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A Short Story by Joe Weissman


Jack’s Place

by Joe Weissman

 
What can one say, or try to say, or even hope to say, about Jack’s joint? Only that it was not so much an eatery, a bistro, a café, or even just a restaurant, as it was... well, a place for eating food, if you will. In Jack's restaurant, he treated us all like he would his children—although not, of course, his innumerable illegitimate children, those he just handed over to the public welfare or skipped to another town before they were born—but his true children, the children he wished he’d had if he could just find the right prostitute, children of his soul. Yes, he treated us like the children he could’ve had, although, as a rule, he only occasionally beat us over the head with kitchen utensils. 

Good ol' Jack—you know, he used to call us by cute little nicknames, although, thinking back, I don’t remember that we thought they were all that cute back then. Poor little Johnny Stimplenuckers—I think his real name was Reginald, but his designated moniker just sort of… stuck to him, if you know what I mean. 


The food wasn't that great, it wasn't even that good, and in fact, at times, it was utterly inedible—but it didn’t matter. The meal was an experience, to be enjoyed leisurely and, normally, painfully, as one would cross a vast desert, but for the most part without the camels and turbans, except on Tuesdays. 

I distinctly recall one instance where Captain Leotard (I believe his real name was Steve—Cap’n Leotard was another one of Jack’s clever nicknames) was upset about his food being too hot or too cold or having too much pepper or still alive or something, and Jack said, as Confucius would have to a bright young student: “Shut up and eat your damn food!” We were all so inspired that we finished the meal in silent cogitation and only vague indigestion. I believe Captain Leotard was busy coming up with an especially cute new nickname for Good Ol’ Jack.


Jack’s place was something of great importance to everyone, that is to say, everyone who has taken the time out of their day to go and visit one of the best, or, at least, not the worst, or, maybe even possibly the worst, sandwich shop in the world; everyone who has ever wanted something more out of a sandwich than a full stomach and a hefty bill; to everyone, that is, who has ever been, or will be, or might have been, or would never have been but were still upset that they had not; Jack’s place was there, or if you were there, it was here; it was also everywhere, and it was nowhere, unless you were in it, in which case it had to be somewhere, and you could probably find it if you had a decent map of the city.


Jack’s Place was a cornerstone, or at least a milestone, but in most cases, not a kidney stone, in all of our lives. When Cap’n Leotard told me of Jack’s illness, I went straight round to see him, worried for him, for myself, for everyone that relied on Jack for sustenance, but mostly that the old man might die before he repaid all the money he owed me. As usual, I received a warm welcome from Jack, accompanied by a loving display of physical affection. After he had calmed down and I had doctored up my injuries, we began to talk, man to man, or at least, heart to heart.


I learned things about Jack that I could never repeat. He revealed that he had a heart as big as his head, both metaphorically and physically (poor Jack suffered from cardiac elephantitus). He loved everyone who ever set foot into his store, “even that nit-picking son-of-a-bitch from the FDA.” He also revealed that he held a special place in his heart for all of those who had kept coming back and back through all the years despite the awful food and frightful service—right next to his left ventricle.


Jack was as good a man as has ever lived, or about as good, or maybe even not good at all, but even so, I grew to respect him and love him, a special relationship one can have only with a man of Jack’s caliber. (Another thing he revealed to me was that his was a 35mm.)


Jack told me that his only regret in life was not letting immigrants serve in his restaurant. “All the money I could’ve saved,” Jack bemoaned his ignorance. “If only I had given up on my nationalistic ideology and learned to think a little more broad-mindedly!”


Almost needless to say, Jack was very drugged at the time of this heart-to-heart conversation with me. But I love him for his honesty, for his lies, for his callousness, for his humanity, but mostly for never serving me a meal with finger or toenail clippings in it—something he reserved intentionally for Cap’n Leotard, in case he decided to mouth off to Jack.


Life will not be the same without him, I’m afraid. Or maybe it will. Or maybe it will be sort of the same, but not quite, or maybe I’ll change and life will stay the same, or maybe I’ll just eat somewhere else.


That’ll be just fine with me. But I’ll still miss the old man.
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