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“For her. I will always live with this guilt.”

Elias W. Pane
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Grease That Never Washes Off...
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Old grease was stitched into Lukan, packed black beneath his fingernails. Fry oil in his shirt seams, steam dampening his hair until strands stuck flat against his scalp. He'd stopped trying to scrub it away. At forty-four, his hands were proof some stains went deeper than skin—knuckles swollen from years of gripping mop handles and lifting crates, creases blackened like the lines on a roadmap to nowhere, the smell permanent.

His face showed the years too. Skin the color of old newspaper, ashen and parchment-thin. Deep lines bracketed his mouth, carved there by too many cigarettes and not enough sleep. His eyes were dark, shadowed underneath by purple crescents that never faded. His teeth had yellowed, two molars missing on the left side where he couldn't afford the dentist. When he smiled—rare—his lips pressed tight to hide the gaps. His hair, thinning at the crown, was the color of dirty dishwater, streaked with iron that made him look older than his years. He kept it cropped short because anything longer got in his way, fell into food, made him look even more careless than he felt.

The green awning sagged outside, paint blistered like peeling skin, edges curling away from the metal frame. The sign still read Mama Rosa's Family Diner, minus the "o" in Rosa's—the letter had fallen during a storm two years ago and never been replaced. Below it, a smaller sign advertised "Breakfast All Day" in faded red letters, though the breakfast was the same pale, rubbery eggs and burnt toast no matter what hour you ordered it. The windows were smeared with grime, a film that never quite came clean, turning the world outside into a blur of shapes and colors. At night, the neon "OPEN" sign buzzed and flickered, casting a sickly pink glow onto the sidewalk where no one lingered.

Inside, burnt coffee and stale fry smoke hung in the air like a fog that never lifted. The smell got into everything—the walls, the upholstery, the uniforms. Fluorescent lights hummed overhead, a constant electric drone that gave Lukan headaches by the end of his shift. The tubes were old, some of them flickering, turning everything the color of wet paper, washing out what little life remained in the place. 

Regulars sagged in vinyl booths worn smooth and cracked from years of bodies sliding in and out. The red vinyl was patched in places with duct tape, colorless and peeling. Elbows rested on splintered Formica tables, surfaces scratched with initials and obscenities, sticky with syrup that never fully wiped away.

A woman in a faded blue cardigan stirred her coffee without drinking, the spoon slow, mechanical, her eyes fixed on nothing. Her fingers were thin, knuckles prominent, wedding ring loose. The others said she came in every day at two, ordered the same thing, sat for an hour, said nothing. Lukan only saw her on Fridays and Mondays—the days he pulled double shifts—but he'd never once heard her voice.

Near the window, a man in a stained work shirt pushed scrambled eggs around his plate until they cooled into a rubbery curl. His shoulders were hunched, his face drained with exhaustion. He chewed carelessly, without interest, like a man who'd forgotten what food tasted like and was only filling a space inside himself that never quite filled. 

Nobody rushed. 

Nobody talked much. 

The diner felt less like a place to eat and more like a waiting room for people with nowhere else to go, just a stop between one lonely room and the next.

Lukan moved through the narrow aisles, carrying trays, skirting sticky spots on the linoleum he'd memorized over three years—one by the jukebox that no longer worked, another near booth seven where someone had spilled something sweet that had baked into the floor. His back ached—the same rhythm, all day, every day. A dull throb in his lower spine that sometimes shot up sharp when he bent wrong. 

Near the counter, the coffee machine wheezed its last breath, spurting weak brown water into a pot already half-full of lukewarm sludge. The machine was older than most of the staff, held together with tape and prayer. Every few days it threatened to quit entirely, and every time Lukan found himself hoping it would, hoping something would break that couldn't be fixed with duct tape and a screwdriver. Maybe then they'd have to close for a few days. Maybe then he could rest.

A man in a rumpled jacket waved him over without looking up. Pointed at his burger with two fingers. "Cold." Shoved the plate away. Lukan reached for it, his movements practiced, automatic. He didn't apologize. The burger probably was cold—the kitchen was slow, the heat lamps barely worked, and the cook was new, already making mistakes. But Lukan didn't have the energy to explain or defend. He just took the plate. The man stared past him toward the door, face blank, said nothing, left. Three coins on the table. Small, metallic. Not even enough for a decent tip, barely enough for anything. Lukan pocketed them anyway. Bus fare.

***
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The shift was ending when he saw the manager emerge from the office. Lukan had been waiting for this moment all afternoon, rehearsing the words, turning them over in his mind while he scrubbed plates and refilled coffee cups. His hand went to his jacket pocket, felt the envelope's sharp edges with his fingertips—the paper already soft from handling, from being taken out and read again and again as if the words might change.

FINAL NOTICE. Thirty days to pay or get out.

He caught the manager near the prep station, where the stainless steel counters gleamed dully under the fluorescent lights.

"Got a minute?" Lukan's voice came out quieter than he'd intended, almost swallowed by the hum of the overhead lights and the distant clatter of dishes.

The manager stopped, not quite looking at him. The manager was younger, maybe thirty-two, with soft hands and a clean shirt, the kind of man who went to an office, who dealt with numbers instead of grease. They'd barely spoken in three years beyond schedules and complaints. 

"What is it, Lukan?"

"I need an advance. Just enough to cover one month's rent. I can work extra shifts, whatever you need." The words came out in a rush, rehearsed but desperate. "I'm good for it. I'll work more doubles, nights, weekends. Whatever it takes."

The manager's face didn't change. Tired. Worn. A man who'd heard too many sob stories and learned to shut them out. "Can't help you, Lukan. Margins are tight."

"It's just temporary—" Lukan heard the pleading in his own voice and hated it, hated the weakness, the need. "I just need to get through this month. I've been here three years. I've never missed a shift."

"I can't." The manager finally looked at him, something harder in his eyes now, not cruelty exactly but a kind of exhaustion, a man at the end of his rope with no more give. "And while we're talking—I can smell it on you. Every shift now."

Lukan's hand went to his back pocket, instinctive, protective. The outline of the flask pressed against his palm through the fabric.

"You think I don't notice?" The manager's voice stayed flat, matter-of-fact, the way you'd point out a leaking pipe or a burnt-out light. "The mistakes. The bathroom breaks. You disappear for ten minutes at a time. Come back with your eyes glazed. You think I'm blind?"

Lukan said nothing. There was nothing to say. His throat felt tight, his chest hollow. He wanted to deny it, to defend himself, but the words wouldn't come. What could he say? That he needed it? That without it the days were unbearable, the weight of his own life too heavy to carry sober? That the flask was the only thing standing between him and the full weight of what he'd become?

"This is the last warning," the manager continued, his voice softer now but no less final. "You show up like this again, you're done. Understand?"

The words hung between them, suspended in the greasy air.

Lukan nodded. Turned away. He'd learned not to push. Pushing meant conflict, and conflict meant leaving, and leaving meant starting over somewhere else. He'd done it too many times to count.

Nearly thirty years of jobs. Dishwasher, stock boy, night janitor, gas station attendant, warehouse loader, line cook. Each one the same pattern:  Months of keeping his head down, then something would crack. A manager's voice too sharp. A coworker's joke that cut too close. The feeling of walls closing in, of eyes watching, of being seen in ways he couldn't stand. He'd stop showing up. Let the phone ring. Wait until hunger or a final notice drove him back out to find another place.

Never finished school. Never learned a trade. Never built anything that lasted. Just moved from one filth -stained uniform to the next, each job a little worse than the last, each year a little harder to start over.

Three years at this diner. Longer than most places. Maybe that was why the manager's warning felt heavier this time. He was forty-four years old. His back hurt every morning. His hands shook without the flask. There wasn't much left to fall back to. Too old to start over again. Too tired to keep running.

Lukan returned to the dishes, submerging his hands in water hot enough to sting. The kitchen sounds filled the silence—the hiss of the grill, the rattle of dishes, the low murmur of conversation. Danny and Marcus—coworkers, younger men with easier laughs—stood by the prep station talking about a barbecue this weekend. Someone's birthday. Marcus laughed—deep, easy, the sound of a man who went home to people who wanted him there, who had a life outside these walls, friends, plans, a future that extended beyond the next paycheck.
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