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Collisions and Other Stories

Jesse S. Greever


A Summer Wedding

The wedding was unofficial, but in a certain sense, it was as real as anything my preadolescent mind could conceive. The tree house that my father and I had built over the course of the previous summer vacation was large enough to provide an impromptu sanctuary for the festivities.

A sweet summer breeze whistled through the cracks of our far-from-expert carpentry, and provided an eerie aria that served as a perfect processional as my oldest friend Burt escorted Naomi down the narrow aisle. The bride wore faded jeans, raggedly cut off at the knees; a hand-me-down Led Zeppelin t-shirt tied up above her waist; and a makeshift veil fashioned from the netting of a beekeeper’s face covering.

Her radiance rivaled the midday, early summer sun.

Robby was my best man. We had been best friends since the day he beat the living tar out of a rabid bully who threatened to send me to the hospital if I didn’t fork over the slug of quarters in my pocket. Robby was suspended for a week. I visited him every day of his incarceration. We had been inseparable ever since.

Robby handed me the costume-jewelry ring I had pilfered from my mother’s dresser. He shot me a toothy grin, and whispered, “Where you guys goin’ on your honeymoon?”

I replied in a hushed tone. “Wouldn’t you like to know.”

Curly DuPree, fledgling hippie, and only son of the local Methodist preacher, stood at the front of the tree house. As Naomi took my arm, Curly stepped close and spoke with vibrant mirth. “Let’s pop the cork on this thing, shall we?”

Naomi nodded and then we turned toward each other. Her chestnut eyes were still visible underneath the veil, and for a brief slice of time, I saw everything. I envisioned our life together, the house with the white picket fence and Astroturf lawn, our two boys and three girls, and our harvest-gold appliances, complete with Maytag washer and dryer.

All was right with our little tree house world.

The vows were simple.

“Do you, Naomi, take Andy to be your man, and hang out with him every day, and occasionally give him a good night kiss?”

Naomi’s eyes narrowed. “Okay, but only once a week.” 

“Do you, Andy, take Naomi to be your chick, and make sure nobody messes with her, and every once in a while, pay for a hot dog and fries at Shimmy’s Shakes?”

“Yeah, as long as we share the fries. I got bills to pay.” I shot her a sideways glance.

Curly placed his arms on our shoulders and turned us toward our two witnesses. “Well, dig it. You guys are, like, married.”

*

We lived our separate lives in wedded bliss for three of the most wonderful months of my life. The war in Viet Nam trudged along its terrible course in a distant land that didn’t seem quite real. Richard Nixon proclaimed his not-a-crook-ness to the world, but none of that mattered in our little corner of the universe. We carried on our daily routine of breakfast on the back patio of her family’s beige-sided split-level ranch. Once a week, we snuck into the movie theater to catch the latest flick, and on rare occasion, we didn’t even get caught.

As summer faded into fall, our wedded bliss faded into the oblivion of whimsical fantasies of early teenage years. No rancorous divorce proceedings, no attorneys. An unusually shy kiss on the cheek one night in early September said everything without a single word.

As Naomi walked up the driveway, she briefly paused and turned back toward me.

“You know what? I was thinking. Is this what marriage will really be like someday? You know, when it’s really, like, till death do us part’?”

I stared at my feet, and shrugged. “Sure, I guess.”

“Okay, cool. I hope so, ’cause you were a pretty cool husband.”

“Yeah, you too. Wife, I mean.” I was immediately struck with a strange mixture of regret, loss and heartsickness.

“Hey, Naomi?”

“Yeah?”

“You wanna maybe catch a movie Friday night? We could sneak around the back of the drive-in.”

“Nah.”

I turned to hide the distinct expression of disappointment from her and began walking the walk of dejection.

I heard her footsteps behind me, and I stopped. She reached out and grabbed my shoulder and spun me around. She planted her lips softly on mine for what was probably a mere fraction of a second, but what mercifully felt like an eternity. She pulled away and smiled.

“How about this time we actually go to a theater and pay to see a movie? You know, like a real date.”

For a moment, I was afraid my heart was caught in my throat and I was unable to speak. I strained to keep myself from grinning like the idiot that I was.

“You’re on.”

*

A lightning strike destroyed the tree house in late September. In the morning, as dad and I went through the smoking flotsam of a dream world shared with my closest friends, we found a beekeeper’s veil intact.

Dad held it up, puzzled. “What’s this?”

I hefted my shoulders in cartoonish shrug. “Oh, nothing.”

Oh, everything.
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The twenty-something receptionist reclined imperceptibly in her office chair, blonde curls cascading over her shoulders, dull blue-gray eyes oozing apathy. “I’m sorry, sir, but we don’t allow visitors inside the factory. Company policy.”

Rufus McDonal resumed his pacing in the severely over-illuminated lobby of the Carson Canyon Jeans Company. Seething with desperation, he turned to face the gatekeeper seated at the highly stylized, art-deco monstrosity that served as a reception desk and pressed his hands firmly on the glass countertop.

He glanced at her slim, metallic nametag. “Listen, Carolina. This is a matter of the utmost importance. I need to speak with Inspector #5.” A strand of oily, jet-black hair tumbled across his eyes. He hurriedly brushed it away and tucked it behind his ear.

“Listen, Mr.—”

“McDonal.”

“Mr. McDonal. First of all, my name is pronounced Car-o-lee-na. And second, I don’t really know what this is about, but company policy clearly states that I am not allowed to let anyone back on the factory floor unless you’ve filed a visitor request, and you have someone to escort you.”

Frustration seized Rufus, hands fairly trembling at this display of utter defiance. “This isn’t a government lab or anything. Can’t you escort me back?”

“Sorry. Can’t leave the front desk.”

Rufus pursed his lips, shut his eyes tightly and inhaled deeply through his nose. “I just don’t understand. All I want to do is talk to Inspector #5 for two minutes. That’s it. Two minutes.”

Carolina pushed herself away from the computer keyboard, rose to her feet abruptly and glanced first left, then right. She rubbed her forehead then leaned a few inches towards Rufus.

“Okay, here’s the deal. If you pull around the back, you’ll see a guarded parking area. That’s the employee lot. We had to lay off the security guard a couple months back, so the gate stays open twenty-four-seven. The first shift ends in about fifteen minutes. All the factory workers will exit through a large double door that says ‘Authorized Personnel Only.’ If you park on the far east end, the security cameras won’t catch—”

A locked hallway door sprang open, and a company security guard sauntered through. Carolina stood rigid. “Sir, as I explained before, we do not allow unannounced visitors on the factory floor. You need to call and make an appointment if you would like a tour.” She nodded towards the front entryway.

Rufus, not a genius by any stretch of the imagination, but also not the dullest knife in the drawer, smiled and held up his hands. “So sorry. I will call and make an appointment tomorrow. Thank you for your help.” His attempt at subtlety as he winked at her failed miserably.
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