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  Paper Hearts




  At 3 a.m. the world is quiet as a grave.




  There is some sound. It filters in, always  distant. Traffic, children’s laughter, cars on roads a lifetime away.




  But nothing’s more quiet or despairing than the sounds of life filtered through dirt.




  *




  Icy white fluorescent light splashed through the glass door of the all-night café. Like a discarded intention, it draped across the sidewalk at an odd angle, illuminating the large splats of rain puckering the concrete. At the curb it stepped down, glowing a sickly yellow across segments of faded diagonal parking lines. Somewhere beyond that it wove into the asphalt in ragged edges and was gone.




  Inside the café, Juan-Pablo moved slowly from table to booth, booth to table, pushing a small cart. Porcelain and glass and flatware clacked and clinked as he picked up the leavings of the bar crowd. His movement was not inhibited by poor health or his age or anything so dramatic. He moved slowly only because of the clock.




  It was 3 a.m. This was a time to relax his way through the rest of the early morning. He relished the quiet. He enjoyed being able to take his time.




  Nobody would come in now until 6 or so.




  At 6 the small bell on the door would jangle with every entrance.




  They would be looking for breakfast, and he would greet them from behind the counter, a smile on his face.




  Probably they would look right through him.




  *




  The usual customers for the café came and went from around 6 a.m. to 2 p.m.




  The early morning brought singles with nowhere else to go. Either they were in a hurry on their way to work or in no hurry at all, eating breakfast and absorbing what they imagined were others’ togetherness.




  Later in the morning the regulars filtered in aimlessly and the bell would jangle again. They came in as if they had been culled from the herd passing on the sidewalk. Singles, couples and small groups stopped before the counter and craned their necks. Their already threadbare conversations unraveled into silence as they raised one finger in response to Juan-Pablo’s greeting, needing a moment to pore over the menu painted on the wall. 




  The menu had been painted long before most of them were born. It hadn’t changed, except the paint had faded over the years. Still, they gawked as if adrift on a sea of uncertainty and searching for a new horizon.




  In the end they ordered and ate the same sandwiches or salads or soup, then filtered out again. The bell jangled again as if to mark them being siphoned by osmosis back into the passing herd.




  Those, they were like the guppies along the edge of the canal that sliced across the corner of the town. Mostly unseen, they were noticed only when they flitted into or out of the shadows.




  *




  There was quiet time then too, until around 1 a.m. But it was a different kind of quiet time. It was charged, as if anything might happen at any time.




  During this time, Juan-Pablo waited for the jangling of the bell, perhaps reading the newspaper or refilling dispensers or folding setups into napkins.




  This was the time when robberies happened, although none had happened here.




  This was the time when customers came and went, seemingly for no reason. Occasionally a family or two came in, a mother getting a break from the kitchen but not from the children.




  Sometimes a cop or two came in and sat at the counter, but they never asked for a donut. Sometimes toast or an egg. Sometimes only coffee and a seat without a radio attached.




  Now and then a street person stopped by. The long-timers asked for coffee and whatever was left from the day. They didn’t bother with rationales or promises beyond the occasional “please.”




  Some hadn’t been on the street so long. They often stopped, their hand on the door pull. Those wore a look of disbelief bordering on shock at their own reflection in the window. And when they came in, they didn’t know quite how to ask for what they wanted.




  Sometimes Juan-Pablo helped them along with it. He always spoke quietly, with respect.




  To a lone person, he might say, “You know, we have a few extra beef (or ham or tuna or chicken salad) sandwiches in the back. I would hate to see them go to waste. If you took one, you would be doing me a favor.” If there were more than one person, he would substitute an appropriate number for “one.”




  Always it was something the cook could throw together quickly without making noise when he heard the number.




  Always the homeless assented, and always they promised to pay when they were on their feet again.




  “Yes, yes,” Juan-Pablo said behind a kindly smile. He nodded always, and always he looked them in the eye. “I know you will, and of course that is fine.”




  Sometimes they were women.




  Sometimes they were women with children.




  Still, he never offered more than they asked. A person’s pride could take only so much.




  *




  And then, a short time after the clock ticked past 1 a.m., the bar crowd came in. This period of time also was charged, but with the clarity of routine.




  During this time, Juan-Pablo plastered a smile on his face. He listened, took and placed orders. He moved from table to kitchen, kitchen to booth, booth to table, shuttling plates and bowls of food and drinks. And coffee. A lot of coffee, and he practiced diligently not noticing what they were pouring in the coffee. 




  Every night.




  But of course, it wasn’t all that bad. The bar crowd dropped a lot of money in the café, and it was only two hours. Not even that, really. Really the time span from 1 to 3 was only an hour despite the number of minutes or seconds it contained.




  Come to think of it, that hour dissipated in an even shorter time. It slipped away in the frantic bustle of noise and laughter and hackneyed greetings. It disappeared in a thousand quick steps back and forth across the café, from the table or booth to the cook’s window, then back with eggs and ham and toast and hash browns.




  And ketchup. Don’t forget the ketchup. Always ketchup. And Tabasco for men with women to impress, God save them.




  Every night it was the same. Every night they came in at 1:10 and deposited themselves in various groups in the seven booths or at the six small tables. The faces changed but the factions were predictable.




  There were lovers in the bar crowd, and there were fighters. Every night they chortled and slapped each other on the back. They laughed, always too loudly.




  They hugged each other, and grinned and joked.




  And they teased each other.




  Amid the teasing, the lovers kept laughing.




  The others frowned, gestured, raised their voices.




  Of those, some accused each other, then grew angry at their own accusations.




  And of those, some stood, wavering, poking fingers and challenging.




  Every night.




  The first few times Juan-Pablo witnessed this scene, he was taken in. He feared they might demolish the café in their attempts to demolish each other. The second time he went so far as to reach for the phone during one of his trips from table to kitchen, kitchen to table.




  But always in the nick of time the would-be combatants stopped. Sometimes they stopped at a word from one or the other. Sometimes they stopped at the insistence of a dear friend who had met them only earlier that night.




  Every time the cessation of hostilities broke up the gathering.




  And coincidentally, and perhaps miraculously, somehow suddenly it was 3 a.m. and the door closed behind the last customer from the bar crowd and the world fell quiet.




  Quiet as a grave.




  *




  It was almost 4:30 a.m.




  The tables were cleared, as were all but the final booth.




  Juan-Pablo leaned at the waist and reached over Booth 7, the farthest from the front of the café. Against the wall was a small chrome rack. In it were mustard and ketchup, salt and pepper shakers, and two small stacks of jellies. Beneath it alongside the ketchup bottle was a paper straw wrapper. A balled-up napkin lay nearby.




  In front of the rack, an empty pink sweetener packet had been folded into the shape of a heart. Alongside it was an empty blue packet, also folded.




  A slight smile tugged at the corner of Juan-Pablo’s mouth. The ones in this booth were lovers. He remembered. She was wearing a dark skirt, black or very dark grey, and a loose white blouse of light fabric. The young man was wearing jeans and a t shirt made to look like a tuxedo. They had laughed a lot.




  They appeared to be in their early twenties. It was the right time for them to laugh and love with abandon. To live in each other’s eyes and create hearts for each other of waste paper. The risk of a broken heart is of little concern when the parties are basking in the bulletproof certainty of youth.




  As he had done at the tables and the other booths, he picked up a half-open, half-empty jelly container and gathered the rest of the paper trash into his fist. All except the hearts. As he straightened, he deposited the trash in a white plastic bag tied to the corner of his cart. He slipped the sweetener packet hearts into his breast pocket. He would carry them home, perhaps. Perhaps Rosalie would like one.




  He thought of the beautiful young couple and smiled again. He hoped they would still be making sweetener packet hearts for each other when they were his age. The thought made his own heart even lighter than usual at this time of the morning, his restful time.




  He leaned over again, retrieved the flatware. A moment later the knives, forks and spoons were clattering into a special tray in his cart.




  There was no leftover food on the lovers’ plates. Porcelain clacked as he stacked the plates and set them on his cart. Then the saucers, then the bowls. The cups clacked together too as he slipped a forefinger into the handle of one and his thumb into the handle of the other and picked them up. He deposited them next to the other dishes. And the thick bottoms of the small glasses clinked together as he pinched them from the table and set them in the cart.




  Juan-Pablo reached over the booth again, this time with a damp rag. Most of the moisture was gone to the other tables and booths, but there would be just enough to wipe down this one. He did, wiping it in small circles from the back to the front, then straightened again.




  He took a step back and looked over the booth a final time, then turned to place his rag on his cart.




  “Are you almost ready to go now, Juan-Pablo?”




  He looked up. “Rosalie. How did you find me? I didn’t think you would find me here.”




  “No, you never think I will find you here. Are you ready to go now? Have you finished what you came to do?”




  “I— Yes. Yes, I came to get something for you.” Juan-Pablo frowned and glanced over his right shoulder, then back to Rosalie. “In that back booth. There was a young couple. They made sweetener packet hearts for each other. I saw them, but I did not see them somehow.”




  He frowned again. “Do you remember, Rosalie? Do you remember what I mean? Oh wait.” He lifted his right hand, fished with his fingers in his right breast pocket. He frowned a third time. “They were here only a moment ago.”




  Rosalie smiled slightly, nodded. “I do, Juan-Pablo. I do remember paper hearts.”




  Juan-Pablo repeated, “They were here. I had them here, only a moment ago.” He paused. “No. No, an hour ago, or maybe two.” Again he frowned. “Or a year ago?”




  She stuck out one hand. “Juan-Pablo, mi corazón, are you ready now to go? You must be very tired.”




  He nodded, slowly. “I am. I am tired, Rosalie. I am a weary man.” He looked up at her. “Why am I so weary?”




  She reached for him.




  “Wait.” He untied his apron, pulled it gingerly over his head and laid it on the cart. But it lay flat. It should be arched over the stack of plates and saucers and bowls, but it lay flat.




  He averted his gaze, looked for a long moment at the tables, then the booths, then Booth 7. They were clean beneath a layer of dust. Thin, wispy cobwebs covered every right angle, wall to booth, table to condiment rack.




  Juan-Pablo turned to face Rosalie. “What does it mean? Why do you suppose I am so tired?”




  She hooked her arm through his and guided him toward the door. “Don’t you know? You have been working here for a very long time tonight. Almost fifty years.”




  As they neared the door she reached into the right pocket of her sweater and pulled out two small paper hearts. “See? You gave me these the last time we ate here. Remember?”




  They passed through the door without disturbing the bell.




  He nodded. “I was twenty-four, and you were twenty-two. ”




  * * * * * * *




  About Mrs. Featherberry




  When Mrs. Featherberry came to town, she walked directly down the middle of the street, skirts bustling, little sawed-off dust devils forming, swirling and dying in her wake. And for some reason everybody stayed up on the boardwalks.




  Those few who were fortunate enough to be close to a door scooted inside. If husbands were dozing in chairs tipped back in the shade, wives didn’t slow down to wake them. If children were tardy getting to the door, mothers locked them outside. No price was too steep to avoid the wrath of Mrs. Featherberry.




  That was the rumor I heard when I first got to town.




  Another one was that typically she, meaning Mrs. Featherberry, carried a small rat terrier huddled under her left arm like a football. And supposedly everyone who had seen the mutt in action feared she might release him in their direction.




  And a third rumor had it that the last victim of the beast was none other than the good Reverend Stokes himself.




  I had to find out what was what, so I asked Mavis Travis, the waitress in the Blues Begone café at the corner of Main Street and First Avenue. So after she brought my coffee and ice water and after I had ordered my breakfast and after she had asked about my identity and then said that’s what she had thought all along and that she might well be psychic, as she paused to take a breath I asked her about those rumors.




  I smiled at her, maybe a little to put her off her guard, though that really wasn’t necessary. The woman and everything she even thought she might know was an open book. Still, I smiled and said, “Is it true that you have a woman who walks down the center of the street and everybody takes to the boardwalks?”




  She grinned, popped her gum and freshened up my coffee. “Got a few minutes?”




  “Sure.”




  There were no other customers in the Blues Begone, so she set the coffee pot on the table and sat down in the other side of the booth. “Now, as the story goes— well, let me just say this is according to me but also to Mrs. Widow Rancelle. As you’ll find out, Mrs. Widow Rancelle professes generally to know the truth about such things. And generally, of course, the rest of us profess to believe her. After all, the woman hasn’t the slightest reason to tell a falsehood.




  “Okay, so Mrs. Featherberry brought a parsnip and dewberry pie to the regular Sunday Dinner on the Ground. That was her contribution, you see. And it was a very special parsnip and dewberry pie because it was festooned all around the top with fuzzy white and blue sardines.”




  At that point Mavis paused and wrinkled her nose. “I know. Sounds horrible, doesn’t it? But it looked pretty good. She said that’s the way her Harold always enjoyed it. She said he wouldn’t even consider eating her parsnip and dewberry pie until she got ahold of those very special sardines and added them to the recipe as kind of a pie topper. A’course, her Harold took out before too long after that, and he ain’t been seen since.




  “Truth be told, I think he told her that as kind of a joke. I mean, who in her right might would put sardines on pie? And then when she took him serious, he was afraid to hang around and apologize for misleadin’ her. And who wouldn’t be?




  “So I kind’a see both sides here is what I’m sayin’, and if I was up in the air about the whole thing, I’d have to come down on Harold’s side of things. But I wouldn’t tell Mrs. Featherberry that, a’course.




  “Anyway, the little sardines only started out fuzzy white and blue. As you might imagine,  the fuzz shriveled and grew a sickly brown under the heat of the oven. And then the fish themselves, well they were all dried out by the same heat and they were split here and there, so that their innards had oozed out and stuck to the crust.




  “Their little tails were all curled up too, but all about the same so it gave that parsnip and dewberry pie a festive kind of look that would’a been hard to get to otherwise. A‘course the places where the innards oozed out and stuck to the crust looked burned, but accordin’ to Mrs. Featherberry herself, she ain’t never burned anything unless it was intentional.




  “Like to add a certain look or flavor to a dish, like how soda crackers and sugar cookies taste a little better if they’re burned just a touch. You know what I mean. And from what Mrs. Widow Rancelle said, she kept one eye on the reverend the whole time he was eating. Mrs. Featherberry, not Mrs. Widow Rancelle.




  “And the whole time too that nasty little rat terrier was layin’ right there beside her on her skirts as they splayed out across the ground. And he was watchin’ the reverend too. That’s what Mrs. Widow Rancelle said. And anyhow, I was there too and that’s how it looked to me.




  “Now if it was up to me, I’d say Mrs. Featherberry was watchin’ so close ‘cause she didn’t want to stand in line waiting to deliver her desert to the reverend when he was finished eating. A’course, Mrs. Featherberry realized that all us other women were caught up with decorum and appearances. And then too, our husbands were right there. It ain’t like they up and run off like Mrs. Featherberry’s husband did, and the good lord only knows why.




  “Well, some of us think we know why too, but far be it from us to judge. You know.




  “So what with the decorum and the husbands, she was certain the rest of us wouldn’t rush over with our own deserts all at once in a bunch. So I’d bet she was thinkin’ she could avoid the line altogether if she just kept an eye on him and then got there before anyone else did.




  “Sure enough, as the reverend started slicing his last pork chop into bite size pieces and when he had no more than three forkfuls of green beans and taters still on his plate, she sprang into action. Well, you know, ‘sprang’ might be stretchin’ it a bit. 




  “What she did was she set her own plate aside, right there on the ground. Now I know Mrs. Featherberry personally, and let me tell you, she is no adherent to good manners. She would as soon set a plate on the ground and thereby hand deliver one of Mamie Prelot’s pork chops to a wayward hound as to eat it herself anyway. The reverend being almost finished with his plate gave her the perfect excuse.




  “So she set her own plate aside, snatched up that rat terrier pup and tucked him under her left arm and, in a matter of about two minutes, got herself up off the ground. That’s why I said before that ‘sprang’ might be too strong a term for it. Then she bent to pick up a smaller plate with a piece of wax paper covering it and a couple of rubber bands holding it in place.




  “Well the instant I saw that, I knew what she was about. But Mrs. Widow Rancelle saw her too, and she knew about as much as I did. And this is her story, so I guess I’ll let her tell it. Through me, of course, since she ain’t here right now.




  “Well anyway, what do you suppose was on that plate under the wax paper? I know you would guess it was a generous slice of her parsnip and dewberry pie festooned with those formerly fuzzy white and blue, heat-cracked sardines with the curled tails. You might even guess that she herself had hand-cut it and hand-put-it-on-the-plate and was about to hand-deliver it to the Reverend Stokes. And of course, you would be right on all four accounts.
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