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			“In this meticulously researched memoir, Dan Melchior digs into so much that our country continues to wrestle with—blue collar men breaking apart, homophobia, racism, doctors dealing drugs, and gun violence. The story, set in Evansville, Indiana, relives decades of challenges that continue to haunt America today. Fortunately, there’s hope in the shape of people like the author’s mother Dolores—loving, hardworking “in the margins,” and accepting of others. The Silk Finisher introduces readers to this quietly remarkable woman who witnessed it all.”

			—Mary Collins, author of At the Broken Places: 
A Mother and Trans Son Pick Up the Pieces

			 

			“Time and again, Daniel Melchior dares to take us past the forgotten headlines, deeper into the shadows of the past. In doing so, he gives us a heartfelt story about family, loss, and, ultimately, the true measure of perseverance.”
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			To Mom. 

There are simply no words, but then again there was quite simply no other. 
That’s why this page is yours and yours alone. 
Sorry I took so long, but I know you won’t mind because you saw me trying.
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			Prologue

			Rudy Ziemer blinked to the sound of the turn signal. The green glow of the speedometer faded in and out like a firefly. Sitting in the middle of the bench seat, he purposely spread his legs like hedge clippers so that they would touch the legs of the soldiers who sat next to him. The paratrooper on Rudy’s left steered with his right hand, while his left hand flapped in the late winter nearly spring breeze. The paratrooper to his right fiddled with the radio, finding more static than music. Rudy let out a long moist sigh, sounding like a whale surfacing after a too-long dive.

			Neither man spoke to Rudy, nor amongst themselves, but their breath, a meld of beer, wine, and perhaps a burger or two, whispered a secret. They were drunk too. Rudy enjoyed the middle seat of his own car, although tonight was his first time there. His eyes, open for a second or two longer than the last blink, absorbed the green needle of the speedometer falling toward zero like a felled tree. The sound of loose gravel under slow rolling tires crunched in his ears and masked the sound of the blinker.

			Crisp air caressed Rudy’s right cheek as the soldier rolled down the passenger window. The gentle wind caused Rudy’s eyes to close. He didn’t bother opening them and instead let the breeze chill the boozy fever coursing his veins. The gravelly chorus returned as another car slowed and stopped next to Rudy’s 1962 station wagon. A girlish voice rode the gentle wind.

			“Where’re we going?”

			“I don’t know,” said the soldier to Rudy’s right. “I don’t live here. Where the hell are we?”

			“Riverside Drive.”

			“We’re gonna roll him,” the soldier said.

			Without an objection uttered, the two cars resumed their slow wander through the south side of Evansville, Indiana. Near Holy Spirit Catholic Church, the soldier driving Rudy’s car steered toward the Colonial Apartments, where Great-Uncle Bud slumbered. As the trio passed my sleeping relative’s window, Rudy Ziemer reached his right arm toward the driving soldier, grabbed him around the chest, and licked and kissed his right cheek. The soldier instinctively pulled away, jerked his right hand from the steering wheel, and karate chopped Rudy across the nose. Rudy’s browline glasses snapped as blood gushed from his nose. The soldier to his right battered Rudy with his fists. Rudy groaned and yelled for help, but no one heard his cries. The breeze no longer cooled Rudy nor covered the stench of the soldiers’ breath.

			“Fucking faggot.”

			“Take his wallet.”

			“Give me that.”

			“Fuck.”

			Rudy heard car doors slam and tires screech from a car he couldn’t see, his head too heavy to lift. Blood from his lips, nose, and teeth stained the driver’s seat as his pounding head rested near the steering wheel. His consciousness faded in and out like the turn signal that had echoed in his ears moments before. The low rumble of the idling engine gently rocked and vibrated him into a peaceful but painful sleep. He’d been here before, almost ten years ago, when two men he had invited to his riverfront home decided to beat him senseless and steal his beloved Cadillac. As blackness enveloped his body and head, Rudy thought of that beating and the taunts that accompanied it like a fine orchestra. Fists played the drums while voices played the horns and strings. The symphony throbbed in his head.

			“Faggot.”

			“Queer.”

			“Bitch.”

			Da-dum-da-dum. Da-dum-da-dum.

			“Faggot.”

			“Queer.”

			“Bitch.”

			Da-dum-da-dum. Da-dum-da-dum.

			Rudy’s swollen eyes opened slightly revealing the bottom curve of the steering wheel. He grabbed the wheel and pulled himself toward the open driver’s-side door. He needed air.

			He pulled himself far enough to allow his head to hang toward the road like a dying dandelion reaching through a crack in the sidewalk. He gasped the crisp air as if he’d surfaced from a long dive like the ocean mammal he’d mimicked with his moist sigh. His breaths gargled with the blood in his nostrils, sinuses, and throat. His chest heaved, his diaphragm labored, his heart pounded. He closed his eyes.

			Rudy heard a rumble. Headlights penetrated the darkness behind his eyelids. A tire barely screeched, like a worn-out crow or a young Cooper’s hawk. His neck, shoulders, and back were too tired to lift his head, so blood continued rushing to his brain and out of his mouth and nose. He tried to open his eyes but couldn’t muster the will. He needed rest.

			He felt the warmth of a hand cradling his bloody and swollen head. Another hand grabbed his left shoulder. The warmth disappeared. Suddenly he was upright, behind the wheel as a driver should be. And then, just like that, he lay on his right shoulder, as if we were taking a nap. A slamming door shook the white station wagon. Rudy groaned and rested as best he could.

			The sound of gravel echoed once more in his head.

			“Follow me,” someone yelled.

			Rudy’s ear, pressed against the bloody vinyl seat, took in the bumps, cracks, and rocks along the road. The car stopped, turned, slowed, and sped up over and over. Rudy couldn’t open his eyes. He tried to sit up, but his nerves and muscles wilted like cooked spaghetti. The stopping, turning, slowing, and speeding continued. The click-clack of the blinker returned before the road sounds faded.

			“Where the hell are you going?” a girlish voice yelled from outside of the car.

			“I don’t know. I told you I don’t live here,” the soldier yelled back.

			“Goddammit,” Rudy thought he heard. The voices began to sound like a shorted-out speaker. He tried again to sit up. He couldn’t move. His head throbbed as he coughed up the blood in his throat. Something hard, perhaps the back of a hand, struck his nose. More blood gushed onto the seat. This is different; this is long, drawn out, he thought. The stench of his blood and snot mixed with the whisky and beer. Death has a taste, a smell, a sound—a feel but no sight. Only blackness, pupil black. Rudy knew death and knew it well.

			Someone’s voice garbled in his ear. More garbling. Argument garbling. Rudy’s ears gave up as the garbling grew fainter and the black grew blacker. He felt vibrations and shaking. He felt the gravel he could no longer hear: deafness, not even a ringing in his ears. He felt his body gently rocking to and fro. Helpless as a baby in a cradle or perhaps a hatchling in a nest but actually a drunken, beaten man riding shotgun in his own car with another man he’d just met.

			Rudy felt his body roll hard against the back of the seat. Seconds later he slammed into the dashboard and glove box. The car skidded to a halt. Rudy crumpled like a pile of dirty clothes between the seat and the dashboard, his clothes, bloody and wrinkled.

			He felt a chilly breeze against his face; his hands ached. He groaned and breathed as deep as lethargy allowed. The garbling returned; the volume grew. His ears listened again.

			“Help me wipe this off,” a man said.

			“Let’s leave, goddammit.”

			“Get down here. Wipe this shit off.”

			“Come on, let’s go.”

			“Wipe the steering wheel.”

			“Fuckin’ faggot.”

			Rudy felt another hand grab his arm. Sitting up again, his chin grazed his tie. The hand moved from his arm to his chin. His head snapped back. He felt a pull on his tie—the tie he had just purchased days before. The pull became a tug, a wrench, a garrote. Blood gathered in his throat. His head pulled to the left. He inhaled through the pooling blood and garroted necktie.

			“Fuckin’ faggot.”

			And with that, the hands shoved Rudy back into his car and slammed the door. Rudy fell over onto the passenger seat. He heard the door open again. He felt someone sit down on the seat. The vibration returned and then stopped. Rudy heard water lapping with the tempo of the turn signal.

			“Goddammit,” Rudy heard.

			The vibrations stopped. A new sensation, a new movement, a new motion, like that of a floating boat, rocked Rudy. The boozy fever simmered within him like warming water. His breaths shallowed. His head, perfectly still, rested on the vinyl seat. Sound faded. He needed rest.

			His crossed feet lay near the accelerator and brake pedals. They jerked when water creeping over the door and into the window hit his once-polished shoes. Water flowed up Rudy’s ankle, his shin, his knee, his thigh, and finally his groin. Rudy’s feet and legs numbed. And then, it stopped. The water stopped.

			Two men stood on top of a levee and watched as another man, standing waist deep, turned around and exited the Ohio River floodwaters. Rudy’s white station wagon, half in the water, resembled a marshmallow melting in a cup of hot chocolate. Inside, Rudy rested.

			On top of the levee, the two men walked toward an idling car. The third man, standing on the shore, brushed at his wet pants with his hands. He shook water from his shoes. He walked slowly and deliberately up the earthen levee. The other men yelled at him to hurry. Standing by the idling car, the trio argued. Red taillights bobbed. Clouds covered the moon as Rudy rested.

			Floodwaters streamed into the windows like a waterfall. The car lurched forward and groaned. The third man turned around and watched the red taillights disappear. Water cocooned Rudy’s body and head. He drank until it filled his stomach, throat, and mouth. Searching for air, Rudy Ziemer gulped. Ohio River floodwater filled his lungs. His car gently rocked forward. The roof faded into the chocolate-colored water. Rudy Ziemer had taken his last breath.

			-

			Eight days later, as mourners departed Rudy’s funeral service to go home or back to work, in the Vanderburgh County jail sat three active-duty paratroopers. Authorities had arrested the three men five days earlier and preliminarily charged them with murder in Rudy’s death. Residents of Evansville wondered how three clean-cut all-American United States Army paratroopers, in town for a night of drinking and dating, wound up getting involved with Rudy Ziemer, a notorious man about town, known by some as the queer undertaker.

			-

			Evansville, Indiana, at the very bottom of the Crossroads of America state, is a grayscale town that Madonna, in town filming A League of Their Own, compared to Prague before Prague became hip. Buildings are often white and gray, occasionally red brick but mostly monotone. The once-tallest building, recently imploded, sat eighteen stories high and, like the diminutive remaining others, often blurred and blended with the clouds, especially in winter. Inside these bland structures, Tri-Staters seek mostly innocent but sometimes guilty pleasures: sins, some believe.

			Resting at a low point in the Ohio River Valley, the city of almost one hundred twenty thousand slopes into the water at Dress Plaza, where the Ohio River bends like a horseshoe. Two hundred ninety miles south of Chicago, rolling hills succumb to a valley that captures heat and humidity in the summer. The heavy air, laced with the aroma of plastic manufacturing and coal plant energy, hangs like musty drapes in the seedy motels that dot Fares Avenue near Highway 41.

			Highway 41, the north-south corridor that divides the east-side “Cake Eaters” from “West Siders” as fiercely as the Mason-Dixon, also gives Evansville the nickname Stoplight City. On a map, Evansville resembles a crucifix, with Highway 41 serving as the stipes and Lloyd Expressway the crossbar. A slightly tilted crucifix would put Reitz Memorial Catholic High School and Mater Dei Catholic High School about a wingspan apart. Memorial educates the Cake Eaters, while Mater Dei serves the offspring and descendants of calloused-handed farmers, miners, and workers and turns out a nationally recognized wrestling program every year. The schools are bitter rivals on the gridiron and wrestling mats. If a divide ever did occur, the West Siders would devour the Cake Eaters.

			One thing the rivals do agree on is their dislike for the trashy “Southsiders,” a mix of hillbillies, minorities, immigrants, and down-on-their-luck white folk. The south side is where one can find rusting appliances on the crumbling porches of dilapidated homes.

			The south side is where I spent my childhood. In one of the places we stayed, Mom and Dad had a box. A handy department-store gift box big enough to hold a dozen donuts, twelve marigold seedlings, or perhaps a pair of trousers. I write the word trousers because that’s the term used in the dry-cleaning industry, Mom’s workplace for forty years and the nexus of the tales told here.

			The box sat on the shelf of the hall closet near my sister Amy’s room. A white, wooden door with a glass knob concealed musty, staticky air. We couldn’t afford a humidifier, so Dad used to put a bucket of water near the furnace. He claimed that it worked, but all winter, I could stick a balloon to any wall in the house after rubbing it against my fiery orange Bobby Brady-style hair. In the closet hung Dad’s army jacket, the olive-green type with MELCHIOR spelled out in block letters. An old pair of weathered, tan, steel-toed work boots with hooked eyelets from toe to tongue rested on the floor. Those boots contributed to the malodorous nature of the closet that housed our loosely boxed memories.

			We sat around the kitchen table and passed pictures as we looked at relatives and friends named Great-Uncle Bud, Forrest, or Uncle John. We saw a boat, a dam on the Ohio River, Lincoln’s boyhood home, and army hats. We saw Dad in a flashy red-and-white sport coat, his thick black mustache making him look like a white Richard Pryor. We heard explanations about the pictures like:

			“Because your dad was drafted into the army.”

			“Your Great-Uncle Bud was in the army when his fiancée died.”

			“Rainbow Cleaners never made any money.”

			“I quit high school after my sophomore year. Daddy made me.”

			“Your Uncle Bill got hit by a coal truck.”

			We also heard stories without pictures. Stories that everyone knew, or at least thought they knew.

			“Rudy started Ziemer funeral home, and your dad went to school with his nephews. He had a river camp next to your grandpa’s partner’s camp, and he was a customer at Rainbow Cleaners. I think everyone knew he was gay. Uncle John was gay. Did you know that? I’m not sure why those army paratroopers killed Rudy, maybe because he was gay. Who knows?” We passed the pictures like playing cards before tossing them back into Mom and Dad’s box, the one big enough to hold a pair of trousers.

			Mom, Aunt Mary, Uncle Bill, Grandpa Al, or Grandma Bessie of the Evans clan or Dad, Great-Uncle Bud, Grandma Mil, Grandpa George, Aunt Kate, or Uncle Dave, all of the Melchior family, told me about the stories in this book. I listened as they each told them in their own way, adding their own flavor. Not only did I listen, but I also conducted my own research, more than a decade’s worth. Thousands of miles driven in search of court and real estate records, newspaper articles, interviews, birth, death, and marriage records, and court recordings. What I discovered is there is truth in every story, but also exaggerations and, in some cases, lies or avoidance of the truth by saying nothing.

			Rather than focusing too much on my family’s versions and their accuracy, I ask you to look for threads; threads that bind three lives born over the span of sixty years; threads that compelled me to research a man I never met and stories I never knew and to tell stories I’ve never told; threads that connect plutonium, murder, blindness, tragedy, triumph, yesteryear and yesterday; threads that bind encephalitis to COVID, bennies to opioids, and bigotry and hatred to tolerance, forgiveness, and love; threads that weave through the crossroads, known today as “flyover country”; threads that twist and turn like fate that I don’t believe in; threads like the millions, billions, and trillions that Mom pressed during her life as a silk finisher.

			‘silk ‘fin-ish-er - 1: a skilled presser of garments, one who removes the most difficult wrinkles from the most delicate weaves 2: a master at pressing all types of garments with speed, skill, and dexterity, also a laborer in the dry-cleaning industry

			I hear her voice now, as I begin to pick up the threads. “Don’t tarry, son…don’t tarry.”

		


		
			PART I
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			Native Hoosiers

			On May 16, 1906, as one thousand spectators arrived at the Evansville fairgrounds on South Kentucky Avenue to watch famed American race car driver Barney Oldfield in his Green Dragon and German racer Paul Albert in his White Streak push the limits of speed, Anna Ziemer looked forward to giving birth to her soon-to-be sixth child.

			Oldfield, wearing a green arriving coat, had entered the track first and chewed on a cigar stump as he waited for Albert, who came wearing a long brown ulster. Organizers scheduled the pair to compete in three separate races that afternoon, the first automobile races ever witnessed in these parts. The drivers prepared, and the crowd waited as a band of horses grazed in the infield of the half-mile dirt track. The first heat, a five-lapper, introduced the public to Oldfield’s technique of sliding the turns versus braking to allow the custom-made elongated Green Dragon to maintain speed throughout the corners. The method created so much dust on the dirt track that spectators strained to see the racers while the drivers could see only a few feet in front of their cars. In that first heat, Albert used the sliding technique to best Oldfield by inches.

			During the third heat, the drivers, now accustomed to the track, sped faster as dust swirled and twisted about the oval. A sudden blast of dirty wind blew open one of the infield gates, and three of the grazing horses ambled onto the track. The crowd gasped in horror, according to the following day’s headlines, as Oldfield’s and Albert’s cars, barely visible in the plumes of dust, blindly sped toward the horses. The wide-eyed creatures turned and galloped furiously, trying to stay ahead of the mechanical beasts.

			Terrified organizers watched with the crowd as the desperate horses lost ground to the unaware racers. Both drivers finally spotted the horses along the inside lane, and both knew that a collision would end in almost certain death to the drivers and absolute death to the horses and spectators who lined that part of the track. Too close to brake, their only chance to avoid disaster was greater speed and the ability to swerve to the outside of the oval. Oldfield and Albert accelerated, and like schools of catfish in the nearby Ohio River, the cars swerved in unison, barely missing the trio. As the two racers sped alongside them, the horses conceded the chase and dropped back, slowing to a canter, and living to graze another day. The crowd exhaled, and local fascination with automobile racing was born.

			The next day in the Evansville Courier, a cartoon depicting the race appeared on the front page.

			The following day, the Courier’s daily cartoon depicted a sharply dressed woman wearing a hat, gazing at another hat in a millinery. “Well now, isn’t that a beauty,” she comments in the caption. In the distance, a fight breaks out as she admires the hat. A second caption in the cartoon reads, “If We Had Women Police in Evansville.”

			Sometime in the twenty-four hours between those two cartoons, one depicting a near disaster involving three animals and two cars and the other an attempted sexist glimpse into the future, Anna Ziemer gave birth to child number six, Rudolph Severin Ziemer.

			 

			Ted and Anna Ziemer raised their family in a cozy home on First Avenue, nearer to the West Siders than the Cake Eaters. Ted made a living as a superintendent of woodworkers in one of Evansville’s many furniture factories. The Ziemers led a quiet life, their name appearing in the paper only once when Anna served as an attendant at a wedding between a soldier on leave and his promised bride. Almost three years to the day that Rudy was born, Anna welcomed her seventh child, Ted Jr., and seven years later, at the age of forty-eight, her final one, Agnes Mary. The Ziemers, with their big family and work ethic, typified Evansville’s conservative, churchgoing population.

			 

			In 1918, when Rudy was twelve, Evansville native Fred Gresser, twenty-six, endured a bout with the Spanish flu. An army recruit, Gresser contracted the disease at Camp Custer, Michigan, named for Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer, who was killed in action at Little Big Horn.

			“For two days, I wanted to sleep and not wake up…I guess that means I wished I was dead,” Gresser recalled many years later.

			One in five men who contracted the flu at the Michigan camp died, including Fred’s Evansville buddy, Frank, who had a head so large the army had to search for a cap to fit him. During the peak of the flu, almost one of every hundred men in the seventy-seven-thousand-strong camp died within a twenty-four-hour period. The flu killed 548,000 people in the United States and 20 million around the world.

			“I remembered there was a shortage of doctors and nurses and food for the sick, and one morning when I was able to sit up, a nurse came by with maybe fifteen or sixteen halves of oranges on a tray. Is this my breakfast? I asked her, and she said, ‘Yes, but you can have more than one.’”

			“I took all of them. And ate them too,” Fred recalled to an Evansville Press reporter.

			Fred Gresser survived that bout with Spanish flu and returned to Evansville after serving in the army. My family didn’t know Mr. Gresser, but eventually would for an unimaginable reason.

			 

			In 1923, Ted Ziemer, age fifty-eight, succumbed to hypertrophic cirrhosis of the liver. His funeral took place at the family home on First Avenue. Rudy, seventeen and lost, dropped out of high school for a year or so. Where Rudy went or what he did during this time is uncertain, but when he came back to school, he told classmates he wanted to be an undertaker. They hoped he was kidding.

			Rudy graduated high school in 1926 at the age of twenty. He had not been kidding. Immediately after graduation, he enrolled at the C. G. Askin College of Embalming in Indianapolis, an affiliate of the Indiana University School of Medicine. A year later, upon graduation, he returned to Evansville to open a funeral parlor less than a mile from the family home. An undertaker at twenty-one, Rudy had arrived.

			By 1933, the year Mom was born, Rudy hatched plans to expand his business. As he did so in 1934, Dad arrived as the first child of Grandpa George and Grandma Mil. While Mom and Dad crawled around the floors of different houses not that far away from Ziemer Funeral Home, Rudy acted on his plans to expand by partnering with his youngest brother Ted Jr., who also had graduated from the C. G. Askin College of Embalming.

			In 1935, Rudy and Ted Jr. advertised, via a full-page spread in the Evansville Press, the opening of their beautiful new Ziemer Funeral Home. The brothers had purchased and renovated the three-story house of former Evansville mayor Benjamin Bosse and turned it into one of the finest and most modern funeral parlors in the state of Indiana. The renovated house stood at the corner of First Avenue and Delaware, mere blocks from the previous site of the original Ziemer Funeral Home. On Saturday and Sunday of that week, curious residents toured the grand facility. In the main hall, visitors admired the original inlaid hardwood floors and expensive oriental rugs, light fixtures, and cheery furnishings that emphasized the beauty of the surroundings. An eight-car garage allowed for loading the casket and family funeral cars under cover. The entire structure was air-conditioned and heated year-round, which was quite unusual at that time. The basement housed a modern operating room with tile walls and floors and the latest equipment, including a hydraulic enamel operating table. The configuration of the main salon accommodated two simultaneous funerals. Not yet thirty, Rudy’s career as an undertaker soared.

			 

			While Rudy and Ted basked in the glow of their grand funeral home and business success, another Evansville resident plotted and strived to make something of himself. Charles E. Moehlenkamp personified the typical ambitious graduates of Evansville’s Catholic schools. Like Rudy, Moehlenkamp graduated from Reitz Memorial High School, attended Evansville College (now the University of Evansville), and then enrolled in the Indiana University School of Medicine. My family would come to know Dr. Moehlenkamp for the same unimaginable reason they would learn the name Fred Gresser.

			In 1935, as Charles Moehlenkamp prepared to graduate, Grandma Bessie and Grandpa Al reluctantly carried another mouth to feed, and a sickly one at that, over the threshold of their shotgun-style house on Harriet Street, joining Mom and her four-year-old brother, Charlie. Already struggling to make ends meet during the Great Depression, they had contemplated abortion, but Grandpa Al, born into Catholicism, and Grandma Bessie, a convert, decided against it after talking to a priest.

			Little Bill, sometimes called Billy Joe, suffered from eczema so bad that he would writhe, squirm, and scratch himself bloody. Grandpa Al and Grandma Bessie solved the daytime scratching by securing a pair of small mittens to his hands. At night, to avoid bloody sheets, they tied Uncle Bill’s hands to the crib. Mom wept every time she pictured her little brother tossing and writhing, trying to soothe his itching and searching for a way to sleep with his tiny hands tied to the crib. Not only was Uncle Bill another mouth to feed, but he also required more attention than most, which must have deepened convert Grandma Bessie’s regret in choosing to have him.

			 

			A few days after Uncle Bill’s second birthday, Franklin Delano Roosevelt delivered his second-term inaugural speech, promising to fight social injustice. A crowd between 150,000 and 200,000, down from the nearly 300,000 who witnessed his 1932 inauguration, shivered in the cold and wet conditions.

			“I see one-third of a nation ill-housed, ill-clad, ill-nourished. It is not in despair that I paint you that picture. I paint it for you in hope—because the nation, seeing and understanding the injustice in it, proposes to paint it out.

			“The test of our progress is not whether we add more to the abundance of those who have much. It is whether we provide enough for those who have too little,”

			Forty miles north of Evansville, as Roosevelt spoke in the nation’s capital, the White River in Hazelton, Indiana, foreshadowed an inevitable flood in Evansville. From Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, to Cairo, Illinois, water flowed unimpeded into towns, businesses, homes, and schools. A week later, the Ohio River crested at over fifty-three feet.

			Flooding cut off Highway 41 to the south toward the river. Rising waters forced hundreds of people to abandon their homes, and many others became marooned. Indiana’s governor declared martial law for twenty-six southern Indiana counties. President Roosevelt met with five agencies to discuss relief plans for flood victims. More than 350,000 people across ten states became homeless. Amazingly, in Indiana, The Crossroads of America state, no one perished in the floodwaters. Fortunately, neither the Evans nor Melchior families suffered any damage in the disastrous flooding.

			 

			Grandpa Al’s normally surly mood brightened in early 1939 when he secured a steady job working as a heat tester at the Sunbeam factory that churned out locomotive headlights, generators, and other electrical items. Pregnant again, this time with a bit more money in her pocketbook, Grandma Bessie gave birth to Mary Alice in April 1939, on a day when spring temperatures topped eighty degrees. With Grandpa Al earning a regular and robust Sunbeam paycheck, Mary Alice became the center of attention, not another mouth to feed, while Uncle Bill and Mom faded into the background. Grandma Bessie didn’t believe in equally distributing gifts to her four children, so on Christmas Eve, Mom’s birthday, Charlie and Mary received the bulk of the gifts. Mom got a few, but never a separate birthday gift or even a birthday card, and “Poor Bill” got nothing but lumps of coal, not as a playful tease to be replaced later with candy or gifts but as a message: “We don’t like you.” Watching her brother get coal every year stole the joy Mom’s birthday held.

			Mom and Uncle Bill faded from the picture so much that a few of Grandma Bessie’s friends and co-workers did not know she had four children. They only heard her speak of Charlie and Mary Alice. What almost no one knew was that she actually had five.

			 

			The Muscatatuck State School, originally the Indiana Farm Colony for Feeble Minds, had more than eighteen hundred acres of rolling land near family farms and natural woodlands. It was sixty miles north of Louisville, Kentucky, and home to thirteen thousand residents in the 1920s, including John Jenne Jr., who joined the community near the end of the decade.

			Grandma Bessie, then Bessie Wilkerson, is believed to have married John Jenne, a blacksmith, at age seventeen. When or if they married is not clear, but they did have a son, John Jenne Jr., three days before Grandma Bessie’s eighteenth birthday. Their relationship didn’t last but a few years, as John Jenne Sr. married another in November 1927. Whether unwilling or unable to care for their developmentally challenged son, Grandma Bessie and John Sr. put John Jr. in the Muscatatuck State School. Grandma Bessie returned to Evansville and married Alvin Andrew Evans: my Grandpa Al. John Jr. remained at the Muscatatuck State School.

			 

			Due to the flood, in 1939, the Army Corps of Engineers began construction on a levee system that would protect Evansville from floodwater levels up to fifty-seven feet. As engineers worked on the levee and Adolf Hitler prepared to invade Poland, Evansville celebrated late summer with the annual Junior Chamber of Commerce River Regatta co-sponsored by Ziemer Funeral Home. Organizers planned twelve speed events in both inboard and outboard motorboats. Enjoying his wealth and status as a prominent businessman, Rudy partied with friends the day before the event. His Saturday night out extended into early Sunday morning. On Riverside Drive, around 4:00 a.m., Rudy’s car, carrying six passengers and traveling at a high rate of speed, approached a fast-moving car carrying three and traveling in the opposite direction. The two cars collided head-on, awakening residents on Evansville’s southeast side. A startled woman called police and reported the crash. Three ambulances raced to the scene. Rumors swirled that six people had died. Ambulances did transport six people to the hospital, but despite both cars being totaled, all suffered relatively minor cuts, scrapes, and lacerations. Rudy’s injuries, considered the most severe, included a concussion and a broken arm. While Rudy rested and recovered at St. Mary’s Hospital, forty-five thousand spectators lined the Ohio River to watch William “Wild Bill” Cantrell set an unofficial world record for Class 725 inboard hydroplanes in his craft named Why Worry.

			The next day, the top headline read: “WORLD RECORD SET AT REGATTA HERE.” Beneath that, another headline involving speed:

			[image: ]

			 

			By the following day, police had confirmed that Rudy had been behind the wheel of his car during the crash and not a twenty-one-year-old male friend as originally reported. Within weeks, passengers in the other car filed lawsuits against Rudy. One man sought $10,000 in damages for permanent wounds that required 133 stitches. Two other passengers sought damages totaling $5,500.

			Two months later, attorney O. H. Roberts Sr. filed a libel suit on behalf of Rudy against two attorneys. Rudy’s suit claimed the attorneys “wickedly and maliciously with intent to injure, vex, harass, oppress and discredit him, had caused to be filed the suits of” the passengers in Rudy’s car. Rudy sought $20,000 in damages from each attorney.

			After Rudy shared the front page with the regatta that day in 1939, for the most part, the Ziemer name faded to its proper place in the death notices.

			 

			In October 1942, as WWII raged in Europe, Great-Uncle Bud enlisted in the army, but not before proposing to Lorraine Denison, nine years his elder. Lorraine worked in the children’s department at Strouse & Bros. alongside Great-Uncle Bud, who had started there as an elevator operator at age eighteen. Five months after enlisting, he completed Radio Operators and Mechanics training at the Army Air Forces Technical School in Sioux Falls, South Dakota.

			 

			While Great-Uncle Bud served as a radar mechanic and radio operator supporting air combat missions over Normandy, Ardennes, and Rhineland, Grandpa Al refused to drive Grandma Bessie to see young John. Grandma Bessie often referred to Grandpa Al as her “second fiddle” to John Sr. Perhaps that’s the reason he refused to drive her. After nineteen years, four months, and twenty-eight days of life, mostly spent at the Muscatatuck State School, John Jenne Jr. died of acute cardiac dilation of the heart. On his death certificate, “Bessie Evans” is listed as his mother, a mom he never knew. It’s not clear whether he knew or remembered his dad, who had died when John Jr. was only eight. (Given John Jr.’s plight, it’s no wonder I only learned of his story while researching this book. We are, after all, a private bunch.)

			 

			While John Jenne Jr. rested in his plot at the Odd Fellows Cemetery in Princeton, Indiana, as the end of WWII in Europe crept closer and closer, Great-Uncle Bud, an “odd fellow” himself, departed Europe for the United States. He landed a few days later at Scott Field in Illinois. Just over a month later, while Great-Uncle Bud finished out his duties, his fiancée fell ill. Grandma Mil got word to her brother that doctors had admitted Lorraine to the hospital, but because she was only his fiancée and not his wife, the army did not allow Great-Uncle Bud to travel to Indiana to see her. While he finished serving his country, just 150 miles away, Lorraine Denison died of shock due to a bowel obstruction. Great-Uncle Bud never got to say goodbye and was not allowed to leave the base to attend her funeral. One of Rudy Ziemer’s competing funeral homes handled the arrangements and burial.

			Strouse & Bros. placed a commemoration in the Evansville Courier.

			[image: ]

			While Great-Uncle Bud mourned, Rudy enjoyed great business success despite the nearly catastrophic car crash. He sold the family home on First Avenue in 1946 as the area turned commercial except for several nearby older homes, like Grandpa Al’s on Harriet Street. Rudy purchased a brand new three-thousand-square-foot home resting on a half-acre lot. The house at 3201 Lincoln Avenue epitomized those on Evansville’s growing and thriving east side, where many residents paid to have their lush lawns maintained. Rudy lived in the house with his mother, Anna, sisters Elizabeth and Agnes Mary, and brother George, a priest. Rudy also rented a home on Roth Road overlooking the Ohio River.

			While the new house surely provided more comforts for the four adult children living with their mother, neighbors found the family dynamic strange. Early in that year, the Ziemer name began, once again, to appear in the section of the newspaper where neighbors often look to find someone they know or maybe the new residents on a fancy block.

			[image: ][image: ]

			Officials eventually dismissed the statutory charge involving sodomy. In exchange for the dismissal, the now thirty-nine-year-old Rudy had accepted the judge’s order to spend at least one year in a St. Louis institution to deal with his affliction.

			 

			As Evansville residents began to see Rudy Ziemer’s name in the paper for something other than funeral notices, they also learned a newly minted doctor had come back to town. After serving as a physician in the armed forces during WWII, Dr. Charles Moehlenkamp opened a practice on the west side of town, and because he often did not charge for services, including delivering babies, he quickly became known as “the poor man’s doctor.” Dr. Moehlenkamp and Rudy Ziemer, both graduates of Reitz Memorial Catholic High School, earned their living and reputations on opposite ends of life’s spectrum.

			 

			Two years after Lorraine’s death, Great-Uncle Bud, age thirty-five, married Doris Mae Ellerbush, daughter of Walter Ellerbush, a co-worker of his at Strouse’s. Doris, age nineteen and a Strouse’s employee, wore a dark blue gaberdine suit with blue accessories and a white orchid corsage. They married at St. Paul’s Lutheran church. Grandma Mil, wearing a dark green suit with brown accessories and a lavender orchid, served as an attendant, as did Grandpa George. Their roles caused quite a ruckus among their Catholic friends, as the Catholic Church forbade members from participating in non-Catholic ceremonies and services. Grandma Mil, a convert, certainly didn’t care, and because she didn’t, Grandpa George didn’t either.

			 

			Rudy’s name again appeared in the local papers, detailing the first time police arrested him for driving while intoxicated. He pleaded guilty to reckless driving and paid a ten-dollar fine.

			[image: ]

			Nearly seven months later and thirteen years after the new Ziemer Funeral Home announcement, Rudy finally got the type of press he craved when he appeared in the Society section wearing a shirt and tie while driving his beloved sixteen-foot Truscotteer speedboat. His mother sat next to him, wearing her Sunday best. As much as anyone, Rudy loved the Ohio River and especially showing off his slick craft at Dress Plaza, where the regatta was held in 1939.

			The shine of that headline dimmed twenty-three days later.

			[image: ]

			A soldier, who had been arrested for the theft of four cars, testified Rudy committed an act of sodomy on or about December 1, 1947. Officials postponed his arraignment. His brother, Ted Jr., paid Rudy’s bond of $2,000.

		


		
			Rainbow Cleaners

			Dry cleaning is neither dry nor clean.

			I often watched Dad and Grandpa dip their thick rubber-gloved hands and forearms into a washer, dryer, or spinner to remove clothes that smelled, to me, like turpentine or gasoline or spray paint or something I could not quite identify. The type that makes your head feel like a helium balloon. At age five or six, I remember thinking this didn’t seem like a fun job, and I didn’t even understand what it meant to have a job.

			If I ever do need a job and must work here, I want the job of opening the firebox door to check the fire, I thought. Inside Rainbow Cleaners, a coal-fired boiler stood tall and round, like a silo, near the back. A red brick smokestack extended out of the building like a sacred statue, or so it seemed to a kid. A silo and a holy figure came to mind because farms and churches dot the landscape in Evansville, like bars and beer halls. Silos, churches, bars, and beer halls summed it up.

			“That’s my grandpa’s cleaners,” I announced when riding by in a car and pointing out the smokestack to friends or family.

			The boiler stood behind two commercial dryers, so the adults had to crouch down between the round dryers, which together resembled a giant pair of binoculars. At five, even I had to bend down a bit to get back there, but it was worth the effort to get one look into that firebox, especially on a cold winter day.

			 

			As the first year of Rainbow ended, Grandma Mil, when not working at the cleaners, which she did six days a week, would have been baking Christmas cookies. Grandma Mil, from whom I got my auburn hair, loved Christmas more than any other holiday and cherished spending that time of the year with Dad and Aunt Kate, who were fourteen and eleven.

			Inside a wood-frame, two-bedroom bungalow with a half-finished attic that served as Dad’s bedroom, Grandma Mil decorated the Christmas tree with C5 multi-colored lights and silver tinsel. A balsa-wood nativity set with ceramic figures, including the three wise men, Melchior being one, rested on a white bedsheet laid out to resemble rolling hills covered in fresh snow. The living room, where the tree stood front and center, smelled like tobacco candles, real tobacco, freshly baked cookies and pine needles.

			Because Grandma baked cookies weeks in advance and stored them in everything from decorative tins to actual cookie jars, the house smelled like Christmas for all of December. Too much temptation for Dad, Aunt Kate, and even Grandma and Grandpa, many of the cookies disappeared before Christmas Eve.

			All celebrations in my family involved booze more than coffee, so Christmas Eve became the time to celebrate and open presents, not Christmas morning. In 1947, Christmas Eve fell on a Wednesday, so Grandpa George closed Rainbow Cleaners early and probably headed to Roy’s Tavern
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