“August Evening”-- Joyce Carol Oates Flash Fiction.  Ed. James Thomas, Denise Thomas, and Tom Hazuka.  W.W. Norton, NY: 1992. Pp. 120 – 122.

He drives a new-model metallic-blue Cougar with all the accessories including air conditioning and a tape deck and beige kidskin interior plus some special things of his own for instance a compass affixed to his dashboard,  a special blind-spot mirror, extra strips of chrome around the windows and license plates, a glitter-flecked steering wheel “spin,” and in cold weather, a steering wheel cover made of snakeskin.  In warm weather he likes to cruise the city as he’d done twenty years ago or maybe more except now he’s alone and not with his friends as he’d been back then.  As if nothing has changed and the surprise is that not much really has changed in certain parts of the city and off the larger streets and he’s drawn back always a little expectant and curious to the old places for instance St. Mary’s Church where they’d all gone and the grammar school next door, the half-dozen houses his parents had rented while he and his brothers were growing up though he couldn’t name their chronological sequence any longer and one or two of them have been remodeled, glitzy fake-brick siding and big picture windows so it’s difficult to recognize the houses except by the way of the neighboring houses which are beginning to be unrecognizable too.  There’s a variety store close by the school hardly changed at all where he parks to get a pack of Luckies and just as he’s leaving he runs into this woman Jacky he’d known in high school back before she was married and he was married and she’s in tight shorts that show the  swell of her buttocks and her small round stomach and a tank-top blouse like a young girl would wear looking good with her fleshy smiling mouth and her legs still long and trim though a little bunchy at the knees.  At first it almost seems Jacky doesn’t recognize him then of course she does and they get to talking and laughing and it’s clear she likes him looking at her like that asking him questions about his job and where he’s living now since the divorce and what’s his ex-wife doing, and then they get to talking about old friends and high school classmates, guys he hung around with, some of them they haven’t seen or heard of in years so you’d wonder are they still alive but better not ask.  And gradually they run out of things to say but neither wants to break away just yet they’re smiling so hard at each other and standing a little closer than you’d ordinarily stand. Jacky’s the kind of woman likes to touch a man’s arm when she talks, and he’s thinking a thought he’s had before and probably she has too that the marriages by now are more or less interchangeable like objects blurring in the rearview mirror as you speed away but also it’s the warm lazy air smelling of soft tar from the streets and sirens in the distance or is it a freight train like those childhood sounds you’d hear at night… melancholy and sweet-sounding with the power t o make your eyes fill with tears.  And they see themselves off somewhere hurriedly undressing… and the frantic hungry coupling… and the orgasm protracted for each as in slow motion… and the sweaty stunned aftermath, the valedictory kisses, caresses, stammered words… All that they aren’t going to do but they’re locked together seeing it and Jacky’s eyes look dilated and he’s feeling the impact of it as if someone were pushing hard on his chest with an opened hand so the he almost can’t breathe.      

Honey was that sweet are the words he isn’t going to say and Jacky can’t think of what to say either so they back off from each other and she says “Take care” and he says “Okay – you too” and he gets in his car and drives off sad-feeling and excited and eager to be gone all at once – knowing not to bother looking for her in the rearview mirror, he’s accelerating so fast.   

