Chicago

Dusk in Chicago, late in spring, casts a purple shadow over everything.   So, even the simplest setting – like a Popeye’s Chicken joint – takes on an aura of misty neon drama.  

This particular spring evening on Chicago’s north side was quiet as well as purple.   Maybe because it was just past rush hour and everyone had gotten where they were going.  I, on this particular spring evening, was a little early for the dinner date I had with my horticulturally aware friend, Beth.  I didn’t know her well, but I liked her a lot.  We got together occasionally to dine and talk botany, plan the gardens we hoped to have one day and, of course, dissect the romances du jour.

Rather than arrive rudely early, I decided to kill some time picking up a snack.  I didn’t know the neighborhood well, up there near Harlem and Pulaski, but I did know about a Popeye’s chicken place en route, and they made my favorite greasy biscuits – the perfect appetizer to a girl-talk meal of salad and wine.   

So, as soon as I spotted the red and muscled sign, I whipped my brand new Honda station wagon into the drive-up queue. 

Pleased with my new ride, in no hurry, and anticipating a pleasant evening, I patiently waited my turn in the drive-up window line where mine was the third – and last --  car.  It didn’t’ register in my preoccupied brain that this particular Popeye’s drive-up was isolated behind the storefront in a lot effectively shielded by other buildings from any other view.  

Eventually, my turn came and knowing exactly what I wanted, I rolled down the driver’s side window to place my order.  

“Hi. What can I getcha?,” the voice squeaked from behind the menu. And, just as I turned to respond, a face framed by dirty stocking cap filled my window and leaned in.  “Darn!  I shoulda paid for electronic windows!” I thought as I scrambled to crank the window shut…and failed.  In he climbed, face followed by body, right onto my lap.

Holding a brown bag in one hand and I knew not what in the other, he straddled me screaming into my face, “Get into the passenger seat or I’ll kill you!”  

We all know how adrenaline works on the brain…mine went something like this as I observed the scene in slo-mo.  “Well,” I mused, “I could move into the passenger seat and let this guy drive off with me and my new car.  He would take me somewhere awful and do something more awful to me, not to mention that he’d probably wreck my new car in the process.” That would be a long and horrific journey, I concluded.  Or, I could refuse to move and let him shoot me right here, quickly and stylishly in my new blue Honda Civic wagon.  

“No!” I said with all the force and authority I could wrench out of my trembling throat.  “Get into the passenger seat or I’ll kill you!”  he spat at me again, even louder this time.  “No,” I said, shocked that I didn’t flinch.  Of course, by this time I’d left my body and was observing this crazy woman doing a John Wayne behind Popeye’s.

At my second refusal, the face with brown bag and mystery weapon started screaming in tongues. I came back into my body enough to notice a stench I didn’t want in my new blue Honda and that I was, by the way, really pissed off!   It also occurred to me at this point that this guy couldn’t be very big ‘cause he was sitting on my lap in the front seat of my Honda Civic.  So, I grabbed for the door latch.  We scuffled, he with his one free hand, I with my two shaky ones.  Then, suddenly, olde stocking cap flung himself onto the passenger seat.  I was stunned momentarily, then buoyed by my apparent progress in the battle.

“Get out!” I shouted, pointing at the passenger door.

“I just wanted to go to da South Side,” he argued as if there was some logic in his approach.  “Take me to da South side,” he was whining now. 

“Well, you could’ve asked for bus money,” I retorted.   “THIS is a great way to get yourself shot,” I heard myself counseling him in angry, self-righteous tones.  “Get outta my car and I’ll give you bus fare.”  Man, I was tough  now.

His next move, for some reason, seemed perfectly natural.  He climbed over me as if I wasn’t in the driver’s seat and climbed back out the window he came in, whereupon he proceeded to hold my hand and weep.

“You did somethin’ for me nobody but my aunt ever did before,” he sobbed.  “What was that?” I asked, sure now that I was dreaming.  “You told me ‘no,’” he cried, half-smiling. I was speechless. 

With my right hand, I gave him two dollars from my still in tact purse as I tried to extricate my left hand from his tearful grip.  But, still holding my left hand in his right, he swept his free hand toward the Popeye’s drive-through window.  “Would you like to place your order now?” he asked graciously.  

I paused.  “Uh, no, thanks,” I heard myself say as I dragged my left hand into the car, rolled up my crank window, shifted into first gear and drove off toward Beth’s house in a haze of shock and wonder, my stocking capped assailant waving in the rear view mirror.

When Beth opened her door to extend a warm greeting, her face dropped.  ‘Guess I wasn’t handling the situation as well as I thought.  “What the hell happened to you!?” is what she blurted out instead of “Hello.”  

I stayed at Beth’s just long enough to collect myself and tell her the strange story. Dinner wasn’t really an option for me then.  Did I call the police?  No.  But I did relay the entire incident to the late great Tribune columnist Mike Royko whose favorite topics were Chicago politics, sports and every day Chicago bizarro.  He did nothing with it.  It was my story, after all. And for him, it was just another one of a million stories that dusky, late spring night in the Second City.  
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