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    Praise for Janesville


    Awards

J. Anthony Lukas Book Prize
800-CEO-READ Business Book of the Year Financial Times and McKinsey Business Book of the Year
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    Named a Best Book of 2017 by
President Barack Obama * The New York Times * The Washington Post
* The Wall Street Journal * National Public Radio * The Economist *
    Financial
Times * Business Insider * Inc. * Bloomberg View

    “Moving and magnificently well-researched . . . Janesville joins a growing
family of books about the evisceration of the working class in the United
States. What sets it apart is the sophistication of its storytelling and analysis.”

—The New York Times

    “Goldstein is a gifted storyteller, and Janesville is a raw, beautiful story, one that
sheds needed light on a country searching for some pathway to the future.”

        —J.D. Vance, author of Hillbilly Elegy

        “Anyone tempted to generalize about the American working class ought to
meet the people in Janesville. The reporting behind this book is extraordinary
and the story—a stark, heartbreaking reminder that political ideologies
have real consequences—is told with rare sympathy and insight.”

    —Tracy Kidder, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of
    The Soul of a New Machine

    “Janesville is haunting in part because it’s a success story. . . . One is awed
by the dignity and levelheadedness of its protagonists, who seem to represent
the best of America. . . . Goldstein is a talented storyteller, and we
root for her characters as, moment by moment, they try their hardest.”

    —The New Yorker

    “Brilliant, probing, and disturbing. A gripping story of psychological defeat
and resilience.”

    —Bob Woodward, The Washington Post

    “A superb feat of reportage, Janesville combines a heart-rending account
of the implications of the closing on GM workers and their families with
a sobering analysis of the response of the public and private sectors. The
book is a must-read for anyone who wants to understand the economy
of the Rust Belt—and its implications for America’s once-proud middle
class.”

    —The Philadelphia Inquirer

    “We’ve been hearing a lot since the November ’16 election about the press
missing The Story of a middle class losing ground, hope, and heart. But
it turns out that Amy Goldstein, one of our finest reporters, was on it all
along. Her vivid portrait of a quintessential American town in distress
affirms Eudora Welty’s claim that ‘one place understood helps us understand
all places better.’”

    —Diane McWhorter, Pulitzer Prize–winning
author of Carry Me Home

      “Energetically reported and sympathetically narrated . . . The story of ordinary
people, how they cope or don’t cope with a largely, though not
entirely, unexpected economic disaster.”

    —The Wall Street Journal

    “Goldstein gives the reader a gripping account of the GM layoff, the real
loss it caused and the victims’ heroic resilience in adapting to that loss. By
the end of this moving book, I wanted her to write a sequel on what might
have been done to prevent the damage in the first place.”

    —The Washington Post

    “Reflecting on the state of the white working class, J.D. Vance’s Hillbilly
Elegy focuses on cultural decay and the individual, whereas Amy Goldstein’s Janesville emphasizes economic collapse and the community. To understand
how we have gotten to America’s current malaise, both are essential reading.”
—Robert D. Putnam, New York Times bestselling
author of Bowling Alone and Our Kids
“Goldstein provides a welcome addition to the conversation on the broken
social contract. Janesville is a town like countless others, and this book offers
a useful cautionary tale for public officials, sociologists, economists,
and engaged citizens alike.”

    —The Boston Globe

    “Janesville is as relevant to the moment as a breaking news bulletin. It
should be required reading for anyone who wants to understand how the
Great Recession and deindustrialization have disrupted social, economic
and political life in the American heartland. If you want to know why
2016 happened, read this book.”

    —E.J. Dionne Jr., New York Times bestselling
    author of Why the Right Went Wrong

    “Fair-minded and empathetic . . . While it highlights many moments of
resilience and acts of compassion, Amy Goldstein’s Janesville: An American
Story also has a tragic feel. It depicts the noble striving of men and
women against overpowering forces—in this case, economic ones.”

    —Milwaukee Journal Sentinel

    “Based on three years of probing interviews, Pulitzer Prize–winning
Washington Post journalist Goldstein makes her literary debut with an
engrossing investigation. . . . A simultaneously enlightening and disturbing
look at working-class lives in America’s heartland.”

    —Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

    “Goldstein’s exhaustive, evenhanded study of the plight of America’s
working class through the lens of one emblematic community is deeply
humane and deeply disturbing, timely and essential.”

    —Library Journal (starred review)


For Cynthia and Robert Goldstein, who taught me to love—and look up—words and have never stopped trying to improve their community



Cast of Characters

The Autoworkers and Their Families

Kristi Beyer – 13-year worker at Lear Corp., a factory that makes seats for General Motors

The Vaughns

Mike – 18-year worker at Lear Corp.; shop chairman for United Auto Workers Local 95

Barb – 15-year worker at Lear Corp.

Dave – General Motors retiree after 35 years at the Janesville Assembly Plant; vice president of UAW Local 95

The Whiteakers

Jerad – 13-year worker at the assembly plant

Tammy – part-time data-entry worker for Home Entry Services

The twins, Alyssa and Kayzia

The younger brother, Noah


The Wopats


Marv – General Motors retiree after 40 years at the assembly plant; former UAW-GM Employee Assistance Program representative; member of the Rock County Board of Supervisors

Matt – 13-year worker at the assembly plant

Darcy – part-time worker setting up Hallmark displays

The girls, Brittany, Brooke, and Bria

The Other Workers

Linda Korban – 44-year worker at the Parker Pen Company

Sue Olmsted – 19-year worker at SSI Technologies, manufacturer of automotive and industrial components

The Politicians

Tim Cullen – former and future Democratic state senator; co-chair of the GM Retention Task Force

Paul Ryan – Republican member of the U.S. House of Representatives, 1st Congressional District of Wisconsin

The Educators

Ann Forbeck – social worker; homeless student liaison for the Janesville School District

Sharon Kennedy – vice president of learning at Blackhawk Technical College

Deri Wahlert – social studies teacher at Parker High School; creator of the Parker Closet


The Business Leaders


Diane Hendricks – chairman of ABC Supply Co., Inc., in Beloit; co-chair of Rock County 5.0 economic development initiative

Mary Willmer – community president of M&I Bank; co-chair of Rock County 5.0

The Community Leaders

Bob Borremans – executive director of the Southwest Wisconsin Workforce Development Board; runs the Rock County Job Center

Stan Milam – former Janesville Gazette reporter; host of The Stan Milam Show on WCLO 1230 AM radio



Prologue

At 7:07 a.m., the last Tahoe reaches the end of the assembly line. Outside it is still dark, 15 degrees with 33 inches of snow—nearly a December record—piled up and drifting as a stinging wind sweeps across the acres of parking lots.

Inside the Janesville Assembly Plant, the lights are blazing, and the crowd is thick. Workers who are about to walk out of the plant into uncertain futures stand alongside pensioned retirees who have walked back in, their chests tight with incredulity and nostalgia. All these GM’ers have followed the Tahoe as it snakes down the line. They are cheering, hugging, weeping.

The final Tahoe is a beauty. It is a black LTZ, fully loaded with heated seats, aluminum wheels, a nine-speaker Bose audio system, and a sticker price of $57,745 if it were going to be for sale in this economy in which almost no one anymore wants to buy a fancy General Motors SUV.

Five men, including one in a Santa hat, stand in front of the shiny black SUV holding a wide banner, its white spaces crammed with workers’ signatures. “Last Vehicle off the Janesville Assembly Line,” the banner says, with the date, December 23, 2008. It is destined for the county historical society.

Television crews from as far away as the Netherlands and Japan have come to film this moment, when the oldest plant of the nation’s largest automaker turns out its last.

So the closing of the assembly plant, two days before Christmas, is well recorded.

This is the story of what happens next.
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Janesville, Wisconsin, lies three fourths of the way from Chicago to Madison along Interstate 90’s path across America from coast to coast. It is a county seat of 63,000, built along a bend in the Rock River. And at a spot on the banks where the river narrows sits the assembly plant.

General Motors started turning out Chevrolets in Janesville on Valentine’s Day of 1923. For eight and a half decades, this factory, like a mighty wizard, ordered the city’s rhythms. The radio station synchronized its news broadcasts to the shift change. Grocery prices went up along with GM raises. People timed their trips across town to the daily movements of freight trains hauling in parts and hauling away finished cars, trucks, and SUVs. By the time the plant closed, the United States was in a crushing financial crisis that left a nation strewn with discarded jobs and deteriorated wages. Still, Janesville’s people believed that their future would be like their past, that they could shape their own destiny. They had reason for this faith.

Long before General Motors arrived, Janesville was an industrious little city, surrounded by the productive farmland of southern Wisconsin. It was named for a settler, Henry Janes, and its manufacturing history began early. A few years before the Civil War, the Rock River Iron Works was making agricultural implements in a complex of buildings along South Franklin Street. By 1870, a local business directory listed fifteen Janesville carriage manufacturers. Along the river, a textile industry thrived—wool, then cotton. By 1880, 250 workers, most of them young women, were weaving cloth in the Janesville Cotton Mills.

As the twentieth century opened, Janesville was a city of about thirteen thousand—descendants of the original settlers from the East Coast and immigrants over the decades from Ireland, Germany, and Norway. Downtown, Franklin and River Streets were lined with factories. Milwaukee and Main Streets were crowded with shops, offices, and, at one point, a saloon for every 250 residents. Stores stayed open on Saturday nights for farm families to come into town once their week’s work was done. The bridge that carried Milwaukee Street over the river was still wooden, but electrified streetcars running north and south from downtown had replaced the old horse-drawn trolley service. Janesville was a railroad hub. Each day, sixty-four passenger trains, plus freight trains, pulled in and out of town. Raw materials arrived for factories, politicians for whistle-stop tours, and vaudeville stars for performances at the Myers Grand Opera House.

In Janesville’s long history of making things, two figures stand out. They are homegrown captains of industry, obscure to most Americans but legend to every Janesville schoolkid. They shaped the city’s identity along with its economy.

The first was a young telegraphy instructor in town named George S. Parker. In the 1880s, he patented a better fountain pen and formed the Parker Pen Company. Soon, Parker Pen expanded into international markets. Its pens showed up at world leaders’ treaty signings, at World’s Fairs. Parker Pen imbued the city with an outsized reputation and reach. It put Janesville on the map.

The second was another savvy businessman, Joseph A. Craig, who made General Motors pay attention to Janesville’s talent. Near the close of World War I, he maneuvered to bring GM to town, at first to make tractors. Over the years, the assembly plant grew to 4.8 million square feet, the playing area of ten football fields. It had more than seven thousand workers in its heyday and led to thousands of jobs at nearby companies that supplied parts. If Parker Pen put Janesville on the map, GM kept it there. It proved that Janesville could surmount adversity under trying circumstances, seemingly immune to the blows of history. During the Great Depression, it closed—and reopened a year later. During a sitdown strike, a seminal event in U.S. labor history, while autoworkers rioted elsewhere, peace held in Janesville. During World War II, the plant turned out artillery shells as part of the home front before postwar production resumed, greater than ever. Even as the auto industry’s fortunes in the 1970s started to fade, dooming other plants, Janesville’s assembly line moved on and on.

So when the assembly plant stopped on a frozen December morning of 2008, how could people in town have known that this time would be different? Nothing in their past had prepared them to recognize that another comeback would not save them now.

The work that vanished—as many as nine thousand people lost their jobs in and near this county seat in 2008 and 2009—was among 8.8 million jobs washed away in the United States by what came to be known as the Great Recession. This was, of course, not the first moment at which some American communities have hemorrhaged jobs in their defining industries. The textile mills of Lowell, Massachusetts, began to shut down or move to the South as early as World War I. Youngstown, Ohio’s, Black Monday of 1977 began to erase an eventual fifty thousand jobs in steel and related industries. But this mighty recession—the worst economic time since the 1930s—stole American jobs, not in a single industry, not in a cluster of ill-fated communities, but up and down the economic ladder, from the East Coast to the West, in places that had never been part of the Rust Belt or any other bad economic belt and had never imagined that they would be so bruised. Places like Janesville.
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Today, the assembly plant is padlocked behind a chain-link perimeter. Over the portico of the Art Deco main entrance, its logo is visible still. The logo is the outline of three gears, a different design in each one. In the right gear, the GM symbol. In the left, the crest of the United Auto Workers. Between them, a white field shaped like Wisconsin, with a candy pink heart near the bottom where Janesville sits. And in black letters across the top: JANESVILLE PEOPLE WORKING TOGETHER. The logo is starting to rust.

Inside, the plant is dark. Its innards—lathes to welders to five-ton hoists, all the equipment that a dead auto factory no longer needs—have been picked over and auctioned off. Outside, the parking lots’ concrete acres are empty except for a security guard’s lone sedan. Against the sky, smokestacks seem to go on forever, spewing nothing at all.

Out back, nature has reclaimed an expanse where the rows of gleaming SUVs used to be parked before they were shipped away—fields now, with saplings sprouting up. At the back entrance, a small sign is perched atop a guard’s gate, missing a few letters: T FOR HE MEMORIES.

Without its assembly plant, Janesville goes on, its surface looking uncannily intact for a place that has been through an economic earthquake. Keeping up appearances, trying to hide the ways that pain is seeping in, is one thing that happens when good jobs go away and middle-class people tumble out of the middle class. Along Racine Street, the route from the Interstate to the center of town, little American flags flutter from every street lamp. Main Street, with its nineteenth-century buildings of red and Milwaukee cream brick, retains its architectural grace. That some of its storefronts are vacant is nothing new; the mall began pulling business away from downtown in the 1970s. A recent Heart of the City Outdoor Art Campaign has splashed large pastel murals on the sides of downtown buildings, each mural commemorating one of Janesville’s first decades, from its founding in 1836. The mural on the back of City Hall, illustrating the coming of the railroad through town in the 1850s, has a steam locomotive and a spike-driving man, and, lettered across the bottom, “History. Vision. Grit.”

So Janesville goes on, yet it is altered. The change can be glimpsed from the many “For Sale” signs that appeared along residential streets, from the payday loan franchises that opened along the Milton Avenue commercial drag running north from downtown, from the enlarged space now occupied by the Salvation Army Family Center.

And the citizens of Janesville? They set out to reinvent their town and themselves. Over a few years, it became evident that no one outside—not the Democrats nor the Republicans, not the bureaucrats in Madison or in Washington, not the fading unions nor the struggling corporations—had the key to create the middle class anew. The people of Janesville do not give up. And not just the autoworkers. From the leading banker to the social worker devoted to sheltering homeless kids, people take risks for one another, their affection for their town keeping them here.

It is hard. The deserted assembly plant embodies their dilemma: How do you forge a future—how do you even comprehend that you need to let go of the past—when the carcass of a 4.8-million-square-foot cathedral of industry still sits in silence on the river’s edge?

Still, people cling to Janesville’s can-do spirit. A month before the assembly plant closed, its managers and its United Auto Workers local announced together that the last Tahoe would be donated to the United Way of North Rock County and raffled off for charity. So many tickets, at $20 apiece or six for $100, were sold, so many of them to laid-off workers who didn’t have a clue where their next paycheck would come from, that the raffle raised $200,460, pushing the United Way’s annual campaign above its goal in the depths of the recession.

The winning ticket went to a GM retiree who had worked at the plant for thirty-seven years and has so cherished the Tahoe that it seldom leaves his garage.



Part One


[image: Images] 2008 [image: Images]




[image: Images] 1 [image: Images]


A Ringing Phone

Paul Ryan was standing in his kitchen when the cell phone clipped to his belt began to ring. If the phone were ringing on a different weeknight, Paul would have been in Washington, working late and, likely as not, sleeping on a cot in his office in the marbled Longworth House Office Building across from the U.S. Capitol. But this was a Monday night, and he was not due back in Washington until the next afternoon.

It has been just months shy of a decade since Paul, then all of twenty-eight, was first elected to Congress and began this split existence, shuttling the eight hundred miles between Janesville and Capitol Hill. Throughout this decade, he has clung to the singular comfort of coming home. By this particular Monday, June 2, 2008, he has been home for more than the usual weekend. A dozen days ago, he issued a plan with the august title “A Roadmap for America’s Future,” a new peak in his climb to become the Republican Party’s foremost budget wonk. Then came nearly two weeks’ recess over Memorial Day to decompress with Janna and the kids—which is why, on this night of the call, Paul was in the kitchen of their home on Courthouse Hill. It is a stately redbrick house—a Georgian Revival that lies within an entire neighborhood on the National Register of Historic Landmarks and is separated by nothing more than a small patch of woods from the backyard of the house where Paul grew up.

The Janesville to which Paul comes home is recognizable to him as the place where he never bothered to lock his bike as a kid. Where he was elected junior class president and, as a perk, was “Rhett,” the king of the “Gone with the Wind”–themed prom. Where, when he stops at the hardware store, he runs into guys who were the boys with whom he played varsity soccer, or their brothers or sisters or parents or kids.

The continuity in the Janesville portion of his life is so pervasive, so ingrained that it has left him ill-equipped to grasp the enormity of the change that a ringing cell phone can bring.

When he unclips the phone from his belt and answers the call, Paul is startled to hear that the voice on the other end belongs to Rick Wagoner, General Motors’ chairman and chief executive. Paul may have faith in free markets, but with GM the largest employer in his hometown, as well as the entire 1st Congressional District of Wisconsin, he has made a point of nurturing relationships with the company’s top brass. When Rick is in D.C., Paul meets him for breakfast. Nearly every week, he talks with Troy Clarke, president of GM North America. So he certainly is not oblivious to the facts that GM has been faltering since before the recession, gasoline prices just past $4 a gallon are on the brink of an all-time high, and the Janesville Assembly Plant is churning out full-size, gas-guzzling SUVs whose popularity has fallen off a cliff.

Paul is aware of these facts, and yet, lately, as General Motors’ fortunes have been falling and falling, his private conversations with Rick and the rest of the brass have yielded no whiff of concern that the assembly plant’s future is in peril.

So it is hard for him to absorb what Rick is telling him: Tomorrow, General Motors will announce that it is stopping production in Janesville.

For an instant, Paul is stunned.

Then, suddenly, he is furious. Straight out his kitchen windows, he can see the houses of a couple both working at GM, of a family living on wages from the seat-making factory that is the assembly plant’s largest supplier with hundreds of jobs that will surely vanish if the plant goes down.

“You know you’ll destroy this town if you do this,” Paul yells into his phone. “These are the best workers you’ve got, and this town has been loyal to you. Why don’t you shut down a plant in a big city where it won’t have that much of a devastating impact?”

And yet, even as these words, so contrary to his usual genial persona, surge from Paul, another sensation is rushing up alongside his anger: confidence that he can change the CEO’s mind. It’s simple, he realizes. If the public no longer wants to buy the gas-guzzling SUVs that Janesville is producing, then GM must give the plant’s workers another, more popular kind of vehicle to make.

The congressman starts rattling off GM models. “Give us Cavaliers,” he tells Rick. “Give us pickups.”

After he hangs up, Paul calls his congressional chief of staff—a Janesville guy, like him. First thing in the morning, Paul tells him, they will need to start working the phones to coordinate a response.

Paul has a sleepless night. Lying awake, he thinks about the GM payroll, about the economic shock. He thinks about the guys he grew up with who work down at the plant, or whose parents are still down at the plant. A gut punch.

Still, he is solid in the belief that, by pulling together—no Republicans, no Democrats, just a community fighting for its future—the city will prevail with General Motors.

’Cause we’ve never had a plant shut down, Paul tells himself. It’s Janesville!
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“Breaking news!” The voice coming over WCLO 1230 AM talk radio is crackling with adrenaline. It is just before 5:30 a.m., and Stan Milam, veteran Janesville journalist and now host of a midday radio show, has been up all night. Yesterday, Stan had sensed the rumors getting thicker, that something big was going to happen when General Motors convened its annual shareholders meeting this morning in Delaware. And if it took staying up all night to break the biggest story of his life, he was going to stay up all night. Hour after hour, he peered at his computer screen in his cramped study until he spotted a teaser about a wire story coming soon that General Motors was closing four North American plants, Janesville among them. He woke up a GM public relations guy and weaseled out of him that a press conference is scheduled for this morning. Stan wasn’t going to wait around for any press conference. He raced to the radio station, whizzed by the general manager, ran into the control room, and yelled to the startled board operator, “Give me the mike.”
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First shift begins at 5:48 a.m., after the news bulletin is already out. But talk radio isn’t popular that early in the day, so the GM’ers don’t seem to have heard by the time they file into the assembly plant. And so the morning begins like any other for Jerad Whiteaker.

By this morning, Jerad has been a GM’er for thirteen years and six days. During this time, he has worked all over the plant—the medium-duty truck line while it lasted and, since then, on the SUV. And the truth is, each of the stations he has worked along the assembly line has bored him. Yet no other jobs in town match $28 an hour, and most of the years, until SUV sales slowed, have come with ten sweet hours a week of time-and-a-half overtime. His father and his father-in-law hated their thirty years at the plant before they retired on good GM pensions, so, as he approaches his own middle age, Jerad figures that, if they could stick it out, he can, too. At least, working first shift, he is home for dinner with Tammy and their three kids. Family is everything.

Jerad clocks in. He is about to head to his spot on the fuel line in final assembly when a strange thing happens. He is handed a flyer, as all 1,250 first-shift workers are being handed, saying that, at 6:30 a.m., the assembly line will be halted, and everyone is to report to the plant’s second floor. So, after barely a half hour of injecting gas and oil and transmission fluid into almost finished SUVs, Jerad stops. He becomes part of a mass of workers going up the staircases. In an open area on the second floor, where the truck cab line used to be, an executive from Detroit, Bill Boggs, is standing on a stage with a couple of grim-looking leaders from United Auto Workers Local 95.

Boggs’s announcement is terse. The news doesn’t take long to deliver.

The Janesville Assembly Plant will cease production by 2010. It has two more years, if that. General Motors will not give Janesville a new product to build.

That is it. Boggs takes no questions.

A few people around Jerad begin to cry. Most are silent. Somber. They all troop back downstairs. The assembly line starts up again.

As Jerad injects the SUVs with their fluids, his main reaction to this news surprises him. Some around him are talking about being worried, but he is feeling relief. The assembly line has never suited him. Within two years, the assembly line will stop. As a GM’er, unemployment benefits and union layoff pay will nearly equal his wages. They will carry his family through, he expects, until he finds work that he enjoys more. Much as he has disliked this job, he does not doubt that it will protect him after it is gone.
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Three days to go. This morning is Tuesday, and Thursday will be the last day of her second year teaching social studies at Parker High. Deri Wahlert is dressed for work, sitting on the end of her unmade bed. Rob, a Parker science teacher, is in the bathroom with the door open, shaving. Avery, their nine-month-old, is in her arms, taking his bottle. The television in the bedroom is on, tuned to the NBC affiliate in Madison. And all of a sudden, the TV is saying that a major announcement is coming about General Motors.

“Shit. Oh shit,” Deri says.

She knows what this means, and she knows something about jobs that end.

Deri grew up in Fort Atkinson, a half hour north of Janesville, and her father worked as a manager at a nearby Friskies pet food plant. When she was in seventh grade, her father got sick with a virus that settled in his spine and paralyzed him from the waist down, forcing him to retire a couple of years later. Having a father in a wheelchair while she was a teenager imprinted on Deri a sensitivity to people who are hurting.

So, by reflex, her thoughts are jolted now to who will be hurting at General Motors. She thinks of Rob’s best friend, Brad, an engineer at the assembly plant. Brad is Avery’s godfather and has two little girls of his own. What, Deri wonders, is he going to do? And from worrying about Brad, Deri sees a wider question. She and Rob try to remember the latest number they’ve heard of how many people are working at the assembly plant. Three thousand, they think. What will all these people do?

Deri wants to watch the announcement but turns the TV off. Avery needs to be dropped off at day care. Rob needs to get to school early. By the time Deri walks into Parker, teachers are asking each other if they’ve heard the news. Deri makes a decision not to discuss the closing today with her social studies students. Too little is known.

But already, Deri can sense that life in Janesville is going to change. She may be an idealist, but she also is clear-eyed. And if some people in town might need to be rescued, she is going to be there for them. She just needs to watch and to figure out how.
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Bob Borremans is cruising south toward Janesville along Interstate 39, his little runabout boat hitched to the back of his GMC Sonoma. He thought he’d be spending the afternoon on Lake Camelot, skimming across the tranquil water in the runabout, or paddling his raft to a spot where he could tie anchor and float on his back until he drifted asleep. Instead, three days into this annual respite, a call arrived from one of his staffers at the Rock County Job Center, informing him that General Motors’ CEO had just announced that the company will close the Janesville Assembly Plant. As the guy in charge of the Southwest Wisconsin Workforce Development Board, based at the Job Center, Bob knows well that the greatest hovering fear has always been massive layoffs at GM. His vacation, he realizes in a heartbeat, is over. It is his obligation to forge the image and reality of responding to this long-feared calamity. This is no time to be floating on a raft on a lake named Camelot.



[image: Images] 2 [image: Images]


The Carp Swimming on Main Street

Bob Borremans pulls into the broad parking lot of the Rock County Job Center and dashes into the warren of offices and cubicles in a former Kmart on Janesville’s south side. It is here, from a small office in the center of the abandoned store, that Bob is in charge of dispensing help to the people in a six-county region who could use a job and use a hand in finding one. He runs one among hundreds of workforce development boards spread across the country, each one a conduit for a dedication by the government—engrained in federal law since the 1960s—to giving money and expertise to train Americans in need of work. The dedication includes retraining workers whose jobs go away and aren’t coming back.

His role plops Bob at the epicenter of anxieties that are shooting up around town now that the head of General Motors has pronounced the worst-possible fate for the assembly plant. Bob is not a guy prone to panic. After decades of rumors and false alarms, he figures, who knows whether the closing is real? Even if it is, the GM’ers might have two more years of work—plenty of time to be ready for what happens next. No matter. Even if just as a soothing presence, he has no time to waste on getting out ahead of the situation, because, if thousands of jobs at the core of Rock County’s economy are going to vanish, this will be a cataclysm dwarfing any challenge he has ever faced.

Bob has been the Job Center’s director for five years. For almost a quarter century before, he was an administrator at Blackhawk Technical College, the two-year school that provides most of the job training in town. As a young man, he had been a mild, back-of-the-room kind of guy until the president of the college noticed in him a spark of creativity, promoted him to be a vice president, and helped him find his voice, which over the years grew more and more outspoken. Sometimes even now, months past sixty, his trim beard gone white, Bob thinks that people who knew him when he was young wouldn’t recognize the person he has become.

Call it arrogance, call it what you want, Bob sees himself as a fix-it guy—the adult in the room, the one with a doctorate who can take on a project and do it better than anyone else. Bob is, in particular, an ace at a skill most necessary when a plant shuts down—applying for government grants.

Bob is a bureaucrat impatient with the bureaucrats in Madison and Washington who oversee the flow of job-hunting and job-training money that is the workforce agency’s lifeblood. Back in his office from his cut-short vacation, Bob immediately starts to set in motion the steps the government says that people in positions such as his are to do in situations such as this. The first step is a protocol prescribed by the U.S. Department of Labor, known as Rapid Response, and Bob soon becomes a skeptic. Part One of Rapid Response calls for workforce agencies to find out in advance that a company is contemplating a big layoff and do whatever it takes to prevent contemplation from becoming eventuality. It’s plain to Bob that the idea is flawed, because companies don’t reveal that they are about to cut jobs before they go public with their decisions, and, in particular, the assembly plant’s personnel director has zero interest in discussing with him any intervention that might keep the plant open. What Rapid Response really means, Bob can see, is Part Two—devising ways to cushion the blow. That is what he begins to do.

The personnel director is, at least, willing to share employee rosters with the Job Center. And Bob knows exactly who else he needs to enlist in this blow-cushioning effort: the president of UAW Local 95, and the state bureaucrats from whom he is hoping to borrow a few caseworkers, since this is turning out to be a most inopportune time for the Job Center recently to have lost some of its staff.

Bob anticipates that the Job Center will need to calm and inform autoworkers whose jobs have just been marked with a bull’s-eye. He anticipates that he will be able to bring to town a spigot of government aid for any laid-off worker who wants to go back to school.

He does not anticipate the rains. By Wednesday, June 11, eight days after GM has unleashed the impending economic disaster, the National Weather Service predicts a natural disaster by the weekend: the worst flooding of the Rock River since the government began keeping track. Volunteers and jail inmates fill more than 260,000 sandbags. The sheriff calls in the Wisconsin National Guard.

More than seven inches fall in Wisconsin and Iowa onto land still soaked from a harsh, snowy winter. The waters spill over the downtown river wall. They inundate the entire Mole-Sadler housing development. They submerge lovely Traxler Park, and they turn farms in neighboring counties into shallow lakes. Along Main Street, whose historic brick storefronts back onto the river’s banks, the waters fill shops and offices, slicking furniture with mud, soaking law firms’ files, triggering mold up to the light switches.

The rains shatter records. At the measuring station closest to Janesville, the Rock River crests on a Saturday, two weeks and four days after General Motors’ announcement. The river reaches 13.51 feet—4.5 feet above flood stage—smashing the old record of 13.05 feet set in 1916. It exceeds a hundred-year flood. The county estimates the damage at $42 million.

The damage, to farmland and to the sodden buildings of downtown, knocks people out of work for months. “Closed til God knows when,” says a hand-lettered sign taped in the window of a Main Street barber who has been cutting hair in town since the 1950s. The sign has his home number for customers in need of a trim.

The abandoned Kmart that houses the Job Center is on high enough land to stay dry. But because the flood is stealing work, it becomes Bob’s problem, too. It may be the most rain to fall on Janesville in a century, but, compared with the elusive matter of how to prevent thousands of jobs from vanishing, this is a challenge that he and his industrious city know how to tackle. Bob pivots away from the scared autoworkers to focus on nailing down an emergency grant for flood-devastated communities. The federal grant will allow the Job Center to create, in an echo of the Great Depression’s Works Progress Administration, a brigade to tackle the slow, mucky work of repairs.

Yet a grant for the Job Center can’t tame nature. The Rock River rushes so hard and so high that it washes fish off course. Carp are now swimming on Main Street. Near the street’s northern end, in the flooded parking lot of the United Way of North Rock County, the carp find a favorite new spawning ground.

Hearing about the misdirected fish, people in town regard it as a spectacle, not a disaster. On the first dry land above the flooded street, despite the damage all around, people of Janesville—and some tourists, too—gather for days, snapping photos and laughing and cheering as the hundreds of yellow carp swim by.
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Craig

General Motors did not come to Janesville by happenstance. It was brought to town one day near the end of World War I by the ingenuity of an astute manager of a local tractor manufacturer. A century later, he deserves some of the credit for Janesville’s can-do spirit—for its people’s optimism that they can map their own fate.

A native of western Pennsylvania, Joseph Albert Craig had moved to Milwaukee as a young man and worked as a salesman for a farm implement manufacturer until he was hired away by the Janesville Machine Company, a rival. The Janesville Machine Company was a maker of plows, cultivators, seeders, and mowers that were sold across the Midwest. In 1897, at the age of thirty, Craig became its general manager. Within a decade, the company was the largest and most prosperous among Janesville’s many manufacturing enterprises, occupying a complex that stretched nearly three city blocks along South River and South Franklin Streets.

In 1909, the earliest automobile manufacturer in town began to produce Owen Thomas automobiles in old railroad shops along South Pearl Street. The next year, the Wisconsin Carriage Company formed a motor car offshoot that made the short-lived Wisco. The Monitor Auto Works arrived from Chicago and used the site of old tobacco warehouses to manufacture the city’s first trucks for a few years.

Craig, however, was more interested in another recent invention—gas-powered tractors—and, under his guidance, the Janesville Machine Company branched out into making them. The firm flourished. In 1918, months before World War I was over, Craig received an invitation to Detroit from William C. Durant, General Motors’ founder and president. Durant had been building GM for the past decade by cobbling together smaller automobile companies. Eager to capitalize on the growing market for mechanized farm machines—Ford Motor Co., had become the first manufacturer of mass-produced tractors the year before—Durant had purchased an ailing California firm, Samson Tractor. Durant was familiar with Craig’s reputation as a savvy businessman and, that March day in Detroit, offered him a job as Samson’s manager. This was when Craig executed his ingenious maneuver—and changed Janesville’s fate. He refused the offer. And, before their meeting ended many hours later, he had turned the tables: Durant agreed to purchase the Janesville Machine Company, merge it with Samson, and build a new factory in Janesville to house General Motors’ Samson Tractor Division. Craig would be in charge.

GM turned out its first tractors in Janesville in 1919 and, the next year, built the expansive factory on fifty-four acres the company purchased along the river’s banks south of downtown. Within that first year, production swelled from ten tractors per day to 150. Craig persuaded city officials to improve streets, schools, and housing to accommodate a rapidly growing workforce. Durant himself wrote out a $100,000 check to the Janesville Improvement Association and sent it to the city’s Chamber of Commerce. “In my entire experience I have never seen in a city of modest size a better spirit or a more commendable accomplishment,” Durant wrote in his accompanying letter. “I predict for Janesville a splendid future.”

But a farm depression and Durant’s overextended finances were ruinous for GM’s tractor division and, by the fall of 1921, tractor production in Janesville ceased. Then, in the first of many phoenix-like episodes over the decades, Craig persuaded the company to renovate the young factory to manufacture cars and trucks, with a Chevrolet assembly plant and a Fisher auto body division. The first Chevrolet rolled off the Janesville assembly line on February 14, 1923.

Nine years later, in the depths of the Great Depression, the plant shut down. Nevertheless, when Chicago’s “Century of Progress” World’s Fair opened the next spring, two hundred laid-off Janesville autoworkers had been chosen by General Motors to operate a demonstration assembly line. “Wonders of science—works of art” was the motto for the exhibit. Each day, the Janesville men were given $7 and a fresh uniform to build Chevrolet Master Eagle four-door sedans beneath a catwalk that could hold one thousand onlookers. “Of all the brilliant spectacles in the drama of modern industry,” said a GM brochure for the fair, “none is so fascinating to watch as the making of a motor car.”

On December 5, 1933, the Janesville plant reopened, with Wisconsin governor Albert Schmedeman on hand to buy the first truck off the resuscitated assembly line for the state.

Few events typify Janesville’s calm, good-natured response to adversity as vividly as its role in one of the most important moments in U.S. labor history: the 1936–37 General Motors Sit-Down Strike. Sit-downs were a new form of strike. Instead of picketing outside factories, as the tradition had been, striking union members had discovered that they could gum up production by installing themselves inside and refusing to budge. The GM sit-down would become the most famous example of this new strike method, stopping work at seven plants in five states and, in the end, yielding a first national contract in which the United Auto Workers gained official recognition as GM workers’ union representative.

In Flint, Michigan, the strike lasted forty-four days and sparked a riot one January night when company guards and police unleashed tear gas, clubs, and a few bullets on women trying to deliver dinner to the strikers, who retaliated by training fire hoses and hurling metal car hinges at the police out the plant windows.

In Janesville, by contrast, the sit-down lasted nine hours and fifteen minutes. Janesville had, by then, a city manager form of government, a Progressive Era reform, and an adept city manager named Henry Traxler. Mere hours after the sit-down began in Janesville on that January 5, Traxler summoned the plant’s union leaders to his office and made a proposal: The plant managers would promise not to manufacture any cars in Janesville until the strike was settled nationally; in exchange, workers would leave the plant. At 9 p.m. that night, escorted by the county sheriff and the city’s police chief, Traxler accompanied the union leaders back into the plant to present his idea to the 2,700 striking workers, who accepted it by acclamation. At 10:15 p.m., the strikers walked out the plant’s main gate and formed a “gay, noisy and cheering aggregation,” as one later recalled, parading through the city’s business district until almost midnight. And for the next five weeks, as Flint rioted and U.S. labor secretary Frances Perkins personally stepped in to help broker a national agreement, a little committee—the sheriff, two businessmen, and the city manager—inspected the Janesville plant in peace and presented reports to the local UAW leaders that they saw no sign of any cars being made.

The Janesville plant shut down, once again, weeks after the United States entered World War II, as the government forbade the manufacture of civilian cars and trucks. But within eight months it was back in business—this time, filled with women and older men producing artillery shells for the war effort. “Keep ’em firing” was their motto, and 16 million howitzer shells later, the War Department presented the plant with an “Army-Navy Production Award for outstanding accomplishment in the production of war materials” and a lapel pin for every man and woman at the plant to wear “as a symbol of leadership in the drive for victory.” In 1945, hundreds of Janesville residents gathered to celebrate the first truck off the assembly line when peacetime production resumed.

The War Department was not alone in recognizing the quality of the work of Janesville’s GM’ers over the decades. The plant and the vehicles it made won awards from J. D. Power and Associates, with plant managers sometimes ordering jackets with award sleeve patches for every employee. In 1967, General Motors bestowed on Janesville the honor of building the company’s 100 millionth vehicle—a blue Chevrolet Caprice two-door hardtop, made as GM’s chairman looked on. The open house that day drew thirty thousand. People ordering GM cars sometimes specified that they wanted theirs to be manufactured in Janesville.

The assembly plant went through scares. In 1986, General Motors transferred Janesville’s entire pickup truck line—one of the plant’s two assembly lines at the time. All at once, 1,800 jobs migrated to Fort Wayne, Indiana. Workers were told to move or, in all probability, lose their jobs. Their choice. More than 1,200 workers moved. And yet months later, General Motors announced that medium-duty trucks would soon be moving along the assembly line. Janesville was hiring again. Work was plentiful, and the pay was good, with a new union contract that created a four-day workweek with ten hours a day and the possibility of the ten hours of overtime on Fridays.

By that day in 2008 when General Motors handed the assembly plant its death sentence, the rumors that the plant would shut down had been hovering over town so long that they had become a familiar backdrop to life in Janesville—unsettling but so frequent that people stopped believing that it would happen. Just three years before, General Motors—its market share eroded, its finances in disarray—announced that it would cut costs by eliminating thirty thousand jobs. As the company’s oldest operating plant, Janesville was especially vulnerable, and the months of waiting for GM to decide where the cuts would be were agonizing. But by Thanksgiving week of 2005, when Rick Wagoner—the very CEO who had now delivered the blow—finally revealed that a dozen North American facilities would be closed or decimated, Janesville was spared.

That day, the front page of the Janesville Gazette had a banner headline: “Whew.”
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A Retirement Party

Marv Wopat is a man with a lot of friends. And on the first Saturday afternoon in July, more than two hundred of them have come out to a pavilion in Schilberg Park that his family has rented to celebrate the rite of passage for which every GM’er longs. Marv has just retired.

By his final day, Marv had put in forty years and four months at the assembly plant. At sixty-one, he is a boisterous, burly man with a shock of white hair—part of an old guard that, if this closing is real, will no longer exist. He has now claimed the good pension that has been almost a General Motors birthright. But all along, he reaped the advantages of being a union man and a company man.

When he was young, through years of hard drinking that came before his sobriety, GM stood by him. It gave him the space to heal. Then it gave him the space to help heal others. For twenty-five of his forty years, until his final day, he stood at the border of the UAW and management as the plant’s Employee Assistance Program representative, helping people cope with addictions and other hard-to-handle life circumstances. This made him a fixture at the plant. Plus, three months ago, he was elected to the Rock County Board of Supervisors.

Marv is a Harley rider. He is sentimental. He weeps easily. This afternoon, he is tickled that so many have come to this red-roofed pavilion in the park, an easy walk from his house in Milton, just beyond Janesville’s northern edge. Yet truth be told, he is feeling wistful, conscious that he is on the safe side of a crossroads between how life in Janesville has been and something less certain.

Like many in town who are around his age, Marv had been a farm kid. He grew up on a dairy farm in Elroy, Wisconsin, and joined the navy two weeks after graduating from Royall High School, turning down college scholarships he’d been offered as a promising enough football tackle to have been chosen Most Valuable Player in the regional conference. The week between graduating and enlisting, he’d married his cheerleader girlfriend. Vietnam was raging, but he lucked out, driving fire trucks at a Texas airfield. So, when he arrived in Janesville in 1968, he was twenty-one and planning to join the city’s fire department until his brother-in-law, a GM’er, urged him to put in an application. In those days, young people were coming to Janesville from the farms and small towns up north. It was where good jobs were. General Motors was eager to hire big, strong farm boys like Marv. He never worked anywhere else.

This afternoon, as his friends munch on brats and barbecue, Marv is moved to give a little speech. He has been blessed, he says, to be at the plant all those years. The best part, he says, was being able to work with people and try to help people. He does not say anything about the plant shutting down. He sidesteps this looming fact even though it is tingeing his afternoon with emotions he never imagined would show up at his retirement party. Emotions that are tipping from wistfulness into guilt. Because the reality is that, while Marv has just claimed his pension, two of his kids, right under the pavilion with him, work at the assembly plant, and they are about to lose their jobs.
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Who could have seen this coming? Only five months ago, on a bright February morning, Marv had listened to Barack Obama, an Illinois senator with White House dreams, when he arrived at the assembly plant with a familiar message of economic hope, of Janesville’s future mirroring its past.

Marv had gotten off second shift at 2:30 a.m. as usual and slept for just over four hours so that he could go back down to the plant early. As he approached the south entrance, a bomb-sniffing dog was at the doorway. Secret Service officers were waving metal-detecting wands. But the plant security guys all knew Marv and just waved him through.

Janesville is a small city, yet big enough that presidents, would-be presidents, and soon-to-be presidents have been coming through town since Abraham Lincoln stopped by during the fall of 1859. For Obama’s turn, his campaign had arranged for the assembly plant to be the prop for a major economic speech. Second-shift workers who wanted to attend had been chosen, like so much else at the plant, on the basis of their seniority. Marv simply got a call from a union guy asking whether he wanted to come. He sure did. Marv is a Democrat, and he has been detecting in Obama a concern for the working class.

As Marv was waved through, the candidate already was in a first-floor conference room, huddling with GM managers and officers of UAW Local 95. By pure luck, Marv was standing alone for a moment in a hallway near the entrance when Obama came out the conference room door in a charcoal suit, crisp white shirt, and red print tie, walked right over to him, and started talking.

“How long have you been here?” the candidate asked Marv.

Marv, his wide shoulders filling out a purple UAW hoodie, told him about being about to hit forty years. When the senator asked what he did, Marv explained about being Employee Assistance rep and reached into his hoodie’s front pocket for a crumpled, recent article from the Janesville Gazette that had featured him among fifty people in Janesville who make a difference. Obama borrowed a pen to sign the newsprint before galloping up a staircase to the second floor.

The candidate stepped over to a podium and began to speak. Wisconsin’s Democratic governor, Jim Doyle, sat in the first row with Local 95 leaders and GM executives, nearly six hundred workers on folding chairs and bleachers around them. Attached to the podium was a plaque with the same Janesville Assembly Plant logo that is over the main entrance, with the words arching across the top, “People Working Together.”

Work, as it happens, was the theme that Obama had come to town to talk about. The country was two months into a bad recession. Autoworkers were scared. Just the day before, General Motors had announced a $39 billion loss for 2007, the largest loss in the corporation’s history, accompanied by an offer of buyouts to all 74,000 of its unionized, hourly workers. Many in the folding chairs and the bleachers were debating whether to take the offer. Marv had made his decision to retire months ago. The auto industry was shrinking, he could see; it was time for him to make room for someone younger.

Shaky though the economy and the auto industry were this morning, Obama was buoyant—fresh off primary victories in seven states and, with the Wisconsin primary next, trying to keep the momentum.

“Prosperity hasn’t always come easily,” he said. “But through hard times and good, great challenge and great change, the promise of Janesville has been the promise of America—that our prosperity can and must be the tide that lifts every boat; that we rise or fall as one nation; that our economy is strongest when our middle-class grows and opportunity is spread as widely as possible.”

Then Obama slowed the cadence. He laid out his agenda “to claim our dream and restore our prosperity.” Marv took in the candidate’s words: “I believe that, if our government is there to support you and give you the assistance you need to retool and make this transition, that this plant will be here for another hundred years.”

The governor and the labor leaders and the GM executives and the hundreds of workers around them were clapping, their applause swelling until it muffled the senator’s hopeful words. And as they clapped, the governor and labor leaders and executives and workers, Marv among them with his four decades of plant history and retirement around the corner, were rising to their feet.
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The morning of the closing announcement, Marv awoke to a call from a friend making sure that he’d heard. As soon as he hung up, Marv phoned his GM’er kids, his son, Matt, and his daughter, Janice, right away. He did not want them to find out from anyone else. He was the one, after all, who had taught them while they were growing up that the assembly plant was the best place for a steady job with good pay. And even though the situation was scary now, no doubt, Marv began in those very first calls to his kids to impart his conviction. Just because the company says it is closing Janesville, no reason to think that the plant won’t end up getting a new product instead. Even if the plant shuts down for a while, he figured, it will reopen. It always has.

Now, under the Schilberg pavilion, Marv wants to believe that everything will work out okay. So he does not say out loud a thought burning inside him: Matt and Janice may not have the opportunity to work at the plant long enough to retire.
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Change in August

At the end of his shift, Marv Wopat’s son, Matt, walks alone to his locker, unlatches it, and reaches for the extra backpack that, as a careful man, a planner, he has brought for this day. It is two months and five days since the plant-closing announcement. To some, a lucky date—8/8/08. Brides and grooms around the globe are marrying so that this will be their anniversary. The Olympics are opening in Beijing. But for Matt, the date has a surreal quality that feels anything but lucky. This day is his last at the assembly plant and, when he walks out into the parking lot in a few minutes, his locker must be empty.

At thirty-seven, Matt remembers growing up with the feeling he was being raised to become an autoworker. He watched his father, Marv, go down to the plant. When Matt was little, his dad worked on the line, but he was barely a teenager when his father began his twenty-five years as Employee Assistance rep, which meant that, for most of Matt’s life, his dad had been a person to whom fellow alcoholics and others with various personal troubles confided their secrets. So Matt grew up understanding GM as the best place to get good pay, good benefits, a stable work life, and—if you needed one—a sympathetic ear. As a high school junior in 1986, Matt was frustrated when the plant had a hiring spurt and he was sixteen—two years too young to be hired in. When he turned eighteen, the plant wasn’t hiring. So he tried general studies at “U-Rock,” a two-year arm of the University of Wisconsin in Rock County. Not finding anything he really wanted to study, he left after a year to become a manager at Fast Forward, a roller rink that his old boss from a high school job had opened in Madison. Four years later, GM still not hiring, he took a job at Lear Seating, the Janesville factory that manufactures seats for the plant.

Even when GM had openings, getting hired was a clubby thing, a matter of who you knew. Applicants needed a referral, and each GM employee was given one referral that could be bestowed upon a relative or a friend. Matt got his referral from his dad, even though his sister also wanted one, and then the plant held a hiring lottery and, on May 17, 1995, Matt finally started working where he’d felt all along that he belonged.

At six feet, Matt is just an inch shorter than his dad. Yet while Marv is broad and exuberant, Matt is slim and reserved. He is a responsible man. Once he married Darcy, four months after he became a GM’er, he adopted her little girl, Brittany. They had two more daughters, Brooke and Bria. His life felt comfortable and complete, and he liked that his General Motors wages made him a good provider.

Hiring dates have always been a big deal at the plant. Everyone carries theirs around in their head. These anniversary dates determine seniority when opportunities inside the plant come up, and they determine when a worker has put in thirty years and so is eligible to retire. This summer, they have had a crucial added significance, determining which half of the workers would lose their jobs when one shift went down, even before the whole plant is to close. Matt’s anniversary date—May 17, 1995—put him just on the cusp. If he had been hired a few days earlier, his job would have been spared for now. Of course, hired a few days later, he would have been out of work already. Being on the cusp has allowed him to eke out two extra weeks at $28 an hour, and for this small fact he is grateful.

But Matt is a man of routines, and the two weeks have been topsy-turvy. He always worked second shift, but second shift has just gone away. So for these precious, on-the-cusp weeks, he has gotten up before dawn to go to a fill-in job—quality control on the torque of one hundred critical SUV components—on first shift, the only shift that remains.

Because his extra weeks have been on first shift, it is mid-afternoon when his workday ends and he unlatches his locker. He carefully places into the extra backpack the murder mysteries and old copies of Gun Dog magazine that he read on breaks long ago. Matt punches the time clock one last time and—after thirteen years, three months, and twenty-two days—walks the familiar path out of the plant, into the oddity at a shift’s end of sunlight on a pleasant, 80-degree day.

He is now a man of routines without any guarantee of what will come next. But Matt has listened to Marv, with his forty years of plant wisdom. And even though his dad is safe, on his pension after his retirement and the shindig in the park a few weeks ago, Matt finds his words hopeful, calming. Matt is not a betting man. Still, he would bet money that it is only a matter of time before the assembly plant roars back to full strength.
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Jerad Whiteaker’s twins, Alyssa and Kayzia, have a way of feeling as if they are one person when they are trying to figure stuff out. They are fraternal twins, with Alyssa blonder and, at five-foot-five, four inches taller than Kayzia, who always thought she should have gotten a jump start by being born five minutes sooner. Though they are not identical twins, the mind meld comes naturally, and it’s especially handy now because they have never faced a riddle like the one that’s cropped up this summer before eighth grade: All of a sudden, even though they can sleep in a little during these lazy August days, their dad is home for breakfast.

Most of their lives and definitely the last few years, their father, Jerad, has been out of the house before they wake up. At first last month, when they found him at the round table at the end of the kitchen, the two of them discussed it and remembered that every summer the plant has its two-week shutdown. No big deal. But now that the school year is about to begin a week before Labor Day, and he’s still showing up at breakfast, they sit and talk over the situation on their twin beds—Alyssa’s with its wild, ’70s retro green, blue, and purple bedspread, Kayzia’s bedspread gray and orange with a surfboard in the middle—in the basement room that they share. They feed each other random words they have overheard their parents say when their parents think that Alyssa and Kayzia and their little brother, Noah, are not listening.

Some words—buyout, SUB pay (for the union’s supplemental unemployment benefits)—make no sense. But there is one fully understandable word—move—that terrifies them. No way are they going to let that happen. They already had to make new friends in fourth grade, when their parents moved all five of them from Footville—a farming village just nine miles west, but far enough that they had to change schools. Switching to Janesville’s schools was the whole reason for the move because they have always done well in their classes, and Footville doesn’t have the AP courses that their mom, Tammy, wants them to be able to take when they get to high school. Their mom has always been doing things like that, focusing on their potential. She’s been determined to prove that the doctors were wrong when the twins were born six weeks premature, and the doctors told her that her babies were so tiny that they might have trouble learning. It wasn’t true, but the prediction has always given their mother extra satisfaction in their intelligence and accomplishments.
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