like The Twilight Zone re-runs. David had never heard of any of them, completely unaware of their mere existence. Rayven was awestruck. Just the same, David was a good guy. He was sincere and honest. Although he would never spend another night at David’s house, Rayven liked him.

The next Monday at school, Rayven had related his overnight experience with David to several friends. He’d tried to explain the strange religious proclivities of David’s parents without making David himself seem culpable, but he missed the mark. David Sills became the victim of choice not only for bullies, but many classmates as well. That this sudden hazing of someone he liked was his fault weighed on Rayven until the guilt he carried became a sword he bore gladly from the fifth grade to high school. Although he and David had never gotten closer than that sleepover, Rayven always came to his defense.

Tickets in hand, we clambered up the wooden steps to our waiting seats on top of the wagon. Rayven sidled down next to Roger Gallo, tucking his cheese wheel under his arm. He laid his free hand on Gallo’s thigh and I could see the fingers close over his jeans. Gallo’s eyes went wide in pain. Rayven jerked his thigh this way and that, too slight for anyone else to notice. Rayven leaned into Gallo’s left ear.

“No more with David, okay? Not ever again.”

Rayven clenched tighter and Gallo winced, eyes squeezing shut in pain.

“Never again.”

Gallo trembled. “I got it.”

The tractor rumbled over the streets tugging its human cargo behind on two connected wagons that coughed at every turn and jerked with each new acceleration. Lording over one wagon, the boys sat straight-backed on the top two bleacher seats, waving and screaming at the sidewalks filled with other festivalgoers walking in opposite directions on either side of the street. Some were heading for the fairgrounds toward the river; others heading uptown toward the Wine Garden and other attractions.

Most of the walkers carried six or twelve-packs of beer. Some carried single bottles of beer they pulled from as they made their way to hidden destinations. All were drunk, either from the free-flowing alcohol, festival reverie, or both. They shouted and waved back with occasional applause as the John Deere tractors roared past. At certain points, two tractors would meet going separate directions and the wagons of both erupted in cheers. The prevailing atmosphere over Harris during Labor Day Weekend, during the Little Italy Festival was pure jubilation. Pure freedom without anarchy or anger. The local bars were filled, yet no fights ever broke out, no gunshots were ever heard, no arrests ever made. There were out-of-town bikers glowering behind bearded faces as they slowly cruised the streets on roaring Harleys proudly wearing their sleeveless vests adorned with club patches and crimson skulls. There were young families with small children in tow, taking in the festival on foot. There were Harris Police Officers moving down the streets in patrol cars and on foot. They all would wave at one another, smile a greeting, or offer a hand to some out-of-towner who wanted directions to the Coal Town Museum. Once a year, in this corner of the world, in this town, it was beyond idyllic.

It was perfect.

The tractor stopped alongside the carwash on Blackman Street before heading down Ninth Street and to the Wine Garden.

The sun glowed a bright yellow on the horizon, still a few hours from twilight.

David Sills stood up. “Here I am, guys. Gotta go.”

Roger Gallo left his seat, held out a hand. “See ya later. Tomorrow maybe?”

“Sure thing,” David smiled.

Gallo looked down at Rayven, who nodded. Exhaling, Gallo sat back down, relief washing over his face. Rayven patted his knee and Gallo’s shoulder butted against Rayven’s shoulder as if to say he was sorry.

David jumped from the wagon to the sidewalk. He started to walk away and looked back, making eye contact with me.

“Bless you guys,” he said.

“You, too, Dave,” I said. “Thanks.”

He nodded. “See you!”

I watched him walk down the sidewalk as the tractor pulled away, his back squared, his footsteps sure and steady as he made his way back home.

Overhead, the sun dimmed into twilight as night approached. The festival lights over Harris shone brighter, the music became more raucous. The whole of the town seemed to adjust its collective personality in response to the darkness, as if to sustain the light in spirit if not literal.

“Shitfire,” Rayven said as we disembarked from the tractor in front of the Wine Garden.

“Saves matches,” I said automatically.

In front of me, Rayven was on the sidewalk at the Wine Garden entrance, looking up at the sky. Beyond the open doors of the Wine Garden, draped with plastic grapes and Italian flags, indistinct voices and loud music mingled together from the tables and stage on the banks of Feather Creek. Suddenly, I heard the opening strains of Steely Dan’s “Reelin’ in the Years” and the distinct drumming of my dad. I imagined him sitting behind the desert burst Tama kit covered in beads of sweat as he pounded out the song’s rhythm.

I grabbed Rayven’s arm. “What’s wrong?”

“I can’t get home now. It’s too late. Shitfire if I can remember whether Mom and Dad said they were coming in town tonight or tomorrow for the festival. I was supposed to watch Cami and Evie when they came into town. I was supposed to be home with them for the night.”

I tried to counter the panic on Rayven’s face, the agitation that appeared at once over his entire body in the form of his increasing fidgeting over the sidewalk.

All I could muster was the word “Tonight?”

Rayven stomped the sidewalk, fists clenching.

“I can’t remember!”

Cami and Evie were fifteen years old, a minuscule eighteen months behind our age. I couldn’t understand why Rayven was filled with such panic at the thought of his sisters being at home by themselves, whether Uncle Vincent and Aunt Laurie were there or not.

“It’s not like they’re gonna burn the house down,” I tried.

“Julian!” Rayven barked, taking me by the shoulders. “You don’t understand! My sisters are my responsibility when my folks are gone, I have to make sure that nothing happens—”

A booming voice cut him off, yelling our names. Seconds later, long arms encircled Rayven’s neck and pulled him backwards.

It was Uncle Vincent, emerging from the Wine Garden. He scowled at me, looking mean as ever.
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