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      Lincoln

      Lincoln Sullivan shoved his hands further into the ripped lining of the pockets on his faded New York Jets jacket. He hunched his shoulders against the 6 AM January wind that pushed old newspapers and flakes of snow from behind him, down the nearly deserted Avenue C in Alphabet City. Naked trees that some city planner thought would beautify the neighborhood in spring, offer shade on oppressive summer days, and keep street sweepers busy in the fall, speared gnarled branches into the gray, pre-dawn sky.

      The crack of a gunshot a few blocks over was soon followed by the cry of sirens. Lincoln instinctively jerked at the noise, glanced over his shoulder, then continued down the street when nothing moved in the darkness, except the debris that marked forgotten life in a dying city. He didn’t feel the wet snow as his sneakers, with worn soles and knotted laces, traversed the trek he took almost every morning. With toes already numb from the cold, he didn’t worry about frostbite. He’d warm up once he reached the bakery, then again when he descended to the boiler room.

      Because he was upwind from the shop where he worked his second job, he didn’t smell the sinfully sweet pastries until he opened the door. The bell jangled but was barely heard over the hustle of Beth and Joe and Liz as they mixed and baked and decorated nearly everything that required flour and sugar. He nodded a greeting to the husband, wife, and oldest daughter as he rounded the counter and headed to the back.

      Exchanging his Jets jacket for an apron, he hung his messenger bag on the hook by the back door and grabbed a broom to sweep the floor. He completed the same job each day, except Sunday. Sunday was “day-old day.” Beth insisted that the shop open only after church, and that nothing was baked on God’s day. Anything left over, Lincoln was allowed to take. Beth didn’t know where he lived. Though she’d commented she didn’t believe he ate all the items he left with, Beth didn’t pry for details.

      Just as Lincoln had all the spilled flour, sugar, nuts, and decorations swept into a pile, Beth pushed through the swinging door, pulled on thick mitts, and stepped to the oven. From it, she took out a savory pie.

      She glanced at Lincoln as she set the pie on the counter. “For you, and whoever.”

      Lincoln swallowed the saliva pooling in his mouth. “Are you sure? I mean, you and Joe could have this for dinner the next two nights.”

      Beth studied the wavy black hair that framed a handsome face with intelligent gray eyes. Lincoln’s tall frame and swimmer’s build had gained a healthy weight since his first day at the bakery. She smiled. “We have enough. It’s yours.”

      With wide eyes fixed on the pie, he said, “Thank you.”

      Beth didn’t comment on his flushed cheeks, which she knew had nothing to do with the heat from the ovens. “You’ll let me know how you like it. Liz and Joe have been trying to convince me to add savory pies, especially individual ones, to the order board.” She glanced at the meat and vegetable mixture topped with a biscuit-like crust. “If the vegetables and meat were readily available, they wouldn’t have to do as much convincing. I don’t want to offer something occasionally because we can’t get the ingredients. It just brings attention to, well… to how much life has changed since Rufford took over in D.C.”

      Lincoln gripped the broom in both hands. His daily life was a constant reminder of the difference before and after Rufford. With his gaze on the cooling browned crust, he said, “That’s true. But maybe the pies could offer hope.”

      Beth’s brows rose. “Hope?”

      Shifting his gaze to her pretty face with light brown eyes and her hair the color of melted chocolate piled on top of her head, he considered his words. “That life won’t always be as it is now. That there are people who oppose Rufford—we see it daily in the protests and independent media—and that change is coming. Having savory pies, even if only occasionally, offers what people need, nutritionally and emotionally.”

      She pressed her lips together to keep the questions from spilling out. How did Lincoln know about the arguments Joe and Liz had with her? His eyes gave away little emotion, but his words told her his political preferences.

      An oven timer buzzed. Stepping around Lincoln’s swept up pile, Beth removed trays of round bread and slid them onto the rolling rack to cool. “Thanks, Lincoln. I’ll think about it.”

      When Joe called from the front, Beth turned off the oven, checked on the remaining cakes, then set the thick mitts on the counter before returning to the register and the line of customers.

      The scent of cooked meat vied with sugar and yeast for space in his sinuses. Lincoln used a dustpan to deal with the pile on the floor, half his attention on the pie cooling on the counter. After dealing with the floor, he turned to the sink. Pushing up the sleeves of his sweatshirt, he cranked on the faucet and got to work on the pans, bowls, utensils, and trays used in the morning’s work.

      Beth and Liz came and went from the kitchen, sometimes to remove breads and cakes from the ovens, and other times to box up items from the trays or the refrigerator. They chatted about customers and inventory and the classes Liz attended at the college. Having worked at the bakery for a year now, Lincoln knew when to help and when to get out of the way.

      As the morning rush slowed to the occasional jingle of the bell above the door, Lincoln boxed the meat pie. The container was one they used when they sold whole pies, so nothing to wash or return. He then filled the canisters on the counter with four, sugar, and spices. Ensuring the ovens were off, all the dishes washed and ready for tomorrow, he mopped the floor, then hauled the garbage bags to the dumpster behind the building.

      Lincoln blinked at the sunshine and checked both sides of the alley. The city chugged and buzzed with the activity of people walking or in cars and buses going to work or heading home. He knew about the hustle to make enough scratch to buy essentials. His thoughts turned, as they often did, to the boiler room. With a small smile, he stepped back into the kitchen, then closed and locked the door.

      Setting the pie box in a bag, he considered the probability of it arriving without becoming mush in the box. Deciding that as long as it made the trip, mush or not, it would be fine. He pulled on his jacket. Adjusting his messenger bag against his hip, he picked up the pie bag and left the kitchen.

      Lincoln thanked Beth again for the food, waved goodbye to Liz and Joe, who waited for Beth to count the receipts, then pushed open the front door.

      
      Celina

      Celina Cruz kept her eyes closed and stretched, then rolled over. Breathing in his scent left on the pillow and remembering their pre-midnight activities, the corners of her lips lifted. The bang of the boiler in the adjoining room, followed by the hiss of heated air as it rushed through the pipes and into the apartments above her, told Celina it was time to leave her warm bed.

      Squinting into the dark room, she slid from the covers of the mattress on the floor. She sucked in a breath when her bare feet met the concrete. Crossing to the shelves that held her clothes, she picked the patchwork skirt, the top sweater, the pile of socks-bra-panties at the end of the self, then made her way from the bedroom to the space designated as a bathroom.

      Celina flicked the switch on the battery-powered lantern with her free hand. Setting her clothes on the small table by the toilet, she turned and felt the pipe that ran from the metal trough to the metal tub situated over the drain in the floor, satisfied that her shower would include hot water.

      Taking care of her morning ablations, Celina knew she would never take for granted the mechanical skills of her lover. Tipping her head back, she turned the valve and rinsed her hair. She made a mental list of what her best friend had done to ensure this space was livable and safe. The shower, the sinks, the toilet, the furniture, the refrigerator with a freezer cold enough to make ice, and the door lock showcased only some of his talent.

      She turned off the water, then dried and dressed for her usual Thursday. Twisting her waist-length, thick dark hair into a braid, she tied the end with a piece of cloth. Her worn ankle boots stepped softly on the concrete floor as she straightened the bedsheets, then filled a kettle for tea and oatmeal.

      While the water heated on an outtake pipe from the huge metal contraption that heated the apartments in the building, she set a wooden crate on the table. In the room she used to make her multi-media pictures, Celina selected a dozen and carefully placed them vertically inside the crate. In the small space on the end, she added a metal container that held bracelets, necklaces, and earrings she’d made from scraps of metal, plastic, glass, and cloth. Across the top, she lay sheets of newsprint and a towel, then tucked in a ball of string.

      She rushed to the kitchen at the kettle’s whistle. Sitting in one of two wooden chairs at the table, she enjoyed her simple breakfast. Her thoughts drifted, as they often did, to the man who’d saved her. Glancing at her crate of art and the plain walls of the boiler room, she smiled.

      After cleaning her dishes in the blue basin, she pulled on her thigh-length dark blue pea coat, a birthday gift from her closest friend, and tugged on black knit gloves she’d traded for two bars of soap. Lifting the crate of artwork, she crossed to the gray metal door, opened it, and stepped into the dark stairwell.

      Even though she eased it closed, the clank of the door made her wince. She waited in the darkness. Would someone hear and be curious enough to investigate? No one was supposed to occupy the basement of the building. Moments before the silence became oppressive, Celina shuffled to her right and, sliding her elbow along the concrete wall, ascended the stairs to the foyer of the building. Pausing to listen, and assured by the quiet, she opened the door.

      Standing in the dimly lit entrance of the apartment building, she felt the chilled air on her face. Sounds of music from a radio station, a baby’s cry, the slamming of doors, and raised voices drifted down the stairs that led to the second floor. Mixed with the odor of forgotten corners were the scents of cooking food, thick perfume, and the stale smoke of a joint.

      Celina crossed the yellowed, chipped linoleum and shouldered opened the front door. She let the rumble of vehicular traffic, the echoes of feet on the sidewalk, and the voices of those in Alphabet City flow over her. Keeping her pace determined and unhurried, she crossed at the intersection, then crossed again as she aimed toward the waterfront.

      The trek did more to warm her than the sun. Though its rays touched the water before stretching between buildings, it offered light and little heat. Piles of snow, gray from exhaust and the scrape of plows on asphalt, huddled against buildings and abandoned alleyways, hoping shade
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