

        

            

                

            

        




	ARABELLA JOSEPH, CONFRONTING THE PAIN OF AN ORDINARY DAY AFTER THE DEATH OF HER HUSBAND, LOGAN, EMBARKS ON A CRUSADE TO FIND A NEW LOVE FOR HER LIFE.


	 


	In the months following her husband’s death, Arabella Joseph realizes she has no one with whom to share her most intimate thoughts and feelings. So she begins writing to her best friend—her dead husband—in a spiral notebook, telling him about her days and nights in the aftermath of his death.  She describes in detail how she feels about the three men she variously meets while attending Alcoholics Anonymous meetings. In words funny, naughty, and moving, she re-lives the scenes of her romantic encounters and jiltings and crushes that go nowhere as well as beautiful nights spent with one of the men. In the course of her writings, she exposes her ferocious love for her dead husband even as she searches for someone to take his place. This “manuscript with no identity,” as Arabella calls it, is not only a celebration of her husband’s life but a deeply felt journey into the forbidden territory of an older woman’s sexuality, grief, and alcoholism and her efforts to find enduring love while mourning the loss of her greatest love.


	 


	"It shook me, this book.  Just grabbed hold of me and shook out whatever defenses I'd marshalled against grief. Waiting for You at Midnight is the story of a single year in the life of Arabella, the year following the death of her husband.  But this is not a sad book. There is muddling, yes, and missteps, for sure, but there is no wallowing.  It is a story of care set in New Orleans, the City that Care Forgot, a contrast that lays the human condition out bare and honest for all the world to see."—Barb Johnson, Author of More of This World or Maybe Another


	“Waiting for You at Midnight is a haunting journey through the land of the living in New Orleans. Arabella is an unforgettable heroine who lifts the veil of grief to reveal the force of life. The writing is seared with passion. I was entranced.”—Christine Bell, Author of The Perez Family and Grievance


	“Vicki Salloum’s latest novel, Waiting for You at Midnight, is at once a paean to enduring love and the sacrifices that come along with it… Narrated in a voice that is candid, warm, conversational, and familiar, readers will instantly feel at home with this novel’s time-less and universal themes, its flawed but lovable char-acters, and its gritty and realistic sense of place. Waiting for You at Midnight is truly a book that is not to be missed.”—David Armand, Author of My Mother’s House 


	“Waiting for You at Midnight captivates from the first page to a startling ending we won’t forget. With a lyrical and compassionate eye, author Vicki Salloum leads us through the landscape of loss as her characters struggle to heal their broken lives. We see how grief and desperation lead to destructive choices even as we long to be saved… Through unexpected twists and turns, we fall in love with Salloum’s everyday warriors who endure life’s tragedies but never give up fighting for their souls.”—Elaine Mansfield, Author of Leaning into Love: A Spiritual Journey through Grief 


	“Painfully honest, funny, and heart-breaking, Waiting for You at Midnight is a story of the lives and loves of Arabella Joseph and a world of addiction. This is a New Orleans story, a woman’s story of grief, love, loneliness, and survival. Author Vicki Salloum pours a lot of heart in these pages… Arabella’s tale reminds us that we’re all in this together—reformed alcoholics, drug addicts, bank robbers, teachers, cooks, and artists—we’re all of us fragile survivors, traveling these streets in church-filled cities, looking for redemption.”—Margaret McMullan, Author of Aftermath Lounge


	“In Vicki Salloum’s powerful and moving new novel, Waiting for You at Midnight, the death of the narrator’s beloved husband lays a minefield of loss, longing and addiction… the widow recounts her path through the grieving process in lyrical prose laced with evocative description and brutal honesty.”—Kate Sebeny, Author of The Last Best Thing


	“This book is a tender journey, told with unflinching honesty, of a woman emerging from grief… Salloum’s evocative descriptions take the reader deep into Arabella’s world, a place of daring, remorse, forgiveness and abiding love. Highly recommended.”—Jean Ryan, Author of Lost Sister 


	“Waiting for You at Midnight is fiction that feels like truth. It is both a finely honed portrait of impending loss and an impressionistic landscape of dislocating grief. Vicki Salloum skillfully paints her characters, hard choices, and a long 12-step journey, in gripping detail.”—Erika Raskin, Author of Best Intentions


	“Grief, guilt, loneliness, longing, denial, anger, growth, mistakes, love, and hope: all are part of Vicki Salloum’s moving and honest novel…a story of hope. Arabella, the narrator, has a rocky path. But it leads to remembering love with gratitude, along with sorrow. And it leads to learning to live with –not just survive—loss.”—Helen Reichert Lambin, Author of The Death of a Husband: Reflections for a Grieving Wife
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	For Wayne


	 




 


	Stop all the clocks, cut off the telephone,


	prevent the dog from barking with a juicy bone.


	Silence the pianos and with muffled drum


	bring out the coffin, let the mourners come.


	 


	—W.H. AUDEN, Twelve Songs


	 




















WAITING FOR YOU AT MIDNIGHT


	 








I.


	September 22, 2015:  i am a mess today


	 


	When I see where they have placed you, I see a stranger lying here.  Yours is a stone-stiff body with a face so familiar, yet stripped of its animation and the dancing of its living soul.  I think of the thousands of nights in the years we shared and how I don’t recognize you lying here on this Tuesday morning in September at Memorial Gardens Funeral Home.


	My brothers and sisters-in-law surround me as we wander through the room looking at the stands and bouquets of flowers and guest sign-in book and program I created in the days when you were dying, both of us knowing a funeral would be coming.  I wanted the service to be so beautiful, in honor of the greatest man.    


	I wonder who will come.


	You did not mingle much, especially in the year and a half of your illness when you were ashamed of your spectral gauntness and didn’t want anyone to see you — a shadow of your former self.  I wonder if I should have invited friends over for supper to keep you company. Or should I have called your sons and asked, didn’t they want to see their dad? They rarely came. And now I wonder, shouldn’t I have taken the initiative — swallowed my pride, for once — invited them for supper or just to come over to visit because you needed them so badly?     


	Why didn’t they come?


	My heart breaks for you. 


	But I never called.


	I never did anything.


	I never called because . . . I don’t know why. Because I was lazy? Didn’t want to bother fixing a meal for anyone? Or didn’t want company for myself? Or out of respect for your wishes to suffer alone in peace and dignity? I don’t know. Only now I know it was a mistake — now I know visitors might have brought you comfort and taken away your misery, if only for a few hours, while you lay sick and terrified in the isolation cell of your tortured mind.           


	My family and I stand in this room reserved for your funeral service and I look around and see them coming, first in pairs then in threes and fours. Before I know it — before I can take a breath of air — they fill the room with their presence. I see my loving relatives from Mississippi and folks whom I had no idea would come, dressed in their dark suits and somber dresses, taking off from work and the care of children and whatever else they do to make an effort to celebrate your life. Your sons appear and your ex-wife, Grace, and even some relatives on your side of the family whom I’ve never seen before in my life but who must have heard about your death and come out of curiosity and simple decency. All my friends and all yours whom we have known for many years crowd into the room like it is Super Bowl Sunday or New Year’s Eve on Bourbon Street — so many I never expected, though they’re not celebrating anything but knowing you. 


	I’m a mess today. 


	I greet mourners like a party hostess, big smiles and shiny brightness.


	“Thank you so much for coming. I’m so happy you could be here.” 


	Smiling at everyone, while all the time your sons sit in a corner looking grim-faced and grief-stricken so that I know they truly loved you. I wish you had known they loved you. But I think you did. You said to someone once that they were really torn up about your illness. So I think you did. I don’t know. I don’t know anything anymore. One day you said to a friend who had come to celebrate your birthday only a few days before you died that it would be nice to see your sons’ faces instead of the words in their texting messages. I don’t know. You rarely complained, mostly kept it to yourself.


	And when it is over, my cousins from Alabama come to visit.


	 


	We sit in the dining room of my home around a long, dark pinewood table. It’s only an hour after your funeral, and all the mourners have gone home. The table is marred by scratches and chipped wood and, because I’ve sprayed too much polish over the years, there are circular patterns on the wood from the bottoms of drinking glasses. The ceiling is fourteen feet high. It’s quiet in this house. 


	My cousin, Julie Anne, sits on one side of the table and her sister, Cloe, across from her. I sit at the head of the table between the two of them. I remind myself I must get them food, play the gracious hostess that they have always been for me whenever I visited them in Mobile. The day after you died, my brother and sister-in-law brought over cold cuts:  bologna and ham and potato salad, along with cartons of Cokes and Seven-up. And as they dig into their sandwiches, I sit looking at Julie Anne. She’s six months older than me and so beautiful that long ago when we were both teenagers, the boys on the streets would line up to ogle her and, once, a lady, a total stranger, approached her from out of the blue to tell her that she would be crowned Miss America someday. I remember it so vividly because I was jealous of her beauty, her raven hair and lapis blue eyes and figure like Raquel Welch — though who could be jealous of Julie Anne, who is the kindest, most loving person? 


	We sit around the table. I stare as she eats her food. Before I can take a bite of my own, her sister, Cloe, fanning herself with her hand, says, “Oh, Arabella, it’s hot as hell in this house,” and proceeds to take off her blouse, exposing her gigantic breasts. Cloe sits, chatting away, like she’d done nothing inappropriate while Julie Anne, a traditionalist and stickler for propriety, can barely hide her disgust, her stone-cold eyes turning away in disapproval, trying not to look at her younger sister, ignoring her big boobs popping out of her bra. 


	I’m so happy they have come to visit in the hours after your funeral — Julie Anne, who does everything right, and Cloe, who doesn’t have a bit of sense though she’s the most academically intelligent of her six siblings and who sang at your funeral mass — so grateful they are here to cheer me up and try to distract me with their chatter and pretense to be hungry to delay the inevitable conclusion that is growing wild inside my breasts: you will never come home again. 


	Just then, another car pulls up. More of their siblings arrive, crowding into my house, and they stay for hours talking and laughing and, like the generous souls they are — like sisters they have always been since childhood though they live in Mobile and I in New Orleans — they proceed to kiss me and tell me they love me before getting back into their cars and driving back to Mobile at dusk. 


	And, finally, I am alone. 


	I have been with you 27 years.


	That is, counting the four years we lived together, hiding it from my family, packing up all your clothes hanging in the closet and putting them in suitcases and sliding them under the bed and driving you to a bed-and-breakfast or some cheap motel downtown every time a brother or niece visited because I was ashamed that we lived together. 


	I come from an old-fashioned family. They don’t respect unmarried couples shacking up. And I wanted them to respect me. I’m too old to change my way of thinking. Too old to go against my upbringing, the moral way I was taught to live. 


	What I loved — there was a genuineness about you, a truth — as if God were written all over your face. 


	I wanted you in my life. That’s the only thing I know. That’s why we lived together before we married. 


	You were my soul — I know that now.


	Gone are the shower chair and bedside commode and hospital bed and portable oxygen concentrator and rolling walker and medicines. Gone, too, the morphine and oxycodone and escitalopram and ondansetron.


	 I’ve been with you so long. 


	I never wanted to be without you.


	 




 


	 


	 


	II.


	November 2, 2015:  i am old


	 


	It’s a charming little café on a bright, soft day in a part of Uptown New Orleans frequented by Tulane and Loyola university students. 


	Mary Kay is taking me out to lunch.  


	We sit at a small table by a window fronting Maple Street. It’s in a neighborhood where I used to roam when I was a college kid myself more than forty years ago, populated by college bars and cafes and a bookshop and laundromat. Today, it’s my birthday, exactly forty-four days from the day you died. I order a country-fried pork chop. Mary Kay, eggplant parmesan.


	Her hair is cut short, each strand of her salt-and-pepper bob so meticulously in place it reminds me of a sculpture garden on an elegant British estate. She wears a white blouse tucked inside a plaid skirt. Seventy-five years old, Mary Kay has a stick-like figure except for a small protruding belly. She looks preppy and trim and proper; she buys all her clothes at Brooks Brothers. I met her more than twenty-six years ago at an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting when we were both newly recovering drunks. Over the years we’d see each other only occasionally, sometimes at the grocery store or fish market or the race track where you and I would go to bet on the horses. Lately, we’ve been seeing each other at a meeting we both regularly attend and there we’ve renewed our friendship, she talking about her idyllic life as the soignée heiress living in a condo purchased in the French Quarter after her father’s death, I talking about my days and nights following your diagnosis for Stage III esophageal cancer.


	Rich, unmarried, retired from her job, and childless, Mary Kay admits she has no problems. On the days she shares at meetings, she likes to gripe about her neighbors in the condo building where she lives. Today, we sit eating our pork chop and eggplant, and she’s on a tirade about a fellow AA member, Arnold, who founded the little meeting we go to on Thursday nights. 


	“He’s irresponsible, Arabella,” she says. “I mean, why on earth start a meeting if you’re too lazy to go yourself?”


	“It’s okay, he’s probably got other things to do.”


	“He’s not got a goddamn thing to do. His cousin bought out the business they owned together so all he’s got to do is play in a band. I went to City Park the other day and heard him and his buddies playing at a festival.”


	“What kind of music?”


	“I don’t know what you’d call it.”


	“Pop? R&B? Rock?”


	“I’ve never heard music like that in my life. It’s loud and it is terrible.”


	“Oh.”


	“Nearly busted my goddamn ear drums.”


	“Why did you go?”


	“To support him, why else?” She grimaces, changes the subject. “The brother of his girlfriend lives in my building. He’s nothing but trash. He rents his condo out to out-of-towners whenever he’s away on business and it’s strictly against the association rules. I’ve reported him to the association but they don’t do a goddamn thing about it.”


	“Have you ever seen Arnold’s girlfriend?” 


	“Yes.”


	“What does she look like? Is she pretty?”


	“She’s okay, but her brother’s trash. And Arnold’s nothing but a slacker. He’s supposed to unlock the door to the church building and be there at the end of each meeting so he can collect the money from the chairperson to give to the church for rent. He’s supposed to see that the chairs are set up and everything’s put back in place after everybody’s gone. Why go to the trouble of founding a meeting if you don’t intend to meet your obligations?”


	“It’s not necessary he come to every meeting. He doesn’t have to come ’til the end of our time on earth. For Pete’s sake, Mary Kay, let other people do some service work. Cut Arnold some slack, will you? Why have you got this obsession about him anyway?” 


	“Look at you.” There’s pity in her eyes. “You were nice enough to volunteer to chair this month and now you have to go to his place to slip the collection money in his mail slot instead of him being there to get it. I bet you anything he pockets the money. He’s not working now, you know.”


	“You mean steal it? You think he steals?”


	“I bet you anything he does.”


	“That’s a little harsh, don’t you think?”


	“Sweetheart,” she says vehemently, putting her fork down, leaning toward me, “I wouldn’t put it past him.” She scowls, looks down at her salad, and picks up her fork to eat again. She takes in the absinth-green of the lettuce and plunges her fork into a leaf. “You’d think he’d have some sympathy, an old woman like you whose husband’s fresh in the ground. You’d think he’d come to the meetings and take the money instead of you having to bring it to his house.”


	“Old? Is that what I am?”


	She eyes me. She sits erect as a caryatid. In her face is written the anticipatory pleasure of what she’s about to say. “Well, what are you, if not old? You’re sixty today, aren’t you?”


	Her face is irradiated. She’s made her point and it makes her happy. On the phone the other day when she invited me to lunch, I couldn’t remember some fact or other and said I must be getting forgetful and she pounced on that like a gator snatching a duck from the lagoon in Audubon Park.  “Arabella, you are old.”  


	There was silence over the line. I reeled back from my hurt. Who does she think she is? She’s fifteen years older than me.  The exuberant way she said it sharpened the knife as it went in. I guess people think they can get away with anything as long as it sounds like they’re making a joke. I paused, took in the triumph in her voice, and said, “Okay.” There was nothing else to say. I wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of knowing I was crushed. The delusion of believing I was still young was all that I had left. Shortly after, I hung up.   


	Now, in this café, I hear voices behind me and turn to see a couple having lunch. They are sitting at a table next to the wall. The man and woman laugh, enjoying themselves as they clink their glasses and toast some happy occasion or the simple joy of being in love. I dig deep inside my soul to find the will to wish them well and all I find is emptiness. The man glances my way. I turn back to Mary Kay. Her eyes are still on me, shining in amusement at my sadness — at my realization of the inexpiable meaning behind those words. 


	Born at this moment are the stirrings of a craving heart. I become what I’ve never been before, some love-starved, ravaging teenager, some wild, marauding animal on the quest to find her prey, on the hunt to sate her appetite. And in my anguish as the months go on, I find Benito, Tige, and Sea and any other man who happens to look my way as I stumble through this strange new world — in this land of the walking dead.


	 




 


	 


	 


	III.


	November 30, 2015:  the quintessential question


	 


	Hey, man. 


	I’m sitting in this park by the river called Crescent. I can see the skyline of New Orleans and the Mississippi River bridge. It seems different from when you and I first came here more than eighteen months ago, back in the early stage of your illness. You could walk then but had so little lung capacity you could barely walk a little ways. We sat on this same concrete block above the gravel path, surrounded by redbuds and crape myrtle and many other kinds of trees and plants — reeds and blazing stars and angel’s trumpets and philodendron — a verdant paradise for us to look at. Now I’m lost here, without you. 


	I’ve just returned from your grave.


	I knelt down, made the sign of the cross, and told you, “Hey, man, you are so beautiful!” 


	They’ve finally attached the headstone plate that bears your name and stats:  Logan Matthew Joseph, September 6, 1949 — September 17, 2015. The tall silk flowers I bought at Pier 1 stand glorious and billowy in an urn above your grave, snow-flaky white and striking, with a purity and dignity that lives up to its main purpose: a loving marker for the man who lives here. And though they are not real, I defy anyone to say they are not beautiful. As beautiful as the man who lives here. I’m proud of what I did for you though it was only a little task. A small bouquet of flowers lies on the sod of grass spread across your burial plot, and I’m thinking Grace must have put it there. Your first wife still loves you. And I’m glad someone else loves you and comes to visit, if that is what she did. Yet, I’m jealous it’s not just me anymore in this solitude of mourning, just me and you in longing — that someone else is in between us now.


	 


	I wish I’d written down the funny things you said when you were alive and in good health. You had that hilarious dark humor that made me laugh out loud a lot, something I’d rarely done before. Or sometimes your thoughts would be so right — so original, clever, and artful — that it’s a pity I didn’t write them down right after they tumbled from your mouth so I’d have them to remember. When things are going right, no one thinks  those days will ever end. 


	And I couldn’t write about you when you were dying. It would have broken my heart to do that. And after you died, in the early days, re-living the moments when you were sick would have made me feel like a soldier in the heat of battle. It was only months after you left, when I could no longer bear the pain, I sought to capture you in words. So this is what I’m doing now. I’m resurrecting you, so to speak. But it’s like being in an ocean without the sea life, on a beach without the flying gulls, beneath a sky without the soughing wind. 


	I will strive to do you justice. I’ll try to capture you as you were, as you are to me this very moment, as you are as part of me, and maybe through this process I’ll learn where to go from here. You see, there’s another part of this.


	I’m writing this, whatever it is — diary, memoir, novel, a manuscript with no identity — because there’s no honesty in my life. I’m sick and tired of sham. I sit here with the sun rippling over my shoulder and warming my left arm, amid the paradise of trees and plants rustling in the soothing breeze, surrounding me like a forest, and yet I don’t know if I can be honest, writing in this old spiral notebook, so shut down am I, so dazed and blocked and paralyzed. 


	Case in point:  “How are you?” my friend, David, asked, concern in his voice when I chanced to run into him in the grocery store a few days after your death. He’s an older man. He goes to my church. And I’d see him there almost every Sunday, while you were still at home asleep in bed. And afterwards, we’d see him at the same breakfast places you and I would go for pancakes and, through the years, he became my friend. 


	“How are you?” he repeated, patting my hand to let me know he meant more than that, meant how is the grieving widow. I could barely feel his touch in my robotic state of mind. My hand tightened around the handle of the grocery cart. My hand reached down to feel the carton of yogurt, and I ran my finger around the rim while he stood there watching me. I tried opening my mouth to speak, waiting for the lies to tumble out, to say something appropriate but untrue because nobody wants to know the truth, things like, “Excellent” or “Doing well, thank you.” But I couldn’t force myself to lie. All I could do was stand thinking weird thoughts, thinking the silence between him and me was like the stillness in the womb of a pregnant woman carrying a dead fetus. Pressing down with the tip of my finger, I circled the rim of the yogurt top hoping to rip my flesh apart and feel the sting and see the blood drip down, hoping to feel something — anything — but, truth was, there was only numbness. The rim was too dull to cut. 


	And so he left, shaking his head. I watched him walk away, concentrating so hard, pretending the friend who was walking away was really you gone down another aisle to bring back my favorite strawberry cheese cake for us to eat for supper, as if it was an ordinary night in our lives. 


	I want you in the worst way on this waking, breathing earth, to see you move and hear you talk.


	Remember when I first met you?   


	 


	It was a sweltering night in July. There were no stars out that night as I wandered across Jackson Avenue toward a peach-colored spired church and its administration building and school. The year was 1988. The church was Trinity. It was majestic, don’t you think? Yet, behind it, where I parked, stood neighborhoods of filth and squalor, boarded-up tenement houses, peeling camelbacks. And in the front yard of one of them, two middle-aged women with potbellies, wearing shorts and halter-tops, sat on the stoop of one of the camelback houses chugging Dixie beer and popping cashews.


	It was my first time at AA. A therapist told me about the meeting, which started at eight o’clock. I walked into the church alone and wandered through a labyrinth of hallways. I found the auditorium where a dozen or so half-dead men and women sat. I sat across a table from you. Your eyes were half-dead, too. And when I looked at you closely, I could see something hollow, haunting, despairing in your eyes, as though there was a lifetime of hurt you’d escaped from and didn’t want me, a stranger, to know about. I saw you in your lostness. There was an intelligence about you — a dignity.


	“Hey. My name’s Arabella.” 


	“Hi.” You reached across the table to shake my hand. “I’m Logan.”    


	I saw a mouthful of missing teeth. When I looked into your eyes, thinking I might be imagining it, I thought I saw something in them that said you had “known” a lot of women. You seemed to be looking at me to see if I might be coming on to you.


	We talked about this city. You said you’d lived in this old neighborhood a long time ago. But you didn’t say where you currently lived. I was mystified. It seemed to me you’d been gone somewhere for the past several years and I got the impression there was some sort of taboo about where you’d been.


	“Weeelcome.” A slightly-built man at another table held up a flat green button-shaped object. “Is . . . there . . . aaaaannnyeeee . . . . eeeebody here for the . . . the . . . first . . . . time . . . . . . . ?” he stuttered.


	“Raise your hand,” you whispered to me. 


	I raised my hand.


	“Cah . . . aaaa . . . . aaahmm . . . oooover here . . . and ge . . . ge . . . get . . . a . . . chip.”


	You leaned forward. “Go on up. It’s for anybody who hasn’t had a drink in twenty-four hours or wants to quit drinking.”


	Reluctantly, I got up. I picked up the green object.  The slightly-built man put his arms around me and I wondered what was I doing at an AA meeting surrounded by folks who were half dead in a neighborhood so grim.


	I returned to my seat. 


	“There’s an old saying,” you told me, “that if you put it under your tongue and it melts, you can have all the drinks you want.”


	“Oh. I’m not really an alcoholic,” I said. “I just have a little drinking problem.”


	“It’s been said that if you’re not an alcoholic when you first get into this program you will be before long.”


	I didn’t know what you meant by that.


	“Aaaaaaaah’d . . . liiiiiike . . . to . . . to . . . introduuuuuucccceeee . . . . mhhhhhhhh . . . mooodahraaaateor . . . ,” the slightly-built man went on. Somehow he got out the name of the moderator, who introduced the topic:  the slogans of AA. He called on you to speak.


	“When I first got into the program,” you said, “I was a spiritual auto wreck. And I needed some direction, because it was like learning to live a new life. The slogans were so simple even I could understand them.  ‘Nice and easy,’ ‘One day at a time,’ ‘To thine own self be true.’ Before this program, the only thought that came into my head was ‘Fuck it.’ I could steal, and my thought would be, ‘I’m gonna be found out in six months but who gives a shit?’ The mottos taught me a whole new way of life. They were the markers I followed to learn how to live. And I need them because always on the tip of my tongue is ‘Fuck it,’ in the back of my head is ‘Who cares?’ And I’m grateful as hell for them.”


	You invited me to PJ’s Coffee House. You said you had no car and had to be in by ten but if I didn’t mind taking you and bringing you home, would I like to have coffee?


	 


	“Why do you have to be in by ten?” I asked. 


	We sat in PJ’s patio, a pomegranate tree towering over us.


	“I live in a halfway house. My curfew is ten on week nights.”


	I took a straw, pierced the milk foam of my café au lait.


	“Why do you live in a halfway house?”


	“I got out of federal prison three weeks ago.”


	“What did you do to go to prison?”


	You looked at your coffee. “I robbed banks.”


	 


	I made up my mind I wasn’t going to have coffee with you again. Wouldn’t sit by you at meetings either. But as the days continued on, I watched you like a hawk. You’d be silent and intent, never mingling with the others, but you’d answer courteously and intelligently whenever anyone said anything to you. And a smile would appear on your lips if someone said anything clever, so that I knew you had a sense of humor. But you never initiated conversations. And the minute the meeting ended, you disappeared like a phantom. It was only when the meetings began and you were called upon to speak that you’d allow any of the others to know you.
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