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  Dedication



This book is dedicated to my dad, Willee, for his always present support, encouragement, and understanding. He told these with a grin - please read it with one. You might be able to laugh at nobody getting hurt.






I

That Old Gray Chevy Ain’t What She Used to Be

‘Tis a set of stories about the gray ‘50 Chevy.







  
  1

  
  
  Acquiring the Car

  
  




Willee, der Nerd as he would call himself later in life, was taught to drive by his uncle in a 1959 Chevy. It was a four-door hardtop with a two-barrel 283 CID engine. It was Saint Louis, Missouri in 1962, a couple of months before Willee would turn sixteen. Driving practice went well overall. There were no major incidents despite Uncle Gene being constantly afraid the kid would knock out some mailboxes since he always hung too close to the right side of the road.

Willee’s father, Lenny, worked at a Chevy dealership. He was a tie-wearing Business Manager, BM for short. He had a company car that Willee was not allowed to drive because of the insurance. In order to drive anything, he would have to buy it. He was ready to get moving but his father wouldn’t let him buy a car until Gene decided Willee had enough experience with the basics. Lenny put this restriction on because he was worried about what car his son would choose.

Immediately after Gene offered to teach Willee to drive, Lenny started watching the dealership for good deals. He was looking forward to having a second driver around the house and quickly found a good starter car that could last a while.

The dealership had a couple of big trucks that got sold to a dealership in Washington State. Two guys had driven down to get them and had used a 1949 Chevy four-door to get down to Saint Louis. It only used two quarts of oil during the entire two thousand mile trip. It was then on the wholesale lot for forty dollars.

Lenny was eager to tell his son about it. Before he had a chance to talk to him, Willee had a couple of opportunities to see what was at the dealership. He did not want a four-door car. One that did appeal to him was the one-owner gray car with less than seventy thousand miles selling for a hundred twenty-five dollars.

Lenny argued. He didn’t think it was a good idea to pay more than triple the price just to have something that looks cooler. He really tried to convince his son. His brother-in-law, Uncle Gene, stepped in and took Willee’s side. In the end, it was Willee’s money. Lenny chose to bite his tongue and accept it. His son will make mistakes.
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  Soda Bottle Barbershop

  
  




The cops stopped Willee on Brown Road just after ten at night. He pulled into a barbershop a little south of the Rock Road when he heard the siren. He’d had his car less than a month but needed money for gas. He was with some friends from high school driving around an alley gathering discarded soda bottles behind businesses that were closed for the day. They wanted to get deposits back on the soda bottles at two cents each to buy gas which was seventeen cents per gallon.

The cops stood all four of them up in front of a barbershop, shining their car’s spotlight on the group while asking what they had been doing in the alley. There were a few tools and spare parts in the trunk of that 1950 Chevy along with a couple dozen soda bottles. The cops wanted to make sure the tools and parts weren’t stolen.

Willee, standing against the wall tense with dread, hoped the cops wouldn’t notice the lawn mowing money paper clipped to the sun visor. If they found that, all four teens might end up in jail.

He was so anxious that he hadn’t even noticed one of the guy’s parents drive by. They saw their son in the spotlight but they kept going. They were too embarrassed to stop and ask the cops what he’d gotten in trouble for. He got in trouble with them later.

After talking to each of the four, the cops believed they were just picking up discarded soda bottles and let them go. Willee restrained himself from burning rubber as he was leaving the barbershop parking lot.

“Willee, mow lawns with me. You’ll get more money than with these old soda bottles,” said Rich. “I’ll need a ride anyway.”

Willee thought about that. He hated mowing his own lawn but he rarely had to. His dad wanted to do it himself most of the time so it would be done right. It was only his job when his dad was desperate. “I guess I could do that. I’ll see if I can use my dad’s trimmer, too.”
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  A Break from Brakes

  
  




Willee and a friend were near Alton Dragway. They were leaving after watching some races when they noticed a problem with the car.

Willee saw the tell-tale fluid on the wall of the right rear tire. He knew enough about cars to be sure it was brake fluid from the wheel cylinder. “I’ve never replaced a wheel cylinder. Let’s see if one of the mechanics can help,” Willee said to his friend.

They walked around a bit until they found a pit crew putting their dragster on the trailer. Willee and his friend asked if the crew could help with the brakes.

“No, we don’t know anything about stopping, only about going faster.”

The crew did, however, give Willee a can of brake fluid to get the guys home okay.

Willee, der Nerd, had been reading sports car magazines for several years and knew that Formula One drivers could finish races with no brakes. He was determined that brake failure would never be a traumatic experience.

This was only the beginning of nerdluck on wheels.
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  The Mailbox

  
  




One weekend Willee decided to visit a friend, Jimmy, who had moved fifteen miles west.

He’d gotten there okay even though the brakes on that old gray Chevy were still not working and there was no more brake fluid to add. He learned to double-clutch and downshift into low, then shut off the ignition to make the car stop.

Upon leaving, Willee put the car in reverse and ran down the streetside mailbox.

Double-clutching doesn’t help when going from reverse to first. He ground it into first and smoked the clutch to bring that car to a halt before hitting anything else.

Jimmy and his parents ran outside to see what happened while Willee got out of the car to check the damage. The mailbox wasn’t completely destroyed but would definitely need to be replaced. Willee worked out a deal with Jimmy’s parents that he’d be back the following weekend to do that.

After his embarrassment, he headed home with no better brakes than he arrived with.

The only problem he encountered was a black 1940 Dodge panel truck that decided to stop on Page for a yellow light. Willee had to use his emergency brake to keep down with the Dodge truck. Willee was prepared to stop for red but not for yellow. Although, having no brakes, it is probably wrong to say der Nerd was prepared to stop at all.

On Monday at school, he was talking to a friend named Benny.

“Can you give me a ride to the gas station after school?” Benny’s father managed several FINA gas stations and Willee would sometimes drive Benny to one of them where he would be a pump jockey for the evening.

On the way to the gas station, Willee told Benny about hitting the mailbox.

“Are you gonna replace the wheel cylinder then?”

“I’ll think about it but I’m getting better with practice.”

“I don’t want to crash someday when I’m just trying to get to work.”

That evening at dinner, Willee brought up the idea of getting the wheel cylinder replaced. They’d worked it out that on Tuesday after school he would drop the car off at the dealership and his dad would drive him home.

The following weekend, he showed up to replace the mailbox, which went without a hitch. He shot the breeze with Jimmy and a couple of his teenage neighbor friends for a few minutes before heading home to relax. He would later be grateful for the practice he’d gotten at driving without brakes. For now, he was disappointed it had come to an end. He’d watch for his next opportunity to practice that crucial skill.
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