Kate Wallace  (this piece contains some graphic language.)

The man with grey hair that fell to his shoulders doesn't know what the Gap was.  He wears a grey sport jacket with a red ribbon pinned on it.  He looks at the young woman's grey Gap sweatshirt.

"What's Gap?"

"It's a store," she answered.

"A woman's store?"

"It sells guy's clothes too."

"Oh."

He nods his head and went back to his cup of coffee.  Next to his cream cup with the brown rim is a gold coffeepot with a black handle and lid.  He takes a long drag on his cigarette and let the smoke out slowly.

He sits at a booth/table alone.  Four places are set with four sets of silverware wrapped in white napkins.  He watches the people in the smoking section of the St. Cloud Perkins.
St. Cloud has two Perkins Restaurants.  One is across from Crossroads Mall, in the newer section of the mid-sized town.  The other is in the older downtown St. Cloud.  Different people frequent the restaurant that offers bottomless glasses of pop for $1.49 and pie for $2.49.  Sometimes people who had just been to the bars or the club wander into the restaurant at 1:00 and 2:00 in the morning to just have a glass of pop and talk with friends.  Homeless people sit for hours nursing a cup of coffee.  Sometimes the manager calls the police because others are being rowdy.  Students from the area’s numerous colleges and universities bring their homework in at all hours to study.   
I asked my friend Lisa to come with me to Perkins for the projects I had for classes.  First she wondered what classes I had that made me come to Perkins, then she agreed because she liked Perkins.  We had been to Perkins a lot of times; one of the times we saw a guy pull a gun out of the back of his truck, and another time two drunk girls got into a fight.  She was up for anything that involved some weird kind of action.

The man with the long grey hair is back.  He sits with his coffee and cigarette.  He chats with a man in a Timberwolves jacket in a booth.  

"I'll see you?"  asks the man in the blue Timberwolves jacket.

"Yeah, 8:30 tomorrow night," answers the long grey-haired man.

"Here?"


"Yep.  Hungry?"


"I could eat, but it's Lent, you know."


The waiter walks past the tables.  He wears the traditional Perkins uniform of black slacks and a maroon shirt.  He whistles along with Rod Stewart's "Ooh La La" on the radio.


"You doing all right sir?" he says to the man in the Timberwolves jacket.


"Yep."


"Good to hear.  Good to hear."

The waiter walks off still whistling and carrying a glass of ice to refill a drink for a customer.  


The two men continue their conversation about food.


"A chocolate eclair doesn’t sound too bad right about now," says the man in the Timberwolves jacket.  


"A what?"


"Eclair."

"What?"  The older man with the long gray hair is still confused.

"A roll."

"What's that?"  After that, the man in the Timberwolves jacket gave up and said that he didn't know what it was either.
Lisa and I once again are in Perkins.  We sit down after looking at the five-dollar tip on the table, and Lisa shakes my arm.

"That man is here again."

I look over and the old guy with the long grey hair is sitting at the same table he was before.  Today he wears a pair of jeans and a plaid shirt.  His stomach hangs over his belt and his hair actually goes past his shoulders about an inch.  He's alone and smoking.  

He gets up and walks across the room.  He stands at a table full of young people and starts a conversation with them.  After five minutes of talking to them, he leaves and sits back at his table.  He lights up a cigarette and listens to the conversation of the people he just talked to.  

After 30 minutes, he rises off the seat to leave.  An empty Marlboro Reds pack and an ashtray full of butts sit on his table. 

The waitress known as "Book Lady" by Lisa and me whisks past us about ten minutes later and clears off his table.  Her real name is Marcie, but we call her book lady because one night she reportedly said that so much stuff goes on in that Perkins that she could "write a book."

She walks back to the kitchen and yells.

"Dave, I'm not serving 11.  You can throw them out."

Two men, one in black pants, black shirt, and a black hat, and the other with blue jeans on and a white tee shirt, walk in and sit down.  

Book Lady walks over to them and tells them that there is a $4 minimum charge that night.  She walks away.

"Four dollars fucking minimum charge," says the guy in all black.

After five minutes with no service, the two men get up to leave.  They stop at the register to talk to someone.   

Book Lady walks through the smoking section and mumbles rather loudly to no one in particular.

"I go through it with them at least three times a week.  I don't want to deal with it tonight."

The two men talk with a manager and then leave the restaurant.

"Cunt!" the man in black yells as he walks out the door.

Book lady bangs down her tray on an empty table and tells the smoking section.

"That's it.  Call the cops.  Get the license number."  We people in the booths next to the window look out the window to see what car the two men get into.  A young man in the booth ahead of Lisa and me writes down the license number and gives it to book lady.  She takes it without a thank you and hands it to the manager.  We hear nothing else about the fiasco with the two men that night.
Four days later Lisa and I come to Perkins.  This time we bring our friend Branden who is passing through on his way to Hutchinson.  Snow falls gently outside the glass picture window and we wonder if it is inhibiting business.  We look around.

"Look, the old guy is here," I say.

He wears the same thing he wore the first night: his grey jacket with the red ribbon pin.  He is once again alone.  A half a pack Marlboro Reds, an empty pack, a water pitcher and a green Bic lighter sit on the table.  

"He's been here every time before," Lisa says to Branden.  

The waitress comes to take our order and it's her first night.  She's been working since 11:30 that morning, and it's 10:20 PM.  As she tells us her name is Christina, I see a silver ball glinting in the dim light.  She has a pierced tongue.  We talk to her for a bit, she takes our order to the kitchen, and she tells Dee, a waitress with red hair pulled in a ponytail on top of her head and glasses, to come talk to us.

Dee started working at Perkins a week before and so far she hates it.  The drunks bother her and they “feel me up,” according to her.

“It’s only funny the first couple of times,” says Dee.

When asked about the old man that Lisa and I see all the time, she says that “he’s here all the time.”

An older woman in a red sweater, skirt, and a black hat tries to get a frog with a purple jacket out of the claw machine that stands near the door of the Perkins.  The stuffed animals in the machine are packed tightly and strategically so it takes a skilled person to retrieve a toy.  She moves the claw with the lever and works on the frog by just moving it.  She finally drops the claw and pulls the frog to the box where she can reach in to get it.

Again she puts in quarters and works on another stuffed animal.  She knocks a stuffed animal into the box and drops the claw to pick up another.  Lisa looks at me with wide eyes.

“She is good,” she says.

The woman sits in her booth.  A young woman and a man sit in a booth next to her.  The woman holds a baby.  She and the older woman get into a conversation about children, and pretty soon the baby has a new stuffed bunny.  The couple with the baby leaves and the older woman drinks her coffee and looks at her frog and other bunny.

The last time Lisa and I go to Perkins, the woman with the knack for the claw machine is there again.  She wears the black knit hat that she wore before and within five minutes she got three stuffed animals out of the claw machine.  

Lisa and I ask her what her name is and why she likes coming to Perkins.

“It’s Jeanie.  I come to Perkins because I know a couple of the employees.  They have toys I like to play with.  And they have Marcie.”  She laughs, and Book Lady walks by with a smile and jokes with Jeanie.

As she plays with the claw machine, she continues to explain that she donates the stuffed animals to the hospital in St. Cloud.  One year she and her husband had a bunny hunt instead of an Easter egg hunt during Easter. 

Jeanie gathers her stuffed animals, says goodbye to Lisa and me and goes outside to her grey van.  

Book Lady decides to go on a break.  She tells a waiter with brown hair to take over her table until she gets back.

Lisa needs some ranch dressing.  She waves down the waiter.

“I need some ranch,” she says.

“What?  What did you say?” he asks.

“Some ranch dressing.”

“Are you driving?”

“No….”

“Good.  Because you shouldn’t ranch and drive.”  He turns to get Lisa’s ranch dressing and we burst out laughing.

When he comes back, I look at his nametag.  It says “…Teri.”  Lisa and I laugh at that then he talks about how customers in the restaurant think he’s gay.  He puts his hand on his hip and talks with a lisp and waves his hand around in the air.  He sits down next to me and starts flipping through the menu and shakes his head.  

Lisa laughs so hard she almost starts hyperventilating.  …Teri looks at her.

“Out with the jive, in with the love,” he says.  This starts another attack, and he leaves.  

…Teri comes back and asks us if we’re from St. Cloud State.  We tell him that Lisa is, but I’m from St. Ben’s.

“I’m sorry,” he says to me.  I shake my head and laugh.

