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Chapter 1   The Restaurant


*     *     *     *
[image: image]




Like every Sunday morning, I jumped off the bus, and waited while it swooshed past me to cross the highway. I looked both ways and then marched across, on my way to the glass box building that seemed to hover over the parking lot. The blue Robi’s Flying Saucer Drive-In sign stood against the sky. 

Sea gulls lifted off the ground as I approached the front door.  The weather was warm and sunny, and I couldn’t wait for school to be over for the summer.

I pulled off my jacket and carried it through to the back room where we hung our coats. It was also a neatly stacked storage space. 

“Hello,” I said to the cook. 

Mrs. Imbeault, the chef at Robi’s Flying Saucer Drive-In, didn’t look up. She was using quite a pile of flour and had spread it everywhere, making a mess. As always, she was wearing her bright white uniform and cardboard hat. She looked like a very clean sailor. In every way her clothing was impeccable. Not a hair was out of place. I often wondered how it was that she kept herself so clean. I was constantly doing laundry after work and the barbecue sauce stains did not come out.

No one could tell me how old Mrs. Imbeault was or how long she had been working at the restaurant. Carmen the waitress, the young Pakistani-French ex-model who worked at Robi’s said that Mrs. Imbeault had been there when she started four years ago. Monique, the older waitress said nothing more. They had all been there when I arrived, all of them French speaking. I felt like an outsider in a web of mystery, a group of French diplomats from the food world who kept me out by speaking quickly. I could understand only when they slowed down, which was seldom. 

I had noticed since I began working at Robi’s almost eighteen months ago that Mrs. Imbeault spent a lot of time fiddling with the chicken rotisserie machine. It wasn’t even broken. When the machine was turned on, and the chickens were turning inside, there was a glow from the machine that seemed extreme for a chicken rotisserie oven. It sat on the sturdy counter facing the highway and because of the glass walls around the restaurant, you could see the gigantic amber bulb flashing from a hundred yards away in every direction. The bulb was situated on top of the stainless steel box of the rotisserie machine. People driving on the highway could see the light flashing from a distance through the windows. It beckoned them. You could see it from the parking lot as well. 

Robi’s Flying Saucer Drive-In was famous for its chicken-on-a-bun dinners and especially the barbeque sauce made from the rotisserie drippings. 

Mrs. Imbeault’s hands were deep in a massive pile of beige dough.

“Good morning!” I yelled. 

“Munchshmmm,” she replied. She still didn’t look up, her eyes trained on the dough. She was surrounded by paper bags rolled open at the top. Mrs. Imbeault dipped a hand into a bag and pulled out more white powder. She dipped into another one, withdrew flour of a darker shade of cream, and rubbed it between her fingers and her thumb. Then she washed her hands and looked up at me as I passed her through the kitchen on my way to the front, with big eyes saying nothing. What was she doing? It made no sense. All of our buns came from a bakery.

I arrived at the front and glanced at the sky through the large panes of glass. Seagulls flew high up, circling the pavement, then flew down, wings flapping, to pick up food bits carried by the wind around the parking lot. The ringtone on Mrs. Imbeault’s phone played an up and down minor scale.

“Allo?” she answered.  “Oh, la la.”

I snuggled into an old leather-backed chair, left by the old owner and stashed in the area by the far corner of the window and put my feet up on the ice-cream freezer that sat under the window. From here, I could see everything, and I opened my textbook. The old metal clock on the counter said eight. I had an hour until we opened. The restaurant was a metal-and-glass box in the corner of a huge parking lot. My parents bought the restaurant one and a half years ago. Apparently, the last owner hadn’t been able to make any money.

My dad was proud of his improvements. He bought new serving trays in neon red, and he had the perimeter fence painted the same colour. In the kitchen he had tall stainless steel fridges installed along the path to the storage room. I liked the fridges that stood just inside the doorway to the kitchen. I could reach into the fridge for pickles without bothering the cook. The pickles were delicious and salty. Mrs. Imbeault had worked for the previous owner too. She made the chicken and the amazing barbecue sauce. Now she worked on new recipes to expand the menu. The restaurant was busy every day from morning to night.

The chickens were delivered early in the morning, on Mondays and Fridays, plump, pale, and tied with very thin string. Turn one over and you’d see the neck and the head tied tightly against the body, the eyes intact. I watched her before I started to work at the restaurant. At first I only ate the food and watched from a place that didn’t disturb anyone. Later I was able to do it myself.

Mrs. Imbeault cut the heads off on the butcher block and threw them in the trash. The necks she threw into a large pot full of boiling water with carrots and celery, then a flash of sea salt, thrown high in the air. Was this the start of the barbeque sauce? I wasn’t sure so I paid attention. The chicken was divided into groups. Parts of it were sliced into pieces for the chicken-on-a bun sandwiches, the most delicious thing, a fresh hamburger bun stuffed with chicken and served with barbecue sauce. Some of the chickens were left whole and wrapped up for customers who ordered whole chickens to take home. The rest was cut into halves or quarters for chicken dinners, then stored in one of the fridges. When someone ordered a quarter or half chicken dinner, it came out of the fridge to be heated then served with French fries, barbecue sauce and fresh coleslaw, made with carrots, cabbage, and vinaigrette.

The chef in the kitchen handed the food out to us through a window called the “front window.” We called this area on our side of the window “the front.” This was where we prepared the trays with cutlery, drinks, ketchup, mustard, and relish for hamburgers, or ice-cream when it was ordered. On the counter under the window, we set up the trays to be ready for the food when it came “up” from the kitchen. “Up” meant the chef put the wrapped items on the shelf that sat at the base of the window. The front counter had the coffee machine, soda pop machine, cutlery bibs, and the dishwasher. Underneath the counter was storage for items like ketchup, mustard, relish in plastic bottles which had to be cleaned and refilled every night before closing and then stored in a fridge. The front counter continued to the front wall, facing the highway, where the chicken rotisserie machine was. 

After we collected the hot food on the tray, we carried the completed tray over to the opposite counter where we rang up the order on the cash register. We ran around that countertop, which also had an area for newspapers, to the swinging front doors. This space on the other side of the “outside counter” was only big enough to carry trays through. There wasn’t any seating for customers as Robi’s was just a drive-in. Everybody ate in their car. We brought the food through two swinging doors made of glass to the outside and when people were finished eating, we collected the trays, and brought them back inside.

The fridges were shiny and kept very clean so you could see yourself if you wanted. I caught my image in the reflection, a narrow waisted somewhat tall girl with dirty blonde hair and somewhat large green eyes. I had to keep my hair in a ponytail for the day, and I wore a black apron with a front pocket for a pen, receipt pad, and change for customers who paid with cash. I wore the standard uniform, of white shirt and black pants.

Though Antoninio was known for its large nickel mine, stainless steel was the definitive metal in the restaurant. My mother had named me Saffron, after a spice, and I lived in the suburb of Birchmount Park, which was not a real park, with parents, sister Lily who was nine, and a baby brother, George.

*    *     *     *     *
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It was eight thirty now. Half an hour until it was time to turn on the machines and set up for breakfast.

I read some more Astronomy and looked out at the sky, relaxing in the chair under the warm morning sun. I was in tenth grade, fifteen years old. I frequently brought homework to work so that I could do it during quiet times. In Astronomy class, we were studying exoplanets, which are planets outside the Milky Way, our galaxy. Scientists are looking for life like us outside our galaxy. 

It was spring and the school year was ending. I had seen Clair and her son in the Eiffel Tower one year ago. 

A heavy sound of crunching gravel made me look at the highway where a large dump truck was driving into our parking lot. The truck pulled straight ahead and parked along the side fence where there were long parking spaces painted in white. 

Mrs. Imbeault said, “Bon. Ca va,”and ended her phone call; I got up from my comfy chair and stretched.

Grabbing my pad, I checked my look on a fridge and walked outside. I had grown during the past few months and my pants were getting short. They would have to be let down again. The air outside was cool and misty crossing the parking lot. May had started off cold in Antoninio, a northern part of the country, but now in midmonth flowers had arrived. Rain in the nights had stirred nature. My winter clothes were finally in boxes, and we could play outside in sweaters.

The two truckers were big guys. The seats were way up high and the driver spent a good amount of time consulting with his buddy beside him. Each ordered breakfast #1, which was a new thing at the restaurant. We offered three choices altogether. Breakfast #1 was fried eggs (over easy if you wanted), bacon or ham, toast, jam, and home fries with coffee. Breakfast #2 was scrambled eggs and toast with coffee, and Breakfast #3 was a western omelet, toast and jam, and coffee.

Ronnie prepared the potatoes for home fries ahead of time. Ronnie Griffin was the sous chef and the night shift cook. He had started as the vegetable peeler and became a cook. Now he was going to Community College part time during the day so he could work at night. My parents hired him when they bought the business because Mrs. Imbeault was doing everything. Now Mrs. Imbeault focused on her cooking and my parents added a breakfast menu. The restaurant already had a following because of how good the barbecue chicken and sauce were. Ronnie was a computer genius on his own, but he wanted a certificate. Every night, he cubed the potatoes and boiled them for five minutes. Mrs. Imbeault fried them with chopped onion in sunflower oil on the grill with plenty of salt and pepper. This became the home fries. 

The kitchen was like a wine cave but instead of wine, it was lined with stainless steel equipment. The walkway to the front of the restaurant had the new fridges with large handles. Inside were glass jars of sliced pickles, mayonnaise jars, whole cabbages, cartons of milk, boxes of meat patties, boxes of hot dog wieners, glass jars of hot peppers, cardboard boxes of cheese slices, plastic tubs of ketchup, mustard and relish and baskets of mushrooms. My little sister Lily liked to open the fridge and smell them. In grocery stores she would run down the freezer isle and open fridges smelling inside.

At the end of the night, the cooking grill needed to be rubbed with a black brick to release the grease, then wiped many times with a cloth until it shone. Every night the kitchen needed to be cleaned. This was Ronnie’s job.

I came back in and posted the bill on the “front window.” Mrs. Imbeault began humming in the kitchen, frying eggs over easy with slices of bacon and hash browns, and making toast. Wafts of grease and hot egg filled the restaurant, and the pungent salty odor of bacon made me realize I was hungry. I had skipped breakfast.

It became a leisurely Sunday at Robi’s Flying Saucer Drive-In. The parking lot was empty, and it was almost noon. Carmen, (a twenty-year old waitress and former model) and I were eating at the counter as Mrs. Imbeault cleaned up the mess in the kitchen. I was starving and taking advantage of the space by trying out the Shrimp Dinner. 

So far, I had noted the edges of a fried shrimp were crispy yet oily, leaving grease on my lips. The first bite was a mixture of salt, oil, and shrimp meat crisp on the outside and soft on the inside. It was hard to not just eat the whole thing, so I did. 

Today’s meal was accompanied by a small container of coleslaw in vinaigrette that cleansed the palate. The French fries glistened, hot for the first few moments, so I ate quite a few right away. It was a delightful meal, high in fat, but for a young metabolism, not too bad. Mrs. Imbeault worked the day shift six days a week, and Ronnie came in the late afternoons to relieve her. Mrs. Imbeault had Saturdays off and this is when I took over as cook. 

I grunted as I got off the stool, burping loudly. “That was fine,” I said, throwing my trash in the trashcan.

Carmen went back to her newspaper. “Silly girl. It’s only food. In my view. Fast food at that. Why could you possibly care? You are a young girl with many adventures ahead of you.”

Carmen turned the page to the crossword. She and I did the Sunday puzzle together throughout the day. I did the modern music stuff, and she did the history and European events. When we were stuck, we left it for Ronnie to do when he came in. Usually Carmen, Ronnie, and I finished it together.

Carmen was eating caramel sauce with a little ice cream under it. She ate very small portions. Her heritage was Pakistani and French, and she spoke with a mixed accent. She didn't care about the world of opinions and striving. Though she could have been a famous model in Paris, she came back to Antoninio, instead. It was not my dream, but in my house, everyone claimed to want the best for you, however it is according to their own experience, which has nothing to do with you. So that is quite useless. Frankly, my sister and I were told we could do anything we wanted in life, but both my parents were busy all the time. They tried to do everything. Carmen was more specific with me. She was adventurous and tried things so she could decide what she wanted. Many adults, my parents included seemed to do everything instead of picking one thing. My mom worked all the time as a teacher, even into the evenings doing marking; and my dad ran the restaurant and was a real estate agent. They had both studied during the summer months and sent my sister Lily and I out to relatives to live. Even when my dad was at home, he was busy. I watched Saturday night hockey with him. I had learned to be independent very early.

“I think I want to travel the world and eat good food,” I said.

“Well, save your money.” Carmen looked like she was concentrating on a clue.

“I think I want to be a food critic,” I said.

Carmen lifted her thick black rimmed reading glasses and pushed back her long black and green hair with them. Her dark brown eyes looked right at me. “You won’t be very happy. People hate critics.”

"Well, you don't know me very well," I said. “I don’t care if people like me.”

I walked out the front doors to serve a car that had just arrived. A young kid and his girlfriend sat side by side in the front seat, no seatbelts.

He rolled down his window. He had on a cowboy hat, and she had a pink boa around her shoulders. They were both in jeans and t-shirts.

“I’ll have a foot long hot dog and fries, and a Coke,” he said, and I wrote it down on my pad. We couldn’t just tap in the order to Mrs. Imbeault.  Though Carmen had told him it would really streamline things, Dad hadn’t automated the place. With his other job, selling houses, he wasn’t always around, and mostly came to the restaurant in the morning, carrying in the supplies, organizing the stockroom, and doing paperwork.

“I’ll have the cheeseburger dinner, with a Coke, too,” said the girl. She smiled at me. “Thanks!”

“You’re welcome,” I said. “That will be about ten minutes.”

I put up the ticket for Mrs. Imbeault, and was pulling out a tray to put the drinks on when Carmen came over. She started to pull all my hair back into its ponytail. Some of it was getting out.

“You have very long eyelashes, Saffron. I never noticed that before,” she said.

“Oh, yeah?” I bent down to see my reflection in the metallic coffee machine. “I think you’re right,” I said, admiring my face.

A car was coming in. “I better go get that,” Carmen said. She paused. “Saffron, you’re a good kid. You know what to do,” and she turned and went out to serve the car. 

On Saturdays when the weather was warm a lot of motorcyclists drove in. The lot would be completely empty, and then all of a sudden, it would be full of rather large characters walking around the parking lot. They were gregarious, slapping one another on the back, and sitting on top of the picnic tables, which were on a small patch of grass on the back corner of the lot. I would take their orders all together, but it was tough to get all their food out to them all at one time.

If it became really busy, Carmen would call Monique to come in. Monique was a sturdy woman in her late-twenties with long, thick dark hair and strong, pretty features. She had been working at the restaurant for several years and she had regular shifts during the week.

A vintage convertible Mustang drove in and parked near a picnic table. On Sundays, we got a lot of vintage cars coming in once the warm weather hit. The drivers and their passengers sometimes wore vintage suits and dresses. This reminded me of the time Clair came with the carnival a year and a half ago to the back lot behind Robi’s Flying Saucer Drive-In. Clair Villeneuve looked like a young girl, my age, but really, she was much, much older. The carnival had been coming to town every fall for as long as I could remember.

The driver of the mustang opened the car door and got out to stretch. He wore a brown vest and blue jeans. His friend sat in the front seat filing her bright red nails. She had on a red gingham dress. It reminded me of an outfit Clair once wore at the carnival, a dress very similar, and Clair wore it with cowboy boots and real spurs. 

“Hi, can I take your order?” I said to them both.

“I’ll just have a coffee,” the woman said, not looking up from her nails.

“Bring me an order of onion rings and a foot long hot dog with everything,” said the man in the orange vest.

“No onions, baby,” she said.

“Hold the onions. And bring me a coke.”

“Yes sir,” I said, writing quickly.

*     *     *     *     *
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Clair and I met in astronomy class, and we became close friends. Clair had ice blond hair, and her skin was almost transparent; you could see little blue veins here and there. This might make her sound fragile, but she wasn’t. 

She told me that she wasn’t from Earth, and she knew quite a bit about astronomy, more than our teacher. When she invited me to come to the carnival and meet her family, the traveling carnival people, I was very excited. 

At the carnival, Clair seemed to talk to animals; the acrobats did really amazing things, maybe like other acrobats but maybe not. We ate at the Pink Gingham Café, with pink gingham stools and curtains, and except for us it was empty. The food appeared effortlessly and immediately, delivered by a woman who addressed us by name. 

But I didn’t get to meet any of her family. Clair told me that I would meet her mother but when I got to the carnival later, Clair said her mother had been burned by radiation. Her mother left Antoninio for another place and the whole carnival went with her. Clair was left behind. 

Inside the restaurant, through the big glass pane, I looked up at the big neon Robi’s sign with the big gold saucer caught on the tail of the R. The whole moon shone up there behind it in the grey blue daylit sky, so cloudless and bright. I wonder why the moon lingers. Does it remind us about magic? When the moon is right above us, showing us overtime, mysterious companionship, does it make it impossible for us to cease to love? 

The afternoon became breezy, and customers drove in leisurely, one at a time. There were many French and Italian people in Antoninio, and they loved to congregate at home or go out for a family drive. But on Sundays, they ate at home. I knew this because my good friend Cecilia was Italian. She and I were very close, and there was very little I would keep from her. We’d both traveled to Paris with our French class last spring break, and she invited me over to her house lots of times. I learned about Italians by being in their house, eating with them, listening to them talk, and observing Cecilia’s family cook. Everyone cooked and the food was terrific, everything homemade. On Sundays her whole family spent at least four hours eating. Carmen said it was one of the most beautiful things about Antoninio, although it was not great for business.

About three o’clock, it got really slow, and I started to clean. I had to wash the metal milkshake machine and the metal decanters along the wall. These held the delicious syrups; butterscotch, chocolate, strawberry, and pineapple. The glass had to be cleaned, the inner windows. I did all of these while Carmen served the customers and then my shift was over.

*     *     *     *     *
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Clair’s Diary


*     *     *     *
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I have been inside all day as it has been raining. Great drops of water on the panes of glass in the kitchen make me remember Antoninio, especially the solarium way up high. When it rained you could see all across the city.

Saffron and I would draw, and sometimes I would listen to the weather. The weather on this planet is very beautiful—rugged, with sounds I have never heard before. There is rumbling overhead when a plane crosses, not silence as in our place. The birds are louder though. Our birds live underground for warmth, and we have long since stopped singing with them.

My friends have taken Dion to the north for a short time. He is interested in fishing, in particular fishing birds. They fly and swoop in the morning quiet. I hear Dion too, laughing. The energy of the earth allows me to feel him close even when he is not by my side. The atmosphere keeps the vibration close enough for me to understand him. People here act more than understand. 

Soon I will hear from the sisters. The particle needs to be safe.

*    *     *     *     *
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I opened the front door of our house quietly and tried to sneak up the stairs. I was ready for a nap before dinner. But my mother yelled from the basement, “Saffron, that you?” I crept into bed and under the comforter. 

The front door slammed. The hanging lamp jingled. It was my dad’s head hitting it. That sound was how you knew it was him.

“Saffron.” Mom had opened my door and was in the doorway. “Don’t you hear me?”

I breathed softly.

I smelled a faint odor, maybe perfume, maybe tomato sauce, and I opened one eye. My mother was crouched beside me, her eyes looking straight into mine, the one that was open. She wore a yellow sweater and pants and held her purse against her leg.

“Saffron! I’ve been waiting for you to get home. I have six barbecued chickens for the sisters’ dinner. You need to come with me.”

You need. This was how Mom spoke. Her needs were my needs, and no matter how many times I pointed this out, this reasoning prevailed. No nap for me this afternoon.

“Coming,” I grunted. I pulled off the covers. There was no point in arguing. The definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over and expecting a different result. 

I put on my sneakers and ran down the stairs. Maybe we could get this over with quickly.

Dad was in the room with the television, which somebody had magnanimously named the Family Room so we didn’t feel guilty eating in front of the tv. 

I grabbed the wooden box of chickens from the counter, counting six crusty golden birds, unwrapped so the crust maintained its crispy gusto. 

“Thanks, honey. Well, we’re off.” My mom jangled her keys some more and followed behind me. I waited by the back of the van for her to open the door.

As we drove the familiar route to Bonaventura High School, a Catholic, just for girls school, where I had been incarcerated, I kicked back and put my headphones on. I was really digging French rap, learning my pronunciation. The French songs had a way of building, which I really liked. 

In no time at all, we pulled into the circular lane in front of Bonaventura.  The high school was at the top of a hill in the middle of Antoninio. You could see the whole city from here. Just off in the distance I could see the water tower, the name Antoninio written on it in script.  The stark hills were black from the exhaust of the nickel refinery.  This barren hill and others surrounded the city of Antoninio. Beyond was a screen of green brush, long grass, and then wilderness. Trees rose again several kilometers away, where we went camping near the lakes and rivers. There was new growth all around the city though, smaller, scruffier trees which defied the new elements. 

Mom parked in front of the line of cypress trees. She opened the back of the van, and I picked up the chickens—Mrs. Imbeault’s labors, her flavorings, secret salts, all of the things that made the chickens a legend. Mom carried a stainless steel vat of barbecue sauce. She was a believer in eating well and I think the adventure of the restaurant excited her. Dad was good in business, liked numbers, and delivering things. Mom loved to cook when she wasn’t working on something else. When she cooked at home, she used every pot, completely covered the kitchen in grease and sauce. 

“Hey, Mom. I’ll get the door.” She carried the large stainless pot of sauce, and I walked into the lobby of Bonaventura High School behind her, the chickens in my arms. The lobby was made spectacular by a mosaic mural of saint heads. The heads just floated in turquoise stones, free from bodies. That would be so easy. It seemed to me that they weren’t particularly spiritual, just airy and cosmic, unburdened by bodies that needed food and sleep. 

Sister Am élia stood by the front door, slight and young-looking, her silver parrot on her shoulder. The bird looked like a statue, sitting still and I had heard he was almost blind, deaf, and dumb. You hear how parrots outlive us all, but this one was closing in on a hundred and fifty years.  

I had only just met Sister Am élia, who had arrived with some of the older nuns from another convent up north six months ago. She had been sent down to take care of them in the residence, so I didn’t see much of her, or her bird, at school. The older nuns came from another convent after they were too old to teach any more. Sister Am élia didn’t teach. I met her in the lunch area which she supervised during the week. The parrot was her constant companion. In the afternoons I saw her in the nun’s garden sitting or walking with the elderly ones. The nun’s residence was connected to the school by the long hallway attached to the chapel. There were doorways into the chapel from this hallway and also from the lobby with the mosaic wall of saint heads. This was the sister’s private chapel, but students were allowed to go in. When you walked down the long hallway from the lobby, at the end there was a staircase with windows all the way up to the solarium, several floors above the ground. Nuns worked in the school as teachers, cooks, and librarians.

The parrot was stuck to her shoulders, claws digging in hard. He looked right at me.

“Saffron, please wait. I am going to go upstairs and help serve,” my mother said. 

“Oh,” I said. She nodded to Sister Am élia, who took the box out of my arms.

“Thank you Sister Am élia,’ I said, and she nodded. She walked towards the residence door, and they disappeared through it without a word. 

I looked around for something to do. My parents didn’t allow me to have a cell phone, so life was fairly boring. I needed adventure more than most. Last year I went to Paris during spring break, and this had changed my life completely. I understood that there was far more out there than everyone was letting
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