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To my family: This is a testament to the grace and mercy that have carried us through every challenge. Faith, forgiveness, and love have shaped our journey, reminding us that no setback is greater than God’s grace and mercy. I dedicate this to my family and friends, embracing the scars that tell our stories—because when we learn from them, they become beauty marks. May our faults and successes serve as lessons in growth, self-awareness, and resilience.

—Deland McCullough

To my parents, who have always given me unconditional love and support, and who taught me to be curious and kind.

—Sarah Spain





    MAN IS NOTHING ELSE BUT WHAT HE MAKES OF HIMSELF.

    [IT IS A MATTER OF CHOICE, NOT CHANCE.]

-JEAN-PAUL SARTRE







PROLOGUE

Mark Twain famously said, “The truth is stranger than fiction, because fiction is obliged to stick to possibilities.” What to make, then, of the strangest of truths? The stories that defy possibility. How do we reconcile the uneasy feeling that something more than just coincidence must be at play?

We start by giving these stories meaning, and thus power. We search them for messages and lessons to be learned. We seek out the source of their authorship.

Sometimes we call it magic. Or fate.

Sometimes we call it destiny. Or God.

No matter what we call it, these stories make us look up at the stars and wonder. There are few stories that will make you wonder more than the true, strange story of Deland McCullough.


NOVEMBER 12, 2017

It was a warm November evening in Southern California, the sun’s heat lingering in the air hours after it had set. Forty-four-year-old Deland McCullough got home from work to find his wife in the kitchen holding a thin envelope from the Pennsylvania Department of Health.

“It’s here,” she said, handing it to him gently.

Deland took a deep breath. He couldn’t believe his entire identity could fit in a simple white envelope. He wedged a finger into the back, carefully ripped open the side, and pulled out the letter, half-expecting it to be written on gold leaf or in calligraphy. It wasn’t. It was just a single typed page, in black and white, but it was everything.

“This is it,” he said quietly, almost in disbelief. “It’s my birth certificate.”

The sheet of paper contained just forty-two words and eight numbers. Forty-two words and eight numbers that would change his life forever.


NONCERTIFIED COPY OF ORIGINAL BIRTH RECORD

DATE OF BIRTH: DECEMBER 01, 1972

DATE ISSUED: NOVEMBER 7, 2017

NAME GIVEN AT BIRTH: JON KENNETH BRIGGS

PLACE OF BIRTH: ALLEGHENY COUNTY

PARENT: CAROL DENISE BRIGGS

AGE: 16

    PARENT: INFORMATION NOT RECORDED

    STATE FILE NUMBER: 150296-1972

    DATE FILED: DECEMBER 14, 1972

    SEX: MALE



“My name is Jon Kenneth Briggs,” Deland said. “Baby Jon.”

“My mother’s name is Carol,” he said as he read, almost whispering. “She was sixteen.”

“It doesn’t list a father.”
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CHAPTER 1

Deland knew this was a real bad fight. He’d never seen his stepfather so angry. And he’d definitely never seen him with a gun. As usual, his mother didn’t seem to have any interest in calming things down. Deland was too young to understand what their fights were about, but he knew that his ma, Adelle, liked pushing people’s buttons and escalating things. Setting fires just when things seemed to be calming down. She loved hard and would do anything for her kids, but she could be rough around the edges. Friends and family called her Ma Barker—shoot first, ask questions later. Sometimes literally.

It seemed like John and Adelle were always doing something or other to make each other mad. Deland didn’t like their yelling, but he could deal with it if it meant John would stick around. They had a good life. They were off food stamps, their furniture was paid for, and he didn’t have to wear those hand-me-downs the kids at school ragged on. They had settled into a routine that felt like family, and Deland worried that if his mom and John didn’t get through this, John would leave. Like the last guy.

Deland kept his eyes fixed on the gun as John rocked back and forth in the driver’s seat of their 1976 Ford Gran Torino, red with the white stripe, just like on Starsky & Hutch. They were parked in the garage, but the car was still running. The house was right there. Deland was only seven, so what did he know, but he wondered why they couldn’t at least get out of the car and talk about this inside. Or, even better, talk about this later when tempers had cooled. Deland pressed his body up against the leather of the back seat and wondered if he could somehow press hard enough to melt through the seat crack, slide out the trunk, and run away. He looked over at his brother Damon, four years older than him and the toughest person he knew. But Damon suddenly looked very small.

“Go get my gun off the side of the house,” Adelle said. She was talking to Damon but she never took her eyes off John.

Deland held his breath as he watched Damon disappear inside, down the breezeway and back, reemerging holding Adelle’s silver pistol with the green grip. It felt like time stood still as he watched his mother and stepfather trade threats, guns waving back and forth, but the exchange didn’t actually last more than a few seconds. Neither John nor Adelle really wanted that mess. Eventually they all got out of the car and went inside, John and Adelle bickering as they went, the two boys racing off to their room. Deland didn’t remember ever seeing John’s gun again, but the fighting certainly continued.

And Deland’s worries were well-founded—within a year, John was gone. When he left, the good life left too.

Adelle had met John Comer at the bowling alley, a favorite haunt for them both. You could find them playing in a league at one of several local lanes almost every night of the week. Adelle was a tiny woman with brown skin, bright eyes, and high cheekbones. She looked sweet but she was a firecracker.

Never short on suitors, she was popular for her intelligence, her outgoing personality, and for toeing the line between churchgoing mom and flirtatious rule-breaker. She’d had a wheezing sort of cackle ever since she was a girl, like her breath ran out every time she laughed. It always made her seem older than she was, like she’d seen some stuff. John didn’t have a particularly electric personality, but he was steady and kind. He was medium-height and well built, with tawny skin. Damon always said he looked like Bootsy Collins’s older brother Catfish from Parliament-Funkadelic.

After they married in 1978, John moved into Adelle’s house at 46 Allerton Court, on the east side of Youngstown, Ohio. John took on the responsibility of helping raise Deland and Damon, and sometimes his children from his first marriage, Dee Dee and Lil’ John, would come over to play. It wasn’t until years later that they all realized Adelle and John’s first wife had been best friends as kids. Youngstown could be like that—sometimes it felt so small, like everybody knew your business, and sometimes it felt like there might as well have been an ocean between you and someone living right across town.

John was Adelle’s second husband, a hopeful second chance. It started off well, with a honeymoon in Niagara Falls they enjoyed so much they took the boys back in the fall. They all visited the Guinness World Records Museum, wore out the waterslide in the motel pool, and donned ponchos to ride under the falls on the famous Maid of the Mist boat. The good times didn’t last long, though. The marriage soon devolved into constant bickering and not enough good there to fight for. Deland liked John enough to hope they’d work things out. There was just something about John’s voice when he and Adelle would argue; inasmuch as a little boy can pity a grown man, Deland pitied him. Deland thought John was just a guy doing his best. And he knew firsthand how overbearing Adelle could be when she was arguing her side of a fight.

Damon was a different story. Never much liked John. Never forgave him for forgetting him at the football field one day when he drove a bunch of the boys home after a game. By then John had accidentally backed the Gran Torino into the fire hydrant at the bottom of the driveway, so he had moved on to a brand-new dove-gray Dodge Diplomat with burgundy leather interior. Not that Damon got to enjoy the leather that day—he had to get a ride home from Coach Hightower in his van. Damon was a self-proclaimed mama’s boy who always took Adelle’s side, so he was never gonna let John off the hook for that, or for any grief he caused either one of them. He knew Adelle had a temper sometimes, and the last thing he wanted was someone else who boiled over when things went sideways. And John could boil over.

One time the four of them went to see an air show at the Youngstown airport. Organizers anticipated a far smaller crowd than the one that arrived that day, and the open field set up for viewing was already full even as a line of cars sat in bumper-to-bumper traffic on the highway waiting to get in. Adelle, John, and the boys were in that line of cars. The longer they sat there without moving, the angrier John got. Eventually it became clear that they were going to miss the whole show. He put the car in park, got out, opened the trunk, and started throwing the folding chairs they’d brought into a ditch on the side of the highway, putting a little more muscle into each chair until he sent the last one flying all the way onto the berm past the ditch. He screamed a few unintelligible words and then announced that he was walking home. Adelle yelled at him to come back but he ignored her and kept walking. She got in the driver’s seat and drove the boys home in silence.

One time after another big blowup, John’s brother Richard was over at the house while John was out. Adelle started venting. “He’s got that quick fuse,” she told him. “And he’s selfish. He just can’t seem to put me and the boys first.” Richard had heard this plenty. “Our mother raised John to be a king,” he said. “He’s always had his way and he’s always gonna have to have his way. And because of that he don’t know how to put anyone else first. He don’t even know how to love anybody else.” That line stuck in Adelle’s head for weeks.

Damon got so frustrated with John and Adelle’s fighting that at one point he called across town to Grandma Maretta, Adelle’s mom. “This ain’t even worth saving, Grandma,” he told her. “Can you just come over and end it for them? I don’t wanna hear it no more.” He was only eleven but he thought he had it all figured out. Little did Damon know things could get a whole lot worse than a bunch of hollering.

John was a good gift-giver; Damon had to give him that. In fact, John was responsible for the boys’ best and most memorable Christmas. It was December 25, 1979: Eleven-year-old Damon got his first ten-speed with disc brakes and seven-year-old Deland got the first BMX bike of any kid in Lincoln Knolls, their neighborhood just south of McElvey Lake and north of Roosevelt Park. It was a 1979 Mongoose Supergoose, silver with red padding and a red seat. John got the boys a pinball machine that year too.

It was also the Christmas when the boys learned the truth about Santa Claus. Ever since they could remember, Deland and Damon had a tradition they called their Christmas morning hug. They would meet between their beds for a hug and to say “I love you” before going down for presents, buzzing with excitement and squeezing each other with anticipation over the goodies they’d find under the tree. That particular year, John and Adelle had bought so many toys they weren’t done putting them all together by the time the Christmas hug was over and Damon and Deland came racing down the stairs. The boys got quite a shock, but it only hurt for a minute—who cares about Santa when you’ve got a brand-new BMX?

John was an especially generous stand-in for Santa because he had a great gig over at General Electric. It was one of the best jobs you could have those days in Youngstown, where jobs were suddenly very hard to come by. So hard to come by, in fact, that even little boys caught up in toy trucks and football knew there weren’t many men in town making good money anymore. Two years earlier everything had changed in northeast Ohio’s Mahoning Valley. September 19, 1977: Black Monday. Youngstown Sheet & Tube announced the closure of a large portion of its steel plant. More than five thousand people lost their jobs that day, and that was just the beginning.

On the occasion of the fortieth anniversary of Black Monday, former Youngstown Sheet & Tube salesman Lou DeSimone told Belt magazine about the day everything changed for the thriving steel town.


I knew immediately it was going to be bad. A rule of thumb was that for every steel mill job there is, there are approximately four other jobs in the community, anything from telephone operators to dry cleaners to bartenders. It wasn’t just the 5,000 people who lost their jobs, you had another 20,000 that were going to lose their jobs through the next year. I knew that was going to happen, and I knew it was going to be devastating. You take 25,000 jobs out of here, people are going to leave.



Changes in the steel manufacturing process and competition from international manufacturers had been threatening Youngstown’s steel industry for decades, and as large conglomerates bought out local owners in the mid-1970s, they discovered outdated mills that would need expensive upgrades to meet new U.S. pollution regulations. Without a vested interest in the community, it was easier to shutter the mills and do business elsewhere. So they did, one by one. And suddenly a city of people that could tell time by the sound of the steam whistle saw Youngstown become the face of deindustrialization.

“The open hearths tapped out and shut down,” former Brier Hill Mill worker Gerald Dickey told Belt of the shock of the Black Monday news. “Then they shut down the blooming mill. The guys cleaned out their lockers because they weren’t coming back, and as they crossed the bridge to leave the mill, a lot of them just threw their bags right into the river. The mills were finished.”

The mills had quite literally lit up the sky in Youngstown and when the industry buckled, the city went dark. Within five years, fifty thousand jobs were lost. At the peak of the steel industry Youngstown boasted a population of nearly one hundred seventy thousand and had some of the highest homeownership rates in the United States. By 1990 the city’s population had dropped below ninety-six thousand and Youngstown had the coldest housing market in the country. What happened to Youngstown was so dark, so sudden, so painfully American that Bruce Springsteen even wrote a song about it. “Youngstown” begins by telling the story of the steel city making the cannonballs to help the Union defeat the Confederacy and later manufacturing the tanks and bombs to arm America in foreign wars. But when the soldiers return home and the mills are closed, the workers view the damage done by the corporate owners on par with the devastation of war.


Well my daddy come on the Ohio Works when he come home from World War Two

Now the yard’s just scrap and rubble, he said, “Them big boys did what Hitler couldn’t do.”



The steel industry was the most powerful force in Youngstown, but a close second was an unusually ingrained Mafia presence. Youngstown was in a good spot, sitting at the halfway point between Chicago and New York City on Interstate 80, about sixty miles southeast of Cleveland and sixty miles northwest of Pittsburgh. Beginning in the 1930s, mob-run casinos, brothels, and bars thrived, supported by the dollars of successful steelworkers and folks whose businesses and shops were propped up by a thriving economy. Youngstown was too small to have its own mob family but did big enough business to draw interest from warring families in Pittsburgh and Cleveland. In the 1950s, Mafia hits, car bombings, and “disappearances” were common around town, but limited to the shady figures involved in organized crime. When Charlie “Cadillac” Cavallaro and his eleven-year-old son were killed by a car bomb in late 1962, things shifted. The people of Youngstown were enraged that an innocent kid had been caught up in mob dealings. More importantly, the incident caught the eye of the feds and Youngstown started to get an unfortunate national reputation.

The March 9, 1963, edition of the Saturday Evening Post ran a story about Youngstown with the headline “Crimetown, U.S.A.: Youngstown Has Had 75 Bombings, 11 Killings in a Decade, and No One Seems to Care.” Noted crime journalist John Kobler authored the piece, writing, “The Youngstown area exemplifies the truism that rackets cannot survive without two basic conditions—the sanction of police and politicians, and an apathetic public. Here those conditions have combined to produce a breakdown of the democratic process. Buffoons and incompetents succeed to important civic posts. Officials hobnob openly with criminals. Arrests of racketeers are rare, convictions rarer still and tough sentences almost unheard-of.”

The “Crimetown, U.S.A.” nickname stuck, and seemed even more fitting when the plants closed and the city fell into depression. As the steelworkers who had frequented the Mafia-owned gaming halls and establishments all began to move away, organized crime got more desperate and more violent. But who was left to fight it? Without the steel mills, it felt like the mob was the only company still hiring. David Grann detailed the resulting collapse of Youngstown’s middle class in a piece for the New Republic titled “Crimetown USA: The City That Fell in Love with the Mob.”


If prosperity had brought the mob to the valley a half-century earlier, depression cemented its rule. The professional classes that did so much to break the culture of the Mafia in Chicago and Buffalo and New York in the 1970s and ’80s practically ceased to exist in Youngstown. Much of the valley’s middle class either left or stopped being middle-class. And so Youngstown experienced a version of what sociologists have described in the inner city. The city lost its civic backbone—its doctors and lawyers and accountants. The few upstanding civic leaders who remained were marginalized or cowed. Hierarchies of status and success and moral value became inverted. The result was a generation of… kids who worshiped the dons the way other children worshiped Mickey Mantle or Joe DiMaggio.



The mob’s control of the city’s top officials in the late 1980s and early ’90s was almost unprecedented. Grann writes:


[Youngstown was] a place where the Mafia still controlled a chief of police, the outgoing prosecutor, the sheriff, the county engineer, members of the local police force, a city law director, several defense attorneys, politicians, judges, and a former assistant U.S. attorney; a place whose residents had grown so used to a culture of corruption that they viewed it casually, even proudly; a place, in a sliver of America, where a malignant way of life was left largely untouched for almost 100 years.



It was this Youngstown, a half-century deep in the clutches of the mob and newly adjusting to economic collapse, that was home to Damon and Deland during their formative years.

They weren’t old enough at the time to understand the long-term effects Black Monday would have on their hometown, but they saw and felt the change over the years. In their own neighborhood, stores closed down and city-funded holiday displays and events disappeared. They overheard plenty of talk about the lack of good jobs and saw plenty of salacious news stories about the drugs, city corruption, “disappearances,” and violence. In fact, the details of the biggest, most shocking stories were nearly impossible to miss. Like the story of John Magda. Just twelve days after the boys’ memorable 1979 Christmas, the body of the forty-two-year-old Pittsburgh Mafia associate was found in a garbage dump in nearby Struthers, Ohio, wrapped head to toe in duct tape. They learned on the news that he had first been immobilized by a stun gun, then wrapped up in the tape like a mummy and left to suffocate to death.

That’s what you get for talking.

Crime of all kinds was omnipresent in East Youngstown, where the boys lived. Petty theft, drug deals, murders—everybody in the neighborhood was either caught up in something or trying to keep their kids from getting caught up in something. After decades of prosperity, Youngstown suddenly wasn’t a place that made good headlines anymore. But America would always turn its attention back to the Mahoning Valley when there was another incident like the one that killed Cadillac Cavallaro and his son. In fact, car bombs rigged to explode when the ignition turned on came to be known across the country as “Youngstown tune-ups.”

If you were a poor kid growing up in “Crimetown, U.S.A.” in the early 1980s, you knew the odds were stacked against you. Life would be tough and, most likely, life would be small. Stay outta the muck and you’ll feel safe enough most of the time, but don’t go looking for big money or big opportunity. Temper your dreams, learn to accept your circumstances, and keep quiet about other people’s business. Matter of fact, best to keep quiet about your own business too. Try not to make things even harder for your family by chasing trouble, complaining about what you don’t have, or asking for more than just enough.
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Damon and Deland




CHAPTER 2

One day not long after John and Adelle divorced, Damon gathered his mother and brother together and gave them a speech that reflected a maturity well beyond his twelve years. “With the steel jobs gone there’s no good cats out there,” he said. “Everybody’s taken. Stop having your happiness depend on these bums, Ma. It’s just going to be us three. It ain’t about no man no more.”

He tucked his shoulders back and stood up as tall as he could—not much more than five feet at the time. Even as a kid Damon was a dead ringer for Adelle—same compact body, same big toothy smile, same wheezing laugh. “We got this,” he said. “It’s always going to be about us. And no matter who else come through here, this part of life is over. We controlling our own destiny. And I got you. I got both y’alls’ backs.”

Young as he was, Damon’s wisdom came from experience. John wasn’t the first guy he had seen leave; he’d watched his own father go just a few years earlier. He was six and Deland was just two when A.C. McCullough walked out. Now that was the marriage worth saving, Damon thought—even Grandma Maretta agreed. (She told Adelle as much for years after.) Back when Adelle and A.C. were together, 46 Allerton Court had been the party capital of the neighborhood, full of friends and family and music—always the best music.

A.C. was a popular radio deejay at WHOT, Youngstown’s home for rock and roll, and he got promotional records from the hottest bands around before they were available to buy. Marvin Gaye, Booker T. & the M.G.’s, Stevie Wonder, Sly & the Family Stone. They had the best sound system, the nicest house on the block—right at the end of the cul-de-sac—dozens of friends, and, most importantly, a young couple in love who served as enthusiastic hosts. On any given weekend Damon might be running around the cookout out back or dancing along to Curtis Mayfield’s “Super Fly” in the basement with extended family. It seemed like the house was always full of a couple dozen aunts, uncles, cousins, and those close enough to be called cousins.

Damon’s first memory was of moving into that white ranch house on Allerton Court in 1971. Adelle and A.C. hadn’t planned on leaving their old apartment at Eastway Terrace, but after they lost their baby Alex to an intestinal birth defect just twenty-eight days after he was born, Adelle refused to go back. Damon remembered her bringing home a little white plastic dove from the funeral, packing everything into the back of the car, and setting off for a fresh start. He didn’t know that A.C. never once visited Alex in the hospital, or that Adelle had to force A.C. to go to his own son’s funeral. There was a lot Damon didn’t know about A.C. back then.

Since she was a teen, Adelle had been writing down baby names and dreaming of having up to a dozen kids. She felt as though God’s purpose for her was to be a mother, to raise and care for children. After Alex passed, she and A.C. were advised not to try for any more kids, so they started serving as temporary foster parents. For a few months those kids helped heal her heart. Then, in January 1973, she got a call from their social worker about a month-old baby boy at a Methodist orphanage in Pennsylvania, the only Black baby up for adoption in the nearby counties. They didn’t have a lot of money at the time, but they were deemed financially responsible enough to take in a child. They had good savings and Adelle had a background in accounting, so their books were tight as the lid on a honey jar.

A.C. and Adelle, twenty-five and twenty-three at the time, went to Pittsburgh to meet the baby. When a staffer from the adoption agency lifted the little boy out of his bassinet and put him in Adelle’s arms, he woke up and looked right into her eyes. She felt an instant connection—mother and son. They had been calling him Jon at the orphanage, but they said she was welcome to name him. Adelle stared into his big, dark eyes and decided on Deland, a name she had read meant “dark eye.”

Damon was there when Adelle and A.C. officially adopted baby Jon that March and renamed him Deland Scott McCullough. About four years old at the time, Damon wanted to look his best when he met his little brother, so he picked and patted his Michael Jackson–inspired Afro and straightened the lapel of his suit before peering into the green and white bassinet. When he saw Deland, he broke into a big smile imagining all the things he could teach him. When it came time to close the case, Damon sat on the judge’s lap and got to hit the gavel on the desk to bring Deland home. He wasn’t sure why this baby didn’t start in his mama’s belly, but he didn’t care. He was getting a new brother—and he was positively giddy about it.

The McCulloughs were still recovering from the loss of Alex, but they were happy to be a family of four again. Adelle loved having a baby in the house. She doted on little Deland, staring into his eyes and talking to him all day. Early on she took him to the doctor with a concern that he never seemed to stop eating. “He eats huge!” she said, shaking her head. “They gave me a baby with worms or something!” Compared to baby Damon, it felt like Deland was already eating like a teenager. “He just likes to eat,” the doctor said, laughing. “He’s just fine.”

Damon was a happy kid. He organized his comics and lined up his model cars, waiting for the day Deland would be old enough to play with him. In the meantime, any time he could be around A.C. was a good time. It was A.C. who bought Damon his first bike, a little red Schwinn with the big high handlebars and a curved black seat, and taught him how to ride it in the driveway. Damon would go watch A.C. and his WHOT coworkers play in a local baseball tournament run by Youngstown construction millionaire and pioneer of the suburban shopping center Edward DeBartolo Sr. He’d hang out in the basement while A.C. and his brothers practiced boxing, spinning their gloves over and over on the taut cowhide of the Sugar Ray Leonard speed bag they’d bought over at Hills department store in the plaza. Later Damon and Deland would use those same gloves for boxing matches with the neighbors in their garage, the perfect size for a makeshift ring. They would re-create fight scenes from Rocky or playact as Joe Frazier and Muhammad Ali in The Thrilla in Manila.

A.C.’s job gave him access to tickets for local concerts, so there would be stacks for Parliament-Funkadelic or the Monkees on the table in the basement. Plus, Adelle’s family was full of musicians—piano, guitar, xylophone, the spoons, you name it—so they knew all the local musicians and even some of the touring bands coming through town. Between A.C.’s job and Adelle’s family, that meant trips to a lot of concerts at Idora Park, affectionately known as “Youngstown’s Million-Dollar Playground,” and Damon got to tag along. At five or six he wasn’t yet tall enough to ride the Wild Cat, a three-thousand-foot wooden roller coaster that ranked as one of the top ten coasters in the world, but he could go backstage with Adelle to watch the shows in the big open-air ballroom. All of Youngstown’s young, hip folks would gather, showing off their new paisley shirts and bell bottoms from McElvey’s department store. On the best nights the bands would keep the party going by heading back to Allerton Court to have a home-cooked dinner and party with A.C., Adelle, and the rest of the crew.

Damon loved being in the mix, whether he was giving a high five to Smokey Robinson or touching the basement ceiling with a lift from Tiny Tim.

Another highlight for Damon and Deland was the time A.C. got them on the famous television show Romper Room. The show had both a syndicated national version and its own local franchises, with the Youngstown franchise hosted by Miss Anne Bowman and taped at the local WKBN-TV Studios. The show’s mascot, Mr. Do Bee, was a giant bumblebee that taught the kids manners by telling them things like “Do be a good student for your teacher” or “Don’t be a chair tipper.” After the show all the kids in attendance “graduated” from the Romper Room School, receiving a diploma confirming that each boy and girl had been a “Good Do Bee.” Damon and Deland treasured those certificates with Mr. Do Bee on them for years. Adelle cared more about the message they learned there—who and what to be and, more importantly, who and what not to be.

She would have to rely on that second bit more and more as she raised her boys through difficult times.

With all the music, parties, and people, Damon thought Allerton Court must be the best and happiest house in Youngstown. Whatever time and attention he got from A.C. felt like more than enough, but Adelle knew that A.C. was changing. He had been ever since he lost his job at Commercial Shearing and got hooked up with the folks at the radio station in June 1970. A.C. had some experience working for the Armed Forces Network when he was in the Army, so WHOT started him out working weekends. He was the first Black disc jockey the station had—though Adelle thought they were only willing to hire him because he sounded white. It didn’t take long for A.C. to get some afternoon opportunities and eventually his own show during the coveted morning drive.

The radio station became his whole world. He loved being a local celebrity, and boy did he love the attention from the young women of Youngstown.

Adelle heard the stories of the prostitutes who got called to the radio station at all hours of the night. A.C. told her not to come to the concerts he emceed, but sometimes she would drive over to the venue only to find him flanked by little white girls who barely looked eighteen years old. One night she sat him down and told him, “At least don’t bring the philandering home or do that mess in front of the children,” but one day Damon came home crying after A.C. was hugging and kissing on a girl at a local basketball game. That day Adelle told A.C. he wasn’t allowed to take Damon anywhere without her. He didn’t respect their home and didn’t respect her. She couldn’t believe she had to parent her husband as much as her sons.

Over time the lies hurt Adelle less than keeping quiet about them.

Everybody acted like A.C. walked on water, and she knew she couldn’t say anything different. Adelle was raised by an old-school woman who taught her that wives should just grin and bear it. What happened in your home wasn’t meant for other people to know. Maretta doesn’t wanna hear no moanin’ about my marriage, she would tell herself anytime she was tempted to complain. Adelle knew Maretta was fooled by A.C.’s charm, impressed by his radio job, and, frankly, a little jealous that A.C. had gotten Adelle that nice house on the cul-de-sac when she was still waiting for a big house of her own.

So Adelle tried to keep A.C.’s behavior quiet and keep up the image of a perfect family as best she could. She understood you just didn’t talk about that sort of thing.

Plus, Adelle could remember when she was still charmed by A.C.

Heck, she fell for him back at East High even though he’d already had a baby by another girl. “That girl was stuck on stupid,” she would later tell people about her high school self. But it was too late now. She was going to keep this family together. She wanted her sons to grow up in a steady, two-parent household.

More importantly, she wanted to keep Deland from being doubly scarred—having never met his biological father and then losing the only father he did know to divorce. Not that Deland knew A.C. wasn’t his birth daddy yet. Adelle was still trying to figure out how and when she wanted to drop that bombshell.

For all her attempts at patience, Adelle’s temper could get the best of her when A.C. would act up. One time when Damon was only about five years old he remembered A.C. trying to climb through the window after Adelle locked him out for some foolishness. Damon awoke to yelling and went down to the kitchen to see A.C. trying to back his way in—his butt and legs dangling over the sink—with Adelle standing in wait, that silver pistol with the green grip in her hand. That time she didn’t use the gun, but another night she got so mad at A.C. she shot through the wall of the house. Just to make a point.

Things really started to unravel when Adelle’s father, William “Sonny” Van Cobb, had a stroke. Damon was six and Deland was almost two, so friends and family helped out at the house while Adelle went to visit her dad in Columbus. As Sonny’s health continued to decline, Adelle and her cousin decided to bring him back to Youngstown, where he could live in the house at Allerton Court. A.C. refused, demanding that they put him in an assisted living facility, but Adelle told A.C. he would sooner end up in a nursing home than her daddy would.

Adelle finally gave up on A.C. when she felt he had lost his way with God.

Like many others in the late 1960s and early ’70s, Adelle had been dabbling in transcendental meditation. Celebrities like the Beatles and the Beach Boys were raving about the teachings of the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, who did a series of world tours and presentations teaching people the simple power and profundity of japa, mentally repeating a mantra. A devout Christian, Adelle saw the practice as a way to better pursue inner peace and be still in God’s presence. The way A.C. and the guys were doing it at the radio station worried her, though. She believed that if you didn’t have the right intention while your spirit was out there opened up, any entity could attach to you. Even demonic ones. She would hear A.C. chanting on the phone with his work friends and swear they must’ve crossed over to the satanic side.

One day when they were fighting about it, A.C. told Adelle, “I don’t need God, wife, or children.” No amount of protestation from Grandma Maretta could convince Adelle that this man was worth fighting for. He had to be dragged to his own son’s funeral, couldn’t keep his hands off other women, barely showed any interest in Damon and Deland, and now he was saying he didn’t need God? It was time to go. And when he went, in March 1975, taking all the money with him, Maretta said to Adelle, “Well, child, what did you do wrong?”

After they separated and A.C. moved out, Adelle had to explain to the boys why he wasn’t living at Allerton Court any longer. Never one to sugarcoat things, she told them straight up that A.C. didn’t want to be a husband or a father anymore. The way Adelle had learned it, God was the real head of the household anyway. “I’m gonna tell you something,” she said to the boys. “I cannot be your mother and your father. I’m your mother. You have a Heavenly Father. That’s number one. And He will never, ever leave you and will always be there for you. So y’all focus on that.”

A.C. tried every way he could to avoid paying Adelle child support and alimony, including trying to get custody of the boys. He sent the health department to Allerton Court, telling the judge overseeing their divorce that she was an unfit mother who had the kids around roaches and rats. He went along with a few visitations early on—took them out to lunch or for a drive—but one day things changed. Damon and Deland were standing at the door ready and waiting when A.C.’s red Mustang pulled into the driveway. Before they could even take a step toward the car, A.C. had put it in reverse and driven away, leaving the boys wondering what they had done wrong. Later A.C. told the judge that Adelle wouldn’t let them out of the house that day. She wasn’t following their custody rules, he said, so he shouldn’t have to pay child support. It was all a stunt to avoid paying his share. A stunt he put the boys right in the middle of.

Visits were all but nonexistent after that. A few weeks before Christmas the next year, A.C. called out of the blue and told the boys he’d take them out shopping. They were thrilled. Deland, who was all of five years old, wasn’t even excited about the toys, he just loved the idea of going out shopping with his dad. He and Damon were dressed and ready more than an hour early, perched on the couch so they’d be able to see his car pull in. When A.C. picked them up he told them plans had changed a bit. He drove to the local fitness center and sat them down just outside the glass of the racquetball court. They sat there for more than an hour watching him play with a couple of friends and then he dropped them back at the house empty-handed. Damon wrote him a letter sharing how disappointed he was that A.C. would spend their rare bit of time together with his friends instead. A.C. accused Adelle of putting him up to it.

The divorce took two and a half years to finalize, and A.C. spent the whole time fighting his court-ordered payments, so Adelle and the boys had to get by on food stamps. Well, food stamps and the money she made selling marijuana.

Adelle’s half brother Ben had made friends with a Mafia-affiliated drug dealer in nearby Campbell who fronted her the first couple of pounds to sell. Eventually she got into a rhythm, selling only to family members or friends. Her cousins would come to the house for every sale to keep her safe from attempted robberies, and if anybody brought a stranger with them to pick up the goods, they weren’t gettin’ any goods that day. Adelle sold weed for two years to buy food and clothes for the kids and finish the layaway payments to keep their beds, couches, and other furniture. She got quite a reputation around town with both dealers and buyers for her sharp tongue and tough attitude. Small but mighty. Not to be messed with. Determined to provide for her boys and even more determined to not get caught.

Times were tough without A.C.’s income, but Adelle worked hard to bring joy to her boys and surround them with family. Grandma Maretta and her second husband, Hubert, would come over often and hold court in the living room with Sonny, talking about all the latest goings-on in East Youngstown.

Sonny would take the boys to the bowling alley where Adelle worked the fryer some nights, serving them plates of chicken wings in between their games.

The parties continued at Allerton Court, with or without A.C. and Smokey Robinson. In 1976, when the United States celebrated its bicentennial—the two-hundred-year anniversary of the adoption of the Declaration of Independence—Adelle threw the biggest Fourth of July party East Youngstown had ever seen. There was the usual—all kinds of barbecue and apple pie, drinks flowing, and games in the yard—but she took it up a notch with the fireworks that year. She went to Pennsylvania to get the good stuff that was illegal in Ohio. You’d have thought she was trying to compete with the big Macy’s fireworks display down at Hills.

Deland and his best friend, Tony, who also lived in Lincoln Knolls, sprinted back and forth down the big side yard with sparklers in hand and did tank races on the sloped driveway, lighting the ends of the red, white, and blue tanks and cheering for the sparks and smoke and the crackle of faux gunfire.

Later they’d make way for the adults, who shot the big fireworks from two giant tree stumps in the yard. Damon remembered looking up that night and seeing nearly a dozen people who had climbed up on the roof of their house to get the best view of the show, darkened silhouettes illuminated against the sky every time a firework exploded above them.

When Adelle met John Comer she stopped dealing and settled back into a comfortable routine, welcoming the help she desperately needed and the love she craved. It felt like she and the boys had gotten through the worst of it, but she knew she was keeping some very big secrets from them that she wasn’t yet ready to share.
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CHAPTER 3

ADELLE

Adelle Marie Van Cobb was born in Youngstown on December 6, 1948, to William “Sonny” Van Cobb and Maretta Dorothea Walls. Sonny already had two teenage sons, Billy and Ben, and he and Maretta had three children of their own, Adelle, Tamara, and Gregory. When Adelle was six years old her parents divorced, and a few years later Maretta remarried. She and her second husband, Hubert Dois Clardy, bore two more children—Maurice and Hubert Jr., whom everybody affectionately called “Yub.” That’s seven kids total, if you’re keeping count.

Maretta worked at General Electric, and it was her claim to fame that she once got to meet future president Ronald Reagan, who made appearances at GE facilities around the country as part of his contract hosting the television series General Electric Theater. Maretta famously didn’t cook or keep house; she was a beauty queen and Sonny was more than happy to treat her like royalty. Sonny was in politics, working for the mayor’s office in Campbell when Adelle was born and later running for mayor, though he didn’t win. He was also a businessman, running a club on Wilson Avenue that was a front for the Mafia. Sonny had a good relationship with the Italians and the Greeks, kept his business associates happy, and was successful enough to buy two homes, one for Maretta and the kids they shared and, right across the street, another house for his ex-wife Rachel and their two boys, Billy and Ben. Adelle spent a lot of time at both houses and felt as though she grew up blessed with two mothers.

When Maretta married her second husband, Hubert, Adelle got another father too. Maretta, Hubert, Adelle, Tamara, Gregory, Maurice, and Hubert Jr. all lived in Maretta’s mother Edna Armstead’s house, a big old house at 950 Rigby Street. Rigby had nine bedrooms on three floors and most days at least fifteen people lived there, plus a few dogs. Everybody called Edna “Mawn” and she was the matriarch of not just the family, but the neighborhood. She had her union card from working in the steel mill, but worked just as hard at building a big extended family of East Siders. If you joined the family—by blood, by marriage, by someone taking you in—you were part of Mawn’s clan and welcome at 950 Rigby forever. In fact, Sonny moved to Columbus to work for Senator Charles Carney and when he’d come back to Campbell he’d stay at Rigby, sleeping a few doors down from Maretta and Hubert. No jealousy, no drama. Once family, always family.

Adelle was put in charge of keeping her four younger siblings in line. Tamara, Maurice, and Yub all listened to her most of the time, but she and Gregory fought like cats and dogs. He was the funniest person in the family and usually stayed in line, but didn’t take to being bossed around. Adelle wasn’t much for rules either. When she got to East High School and started running around with the boys, Maretta said she was too wild to be trusted. Adelle was allowed only as far as the front porch without supervision, right up until she left for college. Of course that didn’t keep her from starting up a relationship with Alexander “A.C.” McCullough, who was a year ahead of her at East High. Tall and confident, popular and always smiling, A.C. already had a son with another East High classmate but Adelle was too head over heels to care. Maretta thought all her rules would keep her wild child safe, but Adelle wanted to be able to make decisions for herself.

A.C. left for the Army, and soon after Adelle was thrilled to get some independence too, going to study business and accounting at Central State University, an HBCU in Wilberforce, Ohio. She was only seventeen when she left—turning eighteen at school that December—and was enrolled in a work-study program. In her second year at CSU, the Black Campus Movement arrived in Wilberforce. Beginning in 1965, African American students at nearly a thousand colleges and universities had begun organizing and demanding a more diverse education, with more Black professors and Black history courses. On November 2, 1967, a few months into Adelle’s sophomore year, a Central State sociology student named Michael Warren spoke at a rally at nearby Wilberforce College, looking to drum up support for CSU’s Black Student Union, Unity for Unity. When Wilberforce president Rembert Stokes arrived and met chants of “Uncle Tom,” he shouted back, “If you students want to call me an Uncle Tom, then I’m an Uncle Tom.” Warren fired back, “When the revolution comes, I will kill you.” When informed of the threat, CSU’s president expelled Warren and walked him off the Central State campus with a warning of arrest if he returned.

Warren did return, on November 13, and when the local sheriff was called he arrived to find fifty students blockading the building in which Warren lived and several hundred more students looking on. They refused to let the sheriff through to make the arrest. Roughly three hundred National Guardsmen were called to the scene, where they joined local forces in facing a growing number of Central State students who threw rocks, bottles, and a few Molotov cocktails at the officers, shouting “Black Power.” Adelle called Sonny from a pay phone in the hallway of her dorm, crying, and followed his instructions to hide under the bed until the riot ended. Within a few hours the forces withdrew, taking with them nearly one hundred arrested student activists, including Warren.

That April an already tense campus broke open with grief after the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr., who had been given an honorary degree at CSU a decade earlier. Adelle joined students by the hundreds who gathered for a memorial in the Central State gymnasium, then linked up with students from Wilberforce College to march down US Route 42. An estimated 1,500 marched peacefully and mostly silently, occasionally chanting “Long live Dr. King, down with racism, up with equality” or singing “We Shall Overcome.” They marched to Xenia, Ohio, a suburb of Dayton, before turning back to return to campus and continue demanding meaningful change in education.

Adelle never graduated from Central State. She got pregnant with Damon, and by the fall of 1968 she was living back in Youngstown, starting a life with A.C. Damon arrived before they got married, earning Adelle plenty of judgment from the particularly pious folks in the neighborhood.

Over the years Adelle and the boys spent a lot of time over at 950 Rigby, attending Bible study or playing in the big yard while Hubert mowed the lawn and Maretta made dinner. Damon and Deland learned a lot about faith and commitment from their grandparents; they saw what a married couple who stays together looks like. Adelle was named after Sonny’s mama, Adele, who founded Shiloh Baptist Church over on Bright Avenue in Campbell. The church where both Damon and Deland were baptized. Where Maretta was the first female minister and Hubert was a deacon. In addition to being the spiritual center of the family, Hubert worked hard over at the Republic Steel mill, setting an example of discipline and dedication for Damon and Deland. In addition to her work at General Electric, Maretta also hosted a weekly “Spiritual Moment” on local television.

Maretta and Hubert instilled in Adelle a faith she wanted to lean into but from which she often strayed. Nine-fifty Rigby was the place for spiritual practice, for your godly self, while Adelle and A.C.’s house represented the other side of the coin for folks in the neighborhood. Allerton Court was the place where people were people—flawed human beings. The place where the parties happened and folks did the things they’d ask forgiveness for come Sunday. At Allerton Court you could be yourself, comfort yourself, or lose yourself during tough times. Rigby was where you went the next day to get yourself right.

Adelle learned that her wild side—the one her Christian brethren had condemned—was forgiven when her house was full of booze, music, and dancing. Everybody loved a free drink. If being the life of the party was the answer, she’d be that. She didn’t need to be perfect, or holy, or fake. And she didn’t need to let anyone get close enough to judge her; she could hold court telling stories and pouring drinks. If anybody wanted to pass judgment on her choices, they could go tell someone else about it. And she wasn’t gonna bother anyone with the shit A.C. was putting her through; she’d just shove it all down and put on a smile. Everybody’d better watch themselves, though: that smile could flip in an instant.

Adelle didn’t find out until her early twenties that some of her family members had wild sides of their own. In fact, some of the branches on her family tree bent in a different direction than she’d been told. Notably, a close relative was raised to believe that the man who fathered her siblings was also her father. When the girl turned eighteen and was told otherwise she was surprised, but not upset. The elders of the family had always made the message clear: family was as much about who raised and cared for you as it was about DNA. The way Adelle saw it, a baby was a blessing no matter how it came to you—or by whom. Family was what you made it. She grew up with two mothers, two fathers, six siblings, and an endless collection of aunts, uncles, and cousins. There were no step-anythings or half-anythings or baby mommas or baby daddies. No qualifiers needed. Just family.

When in doubt, Adelle’s parents told her, trust in God and that He’s got a plan. In fact, when baby Alex died Maretta told Adelle just that. “Jesus got you,” Maretta said. “Trust his plan and get over it.” The way Adelle heard it, whatever suffering you’re dealing with, you gotta figure out how to put it behind you. We just don’t talk about that sort of thing. Adelle didn’t know if any words could have helped her heal in that moment, but “get over it” definitely didn’t. “Let go and let God” might have felt like a solution for generations of family before her, but it didn’t feel like comfort when she looked at the empty bassinet in the corner.

Adelle was deeply affected by the language and responses modeled in her family system. A family system is the group of people someone grows up with and even those who came before they were born—the folks who established the patterns and behaviors that continue to get passed down through the generations. The language and messaging of that family system is the family’s emotional DNA. Family patterns expert Judy Wilkins-Smith describes emotional DNA as “the blueprint for the system we and our ancestors have created. This blueprint is a set of patterns and outcomes based on past events and decisions. As our lives unfold, we repeat versions of these patterns that may have been created generations ago…. Following patterns is often our way of belonging in the system. It is deeply unconscious, yet faithfully and blindly repeated.”

“For example, ‘I will never speak my mind again, it’s too dangerous’ can become a pattern of withdrawal and a repeated behavior of not sharing thoughts or feelings,” Wilkins-Smith continues. “On the other hand, positive patterns can emerge from events in our past and our ancestors’ lives. In this case, you may see a pattern like, ‘In our family we all become successful doctors.’ Simply put, events and decisions about them create imprints that become blueprints for the way systems
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