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The café smells like her grandmother still—cardamom and burnt sugar,

the ghost of cinnamon rolls that sold out by noon back when the neighborhood knew her,

when customers lined up at dawn for croissants, still warm and flaking,

when the register sang its little song and Nana smiled, her hands always shaking

just slightly from the early mornings, the late nights, the decades of kneading,

of feeding this block with butter and flour, of giving when she should have been receiving.

But Nana's gone now, three years buried in the ground,

and Lina wipes the counter down for the third time, the only sound

the hiss of the espresso machine, disappointed, old, and wheezing,

and the tick of the clock that won't stop, won't stop, won't stop its teasing.

Two customers since dawn. Just two.

One ordered black coffee, left before she could say thank you.

The other bought a scone, said it was dry, said it with a frown,

and Lina wanted to explain that she was up all night, that she's drowning,

that keeping this place alive is like holding water in her palms,

but instead she smiled and nodded, wrapped her fear up in false calm,

and watched him leave, the door chiming its lonely little song,

and she stood there in the amber light wondering how everything went wrong.

The bills are stacked beside the register, red ink and final warnings,

and the van out back won't start, hasn't started since last Thursday morning.

She needs help. She knows this. Put an ad online last week:

Handyman wanted. Part-time. Café work. Some mechanical expertise.

She didn't mention that the pay is barely minimum wage,

or that she can't afford to keep the lights on past the end of the page,

past July, maybe August if she's lucky and the summer brings

some tourists, some hope, some customers, some anything.

He shows up at three when the light turns amber through the streaked windows,

tall and solid, grease under his nails, a jaw set hard like stone, though

there's something in his eyes—some shadow she can't name—

when he walks through the door without knocking, without shame,

without pretense or politeness, just a nod and four words flat:

"You Lina? I'm Eli. Van's out back?"

She nods, tries to smile, points toward the kitchen door,

"Keys are hanging on the hook, I think the engine's shot, I'm not sure—"

but he's already gone before she finishes explaining,

about the shudder when it's cold, the passenger door that sticks when it's raining,

and she stands there in the empty café holding half a sentence in her mouth

like a broken cookie, watching him disappear, heading south

toward the alley where the van sits dying, rusting in the heat,

and she wonders if hiring him was smart or admitting her defeat.

She doesn't see him for an hour, goes back to rolling dough,

to losing herself in the rhythm of the work, the only thing she knows

that makes sense anymore—flour and butter, the science of rising,

the magic of yeast and time and temperature, surprising

every single time it works, when the bread comes out golden,

when the croissants shatter right, when the sweetness isn't stolen

by her own doubt, her own fear that she's not good enough,

that Nana made a mistake leaving this to her, that she's not tough

enough to keep it, not strong enough to hold what's left together.

But then Eli walks back in, his hands dark with grease and weather,

and says, "It'll take a week, maybe two. Transmission's bad.

I can fix it though. I'll need some parts." And Lina's glad

he doesn't sugarcoat it, doesn't promise what he can't deliver.

She respects that, even if his bluntness makes her shiver

slightly, makes her feel exposed, like he can see right through

the mask she wears, the bright façade, the pretense that she's doing fine when it's not true.

"How much?" she asks, and braces for a number she can't pay.

He looks at her, then at the café, at the empty tables, the decay

that's crept in slowly—the cracked tile, the peeling paint,

the way the whole place looks like it's holding its breath, growing faint.

"What you offered in the ad," he says, and she almost laughs.

"That's barely anything," she tells him, doing the mental math,

knowing it won't cover rent and food and the debt he must be carrying.

But Eli shrugs. "It's enough. When do I start?" No need for tarrying,

no negotiation, no questions about hours or breaks or terms,

and something in his certainty makes her stomach twist and squirm

because it feels like pity, like he's doing her a favor,

and she hates that, hates the charity, would rather fail and savor

her pride than be someone's rescue project, someone's good deed for the day.

But she needs the van fixed. So she swallows what she wants to say

and nods. "Tomorrow. Five a.m. if you want coffee."

"I'll be here," he says, and leaves, and she's left feeling oddly

unbalanced, thrown, like the ground shifted when she wasn't looking,

and she goes back to her kitchen, back to her baking, back to cooking

up croissants that won't sell, cakes no one will order,

pouring love into pastries for a neighborhood that doesn't come here anymore.

—-
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She arrives the next day at five, the sky still dark and heavy,

the streets empty except for the stray cats and the levee

of garbage bags piled on the curb, waiting for collection.

She unlocks the café, turns on lights, her own reflection

staring back at her from the window—tired eyes, flour in her hair,

twenty-eight years old and feeling fifty, the weight of care

pressing down on her shoulders like a yoke she can't remove.

But she makes coffee anyway, because that's what she does, what she has to prove—

that she can keep going, keep moving, keep this place alive

even when every morning feels like she barely survived
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