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Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, events, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to real-world events or locations is entirely coincidental. This work is intended for entertainment purposes only.


Dedication

To my wife, Tiffany:

You are my daily dose of grace, grit, and giggles. Loving you is like discovering a secret passage in a house I thought I knew. Every day brings something new, something beautiful, something slightly chaotic but always worth it. Growing older with you does not feel like aging. It feels like collecting rare artifacts. Shared glances, ridiculous arguments about condiments, and that one inside joke we keep misremembering but laugh at, anyway. I cherish you beyond words. And yes, I still fully intend for us to be that adorably wrinkled couple holding hands in aisle seven, bickering over which soup is the one I like.

To my daughter, Katelynn:

If you are reading this, you were not supposed to. But since you are, I want you to know this: You are loved with a ferocity that defies logic and breaks a few laws of physics. You did not just enter my story. You rewrote it, honed it, gave it meaning. You are my plot twist, my rising action, my favorite character. 

.
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Parker Bryan entered his office with the unhurried grace of a man who had nothing left to prove. The morning sun, filtered through frosted glass, cast pale geometric shadows across the carpet, illuminating the polished wood and the subtle dust motes that danced in the rare stillness. Parker’s stride was measured, his back straight but not rigid, his presence filling the room with a silent authority. He paused by the door, letting it close behind him with a gentle click that seemed to signal the world outside was, for the moment, irrelevant.

Across the room, Steven Gentry stood by the window, already present, as if he had always belonged there. He had arrived early, as he always did, eager to seize every minute, to show—if only to himself—that he was ready for more. The city skyline behind him was streaked with the gold and slate of early morning, and Steven’s reflection in the glass merged with the world beyond, as if he stood in both places at once: the present, and the future he was chasing.

Steven’s hands fidgeted on the weathered clipboard he held, fingers drumming a silent rhythm. He looked up as Parker entered, his eyes bright with anticipation and something more urgent — hunger that pulsed beneath his careful composure. He held his breath, waiting to see what this morning would bring.

Parker’s gaze lingered on Steven for a moment, measuring. He set his briefcase down; the soft thud barely registered in the hush. “Sorry to keep you, Steven.” Parker’s voice was low and textured, a blend of refinement and fatigue. It was a voice that had once commanded boardrooms, now softened by years of victories and losses. “There was a call from Tokyo. The time zones never get easier.”

Steven set the clipboard aside with a careful gesture, as if handling something precious. He stepped forward, extending his hand. “No problem at all, Parker. I was just making some notes—didn’t want to let an idea slip away before we started.”

Parker accepted the handshake, his grip firm but not showy. He nodded toward the clipboard, a flicker of nostalgia in his eyes. “I haven’t seen one of those since your father used to fill the margins with red ink. He always said a spreadsheet could hide a lie, but paper never let you forget your mistakes.”

Steven laughed, a quick, genuine sound that filled the private room. “He was right. I found this in storage last week. Figured I’d bring a piece of him with me today. Some of his luck will rub off.”

Parker allowed himself to smile, the corners of his eyes crinkling. “He’d like that, Steven. He always said you had the best instincts in the family. Even when you were a kid, you’d see the angles none of us could.”

He moved to the sideboard, where bottles of whiskey and crystal tumblers waited, a silent testament to decades of ritual and camaraderie. Parker poured two fingers of Gallivant into each glass, the amber liquid catching the light. He set one glass in front of Steven and took his seat behind the desk, every deliberate, unhurried movement.

Steven watched, acutely aware of the significance of the gesture. Parker only poured whiskey in the morning for moments that mattered. The faint tang of old wood, whiskey, and Parker’s aftershave mingled in the air, grounding Steven in the moment’s gravity.

“I just came from a long talk with the executive team,” Parker began, swirling his glass. “Your SOX report—sharp, incisive. It’s the work your father would’ve written. You flagged six years of creative accounting, Steven. Six years. We’re terminating Becker’s employment. Effective immediately.”

Steven’s eyebrows shot up, his whole body leaning forward. “He’s out? Just like that?”

Parker nodded, his expression unreadable. “You found it. You followed it. We don’t let theft wear a necktie here, not under my watch.”

Steven felt a surge of pride, tempered by the gravity of the moment. He lifted his glass, hesitated, then met Parker’s gaze. “Thank you. I know this wasn’t easy.”

Parker’s eyes softened, just a fraction. “Transparency over reputation, Steven. We’ll weather the fallout. Better bruises than blindfolds.”

He took a measured sip, then set the glass down with a soft clink. “Peters doesn’t hand out compliments lightly, but he was impressed. Said your work was surgical.”

Steven grinned—he could not help it. This was what he had wanted: to be seen, to be recognized, to matter. “That means a lot, Parker. I’ve been raising the bar since day one.”

Parker’s lips curved barely into a smile. “You’ve done that. But I also laid out my retirement terms this morning.”

Steven’s heart skipped. “You’re serious?”

“We started with Becker,” Parker said, his tone measured. “Then the board opened the floor—two vacant seats to fill. I proposed a third.”

Steven’s mind raced, piecing together the implications. “You named me.”

Parker nodded. “Not the big table. Not yet. But VP of Accounting. A seat with actual weight. Your name is on the list.”

For a moment, Steven let himself imagine its name on the door, his voice in the room where decisions were made. But the thrill was quickly tempered by the reality he saw in Parker’s eyes.

“You’re disappointed,” Parker said, his voice gentle but unyielding.

Steven hesitated, then shrugged, a half-smile tugging at his lips. “I was hoping for more. I want to lead, Parker, and build something that lasts.”

Parker studied him, his gaze sharp and searching. “Legacy gets you a look, Steven, not the job. Four of us built this place from nothing. Your father’s garage had more leaks than insulation. We argued over valves with frostbitten hands, built prototypes with borrowed tools. You’ve got every department on your resume, every ounce of pedigree, but you don’t have calluses. Not the kind that teach leadership.”

Steven’s enthusiasm did not falter. If anything, it burned brighter. “Then give me the chance to earn them. I want to prove I can do more than just manage. I want to lead and be tested.”

Parker refilled his glass, his movements precise. “You’ve managed teams. You’ve impressed analysts. But you haven’t steered a ship through a storm. We don’t crown ivory tower princes here. The VP role won’t teach you that. It’ll give you mahogany walls and headaches. You’ll coast for five years, then we’ll slap ‘Senior’ on your title. That’s the express lane to stagnation.”

Steven leaned forward, eyes shining with resolve. “So, what’s the alternative?”

Parker’s tone shifted, becoming conspiratorial. “How’s Macy? The kids?”

“They’re good. Macy’s at home now. The kids—well, they’re growing faster than I can keep up.”

“And her mother?”

Steven’s energy softened, just for a moment. “It’s been rough. Hard days keep stacking up.”

Parker nodded, his reserve never slipping. “Take care of that. But here’s the offer: North Plant in Oklahoma. The Reynolds deal. Messy transition. Hostile staff, obsolete systems. You’d be plant manager. Eighteen months. Turn it around, make it breathe. The current manager shifts or leaves. You’re in charge.”

Steven’s face lit up with excitement. “You’re sending me there? To run the show?”

Parker’s eyes twinkled. “You fix it, you come back with a partner’s seat. Board vote. Full stake.”

Steven stood, gripping the clipboard like a shield and a banner all at once. “I’ll talk to Macy. You’ll have my answer tomorrow.”

Parker nodded, his approval subtle but unmistakable. “Your father had a wooden clipboard before that one. Designed half of the prototype on it. Peters broke it over his knee the day we finally nailed contraflow pressure. History’s always watching, Steven.”

For a moment, Steven lingered by the window after Parker left, watching the city below. The office, with its polished surfaces and calm authority, felt both familiar and alien. He pressed his hand to the glass, feeling the coolness seep into his skin. He tried to picture himself in Parker’s seat, tried to imagine the weight of legacy and expectation. The thought was exhilarating and terrifying.

He gathered his things, moving with a deliberate calm that belied the storm inside him. The corridor outside was relaxed; the world was not yet fully awake. As he passed the reception area, Pam looked up from her desk.

“Morning, Mr. Gentry,” she said, her voice bright but not forced. She had a knack for reading the room, for knowing when to offer a smile and when to let silence stretch.

“Good morning, Pam. How’s your son?” Steven asked, pausing for a moment.

Her face softened. “He’s better. The fever broke last night. Thank you for asking.”

Steven nodded, feeling a surge of gratitude for these small connections. “Glad to hear it. If you need to leave early again, just let me know.”

Pam’s gratitude was clear; her loyalty was earned not by title but by kindness. “Thank you, Steven. It means a lot.”

He smiled, then continued, the sound of her typing fading behind him. In the elevator, Steven allowed himself a rare moment of vulnerability. He leaned back against the cool metal, eyes closed, replaying the conversation with Parker. The offer, the challenge, the promise of something more. He felt the weight of it settle on his shoulders, equal parts burden and blessing.

The Commute: Doubt and Determination.

The city outside was a blur of motion and color as Steven guided his hybrid through the morning traffic, his mind racing with possibilities. Every red light was a moment to rehearse—what he would say to Macy, how he would frame the opportunity, what it would mean for their family. The skyline shimmered, half-obscured by the haze of ambition and anxiety. He turned the radio on, letting the soft strains of a jazz piano fill the car, but his thoughts kept circling back to the conversation with Parker.

He called Macy as he pulled onto the expressway, his voice buoyant with excitement. “You’ll never guess what happened this morning.”

She answered on the first ring, her tone warm and steady. “I’m listening, superstar.”

He laughed, the sound rolling out of him like a promise. “Parker offered me the North Plant, full control. Eighteen months to turn it around. If I do, I get a partner’s seat.”

There was a pause, a breath of silence as Macy processed the news. “That’s huge, Steven. I’m so proud of you.”

He could picture her in the kitchen, sunlight streaming through the window, her hair pulled back, the kids’ artwork taped to the fridge behind her. She was always there, always steady, the center of his world.

“I want this, Mace. I want to prove I can do it. For us, the kids, and my dad.”

“I know you do,” she whispered. “And you can. But it’s a big move. Eighteen months is a long time.”

Steven’s enthusiasm did not waver. “We’ll make it work. I’ll fly home every third weekend. We’ll set up video calls, keep the kids connected. I’ll make sure you have everything you need.”

Macy’s devotion was a quiet strength, a current that ran beneath every conversation. “We’ll figure it out. We always do.”

He could hear the smile in her voice, the faith that had carried them through every challenge. “I love you, Steven. I’m with you. All the way.”

He grinned, feeling lighter than he had in months. “I love you, too. I’ll be home soon. We’ll talk it through.”

He ended the call, but the warmth lingered. Still, beneath the excitement, a flicker of doubt. Was he asking too much? Was this the right move for their family, or just for himself? The questions gnawed at him, but he pushed them aside, focusing on the road ahead.

Home: Family and the Cost of Ambition

When Steven arrived home that evening, the house was alive with the sounds of family. The kids were sprawled on the living room floor, building towers out of blocks and arguing over whose turn it was to pick the next cartoon. Macy was in the kitchen, her hands busy with dinner, her eyes lighting up when she saw him.

He dropped his briefcase by the door and crossed the room in three strides, sweeping her into a hug that lifted her off her feet. She laughed, the sound bright and unguarded, and he set her down, kissing her forehead.

“You’re in a pleasant mood,” she teased, her eyes searching his face.

“I could run through a wall,” he admitted, grinning. “This is it, Macy. This is the chance I’ve been waiting for.”

She reached up, smoothing his hair, her touch gentle. “I’m happy for you, Steven. I really am. But I want to make sure we’re okay. All of us.”

He nodded; his enthusiasm undimmed. “We will be. I promise. I’ll make it work.”

Their son, Tyler, barreled into Steven’s legs, nearly knocking him over. “Dad! Dad, look at my tower!” The structure was precarious, a miracle of balance and stubbornness.

Steven crouched down, inspecting it with exaggerated seriousness. “That is the tallest tower I’ve ever seen. Did you build it all by yourself?”

Tyler nodded, eyes wide with pride. “Peace helped. But I did the top.”

Peace, their daughter, peered around the corner, her hair a wild halo. “I found the blue block. That’s the important one.”

Steven ruffled her hair, feeling a swell of affection. “You’re both engineers in the making.”

Macy watched them, her smile tinged with something deeper—a mix of pride, love, and the weight of the decision they faced.

Dinner was a noisy, joyful affair, the table crowded with plates and laughter. Steven told the kids about Oklahoma, spinning stories about cowboys and wide-open skies, making them giggle and ask if there would be horses. He described the plant in grand, imaginative terms, turning it into a place of adventure and possibility.

After dinner, as Macy loaded the dishwasher, Steven lingered at the table, watching the kids chase each other around the living room. He felt a pang of nostalgia for moments like this, wondering how many he would miss in the months ahead.

Later, after the kids were in bed, Steven and Macy sat together on the porch, the night air cool and fragrant. Fireflies flickered in the yard, their light soft and ephemeral. Steven leaned back, looking up at the stars. “I know it’s a lot. But I need this, Mace. I need to prove I can do more than just follow in Dad’s footsteps.”

She took his hand, her grip strong and reassuring. “You’re not just following, Steven. You’re building something new. And I’m with you. Every step.”

He squeezed her hand, his heart full. “Thank you.”

They sat in companionable silence; the harmony broken only by the distant hum of traffic and the occasional chirp of a cricket. Steven let his thoughts drift, imagining the challenges ahead, the obstacles he would face, the legacy he hoped to build.

Inside, Macy lingered by the window after Steven went to shower, watching the moonlight spill across the yard. She pressed her palm to the glass, feeling the coolness seep into her skin. She let herself worry, just for a moment—about the distance, the strain, the possibility that ambition might pull them apart. But she also felt a fierce pride in Steven, in his drive and determination. She would not let fear win. Not tonight.

Dawn and Resolve: The Next Step

The next morning, Steven was up before dawn, his mind already racing with plans. He jogged through the silent streets, the city just beginning to stir, his breath visible in the crisp air. He felt alive, every muscle humming with purpose. The world felt new, full of possibility.

At the office, he greeted Pam, his assistant, with a bright smile. “Morning, Pam. Ready to take on the world?”

She smiled back, her eyes twinkling. “Always, Mr. Gentry. You seem energized today.”

He laughed. “Big things are happening, Pam. Big things.”

She nodded, her approval clear. “You’ve earned it.”

Steven stepped into his office, the space still feeling new, like a suit that had not molded to his shape. He looked around, imagining how he would make them his own — pictures of the kids, a plant or two, a framed quote from his father. The air smelled faintly of fresh paint and possibility.

Parker was waiting, as composed as ever. He gestured to the chair across from his desk. “Sit, Steven. Let’s get started.”

Steven took the seat, his posture eager, his eyes bright. “I talked to Macy. She’s on board. We’re going to make it work.”

Parker nodded, his approval subtle but unmistakable. “Good. That’s what I wanted to hear.”

They spent the next hour going over the details—the challenges at the North Plant, the personalities Steven would need to win over, the systems that needed updating. Parker’s advice was measured; his insights sharp. Steven listened intently, taking notes, asking questions, his enthusiasm never flagging.

As the meeting ended, Parker stood, offering his hand. “You’re ready, Steven. I believe in you.”

Steven shook his hand, his grip strong. “Thank you, Parker. I won’t let you down.”

Parker’s smile was small, but genuine. “I know you won’t.”

Steven left the office, feeling the weight and promise of the future settle on his shoulders. He paused by Pam’s desk, sharing a joke about the endless paperwork ahead, then stepped out into the morning, the city bright and alive around him.

Steven drove home in thoughtful silence, the radio off, his mind replaying every conversation, every promise. He knew the road ahead would not be easy, but for the first time in a long time, he felt ready.

Nightfall: Doubt, Distance, and Decision

The house was serene after dinner, the children’s laughter fading into the hush of bedtime. Steven lingered in the hallway, listening as Macy read a story to Peace, her voice low and soothing, the cadence familiar. He leaned against the wall, clipboard in hand, tracing the worn edges with his thumb—a nervous habit he’d picked up from his father. He tried to focus on the lines of tomorrow’s to-do list, but the words blurred, replaced by Parker’s voice: You don’t have calluses. Not the kind that teaches leadership.

He caught his own reflection in the darkened window; the city lights behind him fractured by glass. For a moment, he saw himself as Parker must have—eager, untested, hungry for more. But beneath the ambition, a knot of fear tightened in his chest. What if he failed? What if the cost was more than he would pay?

Macy found him there, clipboard pressed to his chest, eyes distant. She moved quietly, slipping an arm around his waist. “You’re a million miles away,” she whispered.

He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Just thinking.”

She nodded, resting her head on his shoulder. “You always do. I just wish you’d let me in sometimes.”

He hesitated, then set the clipboard aside, turning to face her fully. “It’s not that I don’t want to. I just... I need to believe I can handle it. That I can be the man Dad was.”

Macy’s eyes searched his face, her expression softening. “You’re not your father, Steven. And you don’t have to be. But you must be here—with us. Not just in the room, but here.”

He exhaled, the weight of expectation pressing down. “I’m scared, Mace. Not of the work. Of what it’ll do to us.”

She squeezed his hand. “Then promise me—no matter how hard it gets, you’ll tell me. Even if you think I don’t want to hear it.”

He nodded; the promise settled between them like a fragile truce.

They stood together in the half-light, the city humming beyond the glass. In that calm, Steven allowed himself to hope that he could be both—a leader and a husband, a builder, and a father. But deep down, a voice whispered that something would have to give.

The Ritual: Preparing for Departure

The next morning, Steven rose before dawn. He dressed in silence, careful not to wake Macy. The house felt different—charged, expectant. He moved through the rooms, touching the backs of chairs, straightening the kids’ shoes by the door, memorizing the minor details of home.

He paused in the kitchen, pouring himself a cup of coffee. The mug was one Macy had given him for Father’s Day—World’s Okayest Dad in chipped blue letters. He smiled; the irony was not lost on him.

As he sipped, Amber appeared, bleary-eyed, hair pulled into a messy bun. She rummaged through the fridge, emerging with a carton of juice. “You’re up early,” she mumbled.

“Big day,” Steven replied, forcing cheerfulness. “Lots to do before I go.”

Amber studied him over the rim of her glass. “You nervous?”

He shrugged. “Eager. A little terrified.”

She grinned. “Good. Means it matters.”

He appreciated her candor, the way she never sugarcoated things. It was a quality he relied on, especially when everything else felt uncertain.

Tyler and Peace tumbled into the kitchen, still in pajamas, their hair wild from sleep. Macy followed, tying her robe, her face soft with sleep but eyes alert.

They ate breakfast together, the conversation light—plans for the day, reminders about homework, jokes about who would feed the goldfish. Steven watched them, memorizing the cadence of their voices, the way Macy tucked Peace’s hair behind her ear, the way Amber rolled her eyes at Tyler’s knock-knock jokes.

Afterward, as the kids ran off to get dressed, Macy lingered at the table. She reached across, covering Steven’s hand with hers. “Promise me you’ll call tonight.”

“I will,” he said, squeezing her fingers. “First thing.”

She smiled, but he saw the worry in her eyes. He wanted to tell her not to be afraid that everything would be fine—but he couldn’t bring himself to say it. Not when he wasn’t sure it was true.

Final Preparations: The Weight of Legacy

Steven retreated to his office, the clipboard once again his companion. He reviewed the North Plant files—personnel rosters, profit and loss statements, incident reports. The numbers told a story of neglect and decay, but also of potential. He felt the old thrill of a challenge, the sense that he could make a difference.

Parker called, voice steady. “I’m in. I’ll take the North Plant.”

Parker’s reply was immediate. “Good. I’ll notify the board. You start on Monday.”

Steven hung up; the reality settled over him. This was it. No turning back.

He spent the rest of the day preparing—drafting emails, setting up calls, and making lists. He returned and again to the clipboard, running his thumb over the grooves his father had carved into the wood.

As the sunset, he stood by the window, watching the city lights flicker on. He wondered what his father would say if he were here. Would he be proud? Would he warn him of the cost?

Macy joined him, slipping her arms around his waist. “You ready?”

He nodded, though he wasn’t sure he ever would be.

Night Before: Quiet Fears, Shared Hope

That night, after the kids were asleep, Steven and Macy sat on the porch with a bottle of wine between them. The air was thick with the scent of cut grass and distant rain. Fireflies blinked in the darkness, their light soft and ephemeral.

Macy traced the rim of her glass, her voice low. “Do you ever wish things were simpler?”

Steven considered. “Sometimes. But then I think—if things were easy, would they matter as much?”

She smiled, leaning her head on his shoulder. “You always did like a challenge.”

He laughed, the sound easing some of the tension. “I just hope I’m up to it.”

They sat in silence, the night pressing in. Steven felt the urge to confess his fears, to lay bare the doubts he kept hidden. But he held back, not wanting to burden her. Instead, he squeezed her hand, holding on to the promise that they would weather this together.

Inside, Amber watched from the kitchen window, her expression unreadable. She’d always been the observer, the one who saw what others missed. She wondered if Steven realized how much he was asking of Macy, of all of them.

Welcome to the North Plant

Departure: The Road Ahead

The morning of his departure arrived with a sense of inevitability. Steven packed his bags in silence, checking and rechecking each item. The clipboard was the last thing he placed on top, a talisman against the unknown.

Macy and the kids saw him off, hugs lingering, and exchanged promises. Amber stood back, arms folded, offering a nod of encouragement.

Two weeks later, Steven stood just past security, watching Macy from behind the barrier. She’d walked with him as far as she could go, their hands parting only at the metal gate line. Her fingers lingered against his coat sleeve until they couldn’t anymore.

He’d wanted to drive eight hours behind the wheel, humming a playlist, but Parker insisted. Two-hour flight. A company car was waiting at the airport. Efficiency won out.

“We can do this,” Macy said, voice steady but soft. “If you need anything, call.”

Steven looked into her eyes, eyes that had never looked away, even in his lowest moments. This was the first time they’d be apart. Really apart. No study groups, no internships, no department transfers, no safety net of shared routine. This step wasn’t just career. It was identity. For the first time, he wasn’t following footprints. He was making his own.

He kissed her quickly, firmly, more promise than goodbye.

Then he boarded.

First-class seat. Plush leather. Glasses of ginger-ale sweating on the tray. He powered on his laptop, just as instructed, connected to Wi-Fi, and checked the dashboard. Then shut it down. He stared out the window, regretting the wasted $15 and the notion that productivity would calm his mind. All he wanted was for the next 18 months to pass like clouds beneath a wing.

Arrival: A New World 

The plane touched down, and he moved through the terminal with practiced ease. At the park-and-ride, he found the designated stall: a sleek sedan with remote unlock. Synced to his phone. His own car had a feature he’d never used; today, it felt oddly comforting.

He slid in, adjusted the seat, and called Macy.

“Just landed,” he said. “Heading to the apartment now.”

“Did the boxes arrive?” she asked.

“They are waiting at the apartment complex’s office for me. Clothes, a few things from the office. I’ll set up the place tonight, get the workspace dialed in.”

“Don’t forget to eat,” she reminded him gently.

Steven smiled. She’d been saying that since college, since the days he’d skipped lunch for lab time or writing drafts. “You saved me,” he used to tell her. “Truly, I might’ve starved without you.”

“Still true,” she said now. “You’d forget your own metabolism if it weren’t for me.”

“I’ll grab something,” he promised, even as his mind flicked through task lists and floor plans.

They hung up, the silence in the car settling like dust. He wasn’t just somewhere new. He was starting something.

Steven signed the lease with mechanical precision, accepting the delivery of his boxes like it were another transaction in a long day of transitions. The keys slipped into his palm easily — small, unassuming, but symbolic. This apartment, tucked off the Norman grid, was his home now. For the next eighteen months, at least.

He did the walkthrough first, quietly, systematically. Light fixtures, water pressure, HVAC controls. No surprises, which he appreciated. He took a few precautionary photos, not out of distrust, but habit. Process mattered to him.

The signed inspection form went onto the kitchen counter. Next to it sat a small welcome basket, trail mix, instant coffee, a couple of bottles of water, and a “Get to Know Norman” binder, printed off loose-leaf like a high school orientation packet. Charming, in a way.

Boxes came next. Clothing, mostly. A handful of office supplies. The metal clipboard, of course, was placed intentionally on the desk as if it were part of a ceremony.

No fanfare. No declarations. Just rhythm: unpack, settle, assess. Steven didn’t need the place to feel like home just yet. It only needs to function.

Later, he’d eat. Maybe. But right now, he had a workspace to build. And a job to begin.

An Early Start

Two hours after settling into his apartment, Steven pulled into the North Plant’s lot. Rows of Reynolds Multi-Valve vehicles lined the spaces like soldiers at inspection. His company car—clean, unbranded—stood out immediately, already marking him as an outsider.

The “Plant Manager” spot was taken. Typical. He parked in a visitor slot, killed the engine, and took a slow breath, fingers drumming once on the steering wheel.

A ritual. A reset.

He straightened his tie in the rearview. His eyes flicked to the main entrance. No one was waiting. Good. He preferred to observe before being observed.

As he approached the doors, a commotion snagged his attention off to the right—a man gripping a woman’s arm, voice pitched just below a shout. The woman’s body was tense, her jaw set, but her eyes darted, calculating. She flinched as the man shook her, but her posture never crumpled. Defiance, not fear. Steven catalogued it: the way her free hand curled into a fist, the way she shifted her weight, ready to run.

The man’s aggression was performative—shoulders wide, chin thrust forward, but his feet kept inching back, as if he was ready to bolt if challenged. Steven’s mind mapped the angles: the woman’s escape route, the man’s reach, the distance to the door.

He weighed the options. Ignore it—easy, just another bystander. But the test was obvious, even if unspoken.

He stepped forward.

“Excuse me,” he said, keeping his tone even but firm. “This is private property. Do either of you work here?”

The woman’s answer came through tears—real, but her voice didn’t tremble. “I do.” She turned, and Steven caught the swelling under her eye. Pain, but not surrender.

The man’s glare was practiced, but his hand trembled, thumb twitching against her sleeve. “Mind your own business.”

Steven measured the threat: loud voice, eyes darting, sweating at the hairline. Dangerous, but not committed.

“This is my business,” Steven said, gesturing to the building. “If she works here, that makes it my concern. If you’re here to cause harm, you won’t be back.”

The woman broke away, sprinting for the entrance. The man’s mask dropped for a split second—panic, then rage. He reached into his coat, pulling out a knife with a flourishing meant to intimidate.

Steven’s heart hammered, but he didn’t move. He watched the man’s grip—tight, but uncertain.

“Wrong call, hero.”

Before Steven could react, security burst out, two guards flanking the woman. The man’s knife vanished, but his posture stayed aggressive — shoulders hunched, feet planted wide. He lunged, fist connecting with Steven’s stomach. Pain bloomed, sharp and immediate. Steven doubled over, but kept his eyes up, cataloging the man’s retreat: hands raised, lips curled in mock surrender.

“This isn’t over, sweetheart. I want my money.” The threat was hollow, more for show than substance.

The woman hurried to Steven’s side, voice quick and apologetic. “I’m so sorry. He’s my ex. Doesn’t understand boundaries or consequences.” Her hands fluttered at her sides, unsure whether to reach out or keep a distance.

Steven straightened slowly, watching the security guards—one’s jaw clenched, the other’s eyes narrowed, both more interested in the aftermath than the intervention. “How’d you get security here so fast?” he asked, voice still tight.

“They were watching,” she muttered, not meeting his gaze. Her shoulders were squared now, but her fingers tapped restlessly against her thigh—residual adrenaline, Steven noted. “Guess they thought the entertainment was worth a delay.”

She led him inside; her stride brisk but uneven. In the lobby, fluorescent lights hummed overhead. The woman moved behind the desk, hands steady now as she rifled for a first aid kit. She handed him an ice pack, her eyes scanning his face for signs of pain, but her lips pressed tight, unreadable.

“How’s your stomach?” she asked, voice clipped, professional.

“I’ll live. Are you the receptionist?” Steven watched for a flicker—offense, pride, resignation—but she just shrugged, a motion practiced in deflecting.

“I was. Not anymore. Are you meeting someone?”

“I was told someone here has the key to my corporate lease. I picked up the car at the airport. Name’s Steven Gentry.”

Her reaction was subtle—a pause mid-reach, eyes widening just a fraction. “Mr. Gentry? We were told tomorrow.”

“I enjoy starting early.” Steven let the silence hang, watching for discomfort. She didn’t flinch, just picked up the desk phone and whispered into the receiver.

“He’ll be down in a moment. As for your assistant... I was recently promoted. So, that would be me.”

Steven nodded, taking in her attire—a tight blouse, too few buttons, leggings that looked more tactical than business casual. Noted, but he held back judgment. Survival, not style, was the rule here.

The dress code will be reviewed. But not today.

“I don’t know what’s taking Tom so long,” she said, glancing down the hall. Her foot tapped once, betraying impatience, but her face was neutral. “His office—your office now—is just a few doors down. Want me to show you?”

Steven nodded. “And I didn’t catch your name.”

“Rebecca Holms. Everyone calls me Becca.”

He watched for a smile, a challenge, a hint of sarcasm. Just efficiency.

“Then I’d appreciate it, Becca,” he said, gesturing toward the office wing.

The hallway was dim; the air was heavy with the scent of old coffee and floor wax. As they reached the plant manager’s door, Steven noted the missing nameplate, the faint residue of tape—erasure, not transition.

He knocked. The door creaked open. Inside: chaos. Tom Hatfield hunched over a filing cabinet, face flushed, hands moving too quickly—panic disguised as productivity.

Tom froze, folder clutched to his chest, eyes wide and unblinking. Steven read the guilt in the set of his jaw, the way his shoulders rounded as if bracing for impact.

“Sorry, I didn’t realize twenty minutes had passed,” Tom stammered.

Steven stepped in, gaze sweeping the room—shredded reports, discarded manuals, drawers half-open. He kept his tone calm, but let the silence stretch, watching Tom squirm.

“No need to rush. I’ll need to review all of this anyway,” Steven said, voice steady. “Which office will you be moving into?”

Tom’s hesitation was a tell—eyes darting to the smaller room across the hall, lips pressed thin. “That one.”

Steven nodded once. “Let me sort through everything here first. I’ll help you move whatever’s personal. For now, may I have the office keys?”

Tom handed them over, fingers trembling just slightly. Avoid eye contact.

“We’ll start tomorrow,” Steven added, making it clear the transition was immediate.

He glanced at Becca—she’d watched the entire exchange, posture relaxed, but her eyes tracked every movement, measuring him right back.

“Becca, Tom, let’s take a quick tour of the facility. I’d also like to meet the local IT lead before I log in.”

Tom nodded, but the tension in his jaw lingered. Steven cataloged it for later—a problem to solve, or a threat to neutralize.

And just like that, the audit had begun.

Alone: The Cost and the Calling

That night, Steven sat alone in his temporary apartment, the clipboard resting on the table beside him. The space felt like a furnished box—white walls, thin carpet, the faint chemical tang of a recent cleaning. The couch was too firm, its upholstery scratchy against his forearm. Boxes lined the entryway, unopened. The only sound was the low hum of the fridge and, distantly, the echo of traffic through double-paned glass.

He settled onto the couch; phone pressed to his ear. The line clicked once, then Macy’s voice came through — warm, tired, but a steady lifeline to normalcy.

“So, how was your first day?”

Steven let out a long breath, sinking into the silence before answering. “It started with a fist to the stomach,” he said. “Got involved in a domestic dispute outside the building. A woman was being shaken by some guy, turns out she works here. She’s my new assistant.”

He waited for Macy’s reaction, bracing for concern or judgment. Instead, her soft chuckle rolled through the line. “Of course she is. That’s very on-brand for you—step into chaos, become the fix.”

He smiled, rubbing his thumb along the phone’s edge, grounding himself. He could see her, brow creased in that half-worried, half-amused way. “I didn’t mention she was dressed... casually. I’ll address it when I go over the dress code.”

“Let’s not unpack her wardrobe at 10 p.m.,” Macy teased gently. “Tell me what else you found.”

Steven shifted, feeling the stiffness in his side where the punch had landed. He laughed—his first day, and already he’d taken a hit. Was this what leadership looked like now? “No one expected me today. Every department head took the day off. No IT guy, either. The safety board bragged about ‘three days since our last accident.’ Like that’s progress.”

He paused, scanning the blank TV screen, its reflection catching the overhead light. “They sound like they never wanted to be acquired.”

“They don’t act like it,” Steven said, glancing at the unopened boxes. He could feel the weight of resistance in the air, even here. “I asked Becca about it; she shrugged. Said most people just kept doing things the old way.”

“Was it a hostile deal?” Macy asked.

“Not officially. Its previous owner put the business up for sale and walked away after. But they’re resisting integration at every level.” He wondered, not for the first time, if he’d been sent here to succeed or to fail. Was this a test, or a burial?

He rose, pacing to the window, looking out over the unfamiliar skyline—just shapes and lights, no landmarks. The city felt indifferent, a place he would live in but never belong. “Didn’t you say they refused new IT systems?”

“Yeah. Corporate sent new equipment. Reynolds claimed it wasn’t received. Said, send it again. But corporate scanned everything. Not one device’s been turned on. They’re in the building somewhere. Supposedly.” He pictured the missing laptops gathering dust in some locked closet, a silent rebellion.

“What kind of authority do you have there?”

Steven leaned his forehead against the cool glass, the city’s glow blurring beneath his breath. “Full discretion. Parker said worst case, we shut it down, sell the land, move the equipment. They would stall operations for three years. But right now, the site’s bleeding capital.” He wondered if Parker truly believed he could turn things around, or if he was just the next name on a list.

“Why’d they want that place so badly?”

He watched the car’s headlights sweep the parking lot below. “The patents,” Steven answered. “Industrial valve designs, highly efficient. That was the whole play.” He tried to summon pride, but all he felt was the pressure of expectation.

Macy was silent for a moment. He could picture her in the kitchen, hand wrapped around a mug, brow furrowed in thought. “Sounds like you inherited dysfunction wrapped in legacy.”

He let the silence stretch, feeling the weight of it. “Something like that.” He wondered if he was the right man for this job, or just the one who’d said yes.

She softened, her voice a gentle tether. “I’m proud of you. Even if today punched back.”

Steven’s throat tightened. He pressed the clipboard flat against his thigh, feeling the grooves beneath his palm. He wanted to believe her, to feel that pride himself. “I just want to make it count,” he said.

“Then make it count tomorrow.”

They stayed on the line a few seconds longer, neither rushing the goodbye. When the call finally ended, the apartment felt even quieter—emptier, somehow, as if the walls had drawn back. He set the phone down, the screen’s glow fading into the sterile dark.

Steven stared at the window, the city unrecognizable, and thought of Macy and the kids, of Parker and the legacy he carried. He thought of the promise he’d made—to lead, to build something that lasted. Part of him wanted to call back, to hear Macy’s voice one more time, but he resisted. He needed to stand on his own, at least for tonight.

He closed his eyes, letting the silence wash over him. For the first time, he allowed himself to feel fear—actual fear, not just nerves. Doubt too sharp and persistent. But beneath it all, a current of excitement, a flicker of hope. The room felt colder, the air heavier, as the reality of eighteen months alone settled in. Could he do this? Would he become someone he didn’t recognize?

But he also knew, with a certainty that surprised him, that he was ready. Or at least, he would be.

He picked up the clipboard, running his fingers over the grooves once more—tomorrow, the actual work would begin. Tonight, he let the silence linger, holding both the cost and the calling in the palm of his hand.

Thirty minutes before the Reynolds North Plant was scheduled to begin its day, Steven sat in the driver’s seat of the company car, sipping lukewarm coffee and watching the gate.

The sun hadn’t yet broken the horizon, and the parking lot was empty. Silent.

Then a lone truck rolled in, headlights cutting through the fog. It stopped at the gate. A stocky man climbed out, unlocked it with practiced ease, and drove toward the main building.

Steven pulled forward and parked nearby, stepping out to intercept.

“Morning,” he called. “I’m Steven Gentry. Plant manager.”

The man spun toward him, startled. “You’re early,” he said cautiously. “It’s 5:30. Most of us aren’t even up yet.”

“I wasn’t convinced 6 a.m. was a real start time,” Steven replied. “I figured I’d verify.”

The man scratched the back of his neck, then extended a hand. “Name’s Dominic. I ran onto the floor. Been here fifteen years.”

Steven nodded and shook his hand.

“Can I give you the real tour?” Dominic offered. “If you park in your space, I’ll take you around.”

Steven did just that. By the time he returned, Dominic had unlocked a side door and clicked on a flashlight.

“You know why I’m here, right?” Steven asked as they stepped inside.

Dominic shrugged. “Something’s off. You’re here to figure out why.”

“Do you already know?”

Dominic didn’t answer. Instead, he threw a breaker switch, and the building stirred to life. Lights hummed; machines sighed awake.

“The power gets turned off every night,” Dominic explained. “Full shutdown.”

“No overnight systems?” Steven asked. “Server room, security?”

Dominic kept walking. “Tom handles all that. I don’t know any cameras. We lock things up, but bolt cutters don’t care.”

He stopped at a rusted junction box. “Tom told me specifically, Kill the main power before you leave. Every night. Jeremy hates it. IT guy. Says it wrecks the systems.”

Steven noted each word. Finger-pointing wasn’t a habit in healthy teams.

The walkthrough was brisk. The machines seemed intact, but the corners were dusty. Compliance posters faded. Steven tracked every detail.

“What about yesterday?” He asked as they circled back toward the main entrance. “Why didn’t I meet you during the initial tour?”

Dominic hesitated, then shrugged again, less convincingly this time. “I was told to stay out of sight.”

“Told by whom?”

“Tom. When he found out you were here, he told me to wait in the breakroom. Said you weren’t supposed to arrive yet.”

Steven stopped walking.

“So, the plant manager told his staff to avoid me.”

Dominic looked down. “Yes, sir.”

Steven didn’t speak for a moment. The silence said more than words.

Respect was a currency. He’d offered it freely. But the exchange was already compromised.

He wasn’t chasing performance metrics anymore. He was chasing something buried deeper.

Steven sat at the edge of his new desk, a Styrofoam cup of half-drunk coffee beside him. The clipboard—his father’s clipboard—rested on the blotter like a talisman, its metal edge aligned perfectly with the desk’s grain. He sharpened his pencil to a fine point; the shavings curling into neat spirals, then angled the page and began scribbling out a fresh list, each item numbered and underlined:

• Jeremy: status of IT systems, missing devices, server room protocols.

• Mr. Sanchez: shipping logs, receiving errors, inventory reconciliation.

• Tom: motive behind his purge, clarity on daily operations.

• Becca: a tactful reminder about dress code expectations.

He paused, tapping the clipboard twice in a habit learned from years of checklists and audits. The office was silent — a silence that revealed more than it concealed—the hum of hallway lights, the faint tang of ozone layers, the echo of a distant clank from the factory floor below. He listened, cataloging the plant’s pulse, noting every irregularity.

At precisely 6:00 a.m., the gates clicked open. He watched through the frosted glass as a handful of workers moved in with mechanical precision—badges swiped, doors hissed, the collective rhythm of a place that ran on habit more than hope. The hum returned, machines stirring, the floor coughing awake as if reluctant to begin another day.

Steven leaned back, exhaling slowly, letting the silence of the office swallow the sound. He checked that most of the office crew wouldn’t arrive until eight. Two hours to get ahead, to impose order before the day’s entropy set in.

His gaze drifted to the oversized trash drum across the room; the same one Tom had been shoveling binders into the day before. Each binder, each loose page, is a symptom of the plant’s deeper malaise. He stood, straightened his tie, and walked over, scanning the mess with a practiced eye. Outdated safety manuals, unfiled logs, shredded memos—each a clue, a piece of the puzzle he was here to solve.

He reached in and began pulling things out, sorting chaos into evidence, inefficiency into opportunity.

Steven caught sight of Becca just as she stepped through the glass front doors, the low sun painting amber streaks across the lobby floor. She exited the same sedan her ex had fled in the day before. He noted it—resourceful, or just unfinished business? — but said nothing.

“Morning, Mr. Gentry,” she said, brushing a strand of hair from her face, her gaze flicking briefly to the clipboard in his hand.

“Morning. I’ll need you at reception until Jeremy arrives. Send him directly to my office. After that, start setting up your new desk. For the next few days, I want you in by 7:30. I’ll let you know who needs directing.”

Becca nodded, her movements brisk and contained, and disappeared behind the counter.

Steven checked his watch, then scanned his to-do list, the edge of his clipboard cool beneath his hand. The lobby was quiet except for the distant clatter of machinery coming to life, a reminder that the plant’s day began before most of its people did.

Twenty minutes later, a gentle knock tapped at his door frame. A stocky man leaned in, backpack slung across his chest, glasses fogged from the morning chill.

“You wanted to see me, Mr. Gentry?”

Steven stood, closing the gap with a few measured steps. “You must be Jeremy.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Come in. Sit.”

Jeremy dropped into the chair, his posture cautious, shoulders slightly hunched—the look of someone used to being second-guessed.

“I just have a few questions,” Steven began, glancing at his notes. “Are you the sole IT support here?”

“Yup. Reynolds IT ended when corporate bought the place. They didn’t send reinforcements, just equipment.”

Steven leaned forward, pen poised. “I tried to plug in directly to the wall, but no signal. No DHCP. Your domain controllers are still powered off. None of the new gear’s federated to TEG headquarters.”

Jeremy blinked, surprised. “You speak infrastructure?”

Steven nodded once, keeping his expression neutral.

Jeremy’s posture loosened. “Usually first thing, I power the rack back on. That kicks on the Wi-Fi. I can do that now.”

“One second,” Steven said, holding up a hand. “Why shut down nightly?”

“Tom’s orders. Mr. Reynolds wanted full shutdowns. Temporary. I pushed back, told him cold boots kill SSD lifespans, trash uptime logging, corrupt drive indices. He nodded and then told me to keep doing it. That was three months ago.”

“We sent you over fifty grand in hardware. Where is it?”

“Pallet’s here. I was told to hold.”

Steven’s jaw tensed. He studied Jeremy’s face—no evasion, just fatigue. “Another temporary?”

Jeremy nodded. “I gave up arguing. I just do what I’m told now.”

Steven paused, weighing the man’s resignation. Not laziness. Burnout. “Well, that changes today. Power up the servers. Get that Wi-Fi live. Then, locate the pallet and make a full inventory. Can you wrap that by lunch?”

Jeremy perked up. “Yes, sir. If I pull two guys from maintenance to help log serials.”

“Talk to Dominic. He’ll support. After lunch, we’re jumping on a Teams call with Gabriel Sanchez from The Woodlands. She’s the IT Services Manager, your new direct line. From now on, if anyone tries to redirect you? You tell me.”

Jeremy straightened, the cloud of hesitation clearing.

Ten minutes later, a flicker appeared in Steven’s network settings: TEG_Company_Guest. Connected. VPN authenticated. Access granted.

Steven allowed himself a small, satisfied smile.

––––––––

[image: ]


By noon, Steven had sifted through half of the contents of the office trash drum. A few printed emails from Tom caught his attention—vague inconsistencies, odd phrasing, indirect instructions. Nothing concrete. Not yet. He made a mental note: Tom was careful, too careful. Every page was a clue, but the pattern remained just out of reach.

He locked up his office and headed out. Lunch options were limited around the plant, but the Diner off the main road was wordless and quick. The bell above the door chimed as he entered, and the inaudible murmur of conversation mixed with the hiss of the fryer. The air smelled of burnt coffee and fried onions; the Formica table stuck faintly to his sleeve. Steven ordered without looking at the menu—habit, not curiosity. He made a note to keep things simple going forward. Packing lunch would save time and avoid these small disruptions.

The waitress slid his plate across the table just as he caught a movement in the corner of his eye. He tensed instinctively, checking for anything out of the ordinary.

Becca. She was waving from a nearby booth, cheerful and relaxed, as if yesterday’s chaos had never happened. Steven watched her for a beat—her composure, the easy smile, the way she occupied her space with practiced confidence. Was it resilience, or just a mask? He couldn’t decide.

He nodded back, acknowledging her, but his mind was already ticking through unfinished business. The dress code conversation couldn’t wait much longer—a necessary discomfort, but one he needed to handle soon. Leadership meant addressing even the smallest variables, especially when they threatened the order he was determined to restore.

He took a slow bite of his lunch, the food bland but filling, and let his thoughts drift back to the emails, the inconsistencies, and the modest resistance woven through every part of this place. The work ahead was clear. The path to fixing it—still coming into focus.

Steven had always known the path, not because it was handed to him, but because he’d helped map it. His life was a series of deliberate choices; each rooted in discipline. The many internships, the cross-department role, his marriage to Macy, who met him halfway at every turn. It was a rhythm of design—structured, predictable, earned.

He had built himself into the mold he respected. A son rising in the wake of a father’s legacy, a husband who valued order, and a manager edging toward leadership.

The day had been long. Progress had been slow.

As he stepped out of his office, he saw Becca kneeling near reception, reaching for her bag. Her blouse rode higher than it should, her leggings hugged tighter than protocol allowed. She turned slightly and caught his gaze, holding it for a moment longer than needed. Was that a grin? A signal? He felt a twist of uncertainty, curiosity, or something he didn’t want to name.
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