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Chicken Emotions


So many feelings about Beck’s Chicken. Those orange tiles, those grimy orange tiles. Well, not truly grimy. Carlos did a great job of mopping them. It’s just that they looked so grimy, greasy, gritty! With that shade of burnt orange and then the brown grout in between. You really felt like you were in the presence of something special. Something withering.

Hard to believe that Beck’s was founded in the late forties. A product of its time it was not— it was a product of this time, this wonderful time, the nineties. Where everything was blue and gray and crisp and clear and full of possibility. Well, the technology was. See, that was the weird thing about that time. It was kind of a mix. You could come to Beck’s and sit in that squishy booth and eat your chicken and then go home and check out what they were calling the net. A mesh of machinery. Reverberating reticulations connecting all the complicated computers that bothered to participate. There were discussion forums… only certain kinds of people were early adopters. For example, if your favorite bands were heavy industrial goth shit or adjacent to any of that, like Goat Neck Nuts, Sex Pest Nest, or POW KIA MIA, you probably had an affinity for machines and wanted to chat with other people who did too. So if you were into country you probably weren’t on the net yet.

Back to Beck’s. Oh, to go back to Beck’s before that bastard Stan Menda counted his chickens and killed them before they hatched! You went in, ding-ding! There was a bench. Seriously, a cute bench with green and yellow just for waiting. The logo was a funny chicken guy in silhouette, his legs bowed in an action pose. He was a sort of karate chicken. Perhaps even an inspiration for the Chicken Kicken games that came out a while later? Who can say? The guy behind those would never admit it because then he’d probably have to pay money to Beck’s Chicken of all places. So they had a bench where you could wait for your food. All the locations had this! It was an innovation compared to other fast food. You could sit on you fat ass so patiently and watch the employees work with their machines and their screens and their vats of fat and grease and wonder how it all worked. Or you could just zone out, or you could look at the menu. The expansive menu!

Wait, did Beck’s Chicken really count as fast food? What more could we say about it? Let us say that if you measure your typical fast food place (of which O’Beasty’s and Burger Monkey are examples 1A and 1B, to say nothing of Chicken Monkey or Holy Sacred Cow) to have a speed statistic of about one hundred thirty, then Beck’s you could log at about one hundred fifteen or one hundred twenty. Yes, that feels right.

So much delicious shit on the menu! The chicken! White meat and dark meat. Thighs and wings. Mouth-watering breasts. Oh, Jennifer Pechowski! Gizzard and livers and funny little pieces for a great price. So many sides. Cornbread biscuits and fries. Mushrooms and okra and breadsticks— you could get a bouquet of breadsticks like a quiver of arrows straight to the stomach. Tenders, wings, boneless, traditional, so many pieces.

But there was more. More that made that fucking grill a Chicago icon! Sandwiches. Sandwiches of every kind of chicken. But then hot dogs. Italian beef and Italian sausage. You could get them together. The beef and sausage combo. Delicious chicken. Delicious sandwiches. Pulled pork and brisket. Fish! Shrimp! Yes, the bounty of the sea!

Then they introduced pasta. They introduced pasta! Can you believe it? There was so much on this goddamn menu! Let me take a deep, deep breath. Macaroni, mostaccioli, spaghetti, fettuccine. With the meats in various combinations. There was so much food on this menu it was easy to wonder how it could all possibly be good and if people really bothered to order it all. After all, the place was called Beck’s Chicken, not Beck’s Everything Under the Damn Sun.

The Wehorts owned it. Chuck and Carol. They were only fifty and none of their girls worked at the restaurant, thankfully. They were friendly and fair franchisees. In addition to the Beck’s they owned a business cleaning homes so they understood the importance of keeping the restaurant tidy and sparkling. Yes, even with those funny orange tiles, it still looked pretty good. And the cute little bathrooms tucked into the back were always pristine. And you know what they played over the sound system? Well, they played stuff from the seventies like Moai, but after eight o’clock, well, that’s when the witching hour really started. And they let Jason Smutek take over and he played some tapes and what do you know, even though he wasn’t really a computer guy it was that aforementioned goth stuff. That’s how cool Chuck and Carol Wehort were. Jason Smutek was like, “Can I put a tape on?”

And Carol was like, “Sure, what is it?”

And Jason was like, “It’s a mixtape I made of alternative radio.”

And Chuck was like, “Well, that doesn’t really tell us what’s on it. What’s on it?”

And Jason just played it and the purple keyboards and the blue guitars and the black drums and the white vocals filled the yellow and green restaurant with splendid melancholy. The song was “The Devil in the Bowl” by Goat Neck Nuts.

And Chuck said, “You know, I can snap my fingers to this. It’ll help you all stay awake, won’t it?”

“Yeah, this isn’t bad,” said Carlos. “Even though this is white-boy stuff you can dance to it.”

“It doesn’t have anything inappropriate in it, does it?” Carol asked.

“Would you be able to tell if it did?” Jason asked, because the cavernous vocals seemed to suggest that the band was more concerned with atmosphere than intelligibility.

“No,” Carol said. “All right, but I don’t want to hear so much as the H-word, understand? This is a family restaurant.”

“My family says the H-word and much worse all the time,” said Jenny Pechowski.

“But probably not when their faces are stuffed with delicious chicken,” said Chuck.

And they had a good thing going at night. They had such a good thing going.

Jason Smutek and Jenny Pechowski had a thing for each other. Jason Smutek had long hair and roguish, boyish good looks and he could ride a skateboard and do some tricks. Jenny Pechowski had a body at least as dangerous as the Beck’s Chicken karate chicken. Hi-yah! And she got good grades and her influence rubbed off on Jason Smutek; he started going from B’s and C’s to A’s and B’s just because they enjoyed talking about poems. Yes, poems!

“I can write a poem for you,” said Carlos, and performed a squelchy armpit fart. “See, I could have done the real thing, but that would have been unsanitary.”

The night before, something had happened. Jason and Jenny were tasked with closing. Carlos got to go home slightly earlier. Jason and Jenny were the only ones in the building. And, well… they decided to keep each other warm in the walk-in freezer. It was quick, and don’t go thinking it was gross. It was rather beautiful. It was all the energy and heat of 1993 coalesced into one thick, shimmering laser beam, slicing through the desperation of childhood’s end. Jason kissed her so respectfully— outside the freezer door— that she almost burst into tears right then. They had already done it a few times but they were in the mood for something daring because real life was knocking on the door. Bashing on it hard. They were both eighteen and they wanted to test their feelings against the elements, as many of us have wanted to do, so let’s not get too mad at them or judgmental of them for doing it at work. The look they exchanged was unforgettable, the way both of their eyes darted toward the freezer door as if to simultaneously say, “Should we?” and “We should.”

It was about survival. You might now know if you’ve never been in a situation like that, with the unseen, incorporeal enemies made of pure crystallized future at your gates, battering at your door with their spears and bidents. Mixing some saliva and semen in with the sands of time as it poured down was a way to hang on. They stood in the middle of the freezer. Jason undressed Jenny right there. He pulled that tight cute fast-food polo off and hung it gently aside like it was that one shroud. And then he knelt down to get her jeans to pool around her sneakers on the floor and because they were jeans rather than a dress and because it was cold, it was a frozen pool, an icy pond. He kissed up her thighs and wound her panties around his thumbs and kissed her on her labia hard enough to keep her warm, and his hands intrepidly climbed up her breasts as her nipples became icicles. It wasn’t for very long. He stood up and grabbed her in a body-warming hold and because it was cold she didn’t really taste herself on him; she only did so theoretically. She shivered and arched her body athletically and was memorably naked for him in that freezer, she pulled down his pants and took him into her mouth before he became an icicle. That wasn’t for very long either. She turned herself around and braced herself against some anonymous snow-encrusted crate.

“Wait,” Jason said, “I want to look at you.”

“You are looking at me.”

“I mean I want you to be looking at me.”

“It’s too cold. I don’t want my back up against anything. Just do it like this so we can say we did it. Then I’ll finish you off with my hand.”

“What about you?”

“Don’t worry about me. I’ll just think later tonight about what we did.”

“What if the bosses showed up right now?”

“I wouldn’t care,” Jenny said. “I just want this with you.”

When she said that, that was enough for Jason’s body to successfully fight the cold long enough for the plan to go just how they drew it up. After a few exploratory thrusts that said, “I can’t believe this is happening,” proceedings sped up in a way that said, “This is happening.” And before anything unspeakable occurred, Jenny whirled around and squatted and looked up at Jason and took him in her mouth again and worked him with her pretty blue-nailed hand and there was no need to clean up any kind of mess.

Stan Menda, you destroyed much more than you meant to. Or did you mean to?

Carlos Gonzalez had three children and was thirty-two years old though to the others, he seemed fifty. He called all the customers “sir” and “ma’am” and would do funny little flips with bags and the plastic containers for sauces— not in a way that would make a mess, just in a way to shake up the monotony of people’s days. Yes, the looming corporation was extremely annoying with their insistence that every customer coming into the restaurant come away with a “plus-one” experience to their day, but it was reasonable and grounded than places like Coffee Monkey which insisted on
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