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			For Liza

		

	
		
			
				Those Factories Had Heart-Pine Floors

				When I think of all the wood and people we’ve wasted,

				the piles of fire-bent metal stacked almost as high as the buildings that burned,

				I want to make these words into a handmade knife,

				tapped together in a backyard shed in Bassett or Fieldale.

				Or a skirt sewn without a store-bought pattern,

				lined with a scrap of golden polyester my grandmother would have prized.

				Or a bird dog with a mouth so soft no training quail ever died.

				The loom and the finishing room held us in their spell.

				The lathe turned and turned but we didn’t listen.

				We took all the overtime we could get.

				—Annie Woodford[1]

			

		

	
		
			
				Where you come from is gone, where you thought you were going to never was there, and where you are is no good unless you can get away from it.

				—Flannery O’Connor[2]
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				It is easier to build strong children than to repair broken men.

				—Frederick Douglass[3]

			

		

	
		
			Part I

			Schism
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					Hunter Woodruff, a tenth grader in 2024, had fallen behind in credits at Urbana High School, struggled with truancy, and eventually dropped out of school.

				
			
		

	
		
			One

			Precipice
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					Silas James was lucky to get a scholarship to attend community college, but unreliable transportation turned getting to campus into a regular struggle.

				
			
			It was June 2023, and Silas James had just graduated from Urbana High School, forty-one years after I wore that same insignia. It was a moment that was supposed to be the launching pad for his new identity and new life, as my graduation had been. It was meant to signify a break from the family chaos that had permeated most of his eighteen years.

			Two full scholarships were all teed up and waiting for him at a community college in a nearby city. He planned to become a welder. Companies need welders, he knew. The nation needs welders. The pay was more than anything anyone in his family, save a few drug dealers, had ever made. And this was legit.

			For Silas, manipulating metal and gas wasn’t just a way to get the hell out of Urbana, Ohio; it made him feel like an artist.

			He’d been so nervous about starting college that when I asked if he took a test-drive to Clark State in Springfield, Ohio, the week before, he shot back: “One hundred percent, I drove an hour away just to practice.”

			After his first class, he called me from the cafeteria: He’d just ordered a chicken quesadilla and a strawberry smoothie, and he was thrilled. He loved that he’d flashed his student ID to the cafeteria workers, he loved the sliding-scale health center, and he adored Toni, the mentor they’d assigned to him as a first-generation college student. “Everything you can think of, they have it here,” he marveled. He’d even made a potential new friend in a classmate who wore ear gauges the same size as his.

			And the fact that the college webmaster had posted his photo on the home page during the first week of school? Silas had never imagined that when he was homeless, during long stretches of his junior and senior years of high school, nearly dropping out several times.

			But on the third day of class, the head gasket blew on his Saturn Ion, a beater that was older than Silas by three years. The car was a goner. The next day, a relative he was staying with was injured in a car accident and left the hospital with a concussion so severe she required around-the-clock supervision. Which is how he ended up a college dropout before the end of his first semester’s first week. The family organizing and caretaking had fallen to Silas, as it often did.

			Even his graduation had been a bust. He found himself ruminating on his grandparents, who’d spent four days driving from Texas on the back of a single motorcycle for his commencement, only to skip the ceremony because their vision prevents them from driving at night. He hadn’t seen them since the eighth grade, and at the restaurant they took him out to for lunch, they barely managed three sentences. “They seemed burdened to be here,” Silas told me.

			He thought about his favorite high school counselor, Mrs. Flowers, who came to his graduation party at the city park and handed him a card with $100 cash as the skunk of his relatives’ weed enveloped her. His older sister had gone camping and skipped the festivities altogether. He thought about his truancy officer, Brooke Perry, who’d pulled strings to get the school district to send a van to pick him up from one of his several temporary homes outside the county.

			For years, teachers and counselors had been praying and pulling strings for Silas to graduate, extending shoulders and untold hours of support and sometimes even their spare bedrooms. For his own safety and mental health, they wanted him to get the hell out of Urbana.

			As drum major, Silas wasn’t just the leader of the Urbana High School Marching Band; he was also the student who spent every lunch period in the band director’s office, sometimes crying, sometimes joshing with Mr. Sapp, but always plotting ahead with his favorite teacher about the next band routine, the next test, the next step of his life.

			He’d pursued the drum major position his sophomore year with a single-mindedness that impressed Mr. Sapp. To become the one who led the marching band onto the field and directed songs and twirling routines, there were two requirements: You had to be able to fully execute a back bend, with the feathers of your hat plume kissing the ground; and you had to fit into one of the two drum major uniforms that Mr. Sapp, with his dwindling band budget, could afford to buy.

			“He took it very seriously,” Mr. Sapp told me. “He went to all the clinics, and he practiced and practiced and practiced.”

			The small uniform fit Silas’s 120-pound, five-two frame as if it were tailor-made. Though his legal name was still Elizabeth James, he’d become trans and changed his name during junior year. When we met in early 2023, he was eighteen and just beginning to give himself testosterone injections. He picked the name Silas because it sounded like “silos”; he’d always been surrounded by farmland, always reveled in the way the grain storage towers punctuated the rolling midwestern landscape. His mom chose Cole, his new middle name, from a list of names he’d sent to her in jail. In his heart, he would always be a proudly rural kid.
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					Former UHS drum major Silas James, between work shifts and his community college classes, participated as an alumnus in the 2023 homecoming game.

				
			
			Mr. Sapp often still slipped and called Silas “she” or “Elizabeth” or even “Shug,” the name he went by for a brief period before he landed on Silas. The students all call Mr. Sapp “David M. Sapp, director of bands,” which is a mouthful. It’s one of the many band-kid jokes they make about him, along with ribbing him about his goofy ties and ever-present Crocs.

			

			—

			I could identify with Silas. I too had been a student bandleader at this same high school and came from a childhood with its share of chaos, addiction, and utility cutoff notices. In a region where most of the industry is based on transportation—not far from where Orville and Wilbur Wright first invented flight—I could pinpoint exactly how much a crap car limited a rural kid’s ability to improve their lot. It didn’t just keep you from getting back and forth to your shift job; it had the potential to keep you from arriving at a new and better life.

			It’s not just having a car that actually starts every time that people on the other side of poverty take for granted. My mom struggled to buy me a used trumpet in the fifth grade, paying another family in town for it in monthly installments. While I have never been homeless—mainly because my grandmother next door owned the house we lived in rent-free—I’m not exaggerating when I say it was a miracle that I left Urbana for Bowling Green State University in my mom’s rusted Mustang, praying the whole way that its slippy clutch would not give out. I had the good fortune to leave town before falling into premature parenthood or addiction, both of which have saddled many of my family members for four generations that I know of, maybe more.

			As I got to know Silas, I was struck by how much harder the situation was for him than it was for me. The more time I spent back in my hometown, the more I recognized the unprecedented forces that were actively turning the community I loved into a poorer, sicker, angrier, and less educated place.

			

			—

			It’s not as if Urbana had ever been utopia for me; I was among the poorest kids in my class, and I felt it. Not just as I delivered newspapers from the back of my ten-speed, befriending people up and down the class ladder, but also on my block of South Walnut Street, where slurry voices from inside our house sometimes pierced the joyful noise of our kickball games and hide-and-seek.

			I found refuge in my friends’ homes and on the pleather ottoman inside the living room of my grandma Macy, who taught me to read and write and how to play checkers. I took solace in the public library down the street, the public school I could also walk to, and the women in charge of these sacred places who were my demigods.

			Decades later, around 2015, as my mom began her descent into dementia, I began noticing something different during trips home to see her. Something was rotting beneath the surface of my postcard-cute hometown. It wasn’t just that kids like me weren’t going away to college anymore; many weren’t even finishing high school.

			The newspaper I used to deliver and later wrote for had become a ghost of its former self, no longer employing paper girls like me or much of anyone. Where it used to cover everything from DUIs to city council meetings to fire station fundraisers, readers were now left to rely on press releases and Facebook posts, creating a gaping information void in my community’s understanding of itself. People now knew every detail of what their national political candidates were saying and doing, but almost nothing about the lives of their neighbors.

			A few years ago, an old friend and I were driving around Urbana when we passed a middle-aged man riding a bicycle in the afternoon. When I admired the new-to-me bike path stretching from Cincinnati to Toledo that bisected the heart of our hometown, my friend set me straight: Unless they’re donning spandex, middle-aged dudes riding bikes without helmets signifies they’re on probation for DUI and can’t drive. If I saw those same men sitting on a front porch in the middle of the day, it was safe to assume they were on disability and/or out of work.

			Something was happening to our beloved hometown that didn’t quite fit the pat explanations offered by economists and sociologists, important as they were.

			

			—

			It’s not that the usual way of understanding what happened to a town like Urbana isn’t fundamentally true. It’s just so much more complicated, as invisible and ingrained as the air we breathe and the way we talk to each other—and don’t talk. But yes, absolutely, in my once prosperous hometown, the middle class had imploded by way of technology, offshoring, and the decline of unions, beginning in earnest not long after I left Ohio in the mid-1980s.

			Back then, many homegrown companies were already morphing into international conglomerates. As production moved to countries with cheaper wages, our nation’s leaders talked a good game about training young people for new jobs. But American students fell behind other nations in science, technology, and math, and the free market, freed to send the jobs away, did just that. Politicians from both parties saw globalization as inexorable, just a natural part of American capitalism’s aging process. As long as our 401(k)s were still growing, it was easier to look away.

			France, Germany, and other countries that also participated in globalization haven’t suffered the same levels of child poverty, wage stagnation, or income inequality that the United States has. But that truth is not very palatable. Many Americans, especially those who have the good fortune to be wealthy, argue that low-wage suffering is the cost of national greatness or what economists call creative destruction; that Europe doesn’t have a company like Apple; that it’s one thing or the other. There’s a magnificent cruelty embedded in those sentiments.

			I’ll never forget that moment in the 1970s when my dad landed a coveted union job painting the brand-new Upper Valley Mall in Springfield. For years after, we marveled every time we drove past the shiny white automotive bay doors he’d painted, recalling that rare window when we got to eat T-bone steak. One in three full-time workers carried union cards when I was coming of age, but now that number is one in ten.

			But any real reckoning with all the changes to the American heartland must extend beyond economics. If I lay out life in Urbana today and measure it against life there when I was growing up, the biggest shocker to me is the staggering decline of education, in both the formal and the informal senses of the word. Not just how we acquire skills, but also how we learn to be human beings with each other. How we learn structure and responsibility and ambition, formally but more important through role models, including bosses at after-school jobs, other people’s parents, and, most of all, life-changing teachers—all the bulwarks of a thriving middle class. However desperate my circumstances, it was unthinkable to me not to go to school. School was my sanctuary, the place where I felt most appreciated and most myself.

			How does a community lose contact with its faith in schools? And what happens when it does?

			

			—

			Part of this story is what happens when the middle class vanishes. But another crucial element is something Americans have paid far too little attention to—the fact that government stopped thinking of higher education as a public good and basically privatized it to the tune of $1.75 trillion in individual student debt. At the precise moment we were supposed to be preparing young people for the so-called knowledge economy, tuition skyrocketed. The same countries that held on to their unions have also heavily subsidized, if not outright paid for, higher education and advanced vocational training, including apprenticeships.[1] The United States now falls thirteenth in the world for college completion, behind Russia, South Korea, Canada, and other countries.[2] In the mid-1980s, when I became a journalist, the United States ranked first.[3] From first to thirteenth. Without debate or even much in the way of discussion.

			College has become so out of reach that many Americans have bought the story that they wouldn’t want to go anyway. That flywheel of economic fatalism and resentment has been spinning now for two generations, becoming one of the primary drivers of partisan hatred and inequality, of people feeling resentful and betrayed.

			And of being unevenly informed, judging from the fact that I can no longer talk about the news (even the weather!) with my relatives or many of my high school friends because we don’t agree on the simplest of facts. The more we try, the more we find ourselves flung into opposing corners.

			Our impasse reminds me of that old carnival ride at our county fair, the Gravitron: The cylinder spins so fast that the floor drops, and before you know it, you’re just stuck there pinned to the wall, immovable.

			

			—

			In my hometown, the number of children living in poverty has more than tripled since I left.[4] The number orphaned by the opioid crisis has tripled just since 2015.[5] After the jobs went away, heroin helped itself to my hometown, followed by fentanyl and meth. The result of that one-two punch has been a preponderance of trauma that is overtaxing every system meant to address it. “Backward mobility,” economists call this devastating trend, exacerbated by the Great Recession.

			As corporate profits soared, the median wage for workers, adjusted for inflation, stagnated, and the cost of housing, education, and health care far outpaced inflation. In the four decades between my graduation and Silas’s, inequality grew so dramatically in the United States that the richest 0.01 percent of Americans have accumulated the same amount of wealth as the poorest 50 percent.[6]

			Presidents, governors, and state legislatures defunded higher education under Republican and Democratic leaders alike. The purchasing power of the federal need-based financial aid program that I credit with effectively saving my life—the Pell Grant—is so meager that very few bright poor kids like Silas can afford to pursue four-year degrees.[7] Now the average Pell Grant pays just 30 percent of a poor kid’s public school tuition,[8] far less than what it covered for me.[9]

			As a society, do we care half as much about poor kids getting a leg up as we used to? I’m not sure, honestly. But the defunding of higher ed rarely comes up among the pundit class, which tends to parse economics from their big-city bubbles and fancy colleges, rarely venturing to places like Urbana.

			When I left for college in 1982, the Pell Grant paid the entirety of my tuition, my room and board, and even my textbooks—an investment in my future that I have paid back through taxes many times over. When you consider that the government recoups the money spent on a typical Pell grantee, through taxes on their increased earnings, in just ten years,[10] the gutting of Pell’s purchasing power is extremely shortsighted. But the plundering of this federal program, birthed in the last gasp of America’s War on Poverty, is also rarely discussed.

			

			—

			America’s student-loan debt machine is now larger than Americans’ combined credit-card debt.[11] Think about how many college graduates have amassed five- and six-figure student-loan debts, and yet a third still earn less than half the nation’s median wage.[12] While economists argue that a four-year degree is still the best long-term path forward,[13] only half of Americans participate in any form of higher ed at all.

			When they pulled the ladder of upward mobility away from low-wage families, they took away the thing that soothes misery and distress; they took away their hope. What the free-market boosters failed to account for is that, without the potential for advancement and the general sense that fairness and justice will prevail, our social compact is screwed.

			The more divided our education levels, the more divided our nation.

			

			—

			Something drastically flipped during the course of my lifetime: Some of the fundamental things Americans once took for granted are no longer true. How has this epic shift played out on the ground in places like Urbana? It is no longer unusual to drive through my hometown—once a Union stronghold and a proud stop on the Underground Railroad—and see Confederate flags. I first noticed this in 2020 during trips home to see my mom, whose health had turned for the worse.

			For a decade, I’d also clocked growing tension over politics among my family members and some of my oldest, dearest friends, most of whom now hated “the media,” even though they still loved me and, as I tried to remind them, I’m the media too.

			I had a hard time understanding how we’d even arrived at this moment. These were my people. I didn’t want to write them off, and I didn’t want them to write me off. With my family, the desire to hold even vaguely similar views feels baked into our DNA, not unlike our propensity for sweets (and type 2 diabetes), our terrible nearsightedness, and our premature gray.

			What was my own role in these breaches, and were they beyond repair? What happened to Urbana? And what did that have to do with the fact that a kid like Silas, with his above-average IQ and the hustle to match, was struggling so desperately to catch a break?

			

			—

			In 2023, I was invited to join a media roundtable in the elite enclave of Cambridge, Massachusetts, featuring two dozen journalists who write about the economy, with rural America top of mind. The hand-wringing was intense. A prominent National Public Radio host shocked us all when he said he gave democracy “another two or three years at most.” I was the only journalist in the room who both hailed from and reported on rural America. But it was clear that almost every one of us now lived in bright-blue urban bubbles. (Where I live—Roanoke, Virginia—is now an urban blue dot in a sea of rural and suburban red.) Few in the group had connections to towns like Urbana, where the 2020 stolen-election narrative is so embedded that the town’s community center held showings of the “documentary” 2000 Mules, alleging a vast conspiracy among left-wing nonprofit groups and paid ballot “mules” to steal the 2020 election.

			Having written three rural-centered books about the aftermath of globalization followed by the parallel whammy of the opioid crisis, I wasn’t sure to what degree our national estrangement was Trump’s fault and to what degree the so-called elite—including newsmakers, the media, and a thoroughly deregulated business class—had brought it on ourselves. I left the roundtable with more questions than answers. And I worried, a lot, about potential violence.

			All that weighed on me in the aftermath of my mother’s death, when I could not get over the feeling of being an outsider in my hometown, a place where I had once known people on just about every block of every street. I decided to return in earnest to Urbana, to reengage in its culture and its quirks. I wanted to figure out what the hurdles were today for promising poor kids like Silas James, who was as desperate as I had been to thread the needle of upward mobility. How did my high school go from graduating 186 seniors in 1982, my class, to just 91 students four decades later?

			

			—

			I wanted to see from the inside how politics factored into the lives of the small-town neighbors I grew up knowing, including the people on my old newspaper route and the friends whose parents often helped me—folks who went out of their way to give me rides home from sports and band practices, like the mom who could just tell when I needed a hug because her dad, too, had been an alcoholic. That same mom also made me lunch nearly every day of high school—something I tried to pay forward when my own kids brought home friends who didn’t have rides home or field-trip money or the benefit of a free tuna-salad sandwich.

			I wanted to understand how our sweet class reunion organizer had turned to organizing our former classmates around conspiracy theories like Pizzagate and adrenochrome. (“You didn’t get the vaccine, did you?…Bad move!”) What happened to my old boyfriend, a former reporter and Bernie Sanders supporter who was now spending hours every day watching Russian propaganda on YouTube and prepping for the end-time?

			I want to be clear about something: I don’t think every young person needs to go to college to “save their lives.” This isn’t the damned and the saved. I do think that the more messed up a given family and community are, the more kids benefit from having a chance to step away, to experience a nontraumatic—even peaceful—environment.

			But, of course, by definition, that requires outside help. Like reliably having a roof over your head. Like Pell Grants. Like public school teachers and librarians who stand up for marginalized kids in the face of racism, homophobia, and anti-intellectualism. (In Ohio, the Southern Poverty Law Center now counts fifty hate and antigovernment groups, several of which are devoted to the decimation of public schools.)[14]

			Four years before her death, my mom, a bookish woman who was also my first proofreader, told me I should stop writing about sad things. “You should write a love story,” she said.

			And though my fellow Urbanans might not view it this way, I have tried here to honor my fierce mom’s wishes, with love, by figuring out what happened to my country, my hometown—and my family.

			

			—

			Everyone I spoke to at my Urbana High School alma mater brought up the tiny drum major. “There’s something about him, I don’t know. Even when everything’s in chaos, he somehow manages to do whatever he needs to do,” said Chris Flowers, a school liaison who helps students transition to college, the military, or the trades.[15] She, too, had grown up poor and surrounded by family dysfunction, and she, too, believed that going to college transformed her life.

			When Silas was homeless for most of his junior and senior years, he couch surfed with friends or stayed at his girlfriend’s house even after they broke up, which was crazy in retrospect: One argument ended with the destruction of his cell phone, another with his ex parading a date in front of him at senior prom. His mom was in jail on another round of drug charges, and his dad died of a methadone overdose, combined with COVID and a heart blockage, his junior year. A distant relative had taken in Silas and his siblings for a while, but he ended up in jail on charges related to molesting minors. (Silas was also considering pressing related charges against the man.)
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					Silas and his siblings released lanterns on the anniversary of their father’s death.

				
			
			This was a reality I could not have conceived of in Urbana forty years before, when I knew of no homeless people and certainly no one who’d lost a parent to overdose. But, as I would soon learn, Silas’s level of trauma is not an outlier among Urbana students today. What was different was his ability to make do by turning friends, teachers, and counselors into substitutes for a functioning family, another trait we shared.

			It had troubled his band director that Silas regularly smoked marijuana, but about that they agreed to disagree. “He was self-medicating, for sure,” Mr. Sapp told me. “He started smoking at a young age…. He wanted to forget about things.”

			When Mr. Sapp came to Urbana to teach in 1995, most band kids came from middle- and upper-middle-class two-parent families. Because of school fees, the cost of instruments, and the need for transportation home from after-school practices, the band is now so small that it can no longer spell out the word “Hillclimbers,” the school’s team name, as we did when I marched in it. It’s no longer big enough, even, to spell “Urbana.”

			Now, at the annual homecoming game, the marching Hillclimbers are reduced to scripting out “Ohio.” The best tuba player still dots the letter i, then solos, as the band and audience sing the “Buckeye Battle Cry.”

			Asked if he thought Silas would make it through college after his rocky first attempt, Mr. Sapp was realistic: “It could go either way.”

			Brooke Perry, the homeless liaison, thought Silas had college potential if his living situation could be stabilized, but the math wasn’t in his favor. Even if he ever made it back to Clark State, Silas would be the first among her growing roster of homeless students to even go to college at all.

			His English teacher Cassie Cress, the most prescient of the bunch, prayed that he’d leave the area, because otherwise “his family will just keep dragging him down.”

			Emotions are temporary, Silas kept reminding himself. But first, he had to get through the pain of right now. And right now, he could not muster the energy to put his McDonald’s uniform back on and get back to his drive-through shift. He had a blazing headache and no motivation to talk to anyone or do anything.
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						Cassie Cress, a UHS English teacher, became a lifeline for many struggling students.

					
				
			

			He’d thought about suicide before, but this time was different. This time, with a pocketknife in one hand and a handful of tranquilizers in the other, he had a plan.

			In his mind, he kept replaying the awkward meal with his grandparents. He didn’t think their lack of connection stemmed from his being trans; surprisingly, they seemed okay with that. It was more that they wanted a relationship with him, but like many fractured families in America today, including my own, they had no idea how to pull it off.

			Neither did Silas. The precipice was so wide he could no longer even picture the other side. He spread out the forty pills in front of him.

		

	
		
			Two

			Trust
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					When I left home for college in 1982, Mom knew I would likely not be moving home again. But she tried to keep our drop- off moment light.

				
			
			My mother was used to hard work, and her dying was no exception. Felled by a stroke the week of the 2020 election, she was already in hospice by the time I made the seven-hour drive and landed at her bedside. Her kids and grandkids took turns rearranging her pillows, wetting her lips with a sponge, and watching for changes as her small chest heaved, her breath uneven and crackling. It was the height of COVID-19, and we could only visit in pairs, fully masked and gowned.

			Mom had always been the glue of our family. She was stubborn, no-nonsense, and rock-solid, her footfall so pronounced that the floor vibrated when she moved from her kitchen sink to the stove. If you were a teenager with a hangover, she was not above vacuuming the carpet in front of your bedroom door, over and over, until you hauled your ass out of bed and commenced being a productive human being.

			Now she was a wisp of a thing, unable to speak or even squeeze our hands. An institutional gown hung from her bony frame, and her shoulder-length hair was all wrong, nothing like the cropped cut she’d always worn. The philodendron on the windowsill of her memory-care unit was spindly and parched—the last remnant of an arrangement I sent when she moved into assisted living two years before. In her right body and mind, Mom would never let a houseplant go dry.

			I watered the vine and hugged my torn-up siblings and my niece Liza, who lived closest and helped coordinate Mom’s care, bringing her chocolates and other essentials every week. But for the life of me, as our matriarch lay dying, I could not produce a single tear. While my relatives wept for days, I couldn’t help but see Mom’s transition as a welcome relief from the indignities of her dementia. She was due her rest, and now here she was, powering through her death just as she powered through her life, getting the damn job done.

			

			—

			Not long after I came along in 1964—the midlife accident, the youngest by far of four kids—Mom became our family’s primary breadwinner. When the bills got paid, it was on Mom to pay them, even if that meant showing up at the VFW hall on Friday nights to snag Dad’s infrequent paychecks before he drank or gambled them away. Sometimes she took me along, the two of us intuiting that the sweet spot of catching Dad in a decent mood sat somewhere between the second beer and the fifth. If we timed it right, he might even invite us to join him at the dark, smoke-filled bar, setting me up with a cold Coke and a pack of cashews, and Mom with a Miller Lite. I loved going there because the entrance to the club had a secret passcode and a two-way mirror to keep nonmembers out. In the staid small town of Urbana, Ohio, it was a tiny whiff of Mission: Impossible.

			The night I was born, Dad won a hundred bucks gambling at the VFW, but Mom never saw a dime of it. For generations, women in our family suffered from the burdens of addiction, poverty, and what I now see as the broken masculinity of their men, though we never had such an elevated term for it; it was just what we knew.

			Mom was born to an alcoholic father and a mentally ill mother, then had the bad luck to marry another drunk—a junior-high dropout who served in World War II. They met at the Dayton filling station where he worked, in boom-time America. An early photo at a bar shows them dark, handsome, and lithe, Dad with a cigarette and drink in the same hand.
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					Sarah and Ted Macy, not long after Dad came home from World War II.

				
			
			Dad was mainly an absent figure in my life. My oldest sister, Terry, fifteen years my senior, will tell you he was not a bad person, and that is her truth: When she was sixteen, he borrowed a truck to drive her to Columbus because she’d won tickets to a Dave Clark Five concert. It was winter, and he sat patiently outside the arena, a six-pack of beer on the floorboard of the truck, while she enjoyed the show.

			By the time I was that age, he had emphysema and late-stage alcoholism, and sometimes he turned mean, once beating me with a bent coat hanger he’d been using to scratch the itch beneath his cast. He’d broken his leg in a bar fight at Spainie’s, another of his regular watering holes. After Terry married and moved out, one night in an alcoholic rage Dad wanted me to know that Terry had always been his favorite child and I was a slut. Such eruptions were rare and impossible to predict, so I avoided him mostly and adopted a kind of vigilance in the form of a knife I sometimes tucked into my back pocket as I vowed to myself, after the hanger, that he would never touch me again.

			I stayed out late partying with friends, and several times I “borrowed” my brother’s car at the age of fifteen to buy beer at Dickie Pooh’s Drive-Thru when the ABC agents from Columbus—“the staties,” we called them—weren’t in town. You could tell when they were by the unmarked white van they parked around the corner. Back home, I’d refill the fuel I used with gas from our lawn mower can, and I never got caught.

			Trying to get a rise out of me, my dad had picked the wrong slur: I admit to sometimes being a wild child, but I didn’t sleep around.

			Dad did not bother attending my high school graduation, nor did I bother asking him to come. Terry remembers him as some benign cross between Fred MacMurray and Otis the town drunk, but she never had a school friend laugh at her as he described watching Mom prop up our fifty-year-old dad, walking him from the bar to the car.

			She never made a joke about forgetting to buy Dad a Father’s Day card, only for him to snap, “That’s okay. You’re probably not my kid anyway.”

			In my thirties it took a therapist to acknowledge my suffering but also to note, “It’s better that you were more neglected than abused; it could have been worse.” She added, “As a writer, being an outsider helped you notice things other people don’t.”

			When I told her my parents’ preferential treatment of Terry made me so resentful that I once peed in a bottle of Terry’s favorite perfume, she howled laughing and said, “You were one angry little girl.”[1]

			

			—

			It fell to the women to do the business of running the family, mowing lawns, paying bills, and shredding cabbage for slaw. It was Mom’s idea, when Dad’s truck was about to be repossessed, to keep it idling in the driveway overnight, temporarily stymieing the repo man who showed up to retrieve it, only to find the truck with its tank on E. Mom despised that truck, because Dad had traded in her car to buy it in one of his late-night bar deals. (“It doesn’t even have bumpers!” she fumed.)

			Occasionally Dad would bring home a mess of bluegill he’d caught when he should have been working, though he left it to Mom to scale, gut, and fry up the fish. After the truck was repossessed, Dad’s boss gave him a beat-up sedan, which he hand painted using leftovers from his scant few house-painting jobs. (His friends called him Shaky because it was said that he could paint a perfectly straight line even with the DTs.) He made the top half tan, the bottom Day Glo orange. If there was a worse-looking car in Urbana, Ohio, in 1977, I challenge you to find it.

			As a teenager, I refused to ride in it, except for one fishing trip to Muzzy Lake. On the way home, Dad’s fishing poles rattled against the metal minnow bucket in the back of the two-toned car as he, my mom, and I sang along to “Ya picked a fine time to leave me, Lucille” on the AM radio. The requisite bottle of Wiedemann’s was lodged between Dad’s knees, which were bony and frail, like the rest of him—his emphysema morphing into lung cancer.

			As far as fond memories with Dad go, that’s my one and done. Thanks, Kenny Rogers.

			

			—

			When the economy was good, Mom soldered airplane lights at Grimes Manufacturing, the company that dominated our town for most of the twentieth century. It was founded in 1933 by Warren G. Grimes, a ninth-grade dropout and consummate tinkerer who’d talked his way into a job at Ford Motors by lying about his age. Grimes ended up inventing the red, green, and white navigational airplane-light system still in use to this day. By the time I was growing up, everyone called him Old Man Grimes because he basically ran the town, serving not only as its largest employer by a long shot but also, for a time, as mayor. He gave away much-coveted Ohio State University scholarships to employees’ kids, bought radio equipment for the Urbana Police Department, offered free haircuts to employees, and opened a downtown movie theater, the Gloria, naming it for his daughter. To help school nurses examine students for ringworm, he donated a cockpit light.
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					Warren Grimes made his mark on Urbana and on worldwide aviation practices.

				
			
			But he also maneuvered to keep Interstate 75 from being built too close to Urbana—to block the arrival of competing factories that could force him to raise wages.[2] When the Japanese automotive maker Honda was casting about in western Ohio for a spot to open its first American factory in 1979, it chose nearby Union County, even though its county seat of Marysville was much smaller than Urbana at the time. But Union had a nearby interstate, U.S. 33, connecting it to Columbus as well as to multiple other highways. Marysville’s growth nearly quadrupled, making it one of the fastest-growing communities in Ohio, while Urbana’s remained flat.

			

			—

			From the beginning, farming was baked into our region’s landscape. It’s for good reason that we produced the likes of A. B. Graham, a nationally known educator and agriculture luminary who created the youth program 4-H, which stands for head, heart, hands, and health. If the word “wholesome” started with an h, Mr. Graham would have surely included that too.

			With fertile soil and plentiful rivers and creeks, Champaign County was from the beginning an alluring place to raise livestock and to grow wheat, grain, and corn. (“Champaign” is a derivative from the French word meaning open, flat country.) A pioneer town, founded by land speculators eager to exploit the new Northwest Territory and chartered as the county seat in 1805 on former Shawnee land—near the longtime home of Chief Tecumseh—Urbana was for a time the nation’s largest settlement between Cincinnati and Detroit, with aspirations to become the next Pittsburgh. Initial plots sold for $1.25 an acre,[3] drawing New Englanders seeking relief from rocky soil and Virginians who were tired of banging their hoes against the tobacco-depleted earth.

			Once Tecumseh’s people were killed or pushed farther west, the land-hungry migrants, many of them Germans, English, and Scots-Irish, were deeded land; some as payment for their Revolutionary War service. Leaders at the time liked the idea of dividing Americans into two classes—plebs rustica and plebs urbana. The former lived in rural districts and were farmers, while the plebs urbana lived in villages and tended to be artisans. The name Urbana, then, was intended to give the town a leg up and a sophisticated air. In its first decades, Urbana was the nation’s No. 1 producer of brooms and was also known for its carriage and cigar making.[4]
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					Early-morning fog lifts as the sun rises over a Champaign County soybean field.

				
			
			In its initial growth spurt, it was also an important staging headquarters for the U.S. Army during the War of 1812, with Ohio’s governor setting up shop at Doolittle’s Tavern on the public square. From that spot, a seventy-year-old freed slave named Richard Stanhope was dispatched to deliver war provisions to army troops in Detroit. Stanhope had been George Washington’s valet, fighting alongside him and standing at his bedside as he drew his last breath. Rewarded with a four-hundred-acre land grant, Stanhope was among the rush of people, Black and white, making their way to Champaign County’s prairie-like landscape,[5] a “promised land” for the oppressed, the downtrodden, and the poor, its lush soil seen as the ticket to independence and wealth.

			

			—

			A prominent stop on the Underground Railroad before the Civil War, the county also attracted the state’s most famous runaway. Addison White had fled slavery in Kentucky and never quite made it to Canada’s promised land, settling just east of Urbana in Mechanicsburg, a village full of New England Quakers and known abolitionists. The town’s residents liked White so much that in 1857 they ended up buying his freedom for $950 from his former enslaver, after months of legal and physical battles with the posse charged with capturing him. At the time, White lived and worked for the region’s busiest Underground Railroad conductor, Udney Hyde, a Vermont native who sheltered 517 runaways in his time.

			Once White’s freedom was secured, he stayed on to help Hyde with farm chores as well as to serve as his “night conductor.” The pair hid runaways in cellars, attics, and stables and inside hay-covered wagons. They coordinated their secret passage to Canada with other like-minded Ohioans. Building a trapdoor to the cellar in the bedroom of his log cabin and a platform inside his well where they could hide, the irascible Udney Hyde told people he was “breaking the laws of man but keeping the laws of God.”[6]

			

			—

			Animosity over slavery divided the county from its earliest days. The western half—now home to the far-right congressman Jim Jordan as well as one of the lead January 6 insurrectionists—was then home to pro-slavery so-called copperheads who favored “states’ rights” in the lead-up to the Civil War. In the eastern half, a person like Addison White could walk free even after his enslaver traveled from Kentucky to Mechanicsburg to reclaim him, in clear violation of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850. One runaway recalled being told that “I could travel in broad daylight if I’d hold up my head and act free.” White railroad conductors liked to taunt slave hunters by yelling, “Run, boys, run,” when no runaways were there, and area farmwives gathered in sewing circles to make new clothing for runaways who arrived with their garments in tatters after weeks of walking through brush, hiding in thickets, and swimming across streams.[7]

			During one antislavery meeting in nearby North Lewisburg, “rowdies from the town would come with drums and literally drown us out so that we couldn’t hear.” At other times, the dueling Virginia and New England camps threw eggs at each other and got into fistfights over slavery at local pubs.[8] Churches splintered over the issue, too, as pro-slavery residents dismissed Urbana as a “black abolition hole.” But the work in Ohio, home to the busiest Underground Railroad terminals in the nation, became vital to ending slavery. It inspired Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, which built antislavery support that became part of the groundwork for the Civil War.

			When it came time to tally votes in the 1860 presidential election, Lincoln won Champaign County with 2,325 votes, edging out Stephen A. Douglas (1,810).[9] By that time, Addison White’s story was so well known that it caught the attention of Frederick Douglass, who befriended him, invited him to his home in Rochester, New York, and later recruited him to serve with the Fifty-Fourth Massachusetts Infantry, the Union’s first Black regiment. Their bravery was heralded in the film Glory. Of the 3,235 Champaign County men who served the Union—an above-average proportion, roughly half of them volunteers—578 didn’t return.

			In 1870, a statue of a cavalryman was cast from a bronze Civil War cannon and erected in Urbana’s picturesque public square. With his head bowed in sad meditation, the figure has one hand resting on his hip and the other on his saber hilt. The Man on the Monument, as he is known, faces north on U.S. Route 68 to symbolize the Union’s victory and the hope that all the suffering would one day mend our nation’s tattered fabric.

			When I began my home-going project in early 2023, I did not yet see how brittle that fabric had become.

			

			—

			In the Champaign County where I grew up, no one mentioned Addison White. Few paid much mind, either, to the downcast Man on the Monument erected to honor the local men, Black and white, who’d helped to save the nation and abolish a disgraceful institution.

			In 2013, a biracial classmate of mine, Mark Evans, finally got a historical marker for the Underground Railroad placed in Urbana in honor of his Black, Native American, and white ancestors who helped run it. But no one spoke about Charles “Click” Mitchell, a Black man who was accused of raping a prominent newspaper publisher’s widow and lynched for it. In a photo taken of the 1897 lynching, Mitchell’s battered body hung from a maple tree, above a crowd of smiling and jeering young men who displayed the twenty-three-year-old’s corpse in the courthouse yard later that day.

			When Evans tried
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These Grimes Aircraft Lights and many others in our complete line
fly with our boys on every fighting and bombing mission. Through
cloudy skies and flak-filled night, they help guide them to their

objective and safely home again.

Many of these lights-have been developed by our engineers to meet
specific requirements of the air forces. Others are war adaptations
of original Grimes peacetime types. All have proven the soundness
of their basic design under the most trying conditions ever faced by

lighting equipment.

This "trial by fire" will serve us well in designing the aircraft lighting

we shall offer commercial' and private flying when peace comes.

GRIMES MANUFACTURING COMPANY, Urbana, Ohio
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