Chinese Restaurant

By: Peter Kelly


This Chinese place has been here since before I moved in, and yet I’ve never checked it out.  Two blocks away from my apartment, and I’ve never walked in.  God, its been a long time since I’ve had Chinese food.  I think the last time was when I was in college.  There was this take out place that had the greatest General Gao’s chicken, and it had this bar that carried all sorts of Asian beer.  We used to spend nights there, from 7 to closing.  Eating and laughing and getting so drunk that we couldn’t see straight.  Maybe that’s why I haven’t had Chinese since college.  No Chinese could taste as good as that which I had with my friends from school.


But this place, tonight, I just ended up here.  I mean, after it happened, I was just sort of wandering.  In a daze, really.  I think Jen knew a guy who lived near here.

I must have wandered around, following the sidewalk for what must have been about an hour, and then there I was, in front of the sign: KING WOK.  Its written in big, red letters surrounded by yellow trim.  Its one of those places that tries to hide the fact that it’s a real cheap restaurant.  The windows have drapes, but the bar stools have got to be at least thirty years old.  And there are few waiters, even for a Thursday night.  But there are a number of patrons, probably the regulars.  I see this one guy in particular, the only lively looking one in the bunch.  He’s wearing this tan blazer and scuffed up khakis and he looks like he hasn’t shaved in a week.  He’s laughing with the bartender.


I don’t so much decide to walk in as I do suddenly find myself inside the restaurant.  More than a little surprised, I look behind myself, at the door and at the street outside.  I see a few cars drive by and decide I should just go when the hostess touches my arm and asks if I would like a table.  I look at her for a second and feel cornered.  Her eyes; its like she’s trying to trap me in here.  I tell her a table in the corner would be great.


The hostess guides me to my table, and I catch the guy in the blazer in the corner of my eye.  He’s telling some story to the bartender, who is outside of my peripheral vision.  The guy’s getting into it, hitting his hand on the table and leaning in, as if his words become more important when he’s closer to his listener.  While watching this, I bump into a table.


God, I thought, I gotta get my head outta the gutter.  But how could I be expected to have clarity right now?  There are a million thoughts going through my head: what right did I have?  Why was it so easy?  How will I deal with the repercussions?


I sit down and order a double scotch.  Then I try to sort out my head.


I’m only sitting there for maybe five minutes when the guy from the bar- the one with the blazer- comes over to talk to me.


“Hey,” he says, “mind if I join you?”


Sure, I say.  I should have said no, but I wasn’t really paying attention and I thought maybe this guy could keep me from any heavy thinking.


“So,” he says, placing his drink on a napkin and sitting on the side perpendicular to mine, “what’re you drinkin’?”


Scotch.


“Ah, always a reliable choice.  See me, I'm drinkin’ rum tonight, cus I’ve got reason to be merry.  I got a raise today.  Now scotch, that’s somethin’ you drink cus you need it.  So, buddy, why you need scotch tonight?”


I let out a little chuckle, and I tell him lady problems.


“Ah, yes, the eternal struggle.  We need em, but they kill us.  Women can inspire poetry, paintings, sculpture, and song, but they can also inspire heavy drinking- as you, of course, are well aware.  I had this one girl who I was head over heels for.  We were off and on for years, or, as I should say, she was off and on for years.  Sometimes she loved me like a warm shower, other times she was as cold as an icy bath.  And see, that’s the real problem: if women could just make up their minds and be one thing, we wouldn’t have any of these problems.  Like, allow me to ask you man, what do you do for a living?”


Hmmm, something vague…its probably best that he not know too much about me.  I tell him ‘analyst.’


“Aha, so I assume you deal with a lot of people?  See, me too man, I write for a magazine called ‘Interweb,’ it’s an website review magazine.  We’re small now, but we’re getting bigger, as evidenced by my recent raise.  Well anyway, this girl of mine, sometimes she believed in this job of mine, sometimes she didn’t.  See, she was glad that I found something that I love to do but she was always weary of my boss, Jack Gregor, the guy who started the magazine.  Now Jack’s a solid dude, a real good friend of mine, I’ve known him for years, but my chick…man, she was always sayin’ that
Jack’s nutty and that this’ll never work out, but look!  It’s working now!”  He lifted up his paycheck.
“So there it is, buddy.  Women need to learn to trust more.


Heh, I say, you said it pal.


“Too right.  So tell me about your woman?”


I say: …Wow, where to start.  Well we had an argument.  And, umm, I dunno, lets say it just didn’t end pretty.


“Who walked out, you or her?”


I paused for a second.  If only it were something so little.  If only she had just walked out.  I say: We kinda both left.


“Ooh, man, sticky situation.  That’s gonna require some patching up.  My advice to you: flowers and a note sent to her office tomorrow.  She’ll be too pissed to talk to you, but the note’ll do you good.  Say something like: I’m a jackass…sorry…I love you.  It works wonders, I assure you…”  He notices that our drinks have been depleted.  “Hey, how about another round?”


“…So there I am, 7th hole of a country club in the middle of the night, and I cannot, for the life of me, remember what I did with my pants!”


This guy is hilarious.  I’ve been laughing, heartily, for a half hour now.  And I haven’t laughed much in ages.  


“Say, buddy, how come I’ve never seen you in here before?”


I dunno, I said. I mean, I don’t live too far away.  I guess there was just something about this area, like it was outside of my territory.  I couldn’t just walk in.


“But, tonight, that’s just what you did.”


Yeah, I suppose you’re right.  I dunno, tonight just felt different.  Like restrictions didn’t matter any more.


“Sorry, buddy, but I think you’ve lost me.  I’ve been coming here for years now.  I love this place.  And I’ll tell ya, there aren’t restrictions of any kind around here.  I live next door man, literally the next house over.  They treat me like family here.  See, that’s what you gotta do.  Find a local place, tip heavily, and become a regular.  Then you’ve got a safe haven in good times and bad.  Trust me, buddy, its what we all need.”


I’m thinking: A safe haven, that would be nice.  A place to put down a few with the guys, when the home situation’s a little too tense.


“So how about your woman?  What were you guys arguing about?”


Clearly we’re drunk.  If he’s prying for details about my personal life and I’m willing to give them, clearly we’re drunk.


I tell him that we were arguing because she was packing her bags.  And that I told her that this would be the last time, and that she had never been anything but a nuisance in my life.


“Yeah man!  Tell her!  You shouldn’t have to put up with that crap!  Look, remember I was telling you about that chick I was with?  Man, she used to walk out on me all the time.  She would disappear for months at a time!”


Yeah, dude!  Mine too!


“Right!  And like, I would always take her back!  Always!  And each time I was thinking, ‘man, this is it, don’t take her back.  This chick aint worth it!’  And that’s how they get you.  They toss you in this cycle where you hate their guts but then they come back with puppy dog eyes and tears on their cheeks and you just have to them in, cus no matter what you still love them…Don’t let that happen, dude.  Get out while you can.  The cycle will kill you.”


I just nod and stare at my drink.  I knew exactly what he was talking about.  He was describing my situation with Jen.  Except that now, I know Jen is gone from my life.  I know she will never come back.


Around midnight, the guy in the blazer feels his pockets and takes out his cell phone.


“Hah, the damned thing’s been off this whole time!”  So he turns it on.


“Wow…”  He looks stunned.


What? I ask.


“Its…my girl…she called.  The one that kept leaving and coming back.  Hold up, I’m gonna listen to the voicemail…”


Hey, its me.  Look, I’m in a real bad state and I really need to talk to somebody right now.  Oh God…everything is just so messed up, I don’t even know where…Oh, I’m not even making any sense.  Look I just…I thought maybe you would be around and that maybe I could…I don’t know, stop by for a while?  I just, I need a place to be, but I won’t be a bother, I promise…Um, yeah, just give me a call…um, bye…


“Holy shit…”


I ask: What?  What did she say?


“Jen she’s…she’s at my apartment.  Or at least, she was hoping to be.  Oh God, I’ve gotta find her…”


I lose my breathe.  Did he say Jen?


“Um hey, look, this has been great, you should drop by any night and I’ll probably be here.  Or, you know what, stop by my place, I live right next door.  But uh, I gotta run, I gotta get over to my house.  Its been nice chattin’.”  And he leaves.  And I realize, fully, what I’ve done.


At 6:00 p.m. tonight, I walked home to find my girlfriend, Jen, packing up.  She was leaving me, again.  And I was in no mood for this.  I’m not actually an analyst, I’m a sports writer, and today my boss told me we’ll be seeing some cutbacks in the near future.  I see myself being one of those cutbacks.


So I begin yelling at her.  Normally I just plead with her, beg her not to do this, tell her how much I love her.  I know I haven’t always been there for her the way I should be, but I do genuinely care for her.  But I don’t tell her that tonight.  I tell her she’s a tramp and a whore, and that she should leave my house and never come back.


Then she tells me she’s been cheating on me.  With multiple guys.  And I slap her.  And she runs away.  And I follow her.  And she pulls out a gun.


Then it’s a blur.  We fought over the gun for some time, but at some point I ripped it away and then I stood up.  And I looked her in the eyes.  And she spit at me and told me that I was the worst she’s ever had.  And I shot her.


Jen’s body is still in my bedroom.  After I shot her, I fell down and wept immediately.  I considered killing myself, but decided against it.  So much of my strength came from Jen, and its ironic that it was the power I got from the emotions that she instilled that allowed me to kill her.  Once she was gone, I lost the willpower to kill anyone, especially myself.


But I didn’t just kill Jen tonight.  I killed part of myself, and I killed part of this guy I met.  He’s gonna go home, but she’ll never come by.  She’ll never call him again and he’ll never see those puppy dog eyes again.


I’m starting to cry now.  I put a $50 on the table and get up.  One of the waiters is talking to me, but I’m not listening.  I need fresh air.  But where is one to get a breathe of air here? (p.225)  


I find myself in the street.  I’m a crying, staggering, drunk and guilty mess.  Where do I go?  My apartment?  The police station?  A distant nation?  The closest bridge?


I turn around and I see the guy’s house.  Jen’s guy.  The one she used to go to when she would leave me.  The one she should be at right now.  I open my wallet, write ‘I’m sorry’ on every bill, then throw the wallet at his porch.  When he wakes up, he’ll begin to find out.  They’ll search for me; search my apartment.  Tomorrow they’ll know.


Tonight I was hoping to end something.  I was hoping to finally be able to move on.  I don’t know where I’ll go now.  So I start walking.

