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SAWDUST STORIES

By Patti See

Special to the Leader-
Telegram

For years now I’ve 
kept a “Visitors Log,” a 
notebook where I write 
a few lines about what 
occurs when anyone 
comes over: family 
and friends, delivery 
drivers and septic 
pumpers, even 
close-to-the-house 
anglers, critters in 

my basement 
and uncommon 
birds at my 
feeder. Some 
of our most 
memorable 
fall into the 
category 
of “ac-
cidental 
visitors,” 

a spon-
taneity 
that 

COVID-19 took away 
from all of us, at least for 
awhile.

Here are some of my 
favorites from the past 
five years.

Lost pizza boy: One 
bitter March afternoon 
a sedan bumps down 
our long snowy drive-

way. My husband goes 
out to talk to the teen 
through his rolled down 
window: “Wrong house.” 
The kid waves and turns 
his car around for his 
ascent up the driveway. 
Soon he backs down. He 
can’t make it up the icy 
stretches.

He calls the pizza joint; 
he’s on his own. He calls 
his parents; Dad will get 
here after work. Bruce 
coaxes the coat-less kid 
into our house. He makes 
him a peanut butter and 
jelly sandwich and sets 
out a glass of milk. They 
chat for over an hour. The 
kid’s on spring break from 
college, so he’s back home 
in Eau Claire to pick up 
some hours. Turns out he 
went to high school with 
Bruce’s daughter. Finally 
Dad shows up in his pick-
up truck and tows his son 
up the drive.

When I get home, 
Bruce tells me the story: 
our accidental guest’s red 
hair and freckles, how he 
shivered in just a T-shirt. 
Then the punchline, one 
we don’t yet know Bruce 
will recount for many 
years to come: “He didn’t 
even offer me the pizza.”

Lily Stegemann was just doing her job 
earlier this month when she involun-
tarily was thrust into the raging national 
debate on racism.

The 16-year-old 
La Crosse high 
school student, who 
is staying with her 
grandmother in 
Pepin this summer 
and working full 
time at Stockholm 
Pie & General Store, 
was busing tables 
when she became 
the latest U.S. victim 
of racism.

As she was clearing a table, the bira-
cial teen noticed a middle-aged white 
couple staring at her and asked if there 
was anything she could do to help them. 
The man asked if Lily had cleared their 
table. When she said she had, they told 
her they wouldn’t sit at a table she had 
touched and wouldn’t eat at a place that 
hired “her kind” before walking out.

A stunned Lily squelched the hurt and 
finished her shift, pausing only to text 
her mother, Julie Stegemann, that “being 
judged by the color of my skin was the 
lowlight of my day.”

What happened next, in the wake of 
the ugly incident, was nothing short of 
beautiful.

After her mother persuaded Lily to tell 
her employer about the incident, Stock-
holm Pie co-owner Alan Nugent was so 
outraged that he decided to call out the 
racism on Facebook.

“There are times you must speak out. 
These are those times,” Nugent wrote on 
the shop’s Facebook page before describ-
ing the incident. He said the business was 
fortunate to have Lily as part of its family 
and characterized her as “an awesome 
young lady” who was the victim of “bla-
tant hatred.”

“No young person should ever have 
to deal with this,” Nugent continued. 
“Sadly, it’s not an isolated experience for 
her and others. Our family here is filled 
with straight, white, gay, senior, young 
and black people. They are all loved and 
valued. They all matter of course … But 
in our world, we need to say it out loud. 
Black Lives Matter. Her life matters.”

Some would say that’s the easy part — 
criticizing acts of overt racism.

But Nugent took it a step further, going 
so far as to discourage racists from pa-
tronizing his establishment.

“If you believe the way those folks 
do,” he wrote, “Do. Not. Set. Foot. Here. 
You are not welcome. She is not keeping 
silent, and neither will we. Lily, we got 
your back.”

The post went viral. As of Friday after-

noon, it had more than 500 comments, 
2,500 likes and nearly 100,000 views 
— a far cry from the usual dozen or so 
responses on the shop’s posts.

Nugent called the response “astonish-
ing and heartwarming.”

“We hoped to put out a post that 
showed this amazing young lady that 
she mattered, that these cowardly people 
who said these things were not the only 
reality in this world,” Nugent wrote in a 
followup post. “And you all did ... and she 
has read every word.”

The positive reaction only intensified 
when Nugent attempted to create some 
light out of the darkness by launching a 
fundraiser to help pay for Lily to attend 
college. In the first week, The Lily Fund 
raised nearly $3,000 toward its goal of 
$10,000.

“I was really, really shocked at all of 
the support I’ve gotten and how many 
people reached out to me and told me to 
keep pushing,” Lily said. “Then when my 

manager told me they were going to start 
a fund to help make my dream of going 
to college a reality, I was blown away.”

But Lily, who aims to become a de-
fense attorney and represent incarcerat-
ed individuals who didn’t receive a fair 
trial, is no ordinary teen. She immediate-
ly told Nugent she wanted to give half of 
any money raised to other young people 
who have been victims of racism or need 
help paying educational costs.

“My motivation was I’m not a re-
ceiving type of person. I’d rather earn 
it,” said Lily, who plans to put her tips 
toward buying a car and save her wages 
in a college fund. “It’s not that I don’t 
appreciate it because I do, but I just 
don’t feel like I deserve all of that. There 
are other people out there who deserve 
this too. Since my whole goal in life is to 
help people, I decided why don’t I start 
making a difference now.”
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Accidental visitors

Photo by Patti See

This pair of Woodbury, Minn., high school students 
who retrieved their weather balloon from Lake Hallie 
are among the accidental visitors who found their way 
to Patti See’s home.

Patti  
See

See SAWDUST  Page 2A

Standing up to racism
Stockholm shop, 

public rally behind 
teen targeted by act of 

‘blatant hatred’

Contributed photo

The public and her employer have rallied around 16-year-old Lily Stegemann of La 
Crosse since she was the target of racist comments recently by a customer at Stock-
holm Pie & General Store in the Pepin County village of Stockholm.

See OFF BEAT  Page 2A

By Paul J. Weber and 
Michelle R. Smith

Associated Press

AUSTIN, Texas — Tex-
as and Florida reversed 
course and clamped down 
on bars again Friday in the 
nation’s biggest retreat yet 
as the number of con-
firmed coronavirus infec-
tions per day in the U.S. 
surged to an all-time high 
of 40,000.

Texas Gov. Greg Abbott 
ordered all bars closed, 
while Florida banned alco-
hol at such establishments. 
The two states joined the 
small but growing list of 
those that are either back-
tracking or putting any 
further reopenings of their 
economies on hold be-
cause of a comeback by the 
virus, mostly in the South 
and West.

Health experts have said 
a disturbingly large num-
ber of cases are being seen 
among young people who 
are going out again, often 
without wearing masks or 
observing other social-dis-
tancing rules.

“It is clear that the rise 
in cases is largely driven 
by certain types of activi-
ties, including Texans con-
gregating in bars,” Abbott 
said.

Abbott had pursued up 
to now one of the most 
aggressive reopening 
schedules of any governor. 
The Republican not only 
resisted calls to order the 
wearing of masks but also 
refused until last week to 
let local governments take 
such measures.

States 
retreat 
as virus 

cases soar

See VIRUS  Page 2A


