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Flare to Gold

By Rhea Yablon Kennedy

Through the tickling grapevines and the smell of oncoming winter, a blonde rushes through the door. Her coconut milk cheeks flush hibiscus as the warmth envelops her. She embraces Taw Vigsittaboot and kisses his handsome, creased cheek. This one, he knows, likes her orders spicy.

A young man with long curls and liberal college good looks has come through the grapevines tonight, too. His desired prize is something sweet, but he will have to work for it. The two return again and again, to this den of low light, spice-infused air, palm trees and lions, for something they cannot define. But somehow, Thai X-ing, this one-and-a-half-table restaurant in a basement in Shaw, keeps them all coming back. 

Among the bland rowhouses of 5th and U Northwest, the unruly lace of vines, yellowing banana trees, and fuchsia flowers single out the entrance. The enormous neon "Open" sign doesn't hurt, either.  Picking their way down the concrete stairs, customers enter what is interchangeably a dining room, waiting room, event hall, and social networking hub. 

If they haven't called the order in already, the customers maneuver around comfy chairs to make a request at the wooden counter, careful not to bump the hardcover volumes about Buddhist teachings and Western philosophy on the shelves by their knees.  Then they have long, luxurious minutes to wait. 

Some sit on the ottoman covered in red and black African fabric to breath in the curry and ginger, but some gravitate to the table with a hand-etched brass tray. Others choose the wooden table, which has a neglected finish but can seat four. Some take in Taw's pencil drawing of lions' heads or an abstract ink print, peruse Taw's business licenses and first dollar earned, turn over a Christmas snow globe, or play a handmade marimba. Nearly all are charmed.

Patrons might enjoy the decor, but would find it difficult to believe that Taw does what he calls "conceptual design" for Thai restaurants. The place has that comfortable je ne sais quoi, but objectively looks not so much like it was conceptualized but like a warehouse threw up. This, essentially, is what happened. 

* * *

Taw, a slim man approaching 50 with a jet-black ponytail, grew up in Bangkok. He moved to America 14 years ago to be with his wife, living in the suburbs. Taw's accent is mild, but his English becomes broken when he concentrates on cooking. 

After Taw and his wife divorced, he moved to Northeast DC to live in a warehouse that held the furniture he designed, the visual art he created, and the random objects he collected. But the area was "a war zone," Taw says, so he moved from the 3,000 square foot building to an apartment at 9th and U Northwest. 

"I thought—where am I gonna put all those stuff?" he says. His gentle manner was no match for the legions of objects, and the warehouse excess migrated to the restaurant.

When asked what draws people to this place, Taw looks around and vaguely cites the décor, and the fact that he gives a warm welcome and "a lot of extra on the side." But it is like saying lemongrass and a handful of chilies make a five-star curry.
 Taw is equally unfocused about his cooking and small business skills. He simply grew up cooking, he said, and when he saw this former takeout joint for rent, he decided to open a restaurant. 

At only one point that evening, Taw is tense—at least for Taw. He notices the white spaces on the walls, below the low ceiling, that used to be occupied by something for which he had plans—drawings, works in progress—until his ex-wife snatched them up.

"I have to go and get them back," Taw says. "She wants them, but this is not hers." 

Then Taw glances toward the kitchen and seems to remember the next order. Before he can tell more of the story, he is back to cooking. "I don't have time to complete them anymore," he admits. "Just kind of big… big pictures." 

* * *

Thai X-ing has parted bead curtains instead of a kitchen door. Anyone who cares to can stand inches from the aroma of simmering coconut milk and curry paste. They can watch Taw toss in meat and vegetables one by one, cover the mixture, nonchalantly check it, let it simmer again. Even when he stir fries, the food seems to shimmy on its own. Sometimes, the contents catch fire for just a second, a mango-colored ginger-scented flame dancing a foot in the air, as he calmly flips the contents. 

While meals cook, Taw tends to the warm stew of the restaurant, stirring from the stove to the phone to the counter, and sometimes through the beaded curtain to chat.

* * *

Sam, the young blonde who turns out to be a senior at Georgetown and a regular here, strips down to a worn blue t-shirt and bedraggled orange scarf. She gets mixed into conversation with Taw and then a Howard student in a fluffy white coat and trendy thick-framed glasses. Sam and the fashion plate are bonding over their northern Californian roots. 

Brian, the curly-haired guy, has left to drop off a batch of orders. He's gotten his free dessert and a chance to talk with Taw.

Not everyone feels the pleasant aura, like the neatly appointed girlfriend of one customer who stands by the door, eyeing the dusty trinkets suspiciously. She looks like she wants to hide behind the wire hanging that says "elcome." And amidst glowing reviews from Washingtonian and the Post, bloggers have accused Taw of such horrors as using dehydrated garlic. 

The restaurant owner does not seem to mind. He not only has a counter full of freshly prepped vegetables, but a sense that detractors have missed an opportunity. They can see his ingredients laid out and his walls laid bare and, if they keep looking, watch a spark flare to gold. 
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