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CHAPTER  1

Cornfield Rules


[image: ]




Growing up in the Midwest, I have learned a lot about life. 

Over the years, reflecting back, I learned a lot about myself and others too. 

I still have much to learn, but the basics were developed in a small town.

In our neighborhood, trash day wasn’t just trash day. It was a weekly personality check.

Everyone pretended they didn’t care. In reality, everyone cared.

There was a correct time to roll out your trash can: the night before, after dinner, late enough to look normal, early enough to look responsible. If you put it out too early, you would look anxious. Like you’d been thinking about that garbage can since breakfast. Planning for it, waiting for it. 

If you put it out too late, you looked like the kind of person who says, “I’ll get to it when I get to it,” and then wakes up to the sound of the truck leaving your dreams behind along with your cans in the garage.

The moment everyone heard someone’s trash can rolling in the distance, the whole street turned into prairie dogs. Scurrying to get their collection to the finish line.

“Oh, ok” you’d think, peeking through the blinds. “They’re doing it.”

Then you’d do it too—but casually, not rushed. Like you were already going outside for something else. Like you had a business reason to be near your trash can.

You’d roll it to the curb and look around with an unconcerned expression, “Nice day today”.

And if your neighbor was also out there, you’d exchange the Midwest greetings, small enough to avoid conversation, clear enough to count as decency.

“Hey there Bill” you’d say in silence.

“I see you Bob” he’d say in the same language.

“We’re not going to talk about this” you’d think.

“Nope, not a word” he’d retort.

People say the Midwest is quiet. That’s true—but it’s not because we have nothing to say, we’re just too busy getting things done.

In my hometown, bragging was allowed only in emergencies. If you talked big, somebody would stare at you like you had spinach in your teeth. Then they’d change the subject to the weather, which is the Midwest way of saying, “We are not doing this today.”

And the weather really could be a whole conversation in itself. It wasn’t small talk. It was survival planning.

“Looks like snow,” a man would say, standing outside in a coat that had seen better years.

“Yep,” another man would reply, like he personally knew the clouds.

Then both of them would stare into the distance for a full minute, as if the sky might confess its intentions to them.

That’s what I grew up in: quiet, practical, honest. Sometimes funny on accident. Sometimes funny on purpose, but never loud about it.

If you’ve never lived in the Midwest, you might picture cornfields, tractors, and people saying “ope” a lot. That’s accurate. But there’s another thing too—a steady kind of goodness.

The Midwest has an unspoken belief that character matters more than charisma. You don’t win people with speeches. You win them with follow-through. You win them by returning a borrowed tool without losing the one tiny socket that makes the whole set feel incomplete forever.

When you’re a kid, you don’t label it. You just breathe it. It becomes your normal.

We had rules that were never written down: respect your parents, don’t waste, don’t act better than people. If you made a mess, you cleaned it. If you made a mistake, you owned it. If you borrowed something, you returned it clean—sometimes cleaner than you got it.

None of it was dramatic. Nobody was giving inspirational talks with music playing in the background. The lessons showed up like chores, like common sense, like the same gentle correction repeated until you finally got it.

And I mean repeated.

My parents were patient most of the time, but they were never uncertain. If I had done something wrong, it was addressed quickly, thoroughly but with loyal love. There was no movie-scene yelling. There was no long courtroom debate. Not that there was not discussions. We had them like all families, some stronger than others, but our parents were the parents, raising their children with the same values my grandparents had passed down—each of them simply trying to improve on what they were given. Difficulties were addressed with the same overall goal:

“That wasn’t right. Let’s fix it.”

In our house, punishment was simple. No speeches. No negotiations. You just got grounded—and then you got assigned to the garden. Two hours in the tomato patch can do a lot for a young person’s character, especially if that young person is thinking about a football game happening somewhere else without him.

I learned early that consequences can be calm. They don’t have to be scary to be effective.

My dad left for work early. I mean early-early like “the birds are still asleep” early. He’d step out into the dark, start up a tired old car, and drive off like it was normal to be responsible before sunrise.

He never made a big deal out of it.

That’s what made it a big deal.

I would go with him sometimes, along with my brother. Honestly, we were always agreeable because we knew there may be a caramel pecan roll from the local bakery in the deal.

Sometimes yes, sometimes no. We usually came out even though.

Even when we did not go with him, he would get home in time to wake us his own special way.

“Daylights in the swamp” or “daylight is burning, you going to die in bed.”

Dad didn’t talk about work ethic. He just had it. He didn’t talk about being a good father. He just was. He fixed what needed fixing. He kept the wheels on our life.

My mom kept the house running. She did it with a steady that seemed to be easy, which is how you know it wasn’t easy. She carried a whole household with sure hands and a sure heart even with five young ones in tow.

My mom had a way of doing ten things at once without making you feel like you were a burden. She could cook, clean, listen, and solve a problem, all while making you feel like you mattered.

That isn’t a small skill.

That’s leadership.

If you have a mom like that, you already know: the real hero in your childhood didn’t have a cape.

She had a grocery list and a laundry basket.

I grew up watching quiet heroes. People who didn’t post about it. People who didn’t announce it. People who would actually feel awkward if you called them heroes.

They’d correct you and say, “Nah. I just did what I was supposed to do.”

That sentence right there is the Midwest.

Our neighborhood was full of quiet help. If someone’s car wouldn’t start, you didn’t post about it. You walked over and brought jumper cables. After connecting them you would say, “Try it now.” 

When it started, you nodded like you personally knew electricity and had just convinced it to cooperate with you.

In wintertime, the neighborhood had its own system too. If you were the first one awake after a snow, you shoveled. Not just your own driveway. Sometimes you did your neighbor’s sidewalk too. Not as a statement. Just because you could—and because you knew they’d do the same for you.

That’s the kind of place that builds character.

And it builds that character in a sneaky way.

Because you don’t realize you’re being shaped until you leave.

Then you go somewhere else and notice little differences. You notice how some people talk like they’re selling themselves. You notice how quickly people quit when something is inconvenient. You notice how often folks treat truth like it’s optional.

And you think, Oh. Back home, that was doing something good. I just didn’t know what to call it then.

Being super is holding down a steady home, learning from calm consequences, quiet help, and being cared for by adults who do the right thing so consistently that kids start to think it’s normal.

Super doesn’t require a cape.
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CHAPTER  2

The Code of the Wave
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If the Midwest had commandments, they wouldn’t be carved in a stone. They’d be taped to the fridge in someone’s handwriting.

“Cleanup after yourself.”

“There is no trash fairy, take the garbage out.”

“Pick up the kids...again.”

“If you don’t like dinner, tell us what you’re making.”

But there is another part of the Midwest that people don’t mention as much.

It’s not just quiet.

It’s careful.

We don’t waste words because words mean something. If you say you’ll do something, you do it. If you promise to do it, you deliver. If you can’t, you explain. You don’t just evaporate like a bad Wi-Fi signal.

Growing up around that wires you a certain way.

You start to feel itchy when you’re late. Guilty when you forget something small. You can be sitting in a perfectly good restaurant and suddenly remember you didn’t return a phone call—now your food tastes different, because your conscience has pulled up a chair and wants to discuss it.

That’s the Midwest. Built-in responsibility.

Sometimes it’s a gift.

Sometimes it’s a rash.

But I’d rather have that than the alternative. Because a person with no sense of responsibility is hard to trust—and trust is the whole point of community.

One funny thing about truly solid Midwestern people is that they don’t know they’re solid.

They’ll say, “I’m just a regular guy,” while quietly being the kind of guy who holds a whole family together.

Compliment them and watch the escape attempt.

You say, “Hey, you did a really good job.”

They’ll shift their weight like you just offered them a microphone on a karaoke stage at a fancy Japanese restaurant.

They will get uncomfortable for a moment and say, “Just doing what I’m supposed to do.”

Or the classic: “It is what it is.”

Or they may simply say, “Oh... yeah... I mean... it was nothing.”

Nothing?

My friend, you just rebuilt my entire deck.

Sometimes I want to grab people by the shoulders and say, “Bud. You can just say ‘thank you.’ You won’t burst into flames. The corn won’t judge you.”

Midwest is simple like that.

And then there’s the “don’t waste” rule, which was basically part of every small-town code of ethics.

We didn’t waste food.

We didn’t waste light.

We didn’t waste water.

We didn’t waste money.

If you left a room with the light on, it was like you’d committed a small crime.

“Who left the light on?”

Not a question.

A warning.

If you want to see the whole philosophy put into practice in one place, go to a grocery store.

Even the ugly vegetables get sold. 

Speaking of grocery stores, you can learn a lot about people in the grocery store parking lot.

Take some time and watch what people do with their grocery carts.

Midwest etiquette is to share your cart with the next person coming in or getting out of their cars.

Wherever you shop for food, shopping carts reveal who people are.

Some people return the cart.

Some people push it onto the curb like it’s a canoe.

Some people leave it in a parking space like a trap for the next innocent citizen.

And you see it and think, so this is who you are.

Returning a cart is one of the purest forms of doing the right thing. Nobody’s watching. No reward. No trophy. You do it because it’s decent.

But if you hand off a shopping cart to someone coming in the store as you are leaving, then you feel better about getting that apple pie that was not on your shopping list.

Sometimes I’ll see a cart rolling toward a car in the wind and I’ll catch it like I’m playing defense.

I’ll park it and think, “Somebody’s deductible is safe today.”

It’s not just to be nice, but its also practical. 

But it did make you feel like a hero, even without a cape.

Hard earned money is not meant to be wasted on a $100 dent from a stray shopping cart in the grocery store parking lot.

When you grow up with a modest budget, you learn early that money has weight, not heavy and depressing, but careful. Like it should be held with two hands.

I learned it in small details: packed lunches, generic cereal, hand-me-down clothes. Not because my parents were cheap, but because they were wise.

They didn’t spend money to impress people who didn’t care. They spent money on what mattered: bills, food, a safe home.

Money wasn’t a toy in our house. It was a tool. And tools aren’t for showing off. Tools are for keeping your life from falling apart.

Nobody’s impressed by a hammer.

They’re impressed when the shelf stays up.

We had generic brands.

And the truth is... some generic brands are better.

But you can’t say that out loud, because people get emotional about name brands. You’ll start a fight in the cereal aisle.

I remember going to a friend’s house and seeing the fancy cereal. The real stuff. The one with a mascot. With the shiny box. With the confidence.

I felt like I was in a museum.

I poured a bowl like I was handling a valuable resource.

I ate it slowly.

Not because it tasted better.

Because I respected the experience.

Then I went home and ate the generic cereal, and it was fine. Not tragic. Not punishment. Just cereal—doing its job.

Small things can teach you big lessons. And there were always big lessons coming from small places in the Midwest.

Most of those lessons had some part of physical labor connected to them.

Mowing lawns.

Cleaning up.

Helping a neighbor.

Odd jobs.

It’s not glamorous, but it’s real. It teaches you something: you can earn. You can do something useful and get paid.

There’s nothing like being a kid with a lawn mower.

You feel powerful.

You feel like you own a business.

You push that mower like you’re running a corporation.

Meanwhile you’re sweating, the mower is half working, and you’re doing math like a tiny accountant:

“If I mow three lawns a week for ten dollars each... I will have thirty dollars.”

Which feels like wealth.

Thirty dollars to a kid is basically a retirement plan.

I was basically Warren Buffett, but with grass stains.

Then you realize gas costs money.

And suddenly you understand adulthood.

You understand why your dad sighed sometimes—because everything costs something.

Even the thing that earns the money.

You don’t need to have a cape to benefit from a lesson like that. 

And the lessons did not always involve work, sometimes they were learned by being confronted with hard decisions.

One thing I appreciate about my upbringing is this: when you mess up, you don’t pretend you didn’t.

You face it.

You fix it.

You learn from it.

We didn’t do lying—not because we were dramatic about it, but because lying makes your life complicated.

The situation becomes a project. Complicated.

And the Midwest does not enjoy a complicated project.

I remember a moment at a store when I got too much change back.

Not a giant pile—just enough to make my stomach drop.

Because I knew it wasn’t mine.

I stood there staring at the bills like they might change their mind and crawl back into the register.

And in that second, I learned something: doing the right thing isn’t always hard because it’s difficult.

It can be hard because it’s awkward.

I didn’t want to make a scene. I didn’t want to embarrass the cashier. I didn’t want the people behind me to sigh in that way that makes you feel like you’ve delayed the entire economy.

But I also didn’t want to be dishonest.

So, I said, quietly, “Um... I think this is too much.”

The cashier looked surprised—then relieved. They fixed it.

And that was it.

No applause.

No speech.

Just a small choice.

Everyone’s life is made up of choices, some big, some small. But each with a lesson. Each choice being its own teacher. 

Good teachers are part of everyday life—if you look for them. They are the quiet heroes.

Good teachers see people. They see students, hungry minds.

They notice things.

They correct you without crushing you.

In small towns, teachers sometimes know your family, which can be terrifying—because you can’t reinvent yourself at school.

Your teacher might say, “How’s your mom doing?” and you realize you are not invisible.

You are known and identified. 

But that can be beautiful.

Because it means you’re visible, seen, acknowledged.

When I was a teenager though I didn’t want to be known, at least not in a large way. I would rather observe.

Speaking of school, have you ever seen a kid in class with a brand-new pencil set?

Color-coded.

Sharp.

Perfect.

I remember a new kid in our class. He was sporting a brand-new pencil set. I started struggling with pencil envy. 

His pencil gang made you feel like your pencil had been living a rough life.
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