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THE JADE DRAGON

Tim Lehnert

“You really like the sweet and sour, don't you, Mr. O’Hare? That your favourite.”

“Sure is, Julian,” said my father, rubbing his belly.

Julian Wong, the Jade Dragon's proprietor, always recalled my dad’s gustatory
particulars. Wong would also produce a Molson for my father before we'd even opened
our menus, and inquire about a cocktail for the lady. My mother, who rarely drank,
would order a tropical, primary-colored concoction, and this would place her in a
relaxed and giddy mood. She never challenged my father’s dominion over the Jade
Dragon'’s bill of fare, or his ability to order on the family’s behalf.

At the time, there were no other ‘ethnic’ restaurants in town, and only a hand-
tul of fast-food and family places. We frequented none of them, as my father judged
my mother’s cooking superior to their offerings. That left the Jade Dragon as the go-to
place for a meal out: its maroon banquettes, oversized tasselled menus, and miscellan-
eous South Seas flourishes representing a touch of the Orient in small-town Ontario.

Yin to Mr. Wong was Mrs. Wong, who stood at the cash register near the
restaurant’s front door, answering the phone and dispensing take-out orders. She was
a small woman, and more traditional in her dress than was Mr. Wong. Unlike her
husband, she was not expansive, and rarely made eye contact. She would look down at a
customer’s bill, announce its total severely, and demand “Cash or credit?” This was the
1980s, and the customer’s ‘charge card, along with the carbon-papered slip, would be
placed in the machine, and with great effort, and considerable satisfaction, Mrs. Wong
would grasp the device’s black plastic handle and drag it from one side to the other,
leaving the imprint.

On the ride home from the restaurant, my father would imitate Mr. Wong's
accent. When we were young, my sister and I thought these performances were hilarious,

“flied lice” and such. My mother, however, frowned on these impressions—her tropical
drink having by such time worn-off—and she would tut-tut my father. Once I became
an adolescent, it was embarrassing that my father found such things amusing.

“If Mr. Wong is your big buddy, how come you make fun of him?” I asked.

“I'm just kidding arouna,” said my father. “I admire the guy, he came here
without a pot to piss in, now look at him. Guy works seven days a week. Nobody
does that anymore.” In my father’s books, not only was Julian Wong a helluva nice guy

and a brilliant cook, he was also a smart businessman and a paragon of discipline and
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