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To Diane. Thank you for the decade.




PROLOGUE




It’s been more than forty years. In sharing this story, I’ve decided to include some of my diary entries from those days—not as much for your sake as for mine. I find that in retelling our stories, the recounting eventually begins to take on more credence than the actual truth of the event.

—Elle Sheen



Every story is a road. And on all roads there are potholes and bumps, detours and unexpected encounters. This stretch of my story took place back in 1975 in a small mountain town you’ve never heard of—Mistletoe, Utah. It was a harsher than usual winter, and everything, it seemed, was frozen—including my life as a single mother working as a waitress at the Noel Street Diner.

Then, on one of those cold days, something came along that changed everything for me. More correctly, someone. It was the day I found William Smith lying under a truck on Noel Street.

Nineteen seventy-five seems both like just yesterday and a millennium ago. It was a different world. In many ways, a different country. Gas was fifty-seven cents a gallon, and Foster Grant sunglasses set you back a five spot. Jimmy Hoffa disappeared, and the videocassette recorder appeared. Stylish women wore long print dresses and knits, and men wore polyester leisure suits in colors the fashion industry is still scratching their heads over.

New York City was on the verge of bankruptcy, while Jaws, The Towering Inferno, and Funny Lady reigned at the box office. The year’s soundtrack was provided by the likes of the Eagles, Aerosmith, Alice Cooper, Elton John, and Queen, while a nation with just three television networks watched The Six Million Dollar Man, Kojak, All in the Family, M*A*S*H, and The Carol Burnett Show.

Just the year before, President Nixon had resigned in disgrace over the Watergate break-ins. America was a cauldron of social unrest, and demonstrations and riots were evening news staples. Some of those demonstrations were over the Vietnam War. Some were over racial or gender inequality. All concerned me. I was a single white mother with a black child whose father had been killed in Vietnam. Dylan, my son, was now nearly seven years old. He knows his father only from my stories and the few photographs I have of him.

Mistletoe, Utah, was an unlikely place to raise a black son. It was as homogeneous and white as a carton of milk. Dylan was not only the sole black person in the small town, he was the only one some of the locals—mostly farmers and ranchers—had ever met. I know that to you who live in big cities or in the South that seems hard to believe, but that’s how many of these small western towns were.

Nineteen seventy-five was the year Saigon fell and that nightmare of a war ended. At least historically. Parts of it would never die to me, not even now as I write this. But it was that footnote in history that, perhaps, played the most significant part of that winter’s story.

While global chess pieces were being moved around the board by the forces that be, my little world was following its own rickety path, which took a major detour that holiday season, starting with, of all things, a burned-out clutch.

Will it ever stop snowing? I wondered as I walked to the car. The snow had piled up to almost six inches in the driveway of our duplex. I hadn’t shoveled; I didn’t have the time. Besides, it was going to just snow more. I pushed the snow off my car with a broom. “Come on, Dylan. We’ve got to go.”

“Coming, Mama.”

Dylan, who was tall for his age, came out of the house wearing a red-and-green stocking cap that one of the waitresses at the diner had knitted for him last year and his new winter coat that, in spite of his size, was still way too large, the sleeves coming down past his knuckles. I had bought it that big out of necessity. He had grown out of his last coat in less than a year, and I didn’t have the money to keep up.

“Is the door shut?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Then hop in, we’re late.”

I laid the broom against the house and got in the car. As I backed out of our driveway, the Fairlane backfired, which made Dylan jump.

“Someone just shot at us!” Dylan shouted. He was imaginative.

“No one shot at us,” I said. “It’s just the car.”

“It exploded.”

“I’ll give you that.”

The Fairlane had been left to me in my grandfather’s will. It had been a blessing and a curse. It was more than a decade older than Dylan and things on it were starting to go, something I was financially not prepared to handle. I had just replaced the alternator two months earlier.

What now? I thought.



CHAPTER one




To call that winter a junction in my life would be like calling the Grand Canyon a ditch.

—Elle Sheen’s Diary



I don’t know much about cars, even my own—a ’57 Ford Fairlane that collectors would die for today but that I couldn’t give away back then. That morning as I started the car something felt different, which, from my experience—in both cars and relationships—was rarely good. And there was the smell of something burning, which was never good.

“Do you smell something?” I asked Dylan. He had sensory processing disorder—something we didn’t know about back then—and was highly sensitive to smells.

“It wasn’t me,” Dylan said.

I grinned. “I’m talking about the car.”

“It smells like burnt toast,” he said.

I sighed. “Looks like you’re going to be late to school today. We need to see Mr. Renato again.”

“I don’t like Mr. Renato,” Dylan said.

“Why don’t you like Mr. Renato?”

“He smells funny.”

“That’s not nice,” I said, even though it was true. Mr. Renato smelled more like garlic than a roasted clove. “He just smells a little like garlic.”

“What’s gar-lick?”

“Garlic is something you put in Italian food like spaghetti sauce and pizza. I know you like those.”

“Yeah.”

“Mr. Renato is Italian, like pizza. And if you say anything about how he smells in front of him, I’m going to ground you from watching TV for a whole week.”

I looked over to see if he was getting it. He was frowning. “Can I tell him he smells like a garlic?”

“No!”

Mr. Renato owned Renato’s Expert Auto Repair, but since his was the only auto body shop in Mistletoe, everyone just called it Renato’s—a name that outsiders often mistook for an Italian restaurant.

Renato was of direct Italian descent, immigrating to America when he was nineteen. Like everyone else in town, including me, you had to wonder how he ended up in Mistletoe. It was a woman, of course. He met her in the bustling metropolis of New York and followed her back to a town so small that the McDonald’s had only one arch. Actually, that’s not true. We didn’t have a McDonald’s.

That was a joke. I had a whole repertoire of “our town is so small” jokes, mostly shared with me by truck drivers passing through. I’ve heard them all. This town is so small that all the city limits signs are on the same post. A night on the town takes six minutes. The New Year’s baby was born in September. (That last one was actually true. Not a lot of births in this town, as most people leave to get married. I’m a sad example of what happens if you don’t.)

The truth was, Mistletoe was so small that even people in the state of Utah didn’t know it existed. Renato’s love interest eventually left—both him and Mistletoe—but Renato stayed put. Unfortunately, my car kept us in frequent contact.

Renato’s shop was on the way to Howard Taft Elementary, Dylan’s school. The repair shop had three bays and a front office that perpetually reeked with the pungent scent of new tires.

“It smells in here,” Dylan said as we walked in. I wasn’t sure if it was a reference to the tires or the shop’s proprietor.

I gave him a stern glance. “Remember what I told you. I mean it.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“What you’re smelling are the new tires. I like it.”

“You’re weird.”

“No one’s going to argue that.”

Just then a short, olive-skinned man walked out of a back office holding a clipboard. He had a pen tucked behind his ear, partially concealed by his salt-and-pepper hair. He wore a long-sleeved, oil-stained cotton work shirt with an embroidered patch with his name on it. His hands were clean, though permanently dyed by motor oil. He smiled when he saw me.

“Ciao, bella.” He walked over and kissed me on both cheeks. “You are too beautiful.”

It was nice to hear, even from Renato, who was a living, breathing Italian caricature and pretty much said it to every woman he encountered.

I was pretty in a simple way. Or, at least, I used to be. I was raised in the small town of Cedar City, the only daughter of a military officer turned rancher, and looked as wholesome as my beginnings suggested. I looked like my mother, which, I suppose, was a good thing, as she had been chosen Miss Cedar City in her youth. I had flaxen hair, a small mouth, but full lips and large brown eyes. I was trim, with curves. I wasn’t tall, but, at five foot five, I was still taller than my mother. My height was something I got from my father, who was six one.

My father used to say, “I prayed to God that my daughter would be pretty, but not too pretty. Too pretty messes up one’s head.” Then he’d wink and say, “But God doesn’t always give us what we ask for.” He also used to say, “Pretty is as pretty does.” I’m still not totally sure what that means.

No matter the standard, I didn’t feel very pretty in those days. In the mirror of my self-image I just saw a lonely, quietly desperate woman hidden behind a mask of exhaustion.

“Hi, Renato.”

He smiled even more broadly, the furrows on his face growing still deeper. “Mamma mia, sei troppo bella,” he said, sighing dramatically. Pretty much everything he did was dramatic. “Every time I see you it reminds me that I was born twenty-five years too early.”

“Maybe I like older men.”

“Perché mi stuzzichi. How you tease an old man.” He glanced down at Dylan. “How are you, bambino?”

“My name’s not ‘bambino,’ ” Dylan said.

Renato smiled. “È vero.” He looked back up at me. “What brings you to my shop, bella?”

“The usual,” I said. “My car’s acting up again.”

“Your curse, my blessing,” he said. “Your naughty car brings you back to me. What is the problem this time?”

“Our car exploded this morning,” Dylan said.

“La machina cattiva.” Renato looked out the glass door toward my car. “The car exploded?”

“It backfired,” I said. “But that’s not the problem. I think it’s the clutch. It doesn’t feel right.”

“What does it feel like?”

“It feels… kind of loose. And it smells bad.”

“You said something smells bad,” Dylan said. “You said not to say that.” I closed him down with a glance. I turned back to Renato.

“It smells like something is burning.”

Renato frowned. “That is not good. Do you ride the clutch?”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“Do you keep your foot on the clutch when you drive?”

“I don’t think so.”

He breathed out loudly. “Your clutch may be going out on you.”

“That sounds expensive,” I said anxiously. “Is that expensive?”

He nodded side to side, then raised his hand to explain. He always used his hands to speak. (How do you shut up an Italian? You tie up his hands.) “The clutch plate is only twenty-five dollars.”

“Thank goodness,” I said. “I can almost afford that.”

“It is not the part that is the problem,” Renato said, his face pressed with pain. “Replacing the part is the devil. That is what costs the money.”

“How much?” I asked.

“Usually costs about five hundred.”

My stomach fell. It might as well have been five thousand. “Five hundred?”

“I’m sorry, but do not panic yet. I will have my man check it out first. You have your keys?”

“Right here.” I fished my keys from my purse, which was a little embarrassing since my key chain weighed about a pound and had two massive plastic key chains that Dylan had made for me at school that said “World’s Best Mom.”

Renato smiled at the bundle. “Good thing you have a big purse,” he said.

“I wish it was to hold all the money I had.”

“We should all have that problem,” he said. “I’ll have William check your car.”

“Who’s William?”

“He is my new guy.”

“What happened to Nolan?”

“Nolan left.”

“Left? He was here forever.”

“Thirty-three years. I am not happy about it. He moved back to Montana to raise cattle on his brother’s ranch. Fortunately, this man, William, showed up two days before he left. He used to be a mechanic in the army.” He walked to the door to the garage and opened it. Somewhere in the garage a radio was playing Simon and Garfunkel’s “Sound of Silence.”

“William.”

A man I guessed to be about my age looked up from beneath the hood of a car. It was rare to see a new face in town outside the diner. He was tall, thin, with dark brown hair and dark features. Ruggedly handsome, I guess. At least I thought that at first. It didn’t last long. “Yes, sir,” he shot back, like he was still in the military.

“I love it when he says that,” Renato said to me. He turned back to his man. “I need you to check the clutch on a Fairlane.”

“Yes, sir. Keys in the ignition?”

“I have them.” He threw him my bundle. The man caught them.

The man, William, suddenly looked at me and Dylan with a strange expression. As the mother of a nonwhite child, I was used to this. “I’ll need to take it around the block.”

“Of course,” I said, like I had any idea what he needed to do.

He opened a bay door and walked out to my car.

“He is going to take it for a drive so he can feel the clutch,” Renato explained.

“Or smell it,” I said.

Dylan looked at me and I shook my head.

“Can I have a gumball?” he asked.

“Let me see if I have a penny.” I reached in my purse and took out my change purse. It was mostly filled with pennies. “There you go.”

“Thank you.” He ran to the gumball machine.

“He is such a polite boy,” Renato said. “He has a good upbringing.”

“Thank you.”

About five minutes later the new guy pulled my car into one of the bays and climbed out.

“What do you think?” Renato asked.

“It’s definitely slipping,” he said. “I can smell it.”

I frowned. “That’s what I said.”

I looked at Renato hoping for some good news but he only frowned. “I am sorry, bella. It is going to need a new clutch.”

My heart fell. It seems I was always paying for something. I had just finished paying off the alternator. Now this. And Christmas was coming. “Can you fix it?”

“Of course. I’ll work with you on the price. I will give you the family discount. Can you make payments?”

“How much would you need?”

“I can do fifty dollars a month. I will do the tune-up for free, no charge.”

“Okay.” I didn’t have a choice. Dylan and I were barely making it as it was. I’d have to pick up an extra shift each month just for the clutch and pray something else didn’t give out. Or that I didn’t.

“Thank you,” I said softly.

“Prego, signorina.”

“How long will it take to fix?”

“Maybe four to six hours. William is a fast worker. Can you leave it with me?”

“I kind of need a car. You don’t have a loaner, do you?”

“Not today. I will have one tomorrow morning after Mr. Anderson picks up his car.”

“Will my car last another day?”

“William, how much longer can she drive her car?”

“The clutch probably has a week or two left on it.”

“Will I damage the clutch more?” I asked.

Renato shook his head. “The damage is done. But if it goes out completely you could damage your engine.”

Just then William shouted, “Hey! Get off that!”

I spun around. He was shouting at Dylan, who was standing on top of an oily machine next to a stack of tires. “That’s not a toy.”

Dylan was paralyzed with fear. He wasn’t used to being yelled at. I walked over to him. “Sorry,” I said to William. “He doesn’t know better.”

“Then you should keep an eye on him. This isn’t a playground.”

“I’m sorry,” I said again. I turned to Dylan, who was still cowering. “Come on, Dylan. Let’s go. Don’t touch anything.” So much for Mr. Rugged Good Looks, I thought.

“He’s scary,” Dylan said as I took his hand.

“Yeah,” I said under my breath. “Very.” I walked Dylan back into the front office. Renato was already there behind his counter writing on a pad.

“So here is the work order. We are going to replace your clutch and give you a free tune-up.”

“So this new guy of yours. Mr. Personality.”

Renato looked at me. “Mr. Personality?”

“How’s he working out?”

“William is a hard worker,” Renato said. “He is doing a very good job.”

“But not much of a personality,” I said.

Renato’s expression didn’t change. “Do not be too quick to judge.”

I wasn’t sure how to handle Renato’s uncharacteristic seriousness. And I was still reeling a little from his employee reprimanding my son and me, as well as the devastating financial news. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Renato nodded. “I am sorry for the bad news, bella. But I will give you the family discount.”

“Thank you.”

As I left the place, it was all I could do not to cry. Why couldn’t I catch a break?



CHAPTER two




These are days when I feel like Sisyphus of Greek legend, forever pushing the stone up the hill. But I mustn’t stop. My son’s future is at the top of that hill.

—Elle Sheen’s Diary



As I pulled out of Renato’s, the Fairlane seemed to drive even worse, though I’m not sure if it really was or if it was just that now I really knew something was wrong with the car and was looking for it.

Dylan was still quiet as I pulled into the school parking lot.

“You okay?” I asked.

He nodded unconvincingly.

“That was kind of scary to be yelled at,” I said.

He nodded again. “I wasn’t going to break anything.”

“Maybe he was just afraid you were going to break yourself.” I didn’t believe it, but it didn’t matter. I wasn’t protecting the jerk, I was protecting my son. And he was probably just another bigot. I parked the car in the vacant bus lane in front of the school, then turned to Dylan and held out my hand. “Spit out your gum.”

“But it still tastes.”

“You know they don’t allow gum in school.”

He spit it out into my hand. I wrapped it in a tissue and put it in my purse. “Come on. School waits for no one.”

Dylan was more than a half hour late for school so I had to sign him in. I held his hand as we walked into the front office.

“Good morning, Elle Bell,” the school secretary, Cheryl, said brightly. Much too brightly for where my mind was.

“Morning, Cheryl,” I said, purposely leaving off the good.

“Late start?”

“Car problems.”

She shook her head. “Again?”

“Different ailment, same car.”

“I have the same problem with my husband,” she said. “Dylan, please take this note to Mrs. Duncan.” She handed him a pink slip of paper. Dylan turned to go.

“Wait,” I said. “What about my kiss?”

Dylan looked embarrassed, furtively glancing around to see if anyone might see him.

“Come on. No one’s around.”

He screwed up his mouth. “All right.”

He quickly pecked my cheek. I pulled him into a big hug that he tried to escape from. I released him. As he backed away from me I said, “Don’t forget your lunch.” I handed him a brown paper sack. “I’m working late tonight. Fran will be picking you up from school. You got that?”

“Bye, Mom.” He ran out of the office.

“He’s a good boy,” Cheryl said.

“Probably the one thing in my life that’s not going wrong,” I said.

“Well, if you had to choose something to not be broken, that’s the thing.”

I drove from the school to the diner. I could smell my burning clutch as I got out of the car. As usual I parked behind the restaurant and walked in through the back door.

“Sorry I’m late,” I said, shutting the door behind me.

Loretta, the diner’s owner, looked up at me. “Everything okay?”

“No. Another car problem.”

She shook her head. “Is it serious?”

“Five hundred dollars serious.”

She frowned. “I’m sorry.”

“Me too. Just when I get one bill paid off, another pops up.”

“Pray for big tips.”

“I already am,” I said. “If they don’t pick up I’m going to be short on next month’s rent.”

“I’m sorry, baby,” Loretta said. “Miracles happen.”

“I could use a miracle right about now.” I put on my apron. “But I won’t be holding my breath.”



CHAPTER three




I always knew this day would come. So why was I so unprepared? I suppose it’s the nature of humanity to avoid contemplating unpleasant inevitabilities. Which is why so few buy their own grave plots.

—Elle Sheen’s Diary



It was a normal day, as far as my days went, made up of the usual mix of regulars and strangers—elderly locals who were lonely or bored, as well as the occasional trucker. Like my clientele, my schedule was equally predictable. When I worked the late shift I got home from work at ten—eleven on weekends. When I walked in that night, Fran, my sitter, was sitting at the kitchen table doing homework. Fran went to school at Weber State during the day to study music, evidenced by the violin case on the floor next to her. Fran was lovely, with an eclectic taste in music. I never knew what she’d be playing on her 8-track player when I got home—Chopin or Bob Dylan. Tonight there was neither as she was intent on her studies.

“How was he?”

“Amazing as usual. He made this for you.”

She held up a blue-green marbled ball of Play-Doh, with toothpicks sticking out, four on the bottom, two on top.

I took it from her. “What is it?”

“It’s a reindeer,” she said, grinning. “Can’t you tell?”

I grinned back. “I love it.”

“He loves you.” She put her homework in a bag and then said, “I should probably tell you, Dylan asked me something different tonight.”

I looked up from the reindeer. “What?”

“He asked if Santa was a Negro.”

It was the first time he’d used that word. “What did you say?”

“I said, Santa is a spirit. He’s the color of giving. I don’t know what that means, but he seemed good with that. I hope that’s okay.”

My eyes watered. “Thank you. You said the right thing.”

“He’s a sweet boy.”

I gave Fran a hug. She picked up her case and walked to the door. “See you tomorrow.”

“Good night.”

I walked to Dylan’s room and opened the door. As usual, he was asleep, the covers pushed down to his waist. Fran was right; he was a sweet boy. He was also a beautiful boy. He had light, mocha-colored skin and was lanky and handsome like his father, though with the more subtle facial features from my Swedish-Welsh heritage. He was exotic looking, as he had blue eyes, something that people would sometimes stare at in disbelief. One time a woman asked me if his eyes were “real.” I didn’t answer her. I still have no idea what she meant by that.

I lifted the covers up to his chin and kissed his forehead. “I love you, little man.” I shut his door, then went to my room and undressed.

Where had he heard the word Negro? I wasn’t surprised that he’d asked. As the only black person in an all-white farming town, it was only a matter of time. I just hoped I’d be a little better prepared.

The next morning I got Dylan up and while he ate breakfast I made his usual sack lunch—a peanut-butter-and-jam sandwich, chips, and the donut I brought home every night from the diner. I checked my watch and then said, “C’mon, sport. Time to go.”

“Can I watch Fat Albert?”

“You know better than that. It’s time for school. After school you can watch TV.”

As we climbed into the car Dylan asked, “Will our car explode again?”

“I don’t know. It might.” I pulled out into the snow-covered street. “That reminds me. I’m not going to be in the same car tonight.”

Dylan’s face grew animated. “Are we getting a new car?”

“No. We’re just borrowing a car until Renato fixes ours.”

He frowned. A few moments later he asked, “Mom, what’s a Negro?”

I looked over at him. “Where did you hear that word?”

“Marsha at school says I’m a Negro.”

Take a deep breath. At least I knew where he’d learned it. “Well, that means you’re super smart and very handsome.”

Dylan looked confused. “She said I’m a Negro because my skin is brown.”

“Well, that’s part of it,” I said. “Of course, everyone has different colors on their body. Some have different color hair, different color eyes, some have different color skin.”

“She said I can’t go to her house because I’m a Negro.”

I bit down. “Well, there you go. People at Marsha’s house must not be very smart or handsome, so they’re intimidated by you.”

“What’s inti… date?”

“Intimidate. It means to be scared.”

“Why are they scared?”

“Because they’re not as smart or handsome. Did you even want to go to Marsha’s house? It doesn’t sound like a very fun place to be.”

“She’s having a birthday party.”

I tried not to show my anger. I sighed heavily. “Some people are just…” I stopped short of calling her dumb. “…don’t get out much,” I finally said. I pulled up to the curb of the drop-off zone. “I love you, buddy.”

“Love you too, Mom.”

I watched him walk up to the front of the school and fall in with the other kids, all of them white. As I pulled away I started to cry.



I drove over to Renato’s and sat in the parking lot until I regained my composure. I wiped my eyes and then walked into the garage’s office, a spring-loaded bell above the door announcing my entrance. To my dismay, the new guy, William, was standing at the counter. I stiffened at the sight of him. I still hadn’t forgiven him for scaring Dylan. Or me. After this morning I was especially sensitive.

“Good morning, Elle,” he said with surprising gentleness. Even more surprising was that he knew my name.

“Is Renato here?”

“No. He won’t be in until this afternoon. But he told me you would be bringing your car in this morning. He has a loaner for you. It’s that green-and-white Plymouth Valiant out there.” A smile crossed his face. “I know what you’re thinking. It’s too sexy to drive.”

I almost smiled but didn’t want to encourage him. “Thank you. How long will my car take?”

“I’ll have it done by three,” he said. “That includes the tune-up. That won’t take much time.”

“What time do you close?”

“Five.”

I frowned. “I don’t get off work until eight. Can I pick it up tomorrow?”

“No problem.”

“And the Valiant?”

“There’s no hurry on that. We don’t need it.”

“Thank you.”

He handed me the keys to the loaner, which had somehow been connected to a golf ball with a bright yellow smiley face beneath the trademarked phrase “Have a Nice Day.
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