Chapter Five


Carson drove past the café without another glance. Only five more minutes, he reminded himself, then you can go home. 


The car screeched in to a space by the station and Carson leapt out, nearly dashing into through the doors to report that they’d finished their shift and no evidence of the drug cartel had been found. He wanted to escape, forget his job and stop pretending for a while.


The walk back to his apartment seemed longer in the chill, early fall air. Now there weren’t as many people out, some having migrated to warmer climates or, more commonly, picking up overtime hours in the pre-holiday retail rush. Carson started counting each square of concrete he stepped over. If he concentrated hard enough he could block all thoughts except the rhythmic 1,2,3,4…

The six blocks passed too quickly. Standing in front of the gray door of his building, Carson almost didn’t want to fit the key in the lock. There was nothing to distract him in his room, only plain white walls and industrial, spartan furnishings. She used to tease him about it, even painting a red square on one wall. 


“Why?” he muttered to himself as he pulled open the creaky door. “Why does everything remind me of her?”


The darkened room had a slightly musty smell to it. It was small, with only a bedroom, bathroom, and kitchenette that Carson didn’t really use except for the microwave and dorm fridge. It was out of the latter that he scavenged in now, looking for dinner. The white shelves were bare, save for a plastic bag with a piece of old pizza in it. Carson pulled it out. Strange green and white mold covered the slice.


Just my luck, he thought, tossing the bag into the trash, and grabbing his coat. He’d have to go out for dinner somewhere.


By now it was almost eight o’clock, and most of the small, mom and pop diners on Carson’s street were closing. This was not a neighborhood where most people stayed out after dusk. 


He tramped down Elm Street, turned onto Courier, made a left at Swanson Lane. From a Chinese restaurant came the smell of frying vegetables and roasting duck; thick hearty aromas that drew even Carson to the shop’s door. A sign proclaimed the hours. 


Open 

Mon-Fri 6am to 9 pm

Sat-Sun 6am to 10 pm

Carson stepped through the door. Inside long chains of Asian chilies and garlic were hung like Christmas garlands. An elderly woman with her salt and pepper hair up and a bun lead him to a table. For some reason, he couldn’t help but think he recognized her. The long, jade dragon that sat on the mantel over the kitchen door leered at him with its unfeeling stone eyes. The menu was all in Chinese, so he just pointed to something when she asked him in broken English what he wanted. It didn’t matter all that much, eating was simply a necessity now.

The old woman returned barely seven minutes later with a steaming plate. Broccoli, corn and shredded pork were nestled in a bed of white rice and brown sauce. Spice and heat hit Carson tongue as he chewed the first forkful. It wasn’t bad, really. It might even be good if he could concentrate on he food. Instead his eyes drifted over the decoration. Embroidered robes hung as curtains in the window. A burnt out neon sign proclaimed that this was The Grinning Monkey restaurant.  

It was all vaguely familiar, like a dream he’d forgotten. The Grinning Monkey. A little girl, maybe only seven years old, brought his check and an almond cookie. Her long dark hair was done up in two small knots on the top of her head, with hot pink chopsticks stuck through them.  She smiled and curtsied, turning to skip back through the kitchen doors.

 Of course. He stood, throwing a twenty on the table. He had to get out of there, immediately. Suddenly the garlic and duck was too much.  The dragon’s smirk turned to an evil grin. Why? He thought, his dinner turning in his stomach, Why does everything bring me back to her? 
Chapter Six

The smoke alarm was still going off, despite Carson’s fervent flapping of a magazine in front of it. Becky dumped the pan responsible in the sink.

“You truly can’t cook, can you?” she asked. It was a month after the two had first met in the Artesian Café. From that night, a friendship had grown, and now it seemed they always met Sunday nights. 

“I was supposed to be pasta.”

“You don’t cook pasta in a skillet, Cason,” Becky poked at the charred gunk in the bottom of the pan. “Well, whatever it was, I don’t think it’s fit for human consumption after what you did to it.” 


“Chinese?” Carson tossed her her jacket from the chair it was slung over. “That was my last clean pan.”


“Certainly,” Becky chuckled. “Pasta-in a skillet!” They wandered down the streets for awhile, twisting and turning. There was no rush, Carson’s next shift wasn’t until Tuesday, and Becky worked when she felt like it. Eventually, they picked a small establishment in a half-forgotten street, stopped more by growling stomachs than a lack of wanderlust. 


They split a platter off fried rice and lo mein, savoring the salty soy sauce and long noodles. Becky got a whole hot pepper once, and Carson saw the shock on her face as she reached for her Coke, spilling it all over the table in the process. He handed her his, and she gulped half of it in six seconds.


“That. Was. Spicy,” The waitress came with a towel and sopped up the spilled soda. Carson reached for his wallet.


“I’m paying,” Becky opened her purse at the same time.

“I was the one who burnt dinner,” A child with chopsticks in her hair brought the bill, and two almond cookies. “Plus, the guy is supposed to pay.”

Don’t tell me your going all male supremacy on me now,” Becky gave him one of those one-eyebrow-raised looks. “Plus, you’re my friend, not my date.”

For some reason he felt something twist when she said that. The just friends part. 

“Dutch?” he said, ignoring the feeling. 

“Fine,” she agreed. They had further trouble when the bill turned out to be for $15.03, and that last penny stubbornly stood in the way of an even split.

“It’s a penny, Becky,” Carson said, only half exasperated. He could never seem to be fully mad at her.

“Exactly. Let me pay it,” She dropped a bronze coin on the check. Carson flicked it back a t her.

“There’s something to be said for tradition.”

“And for modernism.”

“Penny!” The small Asian woman who had served them flung the small object down on the pile of bills. “Now paid! We close!”

“I guess we’re being kicked out,” Carson held the door open, and Becky stepped through it. “You didn’t have any problem going with tradition then.”

“What am I supposed to do? Refuse to walk through until you let me grab the door?” Becky pulled a cigarette from a pack in her purse and lit it.”I’d look like a lunatic.”

“And arguing over a penny wasn’t slightly insane?” Becky just smiled slightly at Carson and took another drag. “Smoking is hazardous to your health, you know.”

“Cigarettes won’t kill me,” her voice was like paper, floating through the night. 

“How can you be sure?” he teased her like this sometimes. Both knew better than to try and change the other.

“There are many far more interesting ways to die,” Becky’s eyes drifted to the stars above. She got this way sometimes. Musing wasn’t the right word for it, but psychic nearly was. In truth, not many words could accurately describe Becky.   

“Meaning?”

“I’m not the type of person to go out with a fizzle, Carson,” Somehow they were at her apartment now and she slipped through the door. “See you later.”

