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  Introduction




  In the summer of 2012, I had the opportunity to enjoy a lunch meeting with the owners of the Davidovich Bagel brand. They were in the process of becoming recognized as the heir-apparent to the bagel legacy left behind by the, then defunct, H&H Bagels.




  Their product was still being made the traditional way, even for the wholesale market. These two entrepreneurs had captured much of the local and international business, as well as the name recognition, that had once belonged to Helmer Toro, the now dethroned bagel king of New York.




  Most significantly, these individuals were a sharp contrast to the man I once worked for in the most notorious bagel company that ever existed. They were straight talking, square dealing, businessmen that were building their own brand and reputation the old fashioned way: through hard work.




  Like everyone associated with the bagel business, they were intrigued by the downfall of H&H. After all, H&H was the standard bearer that most bagel companies compared themselves to as they were developing their business model and brand identity.




  “So what really happened with H&H?” Gene, the more serious of the two men, inquired.




  “I don’t think we have enough time over one lunch to tell that story,” I conjectured.




  “Go ahead. We are in no rush. How does a business like that fail?” asked Michael, his partner and fellow Davidovich, in his distinct, Ukrainian accent.




  I ordered myself a glass of wine, despite it being only lunchtime, and took a deep breath. I was about to retell a colorful and complex story that was, perhaps, unique in the history of modern business. It was the true story of a meteoric rise and tragic fall of a business that had to be experienced to be fully understood.




  “Okay,” I said. “I will tell you the story but you are never going to believe it.”




  Chapter 1




  “We’re the Google of Bagels.” (Helmer Toro)




  August, 2014- The day was as hot and uncomfortable as any August day to ride the New York City subway. Marcus stood, holding the rail, on the crowded #1 local, as the train raced downtown. He was struck by the fact that it had been quite a while since he had ridden this line. In fact, he couldn’t remember exactly when he had ridden it last, but it must have been, at least, five years prior to this day.




  As the train approached the stop, the announcer’s voice rang out throughout the belly of the slowing car, “72nd Street, next stop. Watch the gap.”




  The train came to a screeching halt and, after a moment of hesitation, the doors slid open. A mass of New Yorkers pushed in and out of the car in the minimal time allotted for this exercise. For New Yorkers, this was nothing unusual. Navigation of the massive public transportation system in New York was sink or swim. Either you figured out the flow and protocol quickly, or you found yourself missing a lot of trains.




  “Stand clear of the closing doors.”




  Just as Marcus heard the announcement he looked up towards the closing doors that were in his sight line, and he couldn’t believe his eyes. Making his way through the crowd was an all too familiar face. How was it possible, with the millions of people being shepherded around the city every day that he would come face to face with the one man he hoped never to see again? That man was Helmer Toro.




  Helmer was not only the most notorious bagel manufacturer in the world, he was also Marcus’ former employer.




  Now, after three years of having no communication, whatsoever, here they were, face to face. It was obvious that Helmer was as shocked as Marcus at the encounter. This, clearly, was a chance meeting. Neither man was prepared for it, but here they were.




  Helmer stood before Marcus, looking virtually the same as when he last saw him. His black, Bernie Madoff cap was pulled tightly onto his head. His glasses were thick and round. His pants were always khaki. His shirts, always flannel to keep his pigment-deprived skin from getting burnt. Most distinctly, he wore his nervous, little smile. Not a smile of joy. Not even a sinister smile. It was just a slightly perched, little smile. Both of his lips were pressed firmly together, with the ends turned slightly upwards, somewhat like a wooden marionette.




  “Hey, Marcus. Good to see ya,” Helmer said congenially as he extended his right hand. The “ya” in his sentenced lingered slightly as if it were stuck on his tongue.




  Marcus looked down at Helmer’s extended hand and did nothing. He had no intention of going through a charade of cordiality with this sociopath.




  “Hey, kid. No hard feelings. That stuff was all business. We can still be friends.”




  At this point, Marcus realized he couldn’t remain silent any longer.




  “Helmer, let’s be clear. We are not now, nor have we ever been friends. All I care about is getting my money. As for you, you are a cancer and if I never saw you again, it would be too soon.”




  Helmer immediately turned red. He was so used to being able to charm people, even his enemies; in fact, especially his enemies. He was so used to engendering a positive response that he didn’t know what to do when he didn’t receive one. He just stood there, beat red, with his hand out and said nothing as Marcus pushed past him.




  As Marcus forged on and departed the train, he had no inkling that he would never see Helmer Toro again. At least, not in person. He turned back slightly to watch the train pull out of the station before heading for the stairs, deep in thought.




  

  Chapter 2




  September, 1972- Helmer Toro whistled to himself as he strolled through the door of his brother’s bagel bakery and retail shop on 80th and Broadway. “H&H Midtown Bagels” had been a kosher staple of the Upper West Side when his brother Phillip decided to purchase it from its founders several years earlier.




  The Upper West Side of Manhattan was a great location for a bagel shop, as New York’s urban, Jewish professionals were all claiming stake for their families in this upscale, urban neighborhood.




  H&H had really begun to develop a reputation for the quality of its kosher offerings in the neighborhood. People started to travel from different areas of the city just to get a taste of these hand-rolled, kettle-boiled, plank-baked gems. They were unlike any other bagels in the city. Some would say they were addictive. They were right. Allegations that this iconic symbol of the Jewish people was addictive was not a figurative notion. It was fact. You see, what the son of Puerto Rican sugar farmers came to understand very early in life, was that everything tastes better with sugar. Some experts have even argued that the addictive power of sugar exceeds that of the addictive power of drugs, including cocaine.




  Helmer’s cultural and religious separation from the traditional Jewish bagel makers of the Lower East Side provided him with the ability to look at the product as something other than one ideally suited for the breaking of the Sabbath. Helmer viewed it in culinary terms, and he was determined to make it better tasting. Sugar was his magic wand. As a result, his recipe became the foundation of what would become a Bagel Empire in a metropolis of sugar hungry New Yorkers.




  As Helmer walked past the crew on this day, he was fixated on a single purpose. That purpose was to divest control of the bakery from his older brother. After all, it was Helmer that had created the ‘secret’ recipe for the bagels that were gaining popularity on the Upper West Side. It was Helmer that was in charge of the baking. Most significantly, it was Helmer that had gained the allegiance of the H&H employees. Helmer felt it was only natural that he ascend to his rightful place at the head of the H&H company.




  Helmer enlisted the financial participation of his brother-in-law, Hector, who also worked in the bakery, for the venture. With Helmer, even in the 1970’s, financial participation meant you put up all the money and took all the risk, while Helmer received all the upside of the venture.




  Helmer, with Hector marching right behind him, walked down the basement stairs to the subterranean office that housed H&H’s management.




  “Morning, Helmer.”




  “Morning, Phillip. Can we talk?”




  “Now, Helmer? We gotta get ready for the morning rush. Can’t it wait?”




  “No. We need to talk to you.”




  “We? Hector, what’s up?”




  “Listen, Phillip. We are taking over the bakery. We want you out. I raised $5,000 cash to buy you out. It’s a fair offer.”




  “Helmer, are you out of your mind? Go back to work. The store is not for sale. Hector, what are you doing?”




  “He’s my partner. We are Helmer and Hector. H and H. You get it? Pretty good, huh?”




  “Helmer, I don’t have time for this nonsense. I bought this business with my savings. I brought you here after Vietnam when you had nothing. I gave you a job and a good living. Now you are going to try to muscle me out of my own place? Are you kidding me?”




  With that, Helmer slowly shut the door to Phillip’s office. The sounds of screaming interspersed with those of broken furniture could be heard upstairs in the retail store. The screaming was so intense that it resonated out onto Broadway. Most people couldn’t make out what was being said in the frantic screams because they were in the form of a local Spanish dialect. After two intense hours had passed, Helmer Toro, the ruthless negotiator, emerged as the new owner of H&H Bagels.




  

  Chapter 3




  November, 2010- Marcus sat in a holding cell, with a dozen or so inmates, awaiting his weekly discharge from the Eric M. Taylor Center (EMTC), or C76 as it was known. This was the area prisoners were moved to before they were released to the public. It was the final transfer point separating incarceration from freedom. Once they completed the steps here, former prisoners were put on a bus headed to Astoria and away from the dreaded island.
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