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CHAPTER ONE

A New Beginning







LESTER CAGAN STEPPED off the Greyhound bus and into the early morning light, stretching the stiffness from his shoulders. The heat pressed down on him, thick with the scent of damp pavement and the distant hum of a bakery filling the air. Across the street, the town stirred—shopkeepers unlocking doors, a milk truck rattling by, and the soft chatter of early risers greeting the day.





He adjusted the strap of his worn leather case, the only luggage he carried, and took in his surroundings. The bus station sat on the edge of the industrial district, its squat brick building with peeling paint a stark contrast to the towering silos and factory smokestacks in the distance.





Lester had arrived with a plan, though not much of one. Find a job. Find a place to stay. Start over.





His money was tight—just enough for a week at a cheap hotel and a few meals. His mother’s small inheritance was untouched in the bank, and he refused to dip into it unless he had no choice. That money wasn’t just his; it was her legacy, a symbol of everything she had sacrificed to raise him alone.





As far as Lester knew, he was alone in the world. His father, Ronald Lester Cagan, had been a Navy flyer—one of the brave men sent to fight in the Pacific during World War II. Lester had never met him. He had been conceived the night before his father shipped out—one last evening together before duty called him away. Ronald never returned. His plane had been shot down during a dive-bombing run on a Japanese destroyer, vanishing beneath the waves. His body was never recovered.





The telegram his mother received was short and formal, but after the war, some of his father’s Navy buddies came to visit. They sat in the parlor with his mother, passing around a bottle of whiskey, and told her what had really happened.





Lester never knew his father’s family. As a boy, he had asked about them often, but his mother always changed the subject—until one evening when he was twelve, she finally told him the truth.





His father had come from a wealthy family in Maine, a family that had never approved of his marriage to Lester’s mother. His father had met her there, where she had worked in a small diner near the naval shipyard. She had grown up the daughter of a hardworking but struggling fisherman, a man who had drowned in a storm when she was just sixteen.





Ronald had fallen for her instantly. She had been his whole world. But his family had other ideas.





“They told him he was throwing his life away,” his mother had said softly, bitterness lacing her words. “Said I wasn’t good enough, that I was just some poor girl trying to trap him into a different life.”





But Ronald ignored them. He loved her. They eloped, married in secret, and planned to build a life together. But before they could settle, Pearl Harbor was attacked. Ronald enlisted in the Navy, training to become a pilot. By the time she found out she was pregnant, he was already flying missions in the Pacific.





His family never accepted her.





When the telegram arrived, his mother had sent a condolence letter to the Cagan family—a last attempt to reach out. She never mentioned the baby growing inside her.





She never heard from them again.





Lester clenched his jaw, shaking off the old resentment. It didn’t matter now.





What mattered was the present. And right now, he needed work.





He spotted a run-down three-story hotel a few blocks away and made his way toward it. The paint on the sign was faded and chipped, but it was still legible:





“Dunhill Hotel – Rooms by the Day or Week.”





Stepping inside, he rang the tarnished service bell at the front desk. A middle-aged man with thinning hair and half-lensed spectacles shuffled in from the adjoining room, folding a newspaper as he approached.





“What can I do for you, young fella?” he asked, his voice carrying the slow drawl of the South.





“I’ll need a room for the night, please,” Lester replied, setting his case down. “Maybe longer, if I can find work.”





The man gave him a skeptical once-over. “A job, huh? In that case, I’ll need payment up front. No offense, but I ain’t running a charity.”





“Of course,” Lester said, unbothered. He pulled out his wallet and handed over a few worn bills.





The clerk counted the money, then slid a brass key across the counter.





“Room 202. Bathroom’s down the hall to your right. Most folks take their meals at Giovani’s Bakery and Café next door—Orlando Giovani’s daughter runs the little café inside. Best breakfast and lunch in town.”





Lester nodded. “Sounds good. Thanks.”





He climbed the narrow wooden staircase, unlocked his door, and stepped inside. The room was simple—a bed, a low dressing table, a small wardrobe. He set his leather case down, then sat on the edge of the bed, testing the squeaky springs.





Kicking off his shoes, he stretched out and glanced at his wristwatch. 9:10 a.m.





He needed a plan.





Staring at a water stain on the ceiling, he thought it through.





The best place to look for work was near the railroad tracks—where the factories, warehouses, and major businesses were. That’s where the jobs would be.





With a sigh, he sat up, unlatched his case, and pulled out his business suit.





A quick shower, a change of clothes, and then he’d hit the streets.





It was time to start fresh.










CHAPTER TWO

 Berty’s Bread Factory








RALPH SANDERFER CRUMPLED the letter into a ball and hurled it toward the overflowing trash can. He had had enough.





“I’ll be sixty-five next month, and I’m out of here,” he grumbled under his breath. “One more aggravation, and I’ll chuck the whole damn thing today. By golly, I’ve got enough saved for Molly and me to take an early fishing trip. Skip a paycheck or two. Let them run this rusty bucket of bolts without me!”





Ralph had been the general manager of Berty’s Bread Factory back in its heyday. Things had been fine when old man Bert was still around, but after he passed, the family let the place go to hell. They refused to update the equipment, then finally sold the whole kit and caboodle to Midwest Bakeries.





That was years ago. Ralph had worked his tail off keeping the place profitable, but corporate had never given a damn. Now, some conglomerate from the Northeast had bought out Midwest Bakeries, and the new owners had sent him this—a letter saying the factory had six months to turn things around or they’d shut it down, fire the employees, and sell off the property.





“Who do they think they’re fooling?” Ralph muttered. “They just want the damn land.”





Lester had already visited five businesses along the tracks before he stopped in front of Berty’s Bread Factory. He straightened his crisp red bow tie in the reflection of the large display window, where the public could watch fresh loaves moving down the assembly line.





His mother had always told him, Dress for the job you want, and always aim for the top. Walk in like you own the place—people will respect your confidence.





Taking a deep breath, Lester reached for the door handle and stepped inside.





Behind a desk, a bespectacled receptionist looked up from her typewriter. “May I help you, sir?”





Lester squared his shoulders and smiled. “Yes, ma’am. I’m Lester Cagan. I’d like to speak with the manager.”





“One moment, sir.” She picked up the telephone receiver and pressed a button, buzzing the phone on Ralph Sanderfer’s desk.





Ralph snatched up the receiver. “Yeah?”





“A Mr. Lester Cagan is here to see you, Mr. Sanderfer. Shall I send him back?”





Ralph frowned. Cagan? Where have I heard that name before? He shuffled through the papers on his desk, then glanced toward the trash can. Walking over, he retrieved the crumpled letter, smoothed it out, and there it was—right at the top of the letterhead:





Reginald Cagan, CEO.





Ralph’s eyes widened. His mouth twisted into a smirk.





He grabbed the phone. “Yeah, send him back,” he said, slamming the receiver into its cradle.





“Mr. Sanderfer will see you now, Mr. Cagan,” the receptionist said. “First door to your right, up the stairs at the end of the hall.”





“Thank you, Miss—?” Lester prompted, extending his hand.





“Mrs. Spencer,” she replied, shaking it.





“I like to get to know the people I’ll be working with,” Lester said confidently.





“Oh, my.” Mrs. Spencer placed a hand on her chest, clearly charmed.





Lester strode down the hall and up the stairs. A heavy door bore a stenciled sign in black and gold:





General Manager’s Office.





He knocked.





“Come in,” boomed a voice from the other side.





Lester took a deep breath, steadied himself, and stepped into the cluttered office."Good day 





“Good day, Mr. Sanderfer.” He walked toward the desk and extended his hand. “My name is Lester Cagan, and I was hoping we could work together.”





Ralph shook his hand, then motioned toward the chair in front of the desk. “Sit.”





Lester did as he was told. Ralph leaned back, steepling his fingers. This kid doesn’t look old enough to be out of diapers, he thought. And they sent him down here to lord over me? Some rich daddy’s boy who shoots straight to the top without breaking a sweat? The idea infuriated him.





“So.” Ralph’s voice was flat. “What job are you after, Mr. Cagan?”





Lester hesitated. Should he play it safe, ask for a smaller role just to get his foot in the door? Or should he follow his mother’s advice—be bold, be confident, show them your ambition?





Ralph watched the pause and smirked. Here it comes. The real reason they sent him.





“Well,” Lester said finally, “someday, I’d like your job, sir.”





Ralph shot forward and slammed a hand on his desk. “There it is! I knew it!” He stood abruptly, yanking his coat off the rack. “Well, son, today’s your lucky day—you’re hired!”





Lester blinked. “Wait, what?”





Ralph grabbed a cardboard box from the floor, dumped its contents onto the desk, and started pulling open drawers, shoveling papers into the box.





“But—wait—” Lester stammered.





“Oh, no ‘buts,’ young fella. You want the top job? You got it! Jump right in, run a multi-thousand-dollar operation. Nothing to it!” Ralph ripped a framed picture of himself holding a largemouth bass off the wall and wedged it into the box. “By the way, don’t call me for advice—I’ll be on a serene lake somewhere in the Ozarks.”





He hit a button on the phone. Somewhere in the factory, another phone buzzed.





“Angela,” he said, “bring a separation packet to my office. Now.”





A moment later, a well-dressed young woman tapped on the glass pane and peered inside.





“Come in, Angela,” Ralph said, grinning. “Meet your new boss! This is Mr. Lester Cagan, and he’s taking over as of today.”





Angela’s eyes darted to Lester. She took his offered hand hesitantly, flashing a polite but uncertain smile.





Ralph rifled through his desk, found a manila envelope labeled RETIREMENT FORMS, and tossed it onto the desk. “Process these immediately,” he said, signing a few blank lines in the separation papers. “Fill in the correct dates, get Mr. Cagan to sign where needed, and send it off.”





Then, hoisting his box under one arm, he backed out of the door.





“Have a great career, Mr. Cagan!” he called over his shoulder. Moments later, he was gone.





Lester and Angela stood in stunned silence.





Finally, Lester cleared his throat. “Well. I hoped to get the job someday—but I didn’t expect it today.”





Angela let out a small, bewildered laugh. “Yes. Things have been happening fast around here lately.”





Lester rubbed his hands together. “Alright then! What’s the first thing we should do?”





Angela hesitated. “I suppose… we should go down to my office and get you set up in payroll?”





“Excellent idea.” Lester gestured for her to lead the way.





Lester soon learned that Angela Durnam wasn’t just a secretary—she was practically running the place. Since the last corporate shake-up, she had taken over human resources, payroll, and accounting and even assisted the sales team.





At her desk, she rolled an employment form into a Smith-Corona typewriter. “Alright,” she said. “What’s your salary?”





Lester blinked. “Uh… what did the last manager make?”





Angela hesitated. “Well… I assume his salary?”





“Hm. That won’t do. He had thirty years of experience.”





Lester thought for a moment, then grinned. “Let’s divide it by six and call it fair.”





Angela cranked the adding machine, checked the figures, and adjusted her glasses. “That’s… $126.63 per week,” she said, raising an eyebrow. “That’s low for a manager.”





“Well, it’s more than I ever expected to make.”





Angela sighed, typed the number, and tore the sheet from the typewriter. “Payroll starts in two weeks. Payday’s every Friday after that.”





Lester exhaled. “Well, then. Let’s get to work.”










CHAPTER THREE

 Factory Tour








LESTER DUMPED THE last bit of dust into the ashcan and surveyed his new office. The desktop, once buried under scattered papers, was now organized into neat, logical piles. Angela had explained the flow of paperwork and promised to bring urgent matters to his attention until he got his footing. She also arranged for the floor manager to give him a tour of the factory when the evening shift started.





Deciding to work through lunch, Lester focused on getting his workspace in order. A soft knock on the opaque glass pulled his attention to the door.





A stocky man stepped inside, hat in hand. “Good afternoon to you, sir,” he said with a distinct Scottish accent. “Miss Angela said you’re the new boss and I’m to take you ‘round the factory, show you how we make the loaves.”





Lester smiled and stepped forward, offering his hand. “Yes, that’s right. I’m Lester Cagan, and you are?”





“Peter Rollins, at yer service, sir.” Pete grasped Lester’s hand in a firm shake. “Shall we get to it, then?”





Berty’s Bread Factory sprawled across an expansive brick-and-steel warehouse, the heart of its operations laid out in a logical assembly line.





At one end, raw materials were stored in a receiving area, brought in by train cars and maneuvered into place by a switch engine. As they stepped inside, Lester noticed something concerning—rodent droppings. That won’t do, he thought, but he made a mental note to deal with it later.





The next stage in the line consisted of massive mechanical mixers, where ingredients were combined, kneaded, and prepared. From there, the dough moved to rising vats, kept at controlled temperatures to let the yeast work its magic.





As Pete led the tour, Lester asked questions about each step of the operation, paying close attention to the challenges the crew faced with the aging machinery.





At one station, they stopped beside a burly man hammering a drift pin into a pulley shaft.





“Harold McGruder, our millwright,” Pete introduced. “He keeps these old machines from fallin’ to pieces.”





Harold wiped his brow with a greasy rag and nodded toward the shaft. “Got us through the last run, at least. But that was my last set of bearings, and I still haven’t heard if my requisition for more got approved.”





Lester frowned. “I’ll get you an answer by the end of the day.” He glanced at Pete. “I am the new manager, after all. Guess I’d better start managing.”





Harold let out a dry chuckle. “Well, that’d be a first.”





Pete smirked. “Aye, usually we just ‘make do’ with whatever’s lyin’ around.”





Lester turned back to Harold. “Can you put together an inventory of the parts you have and a wish list of what you need?”





Harold raised an eyebrow. Management wasn’t usually this interested in his problems. “Uh… sure, sir. I’ll work on that soon as I get a minute.”





“No rush,” Lester said. “Just whenever you can.”





At the slicing machine, Lester noticed workers shoveling crumbs and leftover bits into the bed of a farmer’s pickup truck.





“What’s that about?” he asked.





“Leavin’s,” Pete explained. “We give ‘em away to local pig farmers.”





Lester nodded thoughtfully. There might be something more we can do with that, he mused, but he kept the idea to himself for now.





At the end of the line, workers loaded loaves into packaging machines, stuffing paper sacks imprinted with the Berty’s Bread logo. Pete explained that production started each evening at 7 PM, ensuring fresh deliveries to stores across the state by morning.





Their final stop was the Day-Old Shop, where unsold loaves from the previous day were marked down and sold directly to locals. Lester eyed the shelves—too much bread was left over.





A plump, cheerful woman behind the counter smiled as they walked in. “Well now, you must be the new boss man,” she said, grabbing a butter knife. “Here, try a slice.” She slathered butter onto a piece of day-old bread and handed it to Lester.
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