The Baker
Troy Roemer

Mo woke up before the roosters. He woke up way before the buses started running in the morning. He woke up before the school kids begrudgingly drug themselves out of bed to put on their shoes, brush their teeth, get dressed, scarf down some breakfast, and trudge to the school house. He woke up before the cars cranked up, the work crews started cleaning the street, the butcher across the street hung his sausages, and the street cart owners opened their produce stands. Mo unlocked his bakery’s glass door before the sun even thought about peeking over the mountains on the east side of the city.
Mo’s world was most peaceful when he walked through the shop’s front door at 4:00 AM every day except Saturday.
By the time anyone else in the city’s day had started, he’d already proofed his baguettes and preheated his oven. He’d chopped nuts for his famous baklava and sugared the pastries. He’d rolled the dough for bagels and aged the sourdough. He’d lovingly stocked the display case with all of today’s fresh goods. He ground the coffee and brewed tea. He counted the cash in the drawer. He wiped the steel counters clean with purple degreaser. He set aside a box of imperfects for the afternoon when his day ended.
Once everyone else’s day started, they’d be hungry, and Mo was ready to feed them.
After the 2nd bus passed the shop’s front window in the morning, the breakfast rush would start. Neighbors would drop in and order bread for the day, pastries for the weekend, bagels for breakfast, sandwiches for lunch, and coffee for the walk to work. Restaurants picked up daily rations of rolls and buns. Children popped in for Mo’s best-in-town Danishes and cinnamon straws.
Until the sun was comfortably in the sky, the shop would be filled with customers.
Once the morning rush died down, the regulars would pop in. Moms would pick up bread for dinner. Dads would grab cakes for children’s birthdays. Aunts bought cookies for treating nieces and nephews. Grandparents snuck eclairs for spoiled grandchildren.
Mo greeted every customer with a smile, thankful for each and every one of them.
His business was thriving. At 32 years, he was old enough to feel like he was catching his stride, but not too old to feel like the best days of his life were past. His family was healthy. Mo Jr. was doing well at school, even though his math skills still needed work. “I’ll bring him to the store and let him work at the register,” Mo thought to himself. “That’ll help him with his problem solving. He can also learn what it means to earn money.”
Mo had often heard the phrase “Cooking is art, but baking is chemistry,” but he tutted at the thought. Every item in his shop was baked with care, craft, and quality. From the flour to the water, every ingredient was mixed and measured in clean bowls and cups. Mo’s hands, usually speckled with bits of white flour, were clean and hygienic. Chemistry is a cold, calculating science. Mo’s baguettes, bread loaves, brownies, cakes, pastries, doughnuts, and muffins were warm comfort food, finished with details typical of Rembrandt or Van Gogh. Every danish boasted a perfectly asymmetrical jelly hole. Icing accentuated the tops of his muffins with beautifully concentric rings. Bread would rise in the oven, eventually removed with perfectly golden-brown crusts. Every pastry, bread, and dessert was its own masterpiece to Mo, each worth every bit of sweat and time that went into them. Mo knew there was art to every item in his bakery.
Mo also knew he wasn’t anything without the neighborhood around him. He made sure to give back to the community every day.
After closing the shop, Mo would gather up the unsold goods and imperfects, package them up, and distribute them to anyone who looked like they needed help. Homeless men, women, and children could eat. Roaming dogs and cats could get a piece of bread. His final destination was always the same: the local orphanage filled to the brim with motherless and fatherless children. He’d drop off the huge box of food for them to find at least a bit of happiness in whatever baked goods he could spare. These children had lived through so much, it was the least he could do to provide for them what he could.
As he left the box at the orphanage, his thoughts always wandered to his own two boys, off at school now, and his eyes would moisten with love. He’d say a quick prayer that Mo Jr. and Rami would be fortunate enough to never have to live in the orphanage -- that he and his wife, Hana, might live long enough lives to see them grow, get married, have children of their own, and pass along the love the family drew upon. He and his Hana could one day pass in peace knowing they lived good, moral, happy, fulfilling lives.
As a baker, Mo’s days looked different than most. Since he woke so early to open the shop, he also got off work much earlier than most. After dropping off the box at the orphanage, he used his spare hours between closing shop and tending to the boys to read and meditate. He’d thank God for his life, even though outsiders might look at him and wonder how he could find much to be thankful for.
Those nameless people didn’t have to understand. Mo had a simple, flowering life, a roof over his head, and a heart full of pride for his work and his contributions to those around him. The shop, while popular, didn’t pull a huge profit. But his children never went hungry. The family would never buy a second house in Monaco. Mo laughed at the idea.
Mo had made a good life for himself and his family, and he was happy that he was alive to share such beautiful moments with his boys, wife, and neighborhood around him.
His heart swelled with pride when his two boys would help him in the shop on Sundays. He’d show them how to tell when bread was finishing rising and ready for the oven. He’d patiently watch as they sprinkled powdered sugar on lemon bars. He’d shower them with praise when they dripped honey between layers of flaky baklava. He’d almost shed a tear watching them roll, cut, separate, and drizzle icing on cinnamon buns.
Nothing held a candle to the pride he felt when he’d notice them sneak a bite for their friends and the hungry people who couldn’t afford to pay. Without community, he knew he’d have no shop. They gave so much to him, it would be a sacrilege to not give something back.
As much as he loved the shop, evenings were Mo’s favorite part of the day. Sure he loved the conversations, his customers, and the rituals of the bakery, but nothing could replace the time he got to spend with his two boys and lovely wife. Together, they’d eat dinner -- typically leftover bread from the store, butter, cheese, jams, and hummus. He’d help the boys with their homework, which mostly ended up being Mo Jr.’s multiplication tables. Little Rami learned letters, tracing dotted lines in pre-printed workbooks.
Mo watched his family in wonder every night, bewildered by the unconditional love that flowed from his heart towards them. There was nothing he wouldn’t do for them.
He’d gently lay his boys in bed every night, covering them in homemade blankets. The boys would doze in the room they shared, and Mo and Hana would shortly join them. Mo owned no television, making it much easier to go the way of the sun. When it went down, so did he and his family.
Mo brushed his teeth, careful to pinch only a small amount of toothpaste onto his toothbrush. In recent weeks, he’d had to carefully watch all of his consumption because foot traffic to the store had been decreasing. The city had been experiencing some storms, which he prayed would pass soon. Mo didn’t know when he’d be able to take the bus downtown to refill his stocks of particulars -- toothpaste, deodorant, toilet paper, even the degreaser he used to clean the counters. He conserved what he could.
Mo finally lay down in bed, happy to have lived through another beautiful day. He knelt by his bed, praying to God for his health, happiness, prosperity, family, store, life, and general wellbeing. He kissed Hana goodnight. He watched her suspiciously when she got up from bed and ran to the bathroom.
What was she hiding?
The world was beautiful for Mo, and he thanked God for being so good to him.
Mo dozed off at exactly 8:34 PM on April 20th, 2021. Before the first dream flitted through his brain, an AGM-114 Hellfire II missile screamed through the sky, crashed through the roof, and blew him and his family to smithereens.
It would be another long night in Aleppo.
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