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My first published work was a tale I wrote in the first grade at Hugo Reid Elementary School in Arcadia, California. My story was called “The Blue Bunny,” and it was printed in the school’s annual creative works publication. My mother treated it as a masterpiece of American literature. From “The Blue Bunny” on, my mother was my biggest fan.

I lost my biggest fan on Valentine’s Day of this year. This story is for her.
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Begin at the start, end at the end. It’s the best advice I could give a friend.
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When I was a boy, my mother told me that everyone comes into our lives for a reason. I’m not sure if I believe that’s true. The thought of God weaving millions of lives together into a grand human tapestry seems a bit fatalistic to me. Still, as I look back at my life, there seem to be times when such divinity is apparent. None is more obvious to me than that winter evening when I met a beautiful young woman named Macy and there ensued the extraordinary chain of events that encounter set in place.

Of course such a theory carried to the extreme would mean that God sabotaged my car that night because, had my car’s timing belt not broken at that precise moment, this story never would have happened. But it did, and my life was forever changed. Perhaps my mother was right. If God can align the planets, maybe He can do the same to our lives.
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My story began at a time when it was dangerously close to ending—a wintry November evening, eleven days after my mother died. My mother was killed in a car accident. There were three other people with her in the car, and everyone but my mother walked away unharmed. I was close to my mother, and the day I learned she died was the worst day of my life.

Even before her death my life was in shambles. I had left my home in Huntsville, Alabama, nine months earlier and come to Salt Lake City to attend the University of Utah on an engineering scholarship. I had never been out West, and all I knew of Utah (other than that it had the only out-of-state school willing to give me a scholarship) was that it was a long way from Huntsville, with a few mountain ranges in between. This suited me because I wanted to put as many miles between my father and me as I could.

Actually, I never really called Stuart Smart “Father.” He had always been “Stu” to me, and I considered his full name an oxymoron. He was an auto mechanic with an eighth-grade education, grease under his fingernails, and a disdain for all things he didn’t understand—which included English grammar and me.

His dream was for me to one day take over the family business—Smart Auto Repair—and every Saturday after I turned ten, he’d drag me down to the garage and put me to work. While my friends were hanging around the Tastee-Freez or hunting grasshoppers with BB guns, I spent my childhood changing tires and air filters.

I hated everything about the garage; from the boredom of watching Stu dissect a transmission to eating bologna and mustard sandwiches on bread smudged with motor oil. But most of all I didn’t like being with Stu. He wasn’t one for idle conversation, so the long days were mostly silent except for the occasional whine of a pneumatic wrench and the constant twang of a country radio station. I wasn’t much good as a mechanic and Stu always seemed annoyed with my ineptness. Every week I begged my mother to not make me go, and one Saturday, around the time I turned fourteen, Stu finally gave up on me and left me home.

If love isn’t blind it’s at least horribly nearsighted.

—Mark Smart’s Diary

My mother, Alice Geniel Phelps, was nothing like Stu. She was soft, well spoken and thoughtful. She liked to read and talk about philosophy, music and literature, things my father generally considered a waste of time. I could never figure out why someone like my mother married a guy like Stu until I came across a copy of my parents’ wedding announcement. To my surprise I learned that they’d been married just eight weeks before I was born. I figured that with the way things were back then, she had to.

As I got older, Stu and I argued a lot. I couldn’t tell you how many times my mother interceded on my behalf, sometimes standing between the two of us. My mother was the skin that held our home together. Now she was gone. And so was my home.

As I said, things were already going badly. Though I worked hard and earned straight A’s, after my first year in school, the university announced a budgetary cutback and dropped hundreds of scholarships. Mine included. Since I was no longer in school, I lost my job at the university registrar’s office and my room in the dorm.

In truth, I didn’t care that much about engineering—I had no real love for it—but my parents couldn’t afford tuition and the scholarship was my only way into college. My real dream was to be a songwriter. But music scholarships are hard to come by unless you’re a classical virtuoso, which I’m not. I play the twelve-string guitar alright. I guess I’m more of a folksinger, not exactly Juilliard material.

Stu had predicted my failure and I wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of making him right, so I stayed in Utah and wrote cheerful, fraudulent letters home, telling everyone that school was going well. The truth was I was lonely, poor and depressed, living in a rundown basement apartment and employed at the only job I could find—on the janitorial crew at a nearby high school.

My plan was to save up enough money to get back into school, but I was barely making enough to get by. The day my mother died, my aunt called the dorm to tell me. That’s when my family learned I was no longer in school. Since I had left no forwarding address or phone number, I didn’t find out about my mother’s death until two days after her funeral when I called home to talk to her. Stu answered the phone. He called me a liar and told me not to bother to come home.

I thought I’d hit bottom, but apparently there was still more room to fall. Later that same week Tennys, my girlfriend back in Alabama, whom I had dated for nearly four years, sent me a letter informing me of her recent engagement to a promising young chiropractor.

I’m ashamed of what happened next. I now believe that under the right circumstances we are all capable of things we’d never think possible.

In the last year I had struggled with depression. But now, with the added grief, loneliness and rejection, I began having thoughts of ending my life. At first it was no more than an errant spark, quickly extinguished. But as my depression deepened, the idea began to take root.

The night this story begins I had arrived at work only to be yelled at by a crazy English teacher who accused me of stealing a classroom CD player. I knew nothing of the player, had never even noticed it, but she insisted that I was the only one with access to her room and she swore I’d be fired and reported to the police if I didn’t return it by the next day. Later that evening, as I cleaned toilets, I decided this would be my last night of pain. That was where my mind was when my car broke down on the way home from work. God kicking me one last time, I thought. The truth was He had other plans.

My mother used to say, “Man’s extremities are God’s opportunities.” She also used to say, “Be kind to everyone—you don’t know what cross they’re bearing and how sweet that kind word might ring.” That night proved both pieces of wisdom true.

That night was the start of a journey that taught me that one truth can change everything. It was the night I found Macy. And it was the Christmas season that Macy found Noel.
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My mother used to tell me that angels walk the earth disguised as people. Tonight I’m a believer.
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NOVEMBER 3, 1988

“What the…”

My windshield wipers swung wildly in a vain attempt to clear the snow from my windshield, as my sixteen-year-old Malibu coughed, shuddered, then stalled, the dashboard lighting up like a Christmas tree. It was almost midnight and Salt Lake was in the clutch of an early snowfall. A blizzard, actually. I had just finished work and was headed home on snow-packed roads, wondering if I was really capable of ending my life. Considering the direction my thoughts were taking, it seems peculiar that my car breaking down bothered me. But it did. Just another sign of God’s boundless love, I thought cynically.

I coasted the Malibu to the side of the road, bumping into the snow-covered curb. I punched the steering wheel in frustration. For all the time I spent in Stu’s shop, I knew relatively little about cars. Stu would’ve known what was wrong before I came to a stop. I saw a movie once about a horse whisperer, a guy who could talk to horses and heal them. Stu was a kind of “car whisperer”; he could tell you what was wrong with a car before popping its hood.
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The driving snow cocooned my car. When I could no longer see through my windshield, I climbed out and looked around, sizing up my predicament. Every building on the street was dark except for one about a half block up. I trudged over the unplowed sidewalk toward the light.

A sign outside the building read THE JAVA HUT, or JAVA THE HUT, COFFEE HOUSE; because of the placement of the words on the sign, I wasn’t sure which. As I approached the shop, a young woman turned the OPEN sign in the front window to CLOSED. She then walked to the front door, reaching it about the same time I did. She jumped a little when she saw me. I’m sure I was a sight, my head and shoulders frosted with snow. She was shorter than me by at least six inches, about my age, with reddish-brown hair, a wide face and fawnlike eyes the color of Coca-Cola. She was the kind of beautiful that usually tied my tongue in square knots. She opened the door just enough to stick her head out. “I’m sorry, we just closed.”

I awkwardly stared at her, my hands deep in my pockets. “My car broke…I just need to borrow a phone.”

She looked me over, then slowly stepped back and opened the door. “Come in.”

I stomped the snow from my feet, then stepped inside. She locked the door behind me, as I unbuttoned my coat. “The phone’s back here.”

I followed her to a back office. The room was an unabashed mess. The desk was piled with paper; it looked like someone had emptied a trash pail on it. The place smelled like coffee grounds. She pointed to the phone.

“It’s right there. You can sit at the desk if you want.”

“Thank you. Do you have a phone book?”

“Yellow or white pages?”

“White.”

She retrieved the phone book from a pile on the nearby credenza and handed it to me. I looked up the number of a friend whose brother fixed cars. I let the phone ring a dozen times then set it down. She looked at me sympathetically. “No one there?”

“I guess not.”

“Do you want to call someone else?”

I couldn’t think of anyone. “I don’t know who I’d call.”

“I know a mechanic,” she said, then frowned. “But he wouldn’t be there at this hour. Do you want to call a cab?”

I hadn’t the money to pay for one. “No. I’ll just walk.”

“In this blizzard?”

“It’s not far,” I lied.

Her brow furrowed. “Alright. I’ll let you out.”

I stepped out of the office, buttoning my coat as I walked. She followed me back out to the front of the store, took out her keys and unlocked the door for me.

“Thanks anyway,” I said.

“Don’t mention it.”

She looked at me for a moment then suddenly asked, “Are you okay?”

No one, outside of my mother, had asked me that since I left home. I’m not one to cry—my father saw to that. Still, to my embarrassment, my eyes began to fill. As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t look away from her.

“You’re not, are you?” She looked at the tears welling up in my eyes, then stepped forward and put her arms around me. I couldn’t tell you the last time I’d had physical contact with anybody. She felt warm and nurturing and safe. I dropped my head on her shoulder and I openly began to cry. It was more than a minute before I regained my composure. I stepped back, wiping my cheeks and feeling embarrassed to be crying in front of a complete stranger.

“I’m sorry.”

“Tell me what’s wrong.”

I just shook my head.

She pulled a chair from a nearby table. “Here, sit down. I’ll get you a hot chocolate.”

I sat down in the chair, furtively wiping my eyes as if someone else were in the room and might notice I’d been crying like a baby. In a moment she came back with a steaming cup of cocoa with a cloud of whipped cream rising above its rim.

“There you go.”

I took a sip. It was hot and rich. “Thank you.”

“I have a secret ingredient. I add a little maple flavoring to it.”

“It’s good.” I looked up into her eyes. They were fixed on mine.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“Mark.”

“I’m Macy.”

“Macy.” I repeated. “Like the parade?”

She nodded. “My father used to tell me the parade was for me.”

“What’s your last name?” I asked.

“Wood.” She knocked on the table even though it looked to be Formica and steel. “What’s yours?”

“Smart.”

“That’s a good name to have. From your accent I’d bet you’re not from Salt Lake.”

“Alabama. I came out for the U.”

“Then you’re a college boy,” she said, sounding impressed.

“I was. Now I’m just working.”

“Where do you work?”

“At West High School. I’m a custodian.”

“I went to West,” she said. “For a while at least.” She looked at me. “Tell me what’s wrong?”

“What’s not?” I said. Then I breathed out deeply. “My mother died last week.”

Her face fell. “I’m sorry.” After a moment she reached across the table and laid her hand on mine. “Tell me about her.”

“She was my best friend. No matter how bad things were, she was always there for me.” I choked up again. “I didn’t even go to her funeral. No one knew how to reach me, so I didn’t find out about it until two days after she was buried.”

“I’m so sorry,” she said. After a minute she asked, “Is your family down South?”

I nodded. “Yeah.”

“So you’re going through all this alone.”

“Yeah.” I took another sip of chocolate.

“Nothing heals the soul like chocolate,” she said. “I just love chocolate. It’s God’s apology for broccoli.”

I smiled in spite of myself.

“There’s your smile,” she said softly. She sat back in her chair, watching me closely. “So you have no family here. What about friends?”

“I don’t know many people in Salt Lake. I had my roommates, but when I left school…” I looked at her. “I had a girlfriend…”

“Had?”

“We were together for four years. Three days ago she wrote to tell me she’s engaged.”

Macy shook her head. “You weren’t kidding. When it rains, it pours.”

“Buckets,” I said. I drank more of the hot chocolate, then turned back to her, raking my hair back with my hand. “I can’t believe I’m telling you all this.”

“We always tell our deepest secrets to strangers.”

“Why do you think that is?”

“Maybe it’s because they can’t use them against us.”

That made sense to me. “I feel like everything in my life has changed, like I was playing a game and someone switched boards in the middle of it. I feel like an orphan…”

Something about my statement seemed to affect her. “I know how that feels,” she said softly.

We were quiet again and I finished my chocolate. I held up my cup: “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Do you want more?”

“No. I’m fine.” I glanced down at my watch. It was now almost one. “I should let you go.”

She looked at me sympathetically. “I’m still worried about you.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“Will you let me drive you home?”

I smiled at her. “If you insist.”

“I do.” She stood. “I just need to clean up after us.” She took my cup and went back to the counter. While I sat there, she asked, “Do you want a scone? We have cranberry or cinnamon.”

“No, thank you.”

“How about one of our death-by-chocolate brownies? We’re famous for them.”

“I’m okay.”

“Your loss.” She came out wiping her hands on a dish towel. “I’m ready. My car’s out back.”

I followed her to the back door. I stepped outside while she switched off the lights, then set the alarm and shut the door. It was still snowing, but not as hard as before.

“Do you own this place?” I asked.

“No. I wish. The place is a gold mine.” She locked the door and put the key in her pocket. “I’m the assistant night manager.” She pointed to a car that looked more like an igloo than a vehicle. “That’s me over there. That big mound of snow,” she said dolefully. “I don’t have a scraper.”

I looked around and found a cardboard box sticking out of the dumpster. “There’s something.” I tore a flap off the box, then used it to scrape the snow from the car’s windows. She waited until I finished, then she unlocked the doors and we both climbed in. The car was a Ford Pinto with brown vinyl upholstery and plastic prayer beads hanging from the rearview mirror. The plastic dashboard was cracked in places and bandaged with assorted decals, mostly from radio stations. It took several turns of the key before the engine turned over. The windshield was fogged, and Macy revved the engine a couple times then turned on the defroster. The air gradually turned warm. My hands were wet and red from scraping snow, and she reached over and lightly rubbed them.

“Your hands are freezing. Thanks for cleaning the snow off.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Don’t mind my car. It’s held together with prayer and duct tape.”

“At least it runs.”

“That’s right, be grateful it runs.” She shoved a cassette into her stereo and soft music began playing. “Where do you live?”

“I’m over on Third South. Just over the viaduct.”

“I thought you said it was close.”

“I didn’t want to trouble you.”

While we waited for the windshield to clear, she reached into the back seat and brought up an open box of ginger snaps. “Want a snap?”

“Sure.” I reached in the box and took one. She took one as well.

“I love these things,” she said.

When the windshield was defrosted enough to see through, she put the car in gear and we slowly pulled out from the parking lot onto the road, fishtailing a little.

“This is scary,” she said. “I can’t believe we got this much snow.” She reached down and turned up the heater. After fifteen minutes of precarious driving I pointed to the large rundown house where I lived.

“It’s right there. That house up ahead.”

Macy sided the car up to the curb under a streetlamp. She left the engine running but pulled the parking brake. “You sure you’re okay?”

“I’ll be fine. Thank you. For everything.”

“It’s nothing.” She suddenly smiled. “I have something for you.” She reached across me to the glove box, brought out a card and handed it to me. “That’s for a free pastry and coffee at the café. You have to try one of our famous brownies sometime.”

I slid the card into my shirt pocket. “Thanks.” I looked at her. “Why are you being so good to me?”

She smiled and I saw something both beautiful and sad in her eyes. “You seem like a really nice guy who just had a lot of bad things happen to him all at once.”

I looked down for a moment and slowly exhaled. Then I looked back into her eyes. “You might have saved my life tonight.”

“I know.” She reached over and again touched my hand. “All bad things pass with time. You can trust me on that.”

I cupped her hand with mine. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure. Take care of yourself,” she said.

“You too. Good night.” I stepped out of her car onto the curb and shut the door behind me. She pulled into the road, made a U-turn and waved once more before she drove off, disappearing behind a curtain of snow. My mother was right. Angels do walk the earth.
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I went back looking for Macy.
 Apparently she doesn’t exist.
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I couldn’t get Macy out of my mind. I even dreamed about her. I felt as if I’d been sleepwalking through the past few days, and part of me wondered if I had really seen her or if she’d been the light at the end of a nightmare. Either way I knew I had to see her again.

I borrowed my landlord’s phone and got through to the mechanic on my first call. He agreed to meet me at my car around noon, a little more than an hour from then. I quickly showered and dressed, then ran to catch the bus.

The blizzard had passed, leaving the valley still and buried in snow. The sun was out but apparently just for show, as the air bit fiercely, turning my cheeks and ears red as I waited at the bus stop. The bus dropped me off just a few blocks east of the coffee shop, and I walked past it toward my car. The city snowplows had been by in the night and snow had been pushed clear up to my car’s windows. I now realized that I had stopped in a no-parking zone, but I couldn’t tell if I had a parking ticket. At least it hadn’t been towed. In truth, my thoughts were less on my car than they were on Macy. I checked my watch. I still had ten minutes to noon. The mechanic hadn’t arrived, so I walked into the café.

The place was crowded, and as I looked around I suddenly felt a little anxious. What would I say to her? What if she didn’t want to see me again? I mean, you might give a panhandler a dollar, but you don’t necessarily want to bring him home for dinner.

I went to the back of the line at the cash register. When I reached the front, a young woman with eyes rimmed with dark mascara and wearing a Bruce Springsteen T-shirt looked up and smiled at me. “What can I get for you, honey?”

“I’m looking for Macy.”

She looked at me blankly. “Macy?”

“Yes.”

“Am I supposed to know who that is?”

“She works here.”

Her brow creased. “I don’t know any Macy. Do you mean Mary?”

“No, Macy. She works the night shift.”

The woman shook her head. “Mary works the night shift.” She turned to a coworker who was pounding coffee grounds from a grate. “You know of any Macy who works here?”

“Macy?”

“Yeah.”

“You mean Mary?”

She turned to me. “You sure you don’t mean Mary?”

“No, it’s Macy. Like the department store.”

“What does she look like?”

“She’s small. Has short auburn hair. Big eyes. Really pretty.”

“That’s Mary.”

“What’s her last name?” I asked.

“Hummel.”

“No, her last name is Wood.”

“There’s no one named Wood here.”

I didn’t know what to say. The woman looked at me with pity, and I guessed she was thinking I had asked for the name of one of her coworkers and had been given a fake one. Or maybe I just thought that.

“Sorry I can’t help you. Do you want anything else?”

I felt stupid. “I guess I’ll have a hot chocolate,” I said.

“That I can help you with. With whipped cream or without?”

“With.”

“What size?”

“Small.”

I paid for the chocolate and picked it up a minute later. I sat down near the front window where I could watch for the mechanic. About the time I finished my drink, a beat-up Chevy truck pulled up in front of my car. As I walked out, a man hopped from the cab. He wore work boots, mustard-colored overalls, no coat but a knit cap and a white turtleneck.

I walked out to greet him. “Hi. I’m Mark.” My breath froze in front of me.

“Carl,” he said.

“Thanks for coming.”

“Yeah.” He looked at my snow-piled car. “I’ve got a couple brooms in back.” He took two push brooms from his truck bed, handed me one, and we brushed the snow from my windows, door and hood. Then he knelt down and hooked a nylon tow rope to the front of my bumper and the tow ball of his pickup. With some difficulty, I pulled open the driver’s side door.

“You been pulled before?” he asked.

“Yes.” Actually, on more occasions than I could account for. Stu was always helping folks who couldn’t afford tow trucks. I have to give him credit for that; even though we didn’t have much money, he was always helping people out. He once refused payment from a single mother who lived down the road from us, telling her that the problem with her car was nothing but a dirty spark plug. He had actually spent the better part of the morning rebuilding her carburetor. Being only ten, I was about to say something, but a stern glance from him shut me up.
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“Just keep the rope tight,” Carl shouted from the cab’s open window. “Don’t forget to put your car in neutral. And release the parking brake if you got it on.”

“Got it,” I said, climbing inside. My car was as cold as a meat locker. I found that the battery had died and I had no wipers or heater. When the road was clear, he stuck his arm out to signal, then his truck lurched forward, yanking my car from the bank sideways out into the street. Twenty minutes later we arrived at his home. He pulled me into his driveway. I set the brake and climbed out.
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