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Eternal Car Trouble 

Melissa A. Destefano 

Over the years, we have driven so many different cars to Maine (and in general) that I cannot even 
remember all of them. My mom is somehow stuck in a permanent state of having car trouble. 
First we drove the aforementioned pee-stained mom van for our trips to Maine. This was by far the 
most ideal situation because it boasted three rows of seats. My mom would sit in the driver's seat, 
our dogs in the front passenger seat, and my brother, sister, and I would squeeze into the back row 
(formally called the "way back" or the "back back"), leaving the middle row completely empty. This 
was because we loved each other so much that we wanted to cuddle and share secrets the entire 
ride. 

For Christmas one year post-divorce, my dad was befuddled about what to get me. This was a 
common dad problem both pre- and post-divorce. I often received a series of confusing and obscure 
gifts. For example, one year he bought me a plastic robotic turtle. I named him Fred. Fred was 
about seven inches long, and he was supposed to be able to respond to me when I spoke to him. In 
reality, he just flashed his yellow headlight eyes on and off unpredictably while I was trying to sleep 
and made a series of sounds like he was experiencing a sad orgasm. 

As I got older, my dad strategized (aka got lazy). He no longer attempted to buy me gifts on his 
own. He would just pick me up from my mom's house, take me to the mall, and let me choose what 
I wanted. Then he would buy my gifts right in front of me, drop me back off at my mom's, and 
on Christmas morning I would magically have what I wanted. It was unbelievable, really. All of a 
sudden, Santa knew me so well. 

Anyway, one year (I actually think it was the robotic turtle year) my dad got me a TV. It was the 
year 2000, so don't get over-excited about it. The TV was a chunky black box with a 9" screen and a 
built-in VCR. It was the coolest thing ever, okay?! 

So about the cuddling and sharing secrets thing, I lied. Just to clarify, I will always tell you when I've 
lied so that I remain trustworthy. I'm sneaky like that. 

My brother and I took the window seats in the way back, and my fluffy pink puffball of a sister sat 
upright in her car seat between us like a princess in a thrown. (You should've seen her as a child. 
What a good-looking kid. I say this out of pure envy, which has led me to be bipolar towards her. 
Sometimes I'm unbelievably nice, and sometimes I'm a huge bully.) Then we would fold down the 
middle row of seats and recline the way back seats. 



· 71 

For Christopher and I, this meant perfect laying down position for the entire ride. My mom would 
even stuff luggage on the floor space between the back and way back seats, then cover it with 
fuzzy blankets so that we could be as cozy as possible. You'd think this was enough to keep us 
happy for six hours, but for us lavish, royal children it was not. 

For the initial trips to Maine, mom would take us to the public library to pick out books-on-tape to 
listen to on the drive. We listened to Holes, How To Eat Fried Worms, and A Series of Unfortunate 
Events so many times that I can probably recite them word for word-in fact I'm 70% certain. Go 
ahead, test me. 

By trip number 325, we were bored of these books. Lucky for me, that was the year 2000. If you 
possess basic reading comprehension skills, then you will remember that that is also the year I 
received the coolest thing ever! If you have no reading comprehension skills, then I don't know 
how you are reading this book with any enjoyment, but I will tell you again; that is the year that I 
received my 9" TV with built-in VCR! 

We would've probably stuck the snotty baby in the car seat in the middle row were it not for the 
necessity of TV-watching during our drive. Instead, we strapped that boxy TV down with a ratchet 
strap, plugged it into the cigarette lighter with some chaotic wires, and voila! This is the part where 
I tell you that I pioneered the idea for built in TV/DVD systems in cars. That's right. It was all me. 
You're welcome. 

After the soccer mom days, my mom had a two-door, maroon Chevy Silverado pick-up truck with 
an extended cab. We tried desperately to condense our mom-van setup to the truck, but without 
the middle row, it wasn't nearly as awesome. Mom was still driving, the dogs were still in the front 
passenger seat, but the TV was between the two of them, and Christopher, cute infant, and I were 
in the back seat. Now that it wasn't our choice, we didn't like sitting together. We had no more 
secrets to tell. It was squishy. We had no room to put our feet up. Life was really hard for us. 

On our 568th trip to Maine, we were crammed in the truck like dishes in a dishwasher, watching 
VHS tapes with our headphones on and whining about the unbearable conditions of our lives. It 
was romantic, to say the least. We had made it through congested Connecticut and Massachusetts, 
sneezed and missed New Hampshire, and Vacationland had welcomed us with its large sign and 
open highway before the truck acted up. It was burping or something. In my logic, this meant 
everything was a-okay because like mom always says, "If he's making noise, he's not choking." Mom 
informed me that this rule only applied to humans. Oh, okay. 

By mile 45, we had officially broken down. Mom pulled off into the breakdown lane, and the 
catatonic children suddenly came to life, popping our heads out the windows and bothering her with 
all sorts of questions. Car seat queen sucked her tiny thumb and stared with big, beautiful blue eyes 
as we shuffled about. Apparently we had run out of gas. 
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Mom was stressed. You could hear it in her frazzled voice. She had some sort of road-side 
assistance at the time, so she was going to call for help, but cell phones weren't iPhones back then, 
and we didn't have signal where we were. Mom's solution to this problem was to get out of the 
truck and start walking down the highway until she had enough bars (remember bars, people?) to 
make the call. She asked us to stay in the car. 

I pitched a fit (something I was extremely skilled at after years of practice and fine-tuning) because 
the truck rocked back and forth every time a car drove by, and I didn't like it. It wasn't making me 
sick or anything; I just didn't like it, okay?! 

Mom let us all out of the truck on the passenger side and thanked herself for being smart enough 
to not bring our two dogs this time. She subsequently scolded herself for being dumb enough to 
run out of gas on the side of the highway. Outside of the truck, she was able to get a whole bar(!) 
of signal and call for assistance. She sounded like this on the phone: 

"I ran out of gas! (pause) I don't know where I am! (pause) I can see an exit ahead of me ... it's so 
close ... but I ran out of gas! There's a sign here that says 'Mile 45.' Does that help? (pause) Can you 
just bring me a can of gas? (pause) Oh, okay. How much? (pause) Great, we'll see you soon. Thank 
you so much!" 

I was cranky as ever by this point. I was likely long overdue to pee, and I also probably wanted a 
snack. We were standing in long, itchy, thick grass, and the wind from cars driving by was knotting 
my hair. It was the worst. Just then my mom looked over at us standing there pathetically and tried 
to make a joke. This is a very common recovery method that she has devised as a de-stressor. This 
is what she said: "Think of it as an adventure, kids!" 

We waited for an eon before a guy showed up in a tow truck. I couldn't believe it. A tow truck? 
All we needed was a little can of gas. My mom apparently knew about this. I guess road-side 
assistance is only good for a tow but won't bring you a couple gallons of gas. People these days. 

The guy, who I will refer to as Jake, had not anticipated an entire family, and his tow truck only had 
two bucket seats in the cab. Luckily we only had to drive about a mile. We could physically see the 
exit ahead from where we broke down. Jake loaded the pick-up onto the flatbed while mom tried to 
arrange us to all fit in the cab. She sat on the passenger bucket seat with Thumb Sucker on her lap, 
and I sat on Christopher's lap on the floor by her feet. Good thing we all liked cuddling so much. 

Jake climbed in and looked at us as if he wished he had called out of work that morning, so 
naturally mom said to him, "Think of it as an adventure, kid!" 
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