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PASTRAMI ON RYE
”Let’s make it multigrain bread. And instead of 

mustard and mayo, let’s put some of that Thousand 
Island dressing on there. Slip in a fried egg, add a 

slice of cheddar, a spoon of sauerkraut, and grill it like 
reuben. Yeah, now there’s a sandwich.”

Sara C. Walker

fiction

“Is this it? End of the road?” My manager, Gord Walling shoved 
his broad girth into the diner booth, blocking in the newest member of 
our band, Denver James, a mere beanpole of a kid. They sat squashed 
together because the space beside me was taken up by my acoustic 
six-string. The finish might be scratched, but there was something 
about it that said, “Hands off.” No one touched it but me. 

His question remained suspended, a spotlight in a darkened theatre. 
I’d been on the road for twenty years with a magic fire for music 
burning through me. My bones were weary. My soul was hungry.

“You wanna tell me what happened tonight?” His eyes flashed.
“So that set list tonight?” Denver said, leaning forward with his 

forearms on the table. “I thought—I mean, Kennedy, you’re always 
exceptional, but tonight—tonight it was like the audience was 
hypnotized, caught under a spell. How do you do that?”

Denver was maybe eighteen, but he was already becoming a star. 
Given the right opportunity, he could be a mega-star, world-renowned, 
a household name. I could make it happen—but that scattering of 
freckles across his nose and cheeks. The makeup artists managed to 
hide them for the photo shoots and make Denver look years older than 
he really was, so at times like this—makeup-less, under real lights—I 
was caught off guard. He was just a kid. 
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A knot wove together in my stomach. 
“I just play.”
I’d wanted a chance to get to know him better tonight, to decide if 

he could handle fronting the band, but then Gord joined us. Best laid 
plans.

“But your sound. I mean, how—”
Gord snorted. “Exceptional? Kid, I’ve worked with the best in 

the biz—but Kennedy here—”   Gord looked at me with burned-out 
admiration in his eyes. “You used to lance the audience-your voice, it 
was like a knife to the heart and then just when you think you can’t 
take another moment of beauty, you would hit those power vocals and 
bam! I swear, you coulda knocked the audience over with a feather. 
But tonight—”

“Where’d you learn to play?” the kid asked. 
I flashed a look of gratitude at him for trying to change the subject 

for a second time. I wished plans had gone my way tonight. 
I cleared my throat, shifted on the hard booth seat. “Look, how 

about we get something to eat?”
“Good,” Gord said. “Let’s blow this place. There’s a sushi bar 

down the street.”
“I’m staying.”
Gord waved a hand. “Ehn. These diners are all the same. Nothing 

special.” 
“It’s quirky. I like it,” Denver said. 
Denver was right about the diner. A different pair of whimsical 

salt and pepper shakers adorned each table. Ours had a chicken and 
a rooster, another table had a pair of skunks, another had a set of tiny 
cottages. 

With a sigh, Gord settled back against his seat. “What do we 
gotta do to get a set of menus around here?” He craned his neck as 
if he could see an answer behind the abandoned counter or through 
the small windows in the doors to the kitchen. His question was loud 
enough to draw the attention of the other patrons.  

Gord began to whistle and tap his fingers on the table. The kid’s 
eyes went wide. We were probably both having flashbacks to that time 
Gord took a disliking to the slow service at a crowded restaurant in 
Chicago and began to drum his knife and fork on his tin plate while 
singing an Irish Rovers song. Loud and off-key. We’d been asked to 
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leave and not return. I didn’t even get to take my sandwich to go.
I slipped out of the booth and grabbed three laminated menus 

from the pile next to the cash register. I considered going behind the 
counter to get the coffee pot and maybe the plate of donuts from under 
a glass dome to slay Gord’s cranky mood. I wished he’d stayed at the 
hotel and ordered room service with the rest of the band. 

“These diners—even the menus are all the same,” Gord said as he 
flipped through the laminated pages. “I wonder if they bulk print them. 
Maybe the cooks all go to diner school. You ever hear of diner school? 
Maybe it’s like one of them places that discourages creativity—you 
know, like—like what am I thinking of?”

“Prison?” I offered. 
Gord barked out a laugh. “Good one! No, but one of them other 

places—you know—”
“An institution?”
“What’s another word for that?”
The waitress burst through the kitchen doors nearly tripping over 

her apologies as she made her way to our table, pausing only to grab 
the coffee pot on her way by. She flipped over the coffee cups and 
began filling them. 

“I am so sorry,” she said in a rush. “I had an accident—”
I started at the sight of her blue and white uniform splashed with 

red. “Are you all right?”
“Oh, yeah. This?” She glanced down at herself. “Ketchup. I was 

refilling the bottles when the can slipped out of my hands. I can’t seem 
to catch a break today.” She bubbled with laughter. Poor thing. It was 
nearly two o’clock in the morning, and she’d probably worked a full 
shift already. “What can I get you?” 

Her name tag said “Violet Lace.”
“Is that really your name?” Gord snorted. 
“It’s the one my mother gave me.”
“Sounds like a stage name,” I said, trying to excuse my manager’s 

behaviour. 
Her eyes slid to the guitar next to me, just for a moment. “Maybe 

some day, but a girl’s got bills to pay, you know? Are you ready to 
order?”

The kid ordered the chicken fingers and fries. 
“I’ll have the pastrami on rye.” I stacked my menu with the kid’s. 
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“You always get the pastrami on rye,” Gord said. “Everywhere we 
go. Every city. Order something different.”

I stared at him. 
He shrugged and looked down at his menu. “Suit yourself. What’s 

on the BLT?”
The waitress didn’t miss a beat. “Bacon, lettuce and tomato. Your 

choice of white or brown, mustard or mayo.”
Gord nodded. “I’ll have that, but no tomato.”
She set the coffee pot on the table, pulled out an order pad from 

her back pocket and began to scribble. 
“White or brown?” she asked. 
“You know what? Let’s try something different,” Gord said. 
I rolled my eyes and heaved a sigh. Gord was in a mood tonight. 

Here we go. 
“You see,” he said, “I’m not like her. I like to mix it up once in a 

while.”
The waitress smiled patiently. 
“Let’s make it multigrain bread. And instead of mustard and 

mayo, let’s put some of that Thousand Island dressing on there. Slip in 
a fried egg, add a slice of cheddar, a spoon of sauerkraut, and grill it 
like reuben. Yeah, now there’s a sandwich.”

He beamed and handed over his menu. As the waitress headed 
back to the kitchen I could almost see the cloud forming over her head 
as she began to wonder how she was going to explain this order to the 
cook.  

I glanced at the kid. His cheeks were pink. He kept his head down 
as though putting cream and sugar in his coffee needed every scrap of 
his attention. I counted the empty packages scattered on the table in 
front of him. Three, four sugars. Four little cream cups. 

Mine was one of each, just the way my dad took his. 
Gord took his coffee black. To match his heart. 
“Why do you do that?” I asked. “Why can’t you just order what’s 

on the menu?”
“Variety is the spice of life, Kennedy,” he said. “You should try it 

sometime. Mix it up a little. Stop ordering the same damn thing. You 
know, they did these studies about variety—”

“Because of my dad.” I wasn’t in the mood for a lecture so I cut 
him off with something I knew would make him change the subject. I 
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guess I was little too harsh because the kid looked up at me, startled. 
He was too new to know that once Gord got an idea in his head, he 
was like a hound dog chasing down a rabbit. He just wouldn’t let up 
for anything—except the mention of family. That was the one subject 
he didn’t touch. 

“Oh,” Gord said. “Nostalgia. I get it.”
“What happened?” Denver asked. Probably couldn’t help himself. 

Probably picturing something tragic involving a sandwich. 
I took a deep breath and tried again. “I was almost nine. My dad 

took me out for a great day in Toronto and when we stopped for dinner 
he took me to an old-fashioned deli and ordered us the pastrami on 
rye.”

I’d yet to find its equal. 
“Cool. Why’d you bring the six? Are we busking later?” the 

kid asked, nodding at my guitar. Maybe he was trying to change the 
subject and lighten the mood. 

Denver James was a good name for a lead singer. Despite his 
youth, he was a looker—the kind of looks that would ripen as he aged. 
Yeah, he could front a band. But today?

“She never goes anywhere without that twanger,” Gord scoffed. 
“I think she showers with it. So who is this guy? Pastrami on rye and 
musical talent. Why haven’t I met him—I mean, if he’s this talented, 
maybe I have—”

“You haven’t. He’s been gone for twenty years now.”
Almost to the day. 
That magical day in Toronto, he’d wanted to show me what he 

did for a living, why he was always gone for so long. He’d wanted to 
make it all up to me at once and all for my ninth birthday. After dinner, 
he took me to a neighbourhood park. He’d insisted I wear my toque 
and mitts. He strapped his guitar to his back. Snow melt revealed the 
winter’s secrets. We sat side-by-side on the creaky swings. I never 
noticed the cold as long as he was around. 

“I have something to tell you,” he’d said.

He’d taken a keen dislike to school his whole life, so when he 
was barely sixteen, he decided to quit. Eventually he got bored with 
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the arcade and headed to the park. That’s where he heard the most 
melodious plucking of guitar strings. The music was so good he just 
had to get a glimpse of the player—a woman strumming a guitar under 
a sycamore tree. She was maybe ten years older than him (maybe less, 
maybe more, he never could tell). He stopped to watch and listen; 
the music steeped into his bones and he found himself swaying to the 
beat; her fingertips mesmerized and he found his own hands twitching. 
Before he knew it the sun was setting and she was packing up to leave. 

He returned to the park everyday thereafter to watch her play.
Then one day, just about when the snow was ready to fly, he 

arrived at the park to find her leaning against the tree with her guitar 
on the ground at her feet. The cold wind puffed her red and white skirt 
around her legs. 

“You’re not playing today?” he asked.
“I’m tired. I’ve been playing for a long time.”
“Yeah. I’ve been here. Watching.”
She pushed away from the tree with a golden smile on her face.
“Pick it up and play it,” she said. “I know you want to.”
He did and the melodies he made with it were sweeter than 

anything he’d ever heard. He could see the notes shooting out of the 
guitar like a glitter cannon. When the song ended she swept the fallen 
notes into a pile and scooped them into her hands. She brought her 
hands to her mouth and blew. The notes showered over him like fairy 
dust. 

“Now the magic is yours,” she said. “All yours. Use this gift well 
and you will be rewarded. And when you’ve finished, pass it on.”

He demanded to know what she was talking about, and started 
to lift the guitar strap over his head, but when he looked up, she was 
gone. 

He took up busking at the subway station downtown, got noticed 
by a music exec, got a contract, and hit the road. 

Like any unsuspecting nine year old, I thought the tale a delightfully 
silly way to explain his musical genius. 

As I was giggling and thinking about how much I loved my dad, 
how I never wanted this day to end, he lifted the guitar off his back 
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and set it on the ground. 
“Pick it up and play it,” he said. 
And being a kid that adored her dad, I did. 
I tore off my mittens and tossed them aside. I threw that strap on 

my head so fast, so eager to show him how my playing had improved. 
Though I was a lot smaller than he was, his guitar somehow perfectly 
fit in my hands. The wood was smooth, worn to a sheen. The strap 
was soft and held the scent of his cologne woven between the red and 
white threads. 

I dove right in, plucking and strumming, playing the most difficult 
song that I could play the best, wanting to show off. The sound was 
amazing. Perfectly in tune. My playing was fantastic—the best ever. 
Every note was exactly right—my fingers weren’t off in the slightest. 

When I looked up, so sure I’d find a big grin on his face, I found 
nothing at all. He was gone. 

If there had been flying notes or a pile of pixie dust, I hadn’t 
noticed. I saw only muddy yellowed grass and the occasional lump 
of dirty snow. 

I figured he’d wandered off. Back on the road. 
The missing person posters went up. The neighbourhood was 

searched. 
While everyone else grieved, I knew what to do: keep playing. He 

would notice. He would find me. 
Two months later I was playing a talent show on national television. 

A few weeks after that I signed with a record label and a band was 
formed around me. We hit the road and I haven’t looked back.

“So you really get the pastrami on rye everywhere you go?” 
Denver asked as our orders arrived. 

“Twenty-two countries, fifty states and ten provinces,” Gord 
boasted. “Go ahead. Ask her how good the pastrami was in Japan.”

I thanked the waitress and she went behind the counter. 
Gord wouldn’t let up. “Same damn sandwich. Maybe that’s why 

you’re going stale.”
“What can I say. I’ve been playing for a long time. I’m tired.” My 

fingers picked at a loose thread on the cuff of my leather jacket. 
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Denver picked up chicken finger and dunked it in the sugary 
sauce. “My mom was telling me something about a study that said 
creative people were more creative when they wear the same clothes 
every day, eat the same lunch, same dinner. That kind of stuff. Maybe 
that’s your secret.”

Gord chuckled. “That’s the opposite of being creative. Boring.”
“No, no. It’s true,” Denver said. “Something about not having to 

make so many minor decisions. It frees up the brain.”
“More like freezes the brain.” Gord rolled his eyes. “What were 

we saying about institutions?”
I picked up my sandwich and bit into dry bread, meat that was too 

salty, a mustard too sour. 
Too bad. 
Just then, my ears picked up the loveliest voice, softly plucking 

away at a ten year old tune—the waitress singing while she wiped the 
counters. Violet Lace. Yeah, that was a good name for a lead singer. I 
wondered if she knew how to play guitar ▪


