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Introduction

January had been a terrific month inside Cusumano’s, an Italian restaurant in Old Forge, Pennsylvania, a town of eight thousand a few miles south of Scranton. The dining room was packed every weekend, despite temperatures that sometimes dipped down into the single digits. So, too, was a downstairs bar area called the Cellar. TJ Cusumano, a thickly built thirty-four-year-old, had started cooking when he was in grade school. His wife, Nina, two years his junior, had been working in restaurants since the age of sixteen. There had been moments since they first opened Cusumano’s in 2013 when the couple regretted ever getting into the restaurant business. The food was delicious, and they had the accolades to prove it. But the couple sometimes went months without drawing a salary. They lived off the tips Nina earned serving the food.

By January of 2020, though, they were drawing crowds even on Wednesdays and Thursdays. The good times continued into February. Valentine’s Day that year fell on a Friday. The restaurant had probably its best Friday night in its seven-plus years of operation, making for a blockbuster three-day weekend that ranked among their top grossing since they first opened.

“We felt like we were really making it,” TJ said.

The crowds thinned in the second half of the month, and the Cusumanos told themselves that a drop-off was inevitable. Yet February turned into March, and one or the other of them glanced at the binder they left open by the phone for writing down reservations. There were few names listed even on a Friday or Saturday night. “Just the winter blues,” the Cusumanos reassured each other. They chalked up the slowdown to the cyclical nature of the restaurant business and a population tired of trekking outside at the end of a long winter. On some nights, they seemed more like weather forecasters than restaurateurs. “Low of twenty-five tonight,” one said to the other to explain a dining room barely half-full on the last Saturday night of February. Another night it was “freezing rain turning to ice.”

Reservations remained down even as the temperature outside warmed up in early March. TJ kept up with current events and had read about this new strain of coronavirus spreading around the globe. At that point, though, the virus had barely reached the shores of the US. Even then, only a few cases had been reported on either coast—far from their modest-sized burgh. Neither mentioned the pending pandemic as a possible explanation for the steep drop-off in reservations.

The date stamps on the food the restaurant was getting from their suppliers were another early sign of the calamity about to hit Old Forge and the rest of the world. Cusumano’s was one of a half-dozen Italian eateries on Main Street in Old Forge, an old coal miner’s town. Phyllis Mischello, the owner-chef of Anthony’s down the street, phoned. So, too, did Russell Rinaldi at Cafe Rinaldi next door and other restaurant owners in town. All of them asked the same question: Were his purveyors sending him older product? TJ noticed the difference in the fish. The catch that typically had been caught within forty-eight hours was now several days out of the water.

“I’m starting to make the correlation,” TJ said. He began to see the impact of the coronavirus on their business.

“We stopped spending money in any way we could,” he said. “Ordering less food. Cutting down on our alcohol purchase. Cutting people’s hours.”

On the second Friday of March—Friday the thirteenth—temperatures hit a high of sixty-four. The crowd that night was still sparse. That Saturday Scranton would have held its annual St. Patrick’s Day parade. In normal times, that would mean an overflow crowd and fat bar bills both in the main dining room and downstairs in the Cellar. “This place would have been a total zoo,” Nina said. But Scranton canceled its parade. Bob Mulkerin was behind the bar in the Cellar that night. Mulkerin was a lifelong Old Forger who’d started bartending on Saturday nights in 2017, after serving a single term as town mayor. (“I care about my kids” was his rationale both for running and deciding not to run for reelection.) Normally, Mulkerin pocketed a couple of hundred dollars in tips on a busy Saturday night. He was lucky if he made $50 that night. A small surprise party was up in the air until a few hours before the guests slated to arrive. They went ahead with the celebration, but the only other people there that night were the battered regulars who parked themselves on the same bar stools night after night. In a room that in normal times practically vibrated with good cheer, the mood was more that of a wake.

On Sunday, the mayor of Philadelphia, two hours to the south, suspended indoor dining. The governor put the same restrictions on restaurants in the suburbs surrounding Philadelphia and also in Allegheny County, which includes Pittsburgh. TJ recalled the night as a last hurrah, as if people sought one more night out before the inevitable. “It was kind of a good Sunday, which kind of shocked us,” TJ said. At the end of the shift, he sat with Jessica Barletta, a waitress who had been with him and Nina since they first opened their doors. She was herself a small business operator with her own dance studio in Scranton.

“TJ’s like, ‘I’m pretty sure we’re not going to be open this Wednesday,’” Barletta recalled. (Cusumano’s is closed on Mondays and Tuesdays.) “I was like, ‘Yeah.’” Pennsylvania’s governor, Tom Wolf, made it official that Monday. Restaurants could still offer takeout and delivery. But Wolf signed an order shutting down indoor dining everywhere in the state.

TJ’s first hours in lockdown were spent largely on his phone, texting or talking with the restaurant’s two dozen employees. The servers and bartenders tended to have other sources of income but not his kitchen staff, who needed a paycheck to pay the rent and buy food. That would be his first hard decision: Whom could he afford to keep, if anyone, and whom would he lay off?

TJ tried not to think about the timing. A landmark moment for any business is establishing a retirement program for its employees. Finally, he and Nina were making enough to start a 401(k) for themselves and several longtime employees. They were only a couple of weeks from finalizing a small benefits package that matched an employee’s contributions to a retirement fund when the governor issued his shutdown order. The 401(k) would be added to the list of things that needed to be put on hold for who knew how long.

“We had been very blessed,” TJ said. “Coming into our seventh year, we were really hitting our stride.” In the prior fifty-two weeks, he figured that they had experienced two or three slow weeks. Yet suddenly he was looking at an indefinite closure.

“Things had really been going great,” he said.

And like that, they weren’t.

* * *

Fifty minutes south of Cusumano’s on the interstate lies Hazleton, another old coal mining town. Both Hazleton and Old Forge date back two centuries to when northeastern Pennsylvania’s coal and iron ore helped power the Industrial Revolution. Yet the modern-day version of each stands as a polar opposite of the other. What distinguishes Old Forge is how little the town has changed over the years. Old Forge was Italian one hundred years ago just as it is Italian today, even as it has the “Polish Alps,” a hilly neighborhood where those of Polish ancestry first settled, and a token Irish pub. People commute to jobs in Scranton or work in town. There are warehouse jobs at a wholesale beer and soda distributor that ranks as one of Pennsylvania’s biggest and more to be found at the sprawling lumber and kitchen supply warehouse just off the main road into town. Many find work inside one of the Italian eateries that for generations have drawn people to Old Forge.

Hazleton, by contrast, has been in great flux for decades. The Hazleton area—the city of Hazleton, with its thirty thousand people, and the surrounding “patch towns” that popped up each time a new mine was opened—has always been a melting pot. The Italians arrived to work its mines (or sell their goods and services to the coal miners, as Cusumano’s people have been doing in Old Forge for several generations) but so did the Irish, the Welsh, the Poles, the Slovaks, the Germans, and, more recently, the Dominicans.

In 1959, the coal industry closer to Scranton collapsed in a single day, after the Knox Coal Company dug too close to the Susquehanna River. What locally is known as the “Knox disaster” flooded mines for miles, all but putting an end to mining in the area. The fall of coal came more slowly to Hazleton but no less emphatically. By the early 2000s, 70 percent of its downtown’s storefronts were sitting empty. For Hazleton, salvation was its proximity to Interstate 80, though some would come to think of that as the source of its problems. This east-west colossus that connects New York City to San Francisco (and also Cleveland, Chicago, and a long list of large cities along the way) cuts past the city only a few miles to the north. Today a massive Amazon fulfillment center occupies one of several industrial parks that a civic group financed just outside of town. Cargill Meat Solutions operates a giant slaughterhouse in that same park. There are also distribution centers there for AutoZone, American Eagle Outfitters, Hershey, and dozens of other brands.

Jobs were again plentiful in the area, which helped resuscitate the local economy. The occupancy rate of the small shops on Broad Street, Hazleton’s main commercial strip—its Main Street—was up around 75 percent at the time of the pandemic. Yet the same easy access to New York (two hours to the east) and New Jersey that drew Amazon and Cargill also attracted workers, most with roots in the Dominican Republic, to the area. Less than 5 percent of Hazleton’s population were Latino in 2000. By the pandemic, more than half were. The English and the Welsh and the Irish who worked the mines in the mid-nineteenth century had banned from their unions the Italians and Eastern Europeans who arrived after them. They made the newcomers feel uncomfortable entering their banks and some businesses. Yet the lessons of that ugly bit of history apparently were lost on the descendants of those who were on the receiving end of that discrimination. They, in turn, have given a hostile reception to this newest immigrant group sharing their small city.

Birmania Hernandez—Vilma to family, friends, and customers—was part of that first big wave of Dominicans to arrive in Hazleton. Born in the Dominican Republic, Vilma moved to New York City when she was nineteen. She married Leonardo Reyes, a fellow Dominican native. He delivered soft drinks and other beverages for a local distributor while Vilma cut hair—first for a salon, then out of their Bronx apartment. They were a family of five stuffed into a two-bedroom place on September 11, 2001. Within six months of the terrorist attack that brought down the Twin Towers, the family bought a house in Hazleton. There, Vilma would finally fulfill her dream of owning her own salon in the United States. On Broad Street, only a few blocks from the Altamont Hotel, where JFK had famously addressed a large crowd in the waning days of the 1960 election, she opened Vilma’s Hair Salon.

Like TJ, Vilma struggled through her early years in business. Unlike him, she faced the extra burden of prejudice against those perceived as interlopers. Her salon had been open for several years when, in 2006, Hazleton passed what some in the national press cast as maybe the country’s harshest anti-immigration measure. Among other provisions, a business would lose its license if it was caught hiring an undocumented immigrant, and landlords would be fined $1,000 a day if they rented to one. Vilma, who spoke little English, had her citizenship papers but the measure scared off many newcomers to town. What she referred to simply as “la ordinancia” cost her salon, she figured, roughly half its business.

The industrial parks on the edge of town, however, continued to flourish, expanding the customer base for a hairstylist eager to grow her business. Vilma added chairs and cutting stations and hired people to fill them. She had eight people working for her when the pandemic hit. Six cut hair, and the other two did the shampooing and swept up around the shop.

Vilma, who turned fifty-four in 2020, was a fit woman with a kind and open face. She wore her dark hair pulled back and had bright, mirthful eyes behind stylish glasses. She spoke to friends still living in the Bronx, who scared her with stories of hairdressers and others in her old neighborhood sick with the disease. There was also the Spanish-language media to frighten her. Still, she could not imagine COVID showing up in faraway Hazleton and resisted the idea that she might have to close her shop, even after the governor banned indoor dining. When three days later Governor Wolf ordered the closure of “all non-life-sustaining businesses in Pennsylvania,” she still did not seem able to fully process the news. Her daughter, Genesis, phoned to make sure her mother had heard Wolf’s announcement. “She tells me, ‘Mami, the governor says you need to close,’” Vilma said. “And I was like, ‘How could this be? It can’t be true.’” Vilma had lived through September 11 and still cut hair the next day and the day after that. In seventeen years of business, she had never closed the shop once, even for vacation. “I didn’t want to believe it,” she said of the shutdown order.

Vilma, despite her disbelief, was relieved to have an excuse to close her shop. Her people hovered over customers at the shampoo bowl and leaned into people’s faces while cutting their hair. Health experts at that point stressed the possibility of picking up the virus touching a doorknob or another infected surface. Vilma and her staff started wearing gloves during work. They disinfected their workstations after every client. But the salon itself was a communal and intimate space. Like TJ, Vilma felt disaster coming even if she could not have articulated it at the time. Inside her normally busy shop, her staff were standing around, waiting for customers who apparently didn’t feel comfortable stopping by for their usual weekly or biweekly visit to the beauty parlor. The governor only made official what in retrospect had seemed inevitable for at least a week.

“People were scared,” Vilma said. “I was scared.” The coming days did nothing to calm her fears. The industrial parks and Hazleton’s connection to New York City meant the virus was spreading rapidly through her small, working-class city. Soon Hazleton was posting what local officials believed were the highest COVID numbers in all of Pennsylvania. A disproportionate share of the essential workers staffing the Amazon fulfillment center and Cargill meat processing plant were Latino, and many were going back and forth to New York. Some in town blamed the area’s Latinos for the town’s high numbers, just as they would blame them for the curfew the mayor, a Republican, imposed on all residents. On the national stage, Donald Trump was whipping up hate against Asian Americans by calling COVID-19 the “Chy-na virus” and the “kung flu.” In Hazleton, Vilma and others were braced for a possible fallout against Latinos.

Vilma phoned each of her eight employees to let them know she had to lay them off. She had always been skilled at filling out government forms and offered any help they might need navigating the state’s unemployment system. Two of her people would not qualify for unemployment because they had only recently started to work at her shop. She paid them what she could and felt thankful that she and Leonardo had savings. They would need any reserves to pay the mortgage on the shop and cover other business expenses while they were closed.

Vilma worked at not fretting about her long-term prospects. Yet the hours she burned each week talking to her employees did not help. “They’re calling, worried about their future, worried they won’t have a job,” she said. She did her best to hide her deepest fears but also couldn’t bring herself to reassure them that everything would be okay.

“They’re asking me, ‘When we will be back?’ ‘What is going to happen?’ I had to tell them I didn’t know,” Vilma said.

“No one knows anything.”

* * *

The story of small business has always been one of survival. Technology evolves, tastes change, markets shift, new competitors emerge. Technology rendered blacksmiths and buggy whip makers obsolete, and later video rental stores and twenty-four-hour photo shops. Neighborhoods morph, causing closures, and recessions wipe out businesses that had been limping through good times. The internet created opportunities for entrepreneurs but also represented a new kind of threat. Sometimes pint-sized enterprises are collateral damage when goliaths trample them in pursuit of big piles of money, like when the financial manipulations by Wall Street giants caused the 2008 subprime meltdown. Nearly ten years passed before the small business sector recovered from the resulting deep recession.

Survival has only gotten harder in recent decades. Walmart and other big-box stores popped up on the edges of Main Streets around the country. Chains continue to chew up entire sectors of the economy. Private equity firms and other deep-pocketed investors with national or global ambitions hired teams of MBAs to implement just-in-time inventory management systems and other efficiencies at their restaurants, retail outlets, or manufacturing plants, driving down prices. Meanwhile, the rent a small business paid soared along with insurance premiums and the price of practically everything. Those independents that managed to keep their doors open have stared down Amazon and the internet. They’ve navigated their way through any number of sweeping trends, including globalization and offshoring. One in three small businesses in the United States fails before celebrating a second anniversary. Half close within five years of opening. Seventy percent are dead within a decade. Floods, hurricanes, fires, broken supply chains, dishonest brokers, banks that discriminate against small businesses in general and those owned by women and people of color in particular: it’s a wonder that any small business survives.

Initially, COVID seemed as if it might deliver a temporary blow to businesses large and small—a lousy March and an equally bad April. A few weeks would pass, we’d flatten the curve, and everything would return more or less to normal. “I’d love to have it open by Easter, OK?” Donald Trump said during a Fox News town hall at the end of March. Yet five days later, even Trump, who minimized COVID, acknowledged that the country was looking at a lockdown of indeterminate length.

A coronavirus does not discriminate. Large businesses as well as small would suffer through a shutdown. But unlike their larger cousins, independents tended to have almost no financial buffer, and therefore were more fragile and vulnerable during a downturn. A 2019 study by JPMorgan Chase looked at more than 750,000 small businesses in a cross section of US cities. Half had two weeks or less of cash on hand to cover their bills. The average white business owner had just nineteen days of reserves. Black owners had even less: twelve days of cash in the bank. Added to the worries of many who cared about the fate of the country’s small businesses was the concern that the man in the White House was not up to the immense challenges presented by a once-in-a-century global pandemic.

Pundits warned of the carnage to come. Sifting through data from the first two months of the pandemic, the Hamilton Project, an economic policy initiative inside the Brookings Institution, declared COVID-19 “the greatest existential threat to American small business in memory.” That spring, some were predicting that one out of every four small businesses would permanently close because of the pandemic. Others put that figure at one in three—or higher if the pandemic stretched into the fall and beyond, as epidemiologists were warning. Those hearing directly from small business owners received an even more pessimistic assessment of their chances. Only 30 percent of restaurateurs thought they could survive if the pandemic lasted four months, according to an April 2020 study by the National Bureau of Economic Research. Only 15 percent saw their operations surviving if it stretched for more than six months. Local chambers of commerce and trade associations around the country surveyed their people. Rural, urban, suburbs, exurbs—it made no difference: more than half the local businesses in almost any poll taken in the spring of 2020 said they were at risk of closing permanently.

Most of the country’s brand-name chains and other corporate giants would survive. Generally, they had months of cash reserves and options for raising money should they need it. Even giant retailers that declared bankruptcy in the first months of the pandemic (JCPenney, Neiman Marcus, Brooks Brothers, Ann Taylor, Lane Bryant) arranged the financing they needed to continue operations. For some small businesses, an understanding landlord or mortgage banker was the only thing that stood between them and solvency. By the end of March, revenue at salons like Vilma’s and barbershops was down more than 80 percent. One month into the pandemic, clothing and apparel sales were down more than 90 percent, according to an electronic payment firm used by sixty thousand small businesses across the US. Credit card transactions at bars and restaurants across the country were down 43 percent, though that included the transaction volumes at pizza places, Asian restaurants, and others that prepared foods well suited to delivery. Sit-down restaurants like TJ’s saw a much steeper drop in their business.

Olive Garden, Applebee’s, and Supercuts would be fine. So, too, would the big-box retailers that were permitted to remain open because they sold groceries, pharmaceuticals, hardware supplies, or other essential items. The concern among those advocating on behalf of small business was that COVID would prove a giant opportunity for the economy’s bigger players to expand market share. Every abandoned storefront meant a potential spot for another Chick-fil-A, Panda Express, Foot Locker, or Payless. “These are times when the strong can get stronger,” the CEO of Nike told a group of financial analysts several months into the pandemic. That was no doubt the mind-set at a long list of retail and restaurant chains for which expansion seemed a constant, even if their top executives were circumspect enough not to articulate that during earnings calls.

* * *

The travails and risks of running a small business are well-known to me and a core part of my childhood. My father was a small businessman his entire adult life. He was just eighteen and a Jewish immigrant from England (a year younger than Vilma when she arrived in New York City) when he and his father set up a business importing bolts of cloth from Savile Row for making men’s suits. A decade later, he was running a small manufacturing plant that he’d opened with a partner. That morphed into a pet food company and ultimately a half-dozen pet stores called Pet Pavilion that he owned and operated with my two brothers.

The election of Ronald Reagan in 1980 eventually torpedoed his manufacturing business (they sold mainly to universities and research centers, and Reagan slashed the dollars the government devoted to scientific research). A larger company that bought the pet food business betrayed my father and his partner, offsetting what otherwise would have been a healthy payout. Venture capital played a central role in the demise of Pet Pavilion (he and my brothers didn’t have deep-pocketed investors, and a competitor did), though ultimately the business was done in by the recession that helped elect Bill Clinton president in 1992. Pet Pavilion was falling apart when my father died of a heart attack at age sixty-four. In every way that mattered, he was a success, providing well for his family and living a very comfortable life. But always it was hard, and never quite generated the payout he was seeking. My front-row seat on the ups and downs of my father’s various businesses gave me the utmost respect for any small operator who survives the treacherous waters they must navigate.

Business owners were generally receptive in the spring of 2020 when I asked to spend time with them. Only in time did I realize that by hanging out with small businesses, I was writing about the broader pandemic. Some, like Joe Lech of Lech’s Pharmacy, were essential workers who did not have the luxury of closing their doors even if there were times when Joe, who was in his early sixties, wished he could. Small businesses were on the front lines of the mask wars. They enforced, or did not enforce, the rules requiring a face covering, just as they were the arbiters of social distancing rules. Eventually, there was also the question of vaccinations. Whether they require employees to get vaccinated was not an inconsequential question for a business owner in the food or hair-cutting business.

Oddly, disasters had become something of a specialty of mine. Water still covered most of New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina in 2005 when my then-employer, the New York Times, dispatched me there to find a small business hit particularly hard by the flooding and episodically chronicle its struggle to rebuild. For the next decade, I followed Liberty Bank, which was down to around seventy-five employees after Katrina yet rebuilt itself into one of the country’s largest black-owned banks. My portfolio expanded to include the rebuilding of the entire city, where six months after the collapse of the levees, twenty-one thousand of New Orleans’s twenty-two thousand businesses were still shuttered. Every homeowner I was talking with found that the decision of whether to rebuild depended in part on the future of small businesses in their drowned-out neighborhoods. Was it prudent to rebuild with no guarantee that the grocery store was coming back, or the pharmacy, or a dry cleaner or gas station? Small businesses didn’t determine the fate of a community but New Orleans after Katrina showed that they were central to people’s perception of what it meant to live in a place. A few years later, I was writing about the 2008 housing crisis that caused nearly ten million foreclosures in the US alone. I spent part of my time in distressed communities where those merchants of misery that thrive when times are hard (payday lenders, rent-to-own stores, pawnbrokers) had set up shop. Mom-and-pop businesses struggling at the start of the recession invariably went out of business. The payday lenders or pawnbrokers moved in, or maybe one of the big wireless carriers. Otherwise, it was likely that storefront sat empty for a long time.

A dark vision of empty storefronts in her town haunted Glenda Shoemaker, who owns a gift and card shop in Tunkhannock, a town of 1,700 in a rural stretch of Pennsylvania called the Endless Mountains. In April of 2020, sitting alone in her store, Glenda contemplated not only the death of her business, which her mother had started more than thirty years earlier, but also her town and countless ones like it. COVID, she feared, might mean “the end of the American way of life. Small town America will be over as we know it.”

It was hard to argue her point. One-quarter or one-third fewer small businesses would have a profound effect on a place, whether a small town, a big city, or a locale of any size in between. A small business die-off of that magnitude would further hollow out Main Streets and retail strips across the country already diminished by the big-box retailers and other chains. The center of gravity in communities would shift even further to a mall anchored by a Lowe’s or a Target or a Best Buy. COVID-19 had the potential to change the geography of commerce in the country. Stores and restaurants on Main Streets with character and charm would close; locales would lose what Jane Jacobs in The Death and Life of Great American Cities called “the ballet of the good city sidewalk.” Invariably, people would end up eating and shopping on strips that have the generic feel of a service road off the interstate. COVID-19 had the potential to decimate local economies. More dollars going to some faraway corporate office meant less cash recycling through a community. It also threatened a broader economic slowdown. In every community where I spent time, I found people who had been working hard to revive their faded Main Streets, battered and diminished from years of competing with corporate giants. The pandemic added a tragic element to that fight, and an urgency. “If we all close,” Glenda said, “what’s left for people except the Walmart, a dollar store, or the internet?”

“Diversity” was my watchword when seeking out businesses with which to spend time. That included the type of business, of course, along with the age, gender, and race of the business owners. Geographic diversity was also important and, in these hyperpartisan, fractious times, also political affiliation. I live in New York City, which at the start of the pandemic was home to more than two hundred thousand small businesses. There was no shortage of interesting micro-enterprises from which to choose. But New York hardly seemed typical, as the country’s largest city and one of its most expensive. Here, the dominant issue is the exorbitant rent and crazy cost of living. Nigel was my dry cleaner downstairs, but the landlord raised his monthly rent from $8,500 to $13,000 for a tiny hole-in-the-wall barely big enough for a counter and hook to hang a customer’s clean clothes. He shuttered his shop, and a local franchise that specialized in low-priced pastries, sandwiches, and coffee drinks moved in. The restaurant I look at from my work window, the Consulate, pays more than $20,000 a month for its space.

I found my small manufacturer in New York: Sol Cacao, a chocolate maker based in an industrial stretch of the Bronx. Otherwise, the businesses that serve as the focal point of this book are in northeastern Pennsylvania, specifically three counties: Luzerne (Hazleton), Lackawanna (Old Forge and Scranton), and Wyoming (Tunkhannock). Pennsylvania meant looking at small businesses away from the coasts and offered a nice cross section of settings. I liked that northeastern Pennsylvania had neither a major metropolis (I had my own hometown) nor sprawling suburbs but instead something less familiar—what James and Deborah Fallows, in their 2018 book and the HBO documentary Our Towns, describe as “small or smaller places” that rarely get noticed unless the media is there to report on something bad. The alpha city in the region, Scranton, may punch above its weight in pop culture, but, with a population of seventy-seven thousand, it’s hardly a big city. Hazleton, home to Vilma’s salon, was a once-grand city whose population had shrunk to thirty thousand and where many small businesses were suffering because of the lack of workers occupying the office buildings along Broad Street. To the west, in Tunkhannock, I found Glenda Shoemaker and also a small group of independent pharmacists fighting to keep their stores open in places where, without them, people would have to drive as many as fifty miles just to pick up a medicine.

Countless other locales might have served as the setting for a book about small businesses confronting COVID. “Its Main Street is the continuation of Main Streets everywhere,” the writer and social critic Sinclair Lewis wrote about the fictional burgh of Gopher Prairie, Minnesota, in Main Street, published in 1920. “The story would be the same in Ohio or Montana, in Kansas or Kentucky or Illinois, and not very differently would it be told . . . in the Carolina hills.” The plight of Cusumano’s in Old Forge was not much different from that of an upscale eatery in almost any other town. The same could be said of Vilma’s Hair Salon, or Lech’s Pharmacy, or Glenda Shoemaker’s gift and card shop in Tunkhannock. But heading into an election year, battleground Pennsylvania promised something else. Only California, Texas, New York, and Florida offered more electoral votes than Pennsylvania, a state Donald Trump had won in 2016 by just forty-four thousand votes—a margin of less than 1 percent. Trump captured 70 percent of the vote in the various counties that make up the Endless Mountains, and Luzerne (Hazleton) and Lackawanna (Scranton) had seen the two largest swings to Trump among Pennsylvania’s counties. Luzerne was a so-called boomerang county—one of 206 in the US that twice had gone for Obama but flipped to Trump in 2016. Joe Biden was Joe from Scranton, of course, and Trump even stepped into my narrative when he showed up in Old Forge to give a speech at the big sprawling lumber and kitchen supply warehouse in town. Already I had been talking with TJ Cusumano for several months when, following the speech, the Beast—the heavily armored, oversized limousine that the Secret Service flies around to ferry a president—parked on Main Street, directly in front of Cusumano’s. Trump, though, was not stopping for a meal at a high-end Italian restaurant but instead walked into the popular pizza restaurant across the street, run by a reliably Republican set of families. Trump picked up several trays of Old Forge pizza—a unique (and quite delicious) rectangular version with a spongier, lighter crust—for the Air Force One ride back to Washington.

* * *

A note about “small business,” a term that has become so elastic as to be rendered nearly meaningless. The federal government preposterously defines a small business as one with as many as 499 employees, which by any measure would be a medium-sized enterprise if we didn’t live in a time of mega-businesses with tens of thousands of employees, if not head counts in the hundreds of thousands. (Walmart employed 2.2 million people at the start of 2021, Amazon 1.3 million, and Lowe’s 300,000.) Academics and think tankers came up with the term “microbusinesses” because our modern-day economy demanded a new extra-small size designation to preserve this idea of smaller mom-and-pop operations. The businesses I approached had two, five, or ten but never more than two dozen employees.

Hypocrisy is a big part of the story of small businesses in America. They are heroes in the American narrative: rugged individuals who strike out on their own rather than work for someone else. That small businesses are essential to the health of the US economy is one of the few things elected officials can agree upon. Job growth in the US is fueled almost entirely by small businesses and not larger ones, which as a group tend to shed as many jobs as they create. On the left, right, and in the center, politicians repeat the same line: “Small business is the backbone of America.” Yet even as they offer those words, they implement policies that favor the large, powerful, and well-connected at the expense of the bantam-weight enterprises they supposedly believe are essential. There’s a Small Business Administration, but the SBA is the government’s smallest cabinet-level agency—by a lot—with an annual operating budget smaller than what the Department of Defense spends in a day. Much of its money ends up in the coffers of businesses with hundreds of employees, if not sometimes enterprises in excess of five hundred people. Even the Paycheck Protection Program, the very rescue plan Congress in the spring of 2020 created to help small businesses survive the pandemic, was rigged in favor of the large and dominant. A long list of larger entities (most famously, Shake Shack and Ruth’s Chris) capitalized on a loophole that had been written into the original legislation, causing the funds to vanish before most small operators could access money that the government had ostensibly set aside for them. The money was replenished and the rules changed, but even then the PPP favored these larger small businesses to the detriment of microbusinesses with only a few employees—those often facing the greatest need—and especially those owned by women and people of color.

Yet it’s not just the politicians who speak out of both sides of the mouth. Almost all of us are living the same contradictions in relation to small businesses. No matter how much we might cherish this notion of the mom-and-pop shop or family-owned restaurant, the data is unmistakable: with each passing year, we spend a greater share of our dollars with corporate giants. We recognize that small businesses animate our towns and cities. That cute little shop or old-fashioned drugstore or charming family-run restaurant lends a locale personality. Yet we’re too busy, so we log on to shop or drive to the parking lot of some retail colossus in search of cheaper prices. We may all agree that independently owned businesses help make up the fabric of our communities, but then people patronize a LensCrafters (part of a $10-billion-a-year conglomerate) or log on to Warby Parker ($394 million in revenues in 2020). We get a bargain cut at a hair-clipping chain or buy cut-rate flowers at a giant supermarket.

I include myself among the hypocrites. There’s a CVS two blocks from our apartment on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, but we use Park West Pharmacy, an independent pharmacy a few blocks the other way. Yet we order staples such as soap and toothpaste online because it’s cheaper to buy them that way, and I’ll confess to more than once dropping into the CVS for a bottle of aspirin or shaving cream. We buy our eyeglasses at one of two independent shops in our neighborhood. But convenience and the 20-percent-off coupons Office Depot ($10 billion in revenues in 2020) regularly sends me keeps me ordering most of my work supplies from them, not the local stationery store six blocks from our apartment. Recently, I purchased a desk at Wayfair, the online home furnishings giant ($14 billion in revenues in 2020). We wouldn’t dream of ordering from the Domino’s Pizza ($4 billion in revenues in 2020) three blocks from us, but that’s more of a culinary decision: why anyone in the vicinity of our place would phone them is a mystery when we’ve got several alternatives far superior to Domino’s, including the excellent Pizza Pete’s on our block. Still, occasionally I’ll pass by any number of independently owned restaurants to grab a quick lunch at a nearby Chipotle, and, on the road, I’m pleased when I see signs for Panera Bread and Subway. Two things are simultaneously true about my family and Amazon: we try to avoid Amazon, yet we spend an embarrassingly large amount of money at its site. We support the Strand, an independent bookstore that recently took over a failing shop down the street. My go-to alternatives are Powell’s Books, an independent shop based in Portland, Oregon, with a large online presence, and ThriftBooks. But our health insurance carrier gives us a dollar redeemable at Amazon whenever we exceed a daily goal for steps, and it seems there are at least two or three Amazon gift cards in the bounty of gifts that arrive whenever one of our boys celebrates a birthday. And, of course, sometimes we want the convenience of one-stop shopping and two-day delivery, which is free because we have Amazon Prime for its streaming service.

Finally, a word about my presence in the book. I started talking with small business operators in April of 2020 but did not meet people face-to-face until that summer, which is when I (sparingly) enter the narrative. I still feared I would be chronicling a great die-off when I hit the road in August. Instead, I found something at once surprising and more interesting and, perhaps, even uplifting.




Chapter 1

Heavy Is the Crown

Glenda Shoemaker imagined someone who really understood business going through her books. The thought made her recoil in horror. “I’d die of embarrassment,” she said. For years, J.R.’s Hallmark, a gift and card shop in Tunkhannock, Pennsylvania, had turned a decent profit. Glenda’s mother and her mother’s partner lived well off the extra cash J.R.’s generated. There was money to invest in the store and sometimes extra cash to salt away for the future. But for the past decade—more or less since Glenda took charge; just her luck—J.R.’s sometimes generated so little cash she worried about covering that month’s bills.

Glenda is a sturdy white woman of above average height. She has a broad, open face with blue eyes, a high forehead, and a mane of blonde hair pulled back, lioness-style, giving her the look of an aging British rocker. Long before COVID, she described herself as a “physical wreck” and also an emotional one.

“I’m not going to lie,” Glenda said. “We were barely making it before this happened.”

Glenda knew she spent too much time contemplating her doom. It didn’t help her state of mind that hers was a seasonal business, based on gifts, cards, and special occasions. The spring wouldn’t be bad, with Easter and Mother’s Day and graduations, but when summer hit, she endured weeks so slow she wondered if she would survive to endure another one. Every year, the fall proved her savior. The store booked nearly half its sales between Thanksgiving and Christmas. But New Year’s Day came, and the cycle repeated itself. “I’m still here”—that was her stock answer when anyone asked her how business was going. She’d managed to last another year. To her, that was success.

The year 2020 had started like every other since she took over the store. She had had a strong Christmas to end 2019, but then the spigot turned off. Business ticked up ahead of Valentine’s Day, as it always did, but then it was about hunkering down until the spring. People went out more when the weather thawed. Women put away their winter boots and heavy clothes and started browsing the racks of clothes she sold alongside cards and gifts. Customers came not just from town and the farms in the surrounding areas but also from adjoining counties. Her store “carried the gold crown,” as Glenda put it, invoking the iconic logo Hallmark stamps on the back of each of its greeting cards. When the weather warmed up, people seemed more inclined to drive as much as an hour or more to J.R.’s to stock up on cards and see what Glenda was carrying in the rest of the store.

J.R.’s was one of the tens of thousands of small businesses in Pennsylvania that temporarily closed when Pennsylvania’s Democratic governor, Tom Wolf, ordered the shutdown on March 19 of all “non-life-sustaining” activity. Millions more small shops, restaurants, and other enterprises around the country were similarly shut down as nonessential. Glenda was among those angry that Wolf had closed her down. She had never particularly liked the governor, and that was before she watched him grant himself the right to do whatever he wanted just by declaring something an emergency. She sided more with Trump, who warned the country against overreacting to a virus he assured everyone he had under control. Glenda was also angry at the media, blaring endlessly about a virus landing people in the hospital, if not the graveyard. But her shop was deemed a nonessential business, and she would close, as ordered.

Glenda phoned the ten part-timers she had working for her and told each the same thing: The governor has shut us down. Don’t come into the store until future notice. And then she sent herself home. Only after a week of watching Good Morning America and CNN and Fox did the reality hit her: COVID-19 had the potential to take a wrecking ball to her business. If she stayed home much longer, Glenda realized, she might no longer have a store to return to.

* * *

Glenda was five years old when her father went to work for IBM. The job was in Oswego, New York, a college town along Lake Ontario where the computer giant manufactured specialized equipment for the military. They moved the three hours north from Tunkhannock to Oswego, a place that offered the family a chance at the middle class. “I don’t think my father really went to college but he was always good with numbers,” Glenda said. “This was his big break.”

Yet Oswego served as home for barely five years. Cancer took Glenda’s father at the age of forty-two, and mother and daughter moved back home to Tunkhannock, where they had family and friends. Glenda attended the local elementary school and her mother, Janet Shoemaker, took a job as a salesclerk at Fitze’s, a clothing store in town. “It’s basically been just the two of us since,” Glenda said.

Eventually, Glenda’s mother secured a better-paying job as a secretary in Clarks Summit, a bigger town in the hills closer to Scranton. Glenda graduated high school but then was in a bad car accident before she could even begin the rest of her life. The femur (the thigh bone) is the thickest and longest bone in the human body and considered the most painful if broken. Glenda broke both. Because of the accident, she’s had both knees replaced and a hip replacement, and she’s suffered from back pain her entire adult life. “One leg is shorter than the other,” she said, “screwing up everything in my body.” Glenda was twenty when she finally felt strong enough to work. She donned a “puke brown uniform and ridiculous visor” each day to work at the McDonald’s in town. She started as a “lobby girl,” a job that had her clearing tables, keeping the bathrooms clean, and mopping the floor. She worked the fryer machines, flipped burgers, and manned the drive-through window, a job reserved for a store’s most capable crew members. Eventually, she was running the place on behalf of an out-of-town couple who owned franchises scattered throughout northeastern Pennsylvania.

For some, opening a small business is born of a passion. An animal-loving couple opens a pet store; the art enthusiast opens her own craft studio for children. Janet Shoemaker fell in that other category of people for whom owning a business is more an expression of independence, if not also a way of granting themselves a raise. Doing her research, Janet learned that while Hallmark had its own corporate-owned stores dotted around the country, most that carried the company name were independently owned. The Kansas City–based greeting card giant required no franchise fee, nor did it charge royalties. Instead, carrying the gold crown meant that an operator agreed to a “minimum product footage requirement.” At least half of a store’s shelves need to be devoted to selling Hallmark products, including greeting cards but also Christmas ornaments, stuffed animals, and a branded line of products stamped with inspirational sayings. What the company called its Gold Crown agreement also included rules about proper lighting and cleanliness. Until J.R.’s, people had to drive to Scranton or Wilkes-Barre if seeking a boutique gift store. Those living in the more rural areas west and north of Wyoming County, in the rest of the Endless Mountains, needed to travel even farther.

Glenda was in her twenties and still working her way up the McDonald’s hierarchy when J.R.’s Hallmark opened in 1988. Janet Shoemaker (the “J” in “J.R.’s”) was in her early fifties and, Glenda said, “one of the rare women Hallmark owners at the time.” A local Realtor in town, Rachel Raker (the “R”), provided the seed money that let her get started, but it was Janet’s to run. To keep expenses down, they rented a narrow storefront in the Towne Plaza, a strip mall three-quarters of a mile from the center of town. The memory of those first years of J.R.’s made Glenda nostalgic for the Tunkhannock of her childhood.

“It’s a beautiful little town,” she said. “It’s just sad what’s happened to it. It’s the story of small towns everywhere.”

* * *

Tunkhannock (pronounced “ton-can-nick”) is from the Native American word for “little stream.” The center of town is where the Tunkhannock Creek hits the Susquehanna River, the East Coast’s longest river and the longest in the US that cannot be commercially navigated. Officially, the state of Pennsylvania has designated this town of 1,700 founded in 1841 a “borough.” Hillary Clinton spoke of summer nights there as a girl, licking ice-cream cones and strolling along the river with her grandparents, who had a summer home eight miles away. The town’s main commercial strip sits along Tioga Street (“Tioga” is derived from the Iroquois word for “at the forks,” where two rivers meet) and stretches for around six blocks. The town’s other main thoroughfare is Bridge Street (Route 29), which bisects Tioga and connects Tunkhannock to the boroughs and townships to the north and south. Supposedly, Elvis had been a guest at the Prince Hotel, a once stately three-story brick-and-stucco building at the corner of Tioga and Bridge Streets. Across the street sat the Dietrich Theater, an Art Deco jewel that George Dietrich opened in 1936.

Tunkhannock and the rest of Wyoming County lies tantalizing close to but outside the coal fields that enriched much of northeastern Pennsylvania. The Susquehanna offered a similar tease: good for fishing and swimming and walking along but not for commerce. Agriculture and logging were the main industries there until 1966. That’s when Procter & Gamble built a giant plant ten miles west of town. It’s there, at a site the company describes as its largest manufacturing site in the United States, that P&G produces its Pampers and Luvs diaper brands, Bounty paper towels, and the packages of Charmin toilet paper that the country was clamoring for in the spring of 2020. Somewhere around 2,200 people work there—nearly 10 percent of the county’s total population, said Wyoming County Chamber of Commerce president Gina Suydam, including her husband.

The Dietrich had grown shabby by the time Glenda was a school kid growing up in Tunkhannock in the 1970s. But the theater still showed a movie every night and, to her mind, bestowed an extra bit of glamor on the town. Glenda’s grandmother worked as a ticket taker there, “sitting behind this little window out front, like in the big city,” she said. The town had two department stores. Fitze’s, the shop where her mother had worked, was one of two clothing stores in town. The town also had its own shoe store. “You could dress yourself all year round without leaving town,” Glenda said. “And it was really nice stuff, too.”

In the 1980s, rumors started about Walmart coming to town. Judy and David Mead, who had purchased Fitze’s from an aging Cleve Fitze in 1980, had recently started a downtown merchants’ association. The Wyoming County Chamber of Commerce had only recently been created. “But the prospect of a Walmart coming in really raised the heat and gave these organizing efforts a lot more momentum,” said Joe Lech, a local pharmacist who served as the chamber’s second president. The two groups reached out to those in other towns that had resisted Walmart, or at least tried to, and assigned people the jobs of researching the zoning laws and other legalities. When rumors became requests by the retail giant for building permits, a group sued, citing the environmental impact of so large a store built so close to the Susquehanna. The two business associations, however, chose not to fight. “There was basically nothing we could do about it,” Judy Mead said. The environmental lawsuit failed, and construction began on a giant box fronted by a football field–sized parking lot. Like other merchants in town, Mead took a deep breath and kept moving forward. “We tried to go with it as best we could,” she said.

The opening of the Walmart in 1994 proved a double blow to the town. Retailers on Tioga, of course, lost shoppers drawn to Walmart’s lower prices, but the town coffers suffered as well. Walmart built its store one mile south of Tunkhannock, in Eaton Township. The tax revenues the Walmart siphoned off from the Tioga Street shops benefited Eaton, not Tunkhannock, which saw its revenues shrink. Walmart also did what it could to minimize the taxes it did pay, said Judy Mead, who served as a Wyoming County commissioner for twelve years.

“Walmart has this group of lawyers who go from town to town, claiming they’re being overassessed, saying they should be paying less in property taxes,” Mead said. Every few years, the same fight took place. Walmart brought in outside appraisers, who invariably concluded the county was overcharging the company, and a fight ensued that might even save this company that booked $549 billion in revenue in 2020 one or two thousand dollars a year in property taxes. (Walmart declined comment.)

Fassett’s department store, housed in a handsome Victorian-style building at Tioga and Bridge, was an early casualty of Walmart. A second department store held on longer, but it, too, closed. “All of us were getting squeezed by Walmart,” Mead said. To illustrate, she brought up the three-packs of Hanes men’s underwear they sold at Fitze’s. Theirs was a small operation that could not buy Hanes by the gross, so they relied on a wholesaler in Scranton who bought Hanes in bulk and replenished their supply of underwear as they needed it. Mead glimpsed her fate the first time she walked into the new Walmart. They sold three-packs of Hanes for the same price she paid her wholesaler.

“We kept Hanes in stock for a while because we’d have customers come in and ask for it,” Mead said. But she felt as if she were cheating people and wondered if they had the same thought. They sold Woolrich, Northern Isles, and other higher-quality brands the Walmart did not carry, but the sale of jeans and other essentials plummeted. They tried adding a shoe department to Fitze’s after the local shoe store closed, “but with all the sizes and styles you have to carry, we couldn’t keep up in a small store,” Mead said. They dropped shoes and added gift items. The other clothing store in town went out of business, but Fitze’s limped along. “We were trying to think of anything that would keep us going,” she said.

The town’s low point came in the 1990s. The Dietrich had gone dark in the late 1980s, and the building fell into disrepair. The Prince Hotel across the street was also in decline. A town survey conducted a few years after the Walmart opened counted thirteen empty storefronts on Tioga. The beloved Gable’s Bakery had shuttered its doors. So, too, had the town’s only butcher shop. Stalwarts such as Greenwood’s Furniture Store, a fixture on Tioga since 1916, still stood. But people found fewer reasons to come downtown. Allison Schultz, the events coordinator at the chamber of commerce, was a teenager in the 1990s. “When we were growing up, you left Tunkhannock if you wanted to do anything,” Schultz said. “It got to the point where you couldn’t even eat downtown.” In 1960, Tunkhannock had been home to 2,300 people. By the end of the 1990s, it’s population barely reached 1,900.

The town battled back. Judy Mead was one of a trio of women behind a Tunkhannock streetscape committee. None of the three had written a grant application in her life, but they managed to raise $1 million. That was enough to plant trees up and down Tioga, fix its broken sidewalks, and add handsome metal lampposts that evoked olden times. Simultaneously, a citizens’ group had formed to rescue the Dietrich. They raised money from townspeople for a down payment to buy the property, and then used government grants and donations from small businesses and wealthy individuals in the area to return the theater to its former glory (and also add a second screen to better compete with the multiplexes). The theater’s green-and-red neon marquee once again brightened its corner of Tioga in the spring of 2001.

The Dietrich’s revival was one critical inflection point for Tunkhannock. The construction of a highway bypass was another. After the Pennsylvania Turnpike was completed in the 1950s, state mapmakers in Harrisburg redirected Route 6 through town. Route 6 was the country’s second-longest highway, connecting Provincetown, Massachusetts, to Bishop, California. State transportation officials hoped the rerouting would drive more tourists to the area, but instead the change caused a near-constant traffic jam on Tioga Street, including trucks going to and from the big P&G plant. When construction finally began on a new roadway that rerouted traffic around Tioga, the mood was captured by a headline in the local newspaper: “Drivers Wait 36 Years for Pennsylvania Bypass.”

The revival of the Dietrich gave people a reason to visit downtown, and the bypass removed the excuse for avoiding the center of Tunkhannock. Slowly, businesses returned to Tioga, demonstrating that the desire of humans to free themselves by starting their own business seems to require only a healthy environment in which to realize that dream. For thirteen years, Jerry Bogedin made a good living working at the P&G factory, but in 1999, he quit to open a restaurant called Twigs, one block from the Dietrich. A second restaurant, the Tioga Bistro, opened across the street from the Dietrich, inspired, one of its cofounders said, by the “renaissance started by the Dietrich.”

The Dietrich added another two screens, bringing the number to four, and created space to hold cultural events, workshops, and classes for kids. More businesses followed: a florist, a barbershop, a martial arts studio, a tattoo shop. The Downtown Deli opened next to the Bistro, and another restaurant called Seasons. Samarios, a popular pizza place in Scranton, opened an outpost in the storefront next to the Dietrich. A diner opened a block away. A store called the Spice Shoppe rented the storefront next to Twigs.

Yet the headwinds confronting small businesses were still strong. Malls and big-box stores mushroomed in and around Scranton and Wilkes-Barre, both around forty-five minutes away by car. Chains moved into Clarks Summit, twenty-five minutes away on Route 6, and the internet devoured an ever-larger portion of the retail market. Weis Markets, a regional grocery chain, opened a giant supermarket just south of town, also in Eaton Township. Walmart built an even larger box across the road from its original store. The opening of the new Walmart Supercenter in 2011 meant a second giant grocery store in the area, along with a garden center, an expanded pharmacy, and a small furniture department. A Dollar Tree moved into the old Walmart and a Dollar General opened across the street from J.R.’s Hallmark. Besides the McDonald’s in town, there was also a Pizza Hut, a Subway, a Burger King, a Dunkin’ Donuts, and a Perkins, a chain that promotes itself as “the nation’s leading family restaurant.”

The recession sparked by the dot-com crash hurt sales in the early 2000s, as did the deeper recession that followed the 2008 financial crisis. The Susquehanna River flooded in 2011, causing extensive damage to many downtown businesses. “The water came in through both the front and back [doors],” said Erica Rogler, the Dietrich’s executive director. Once again, the community pitched in to save the theater. Three hundred volunteers gutted the building and raised money for reconstruction.

Mead and her husband closed Fitze’s in 2012, shortly after the flood. In retrospect, Mead said, they probably should have called it quits three or four years earlier. “We kept thinking times were going to turn around,” she said. She called the closing “a sign of the times,” adding, “Small businesses were going out and it was our turn.” A CVS had moved into town, as had a Rite Aid. Like Mead, Joe Lech, of Lech’s Pharmacy, also said he had held on longer than he should have before closing his pharmacy in town not long after Fitze’s shut down. Other shops closed, including the town’s three grocery stores. The last of the three to close was Brick’s Market, a good-sized store with a meat counter and large produce section that for decades had stood on the east end of the downtown shops. Bricks had employed close to forty people when it shuttered its doors a few years before COVID.

“That’s just how the times are,” one shopper told a Scranton television crew that had come to report on the closing. “The moms and pops are going away.”

* * *

COVID, of course, would prove another threat to those mom-and-pop stores. On the second-to-last day of 2019, a thirty-four-year-old emergency room doctor working at a hospital in Wuhan, China, logged on to an online chat group to share what he knew about a mysterious respiratory virus spreading through this city of eleven million in central China. Initially, this new pathogen was considered only moderately contagious, much like the SARS virus, which had been contained by isolating those showing symptoms. Yet medical professionals quickly recognized that the asymptomatic could serve as super-spreaders. By the time the Chinese government restricted travel from Wuhan, on January 21, 2020, it was too late. An estimated seven million people had traveled from the city since the first patient showed up at a hospital with symptoms. On January 30, the World Health Organization declared this novel coronavirus a global emergency. By then, at least ten thousand people in twenty countries had been infected, including the United States.

Public health officials in the United States sounded the alarm. Members of the Obama administration’s National Security Council had created a sixty-nine-page guide that it had helpfully titled “Playbook for Early Response to High-Consequence Emerging Infectious Disease Threats and Biological Incidents.” Yet rather than follow this detailed step-by-step guide, Trump and his people pursued a policy of wishful thinking. The president repeatedly floated the idea that the virus would disappear with the warmer weather (“A lot of people think that it goes away in April with the heat,” Trump told a group of governors) and dismissed COVID as another “hoax” advanced by political foes looking to derail his reelection. Near the end of February, the CDC’s top respiratory disease chief warned that a widespread outbreak in the US was inevitable. “Disruptions to everyday life may be severe,” she said, including school closures. Trump, however, knew better. The next evening, during a meeting at the White House, he said, “One day—it’s like a miracle—it will disappear.”

By March 3, hospitals in parts of Italy were overwhelmed and select cities went into lockdown. In the US, that was Super Tuesday, a night dominated by Joe Biden, who increasingly seemed like he would be Trump’s foe that November. Two days later, Trump traveled to Scranton to troll a victorious Biden in his hometown. A hastily arranged town hall sponsored by Fox News was held at the Scranton Cultural Center—what would be the president’s last campaign appearance for a couple of months. The first question was from a self-described undecided voter, who asked the president about his plan for combating the coronavirus. Instead, Trump spoke of his “rave reviews” and declared, “We’ve done a great job.”

Cindi Heyen was among those attending that night’s town hall.
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