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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.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





