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Renee felt odd and off kilter; she soon realized that in fact, she had never felt so bizarre in her life. She was standing outside the mall, wearing a tank top, denim shorts, sneakers, and a bridal veil stuck firmly into her ridiculous, over-the-top upsweep. The place was quiet, as it was early in the morning, and Carrie, her maid of honor, for God knows what reason, was still inside getting a far more complicated updo than Renee herself had gotten. Carrie was getting lots of braids, some sort of Princess Leia thing going on -- shouldn't a maid of honor get a French twist and be done with it? So Renee was standing outside, killing time, jiggling one long leg, smoking a cigarette and sipping a Vanilla Diet Coke out of a 20-ounce plastic bottle while she waited for her newly manicured nails to dry. What a show, she thought, and she was a little afraid to think any further than that.


It was hotter than usual for May, the sun beating down in a brutal manner already, even though it was only 10:00 in the morning. The air felt close, stifling. The parking lot was a ghost town, tumbleweeds wouldn’t have been out of the question… she could easily pick out Carrie's Toyota Corolla in its spot of honor, because it was the only one there. Spot of honor for the maid of honor, Renee thought and giggled somewhere deep inside, soundless in that it didn't make it to the outside world, though there might have been a hint of it in her wide-open eyes, jangled with caffeine and nerves. She did a little tap dance step, trying to fend off the boredom and the nervous energy.


She wondered what Craig was doing, and realized with remote resentment that he was probably sleeping. What do grooms do to get ready? Pretty much roll out of bed, get in the shower, and put on a tux. Far less commitment to the whole affair. He might even shave, she thought. One would think the occasion merited much more than a wet sweepover with Dial soap, the everyday Gillette shave, and a splash of that damn cologne he liked so much.  


She watched as a car sped through the parking lot, burning rubber on the turn, and she realized it was going way too fast. There were three police cars in rapid pursuit, but she was too far outside herself at the moment to worry about being taken hostage or mowed down in gunfire. A tall, skinny man ejected himself out of the bright blue 1965 Mustang, and bolted past her, into the mall. His eyes were about as blue as the car, and though she hit their radar, they didn't seem to really see her. Two cops went running after him in a cacophony of panting, heavy footsteps, pounding, shuffling against the payment, and yells -- "Hey you, buddy! Stop!" -- and they didn't seem to register her at all.


She realized that this was the continuation of exactly the newscast she had seen on the TV in the salon, as she had sipped coffee and allowed her long blond hair to be hot curled, combed, pinned, pulled this way and that, until it was lacquered and glossy and in no way resembled the genuine everyday article anymore. A local newswoman wearing a dreadful pink and black suit and a similarly sculpted hairdo had burbled over crackling reception, "In this morning's bizarre news, a high-speed chase has been in progress for several hours. An individual in a stolen vehicle continues to elude law enforcement officers, stay tuned for the latest details."


The latest details were clips from the highway, from a helicopter, kind of like O.J., which was very weird for this one-mall town.


The thief was obviously a bit addled, driven mad by whatever desperation and drama he harbored, because he had apparently called police on his cell phone, trying to convince them that he needed and deserved an 80-minute head start. "We'll keep you posted of upcoming developments," the newswoman said, with a trite smile, "over to you, Joe."

"Freak," Renee had thought, leaving the salon to go find a cold drink. Joe. The name of the local sportscaster had broken her from her manicured, blown dry reverie, inspiring her to go get that cold drink and wander outside to smoke a cigarette, to bring her here, to this strange moment, contemplating car thievery and wild abandon.  


Renee knew the car thief wasn’t going in to get a quick haircut, and nothing was open but the Rite Aid where she had purchased her drink. She stubbed out her cigarette, grinding it beneath her sneakered toe, and did another tap dance step. She noted that two cops were standing outside their car, taking as little notice of her as if she'd been a lamppost or a trashcan and not a slightly tap dancing bride to be. 


Time skipped, wrinkled, got lost, whatever that thing is that time does when the landscape shifts into another gear and part of your mind is left somewhere back there, in the dust. Apparently the thief had left the keys in the car, and the door open, because she found herself in the driver's seat of the Mustang, having put her bridal veil over her face, enjoying a jolt of pure adrenaline and panic as the car sputtered, protesting, as she twisted the key again and again. "You bastard," she muttered, and it finally roared into ignition as she pounded the accelerator, driving fast anarchy over the white parking lot lines and barely missing one of those shopping mall medians as she looped, tires screaming, toward the exit. She couldn't hear the male voices shouting, shocked, "Hey! HEY!" though she did see the cops who had stayed in the parking lot in her rearview, scrambling to get in their car, as she left them in the dust.


Rush. Everything looked so different now, spinning, flashing colors, abstracted.


Weaving in and out through the few cars that were on the roads, Renee took advantage of her knowledge of back ways -- these were state troopers she was dealing with -- and took a detour down a desolate route, punching the turns at reckless speeds. On the straightaways, she watched the speedometer hit 90, 100, 110… at any moment she could spin out into the great unknown, into that place where self really disappears.


Craig bounced to mind as the engine jolted through its gears, begging to be set free. How good he was to her. The nicest guy ever. Never argued. The polite way he touched her, gentle as if she might break… she had to do something about that. She stepped on it, pushed the pedal to the floor.


She reveled in the roar of the engine as the car sprouted wings. Taking the corners, screeching, completely in control and yet insanely free at the same time. She blew through a light in a small 'burb and saw  one of the local cops, ill equipped for high-speed chases, slowly round the corner in his underfunded small-town clunker, his lights on. She stepped on it again. He grew smaller in the rearview, still smaller… but still, he was in pursuit, though severely lacking in horsepower for this sort of adventure. Because she was the one with a freakin' team of horses under her hood. 


"How far am I going to go?" she asked herself, but couldn't hear her own voice over the engine, which demanded, give me gas, feed me speed. She glanced at the clock in the antique dash, her knuckles, below perfect French manicured nails, gone white on the wheel. It said 11:03, but she wasn't sure that was right. She had lost all concept of time, and she struggled to remember she was supposed to walk down the aisle at 1. Walk? Was she? "I'm driving," she thought out loud. She wondered where the whole adventure had left the helicopters. And when they would find her. 


She realized she was rapidly getting cold feet. She had left one of Mechanicsville's finest in the dust behind her, but there would be more. For an undetermined period of time, she had thought she could go on forever like this, with a blank mind, speed, and adrenaline. Roaring along the back roads to the highway, blowing right past the future at 110 mph… but now she simply didn't know what she wanted to do. The horizon had looked so welcoming, but she only had the clothes on her back, a bridal veil in a fancy hairdo and a cell phone, which…which… was ringing.


It was a straightaway, so she grabbed it and looked at the screen. Craig's number, insistent; Remember me? it seemed to say. She threw it down on the seat. She didn't know what he wanted right now, since show time wasn't for two more hours, nor what she was going to say.


And what exactly happens to the person who steals a car from a car thief? she wondered. Does it count?  


And then suddenly, it occurred to her, what she needed: a Vanilla Diet Coke, for God's sake.


Having just lost Barney Fife because you're driving a car with some incredible giddy-up is as good an opportunity as any to stop at Sheetz. She actually turned into the driveway very quietly, like a granny, and in a semi-coherent moment after she parked the beast, she removed the veil, used it to wipe down everything she had touched, and stuffed it into her pocket. She still had the ridiculous updo, which remained so at odds with her summer play attire, but whatever. She stumbled inside, shaky, feeling weird and dizzy now that the world had slowed down and she was walking. 


She went to the ladies room and splashed cold water on her face, then went back out to the refrigerated glass case and grabbed a 20-ouncer. She then found herself sort of squeezing her body behind the stand-up revolving rack of roadmaps. "United States, Canada, and Mexico," she said, in a low, singsong kind of voice.


"Renee?" A male voice startled her out of her thoughts, which were pretty much, It's a long way down to Mexico. 


She jumped, and peeked out. "Joe!" It could have been worse, but then again…  


Joe laughed. "What is with you? Why are you hiding there?"


She laughed back, her arms folded, tapping her index finger, with its perfectly French manicured nail, against her lips. "I guess I am hiding, huh?"


His expression perplexed, he glanced at his watch. "You know, it's not too long before I'm supposed to be in a suit, sitting in a pew, while you're walking down an aisle dressed in white." He looked at her, probing. "Right, Renee?"


She fixed her eyes on his face, pleasant that it was to look at, his eyes like a favorite brown velvet shirt she used to have, saved somewhere deep within her closet though she would probably never wear it again, and said in a low voice, hoping there wasn't a semi psychotic glint played in her eyes), "Look outside, Joe, over my shoulder, but don't be obvious, okay?"


He looked. And choked and sputtered on laughter that he tried to stuff back down. "Oh my God… you?" he asked, under his breath. His eyes gleamed merry and wicked.


"Yeah." 


"They…" He was swallowed up by silent laughter again. He ran a hand through his shoulder-length, smooth brown hair, which always seemed to hang in just the right way. "They think you're a nun. Or part of some weird religious sect. Let me guess… bridal veil?"


"A nun?" She choked too. "A car-stealing nun?"


"I guess we're not dealing with the smartest folks. Why they would think it more likely to be a snapped nun than a freaked-out bride, I have no idea. I got the impression they only got a glimpse anyway, and apparently they didn't put much thought into it." He paused. "I guess this isn't a good time to talk about when we dated in high school, and ask if all this means you don't love Craig after all, and you want to run away to… uh, Mexico with me? Just a wild guess." He was grinning, and she knew he was kidding, but… don't they say all jokes hold a whisper of truth?

Her mind spun. In the white walls, glaring neon, house of hoagies and motor oil and beer and snacks… cigarettes and lottery tickets and coffee and road maps… a haven from road rage and running on fumes… all about convenience and motion and emergency and desperation… here she was, choices spinning everywhere, and there was a damn stolen car outside.


She realized that their faces were close enough for one of those movie kisses, where the two people dip into each other, like they just can't help themselves... "Well, I want this Coke," she said, holding the sweaty bottle up between them, "and I'm marrying Craig today. Would you drive me to the church? I'm supposed to be squeezing myself into a white dress right now, and I sort of don't have wheels of my own right now, as you know."


"Of course." His eyes sparkled. "I'll buy your soda though, and," he added, sliding his arm around her, "they only expect a sole crazed veiled loony, so pretend you're in love with me again, just for five minutes, because it'll be the last time ever."


Only someone as charming as Joe could have pulled it off, and only a certain type of ex-boyfriend… and for a flash second, she remembered why it had worked five years ago, though not for long, given the differences in their plans for the future. (Plans? Future? He was going to be a rock star.) She smiled at him, and the look in her eye wasn't love, rather amusement and a good dose of delight, yet it certainly could pass; they walked arm and arm toward the counter. It was like the small piece of life they had shared, the taste of green, summer and youth, exuberance and freedom, and most of all firsts, flashed through her brain, all at once.  

He paid for the drink, and they ambled out the door like they had all the time in the world. He opened the car door on his Jeep, and for a moment they stood there, staring at each other… and there was the Mustang over his shoulder, worlds of opportunity beckoning to her, places where plans and sanity had been ejected from the lexicon. 

For lack of anything better to do and say, she regrouped her efforts, and moved to climb her way in, but did a little tap dance step first, and then bowed as he shook his head, smiling. "You're demented," he said. 


"You're driving so slow, and it's so unlike you," she laughed, as he slowly rounded out of the parking lot and the landscape ambled by. 


"I don't want to get a ticket. You know, right, Renee? Man, I feel so bad, like such an accomplice! This is great!"


"Do you think they'll catch me?" she asked. "I don't know whether this is a big deal or not. I truly, truly have not had one logical thought since I woke up this morning, Joe. Not one." 


"Obviously. You could always plead temporary insanity. That's what it sounds like to me. I mean, you never were playing with a full deck to begin with, Renee." 


"A full deck? I'm not sure I have a deck at all." She lit a cigarette. "I've just got some crazy eights, that's it!"


"Some people go crazy before they get married, but, uh, mostly in much smaller ways than this. A bachelor or bachelorette party usually suffices -- booze, strippers, not grand theft auto. Leave it to you to take it to the extreme."  

She glanced at him. "But really, are they going to catch me?"


"Fingerprints?"


"I wiped them off with the veil. My mom's, from when she got married, something borrowed, you know. Ugh," she groaned, "she is going to kill me for not wearing it, it's all bunched up in my pocket and probably ruined!"


"Calm down, I doubt they'll catch you. I'm not sure they'll try that hard anyway. They've got the real thief, after all. And he's not nearly so pretty and likeable as you."


"Well, shit, they obviously really didn't notice me. I'd be offended if this wasn't the weirdest day of my whole life anyway. Why'd he run into the mall, anyway?" 


"He needed deodorant."


"Come on! You're such a freak!"


"I'm serious! You know, never let them see you sweat. I guess he was sweating. Wouldn't you be? I mean…" Joe laughed. "Did you?"


"No, I was cool and dry as hell frozen over. And speaking of who's not playing with a full deck? Deodorant, 80 minute head start? Car stealing dude!"


"His wife left him, took the kids, in the family car, and he snapped. Maybe he ran into the mall to run away from everything he had just done, or the things he didn't do and wishes he had, I really don’t know." Joe pulled into the church parking lot. There was a long silence, and there were those eyes again, brown, smooth, behind them a low kindling chaos that was so familiar. "Okay, girl, this is where I drop you off. Next time I talk to you, you'll be a married lady."


She paused a minute. "And this is our little secret, right, Joe?" she asked. All her laughter and bravado melted, as she sat there staring at him, wondering which secret she meant. 


"I promise, I will forever hold my peace." He smiled, and this time he didn't smile in his usual lunatic way. He smiled like a really good friend. She gave him a hug that lasted a little bit too long… hell, a lot too long, and she felt him kiss the top of her head, and then the wild animal, big cat sound the Mustang's engine had made -- raging against the fences and confinements -- rallied in her head, the sound of freedom, the sound of the open road, the sound of now, now, now… the sound of wasting everything she had decided she wanted out of life with screeching tires and the race toward nowhere. She thought of Craig, and his respectable, solid sedan, antilock brakes, wheels that grip, childproof doors and windows, and that was that. She tore herself away from Joe, leapt from the car and swore to herself that she wouldn't look back because the Jeep was still sitting there, waiting, for a very long minute. Her back stiffened a bit in the sunny, moist heat when she heard him finally pull away, and she walked on, her head -- and her elegant updo -- held high.


Upon her entrance, everything blurred in an explosion of satin and tulle and hangers and makeup and bouquets, a crowd of women surrounding her and fussing over where she'd been, and she didn't answer -- it was so chaotic, the race to make her a bride in so little time, they didn't wait for answers. "Just get me in this dress, and slap some makeup on my face!" she cried, laughing. 


Maybe they suspected, maybe they didn't. But it was show time.

When she began that walk down the aisle, working so hard in more decorum than she'd been able to muster all day, there was a murmur, and she overheard someone whisper that she looked prettier than any bride they'd ever seen. She wondered if something in her expression might have indicated a really big secret sparkling in her eyes, or the folded up, tucked away roadmap of the other tomorrows not chosen… but of course not. It had to be really, truly in love.

