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Amelia

Most people, when they think about visiting their aunt’s house, expect to listen to dreary stories, or be forced to play with cousins they’ve barely met. Me, when I think back to visiting my aunt’s house, all I can think about is working in the bakery.

I don’t mean to make her out to be a slave driver or anything. Working in the bakery was fun with a capital F. I learned all kinds of tricks that I later applied to other aspects of my life. Like bread. Simple product, right? Comes in a plastic wrapper with a little twisty tie thingy on the end. Sold to the general public and usually consumed with little enthusiasm.

Not in my aunt’s shop. Bread wasn’t treated as just a food staple, and certainly never without enthusiasm. I recall a time when Pedro, long the head baker at Breadcetera, told me that yeast never rise unless you feed them, speak to them—and beat the crap out of them.

And now I was back, but this time I wasn’t a kid. With my aunt recovering from surgery, I was taking a break from my job on Wall Street to manage the bakery while she recovered. And I was doing my absolute best to do my aunt proud and keep the business thriving until she was ready to return.

When our bakery made bread, it did so with a capital B. I’m talking more than just your standard white-wheat-rye holy trinity. Asiago cheese bread. Italian olive bread. French toast loaf—one of the best sellers, and for good reason, even though it’s technically just an ingredient.

“Hello my little yeasties.” Pedro’s lips peeled back in a crooked grin as he held the bread pan in his hand. His tone was sweet, as if he were speaking to a tiny kitten. “I’m going to beat the shit out of you!”

He slapped a meaty palm on the side of the pan repeatedly, beating a rapid tattoo as I swept through the kitchen at Breadcetera, a phone up to my ear. Pedro noticed me, and a sheepish look stretched over his wizened face. He beat the pan noticeably softer.

“Okay, Ms. Taylor,” I said as I pushed the swinging aluminum door separating the kitchen and sales counter with my butt. “That was two dozen chocolate banana cupcakes with lemon frosting and the Power Ranger rings.”

“Not Power Ranger, Ninja Turtles.”

“I don’t know if we have—” I tugged a cardboard box filled with kid’s plastic rings and found a package with the pizza-loving reptiles. “Never mind. Ninja Turtles it is.”

I made a notation on my phone, and the message was instantly carried to the computer in the manager’s office. The printouts for the day’s orders would be generated and waiting for us. And it seemed like today they would have to wait for a while.

I don’t want to sound like I’m bragging, but my aunt’s bakery was damn popular. Like, that morning, I couldn’t even stop to take a breath. Poor Sascha is an expert cashier, but even she struggled. I saw a line wrapping around the door and knew that we wouldn’t be granted respite any time soon.

My wait staff were mostly college kids, and they were swamped, too. I grabbed a pot of coffee in one hand, and a pot of decaf in the other, and swept through the dozen or so tables we had set up.

“Hey, Mr. Goldstein,” I said, stopping by his table. “Top you off there?”

“Why yes, thank you.” He gestured at the sandwich on his plate. “This Reuben is perfect. Tell Yerkov he’s a national treasure.”

“I’ll tell him.” I smiled and swept on to my next guest. Soon I’d emptied most of my coffee pot and done two refills of decaf.

“I’m about to quit, Amy,” Sascha said as I came past to start another pot of coffee.

“Hang in there, Sascha.”

“I can’t handle this. You need to get me some help in the mornings. We need two cash registers going on days like this.”

“If we had a place to put one, we’d already have it.”

It was true. Breadcetera was designed to be a mom-and-pop type operation, but its popularity had expanded in recent years. With the glass display counters—crucial to our point-of-sale system—taking up most of the space, we really only had room for one register. To install another one would require a major remodel, and we couldn’t spare an ounce of space from the kitchen or the floor. Too many people sat down to enjoy their breakfast for us to eliminate it, and those people who sat down tended to leave with a baked treat, too.

“I want a raise,” she called as I left. I didn’t pay her any mind. I knew that my aunt gave all her staff raises every six months without any of that corporate employee evaluation crap.

I returned to the kitchen and saw that Pedro had just put the bread loaves in the oven. I arched my brows at him. “Is there anything I can do to assist you?”

“Take the bagels out of the proofer and put them in the rack oven,” he said without hesitation. It didn’t matter that I was the owner’s niece, or technically in charge. Pedro knew that if I offered to help him, I meant it, no matter how menial the task.

“You’ve got it.” I rushed over to the walk-in proofer and dragged out the carts of multi-colored bagels. Breadcetera had more varieties than you could shake a stick at. I always liked the look of the bagels, from the bright red cherry to the speckled everything variety. I loved the way they smelled as they rotated through the rack oven.

As I slammed the doors shut, I saw something that caused me to gasp in shock. My Aunt Petunia, struggling to get to the manager’s office on two canes.

“Petunia, what are you doing?”

“I’m going to handle the phones for you,” she said. “You’re so busy this morning.”

She tried to hide the fact that her knees were in agony. Aunt Petunia is not a small woman, and her repaired knees needed time to heal. I wasn’t having any of it.

“No way,” I said. “Come on, let’s get you back into your chair.”

I walked her—or maybe I should say hobbled her—over to the waiting wheelchair and sat her down in it. “Isn’t Price is Right coming on soon? You know you don’t want to miss Drew Carey.”

“You won’t distract me with Drew Carey’s intensely erotic sexual charisma,” Petunia said, her wrinkled face splitting in a grin. “If you can just route the calls upstairs to my apartment—”

“You’re supposed to be taking it easy. Go sit in front of the television, drink some tea, and leave the bakery to Pedro and Sascha and me, okay?”

“Well, my knees are kind of swollen...”

“Yeah! You just got them ripped out and replaced with bionic ones.”

Petunia laughed. “I guess Drew Carey awaits me after all. But if you need anything—”

“I’ll give you a call.”

Once I’d dealt with that crisis, I went out to the sales counter and helped fill orders. I glanced across the stainless-steel shelf separating the kitchen from the sales counter as Yerkov slid two sandwiches out.

“Mr. Goldstein said you were a national treasure, Yerkov.”

Yerkov stared at me stonily, as he always did. He made a grunt I chose to interpret as ‘huh, isn’t that nice?’

Gradually, the breakfast rush died down, and we recovered the bakery before taking a breather. We didn't get much of a lunch rush, more of a steady trickle and special orders for the rest of the day, until around dinner time when we had another rush. That was the cadence of Breadcetera. You rarely got a chance to sit down, but sometimes things slowed enough you could sort of relax. Sort of.

I stared at the corner lot adjacent to our store and sighed.

“What are you sighing about?” Pedro asked.

“I was just thinking, wouldn’t it be great if we could buy the corner lot and expand? We could have two registers, maybe even more.”

“Ah, that’s a pipe dream,” Pedro said. “That’s primo real estate right there. Must be a hundred people vying to buy it.”

“Yeah,” Sascha added as she prepared her bank deposit drop. “The only way to get that lot would be to go down to City Hall and schmooze the zoning board committee.”

“Schmooze, huh?” I grinned. “I work on Wall Street. I can schmooze with the best of them.”

Pedro and Sacha exchanged glances, then looked at me.

“Are you serious?” Pedro asked, a strange mix of incredulity and hope in his voice.

I stared at the corner lot and set my jaw hard.

“As a heart attack, Pedro. As a heart attack.”
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Jonathon

I entered the lobby of the Panera building like a conqueror and approached the front desk receptionist. She was a sweet-hipped little curly-haired brunette, and her eyes let me know she didn’t get to talk with men like me every day.

“Good morning, and welcome to Panera,” she said, her ruby-painted lips parting in a sweet smile. “What may I do to assist you?”

“You can keep me from getting a broken heart, and tell me that you’re single,” I said with a slight smile.

She laughed, her lovely face crinkling up. “I’m sort of seeing someone...”

“Seeing him? As in he’s your boyfriend...” I checked her name tag “... Tisha?”

“I—sure?”

“You don’t sound too sure about that, and even if you were, well... isn’t boyfriend, by its very nature, a temporary vocation?”

Sweat broke out on her brow as she tried to pretend she wasn’t flattered by my continued salvo. “I suppose that it is.”

I decided to get down to business, because sometimes I can get carried away when a pretty woman is involved. “Anyway, Tisha, I’m sorry to take up so much of your time—”

“Oh, it’s no trouble,” she said quickly, her brown eyes lighting up.

“—but I’m afraid I’m late to a meeting with the board of directors.”

Tisha blinked. “Um, I’m sorry, sir, but I am pretty sure you’re not one of them.”

“You are correct. I am the new majority shareholder of Panera. I am sure that you were informed of my arrival and instructed properly.”

Her eyes widened. “You’re Tiger Thomas?”

I smiled. “I prefer Jonathon, but I am willing to make an exception for you, Tisha...”

“Sh-should I call the board and tell them that you’re coming, sir?” She stammered, trying to maintain a veneer of self-control.

“No, I’d prefer to surprise them.” I gestured toward the elevator. “This way, top floor, I presume?”

Tisha nodded and watched me all the way to the elevator. I rode up to the top floor, taking in the engraved brass relief of ivy leaves weaving its way around the car’s interior. Very classy. I liked it.

I strode into the board meeting, causing every head to turn my way. They recognized me on sight, and thus nobody objected when I walked over and sat down at the head of the table.

“Good morning,” I said with a grin. “My name is Jonathon Thomas, and I’m the new majority owner of Panera.”

After a moment, the flood began. Sycophants tripping over themselves trying to get on my good side. I listened to them patiently, one by one, as they tried to justify their existence.

Once the introductions were finished, I’d spoken to a little more than half the boardroom—nearly a dozen people. I looked them all in the eye, smiled, and said—

“All of you are fired.”

I then turned my back on them, leaving them to look at each other and then at my back without giving them an opportunity for any awkward pleading or threats. As they shuffled out of the boardroom, I addressed the remaining members.

“Those of you who didn’t fall all over yourselves to kiss my ass did so for one of two reasons.” I ticked them off on my fingers. “One, you’re pissed off that I took over your company and are thinking of resigning. Or two, you’re confident enough in your abilities that you don’t feel the need to justify your existence to me. It’s the second group I’m most interested in, because you’re the people I want on my team as we take Panera even higher.”

“We’re already the top bread manufacturer and distributor in the world. Our products are sold on every continent on Earth but Antarctica.”

I turned to the speaker. Jeff Barnes, the sixtyish hawk-nosed former CEO.

“How are you going to get higher than THAT?” He glared at me as if he’d spoken with the voice of God.

“You make an excellent point, Mr. Barnes.” I whipped out my cell phone and opened the tab I had prepared in advance. “But I measure success not only by volume, but by reputation. Listen to these reviews of your—I’m sorry, of my—products.”

I cleared my throat. “‘The Panera Country White loaf is a fine bread if you have low expectations and no other options’... or how about this one? ‘The cardboard backing tastes better than the Panera Swiss Cake Rolls.’”

I took them in with my gaze. “We’re not the name that comes to mind when people think quality. I want to change that perception.”

I checked the time. “It’s now ten o’clock. I want ideas on the table by noon. I’ll spring for lunch.”

With that, I turned my back and left the boardroom. I headed back to the elevator and rode it up to the roof access port. There, the Panera helipad stretched out before me. Right on cue, the Huey Sky Limousine chopper descended from the azure skies.

First out of the chopper was Chandler Reece. His mustache and goatee made many people compare him to the Devil—a handsome devil, that is. He straightened his black and white pinstripe suit and made his way down the stairway as the rotors slowed their spin. He was a billionaire like me and the rest of our group and had the unofficial position of Treasurer, managing money flows of our funds.

Second out was Mason Wilder. Built like a superhero and a lover of all things granola and surf-related. He personally ran our most important projects and had a reputation as a seasoned lady-killer.

Last but not least—Stanley Timmons. He looked aloof, but then he was always like that. He made his billions by finding and developing new untapped niches and had a genius-level intelligence.

These men were my friends and business partners and together we were on our way to rule the business world.

As we shook hands, the helicopter pilot brought a tray with four glasses and one of the finest bottles of champagne from my personal collection.

“Gentlemen.” I popped the cork on the champagne and poured them all a glass.

“What’s all this, now? I had to interrupt a golf game with the mayor.” Mason asked.

“It’s a celebration of our new acquisition, Panera Corporation.”

“During an anti-gluten movement, you bought a bread company?” Mason’s face turned into a frown.

“Relax, Mase,” Timmons said with a grin. “I crunched the numbers. The vast majority of households throughout the world still consume bread. Taking Panera was a smart move.”

“Thanks to our firm’s reputation,” I said, lifting my glass in the air,“ shares of Panera have gone up twenty-five percent since the markets opened this morning. We’re already richer, gentlemen.”

“To being already richer,” Mason said, offering a toast which we all took.

The celebration didn’t last long—we were all busy men, after all. I headed back down to the lobby, intent on making good on my offer to provide lunch to the board members who I hadn’t fired.

Just another day for the Tiger of Wall Street. 
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Amelia

I spent the whole day thinking about the corner lot. Even in the bakery my body worked on autopilot while my mind brainstormed the idea. A stray thought in my head turned into an obsession and for good reason – the damned patch of land could really solve all of our problems. If we acquired it, I would be able to expand the store and the kitchen, hire new staff, and make everyone’s lives easier.

My brain was working in overdrive imagining the ways I could increase our chances of being the winning bid to purchase the lot from the city. I knew right away that money wasn’t in our favor. Other people could probably raise a lot more capital.

Instead, I had to figure out a way to make us look like the most attractive option possible. When the work day was finally over, I dove into the internet and gave myself a breakneck education in all things related to municipal development. Complicated? You’d better believe it was complicated. I mean, there were so many factors I’d never considered.

My head was swimming with facts and figures but after several hours of research I began to seize on one aspect that I thought I could play to my advantage; Breadcetera qualified to be a historical landmark based on the fact it had been in place for forty years.

I considered this a great stroke of luck, something literally no one else would be able to bring to the negotiating table when it came time to decide who got the corner lot. However, I also knew that it wasn’t going to be enough on its own.

I had to schmooze. I had to get the zoning board members to know my face and think fondly of me and Breadcetera when push came to shove. The only problem was, I didn’t exactly run in the same circles.

I spent the next hour doxxing the zoning board members. I tried to identify people who would be the most sympathetic to my cause so I could target them directly.

That meant that one of the board members, Lucille Madden, was out right from the start. She was allergic to gluten, and while we did have a small gluten-free section it wasn’t what Breadcetera was known for.

Chad Maddox was a real estate lawyer by trade and said to be a ‘chocoholic.’ I circled his name on my printouts three times as a possible easy mark. His daughter was into equestrian sports, but I wasn’t sure how to work that to my advantage.

Milton Carlyle was on his third bypass, so he was a no-go. Jonas Byrd played for the Yankees for years before becoming an investment banker, and I had a cookie named after him. He was also said to be fond of donuts. The final board member, Dennis Jackson, was a minister and ran a youth center downtown. I wasn’t sure how to approach him yet.

I compiled my dossier and started making connections. I discovered, to my delight, that four of the board members were participating in a charity mixed doubles tennis tournament at the Meachum Country Club that upcoming weekend.

Then I realized I had a dilemma. I didn't have a membership to the country club, and that was a prerequisite to gaining entry to the tournament. I mentioned it to Aunt Petunia later in the evening as I served her Tarragon Chicken over rice.

“I don’t suppose you know anybody with a country club membership I can team up with, do you?”

“Oh yeah,” Aunt Petunia said. “Daryl can hook you up—no, wait.”

Her face scrunched up in thought. “He’s dead, now that I think about it.”

“Oh, I’m sorry—”

“Don’t sweat it, dear. I’ll get Tyson to help. He’s got a membership too...”

“What?” I prompted when she didn’t go on further.

“Actually, this is quite embarrassing, but now that I think about it, Tyson is dead too.”

I held my hand up, growing alarmed by the increasingly morbid nature of our conversation. “That’s okay, you know what? Forget that I even—”

“Oh, wait, I know! Jimmy will be your part...”

I sighed. “He’s dead too, isn’t he?”

She nodded, looking sheepish.

“Don’t sweat it, Petunia,” I said with a frown. “I’m sorry, it must be so hard for you that so many of your friends have passed on of old age—”

“Old age?” Petunia sputtered. She fixed me with a frank stare. “Look, darling, Daryl took a horse tranquilizer and went scuba diving, Tyson went fishing for marlin and hooked a great white shark instead, and Jimmy...”

Her voice trailed off, and I knew I should have let it stop there. Yet, I just had to know...

“How did Jimmy die?”

“He choked on vomit.”

“Just like Hendrix? The poor man—”

“No, guitar god Hendrix choked on his own vomit,” Aunt Petunia said, looking a little green around the gills. “My Jimmy was Jimmy Spielman, and he choked on someone else’s vomit.”

“I’m...” I laughed anxiously. “Really sorry that I asked you that question.”

“Yeah, me too.” Aunt Petunia shrugged. “Anyway, sorry I can’t help you get into the country club tournament. Maybe you could ask the staff?”

“I don’t think any of them has ever mentioned golf or anything related to the country club, but I suppose I could try.”

“There you go. Now hurry up, that handsome British chef is about to say the F word a bunch of times to the rookies he’s training.”

She rolled into the living room, and I brought her TV tray and set it up across the wheelchair’s armrests. I settled in on the sofa and stared at the screen without really seeing it. There had to be a way to secure my participation in that tournament, but I wasn’t seeing it. I was about to toss the idea aside totally when Aunt Petunia had a sudden inspiration.

“Oh, I know!” She paused her show and turned to me with a grin. “If Breadcetera were to cater the charity tournament, pro bono of course, that should be enough to get your foot in the door.”

I gasped. “Aunt Petunia, you’re a genius!”

“Ah, you’re only saying that because it’s true.” She thrust out her glass. “Would you be a dear and get me another one of those exquisite Harvey Wallbangers you make so well?”

I grinned. “Sure thing, Petunia.”

As I mixed her drink, I realized something that made me groan.

“What’s wrong?”

I handed Petunia her drink and sighed. “Oh, it’s nothing, it’s just... I can’t do the tennis tournament. The convention center down the street is hosting that robotics competition, and you know how those geeks love them some of our cookies. We’ll be way too busy.”

“Ask Boris to work the weekend.”

“Boris never works the weekend. Boris has his own restaurant to run on the weekend.”

“I bet you can sweet talk him into it. His mother’s birthday is coming up. Offer to make him a cake.”

I beamed. “That I can do, Petunia. Thanks so much.”

I gave her a big hug, and then went downstairs to the bakery level of her building. I dug into the Rolodex and found Yerkov’s number.

Yerkov doesn’t waste or mince words. This is how he answered the phone.

“What you want now, boss lady?”

I explained my situation to him, and then offered my bait; to bake a cake for his mother’s birthday and decorate it myself. Not even Aunt Petunia could say she was as good as me at decorating a cake.

“Okay, is deal, on one condition,” he said in his thickly accented, gravel guts voice. “The cake must be custom.”

“Of course, Yerkov, I’ll decorate it however you want.”

“Good. Must have naked Jason Momoa. Anatomically correct, of course. Mother will love it.”

I almost choked to death on my tea, but I agreed to his terms and got myself into that damn tournament. 
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Jonathon

I’ll admit that I’m the kind of predator who enjoys the hunt more than the kill. In particular, I enjoy the hunt far more than I enjoy actually digesting the prey I have stalked. 

With a company like Panera, it was a bit simpler to integrate into our existing portfolio because it was, by and large, self-sustaining. Unless I made massive cuts to the staff—and that’s always a bad idea, no matter how many raises the current employees have had—Panera could continue on more or less as it had before I’d acquired it.

I spent hours in the CEO’s office—I nominated myself and the board voted unanimously to instate me. There were ten votes and one abstention. I was the abstention—digging through the Panera financial records to find out not just where they were, but where they intended to be going. If the previous leadership had good ideas, I saw no reason not to act on them.

I was assisted in this task by Darwin Mundy, my long-time personal assistant.

“I’ve double-checked, Mr. Thomas, this is everything they had in their archives,” he said with a definite south London accent.

I frowned and gestured at the files on my computer. “Panera has been phoning it in for the past two decades, Darwin. Their fiscal strategy is a cut and paste of the previous year with minimum changes. They’ve been getting by on market presence and brand recognition alone.”

“If anyone can straighten them out, I would imagine that it’s you, sir. I assumed you will be looking for opportunities to expand the business and sent you a list of files of suitable locations.” 

I flicked through the files on my screen one by one, scanning more than reading. When I take over a new company, the first thing I want to do is create some value for the investors, so they feel good about the new leadership. To that end, I usually try to expand a little. Nothing says business is booming better than building new locations.

Brick and mortar was still essential to a business like Panera. I perused the files, searching for any good locations which had already been scouted.

Most of the locales were less than primo. One of them was even in a shopping mall. A mall. I deleted that entire file. Then I came across something that made me stop cold. Right there, in New York City, was a primo location.

“Check this out, Darwin, a corner lot, right in the heart of gentrified Brooklyn.”

“Indeed.”

“Yeah, you know what the first three rules of opening a new business are, right?”

“I believe that would be location, location, location, sir.”

“Exactly. You did a good job with the list.” I peered at the lot, zooming in on the dimensions and the square footage. “My God... this location is like a license to print money.”

“I would imagine that Panera has sufficient capital to acquire it, sir?”

“Capital isn’t the issue, apparently.” My smile turned into a frown. “It looks like there are more than twenty different interested parties vying to be the one to purchase that lot from the city.”

“Well, a little competition just makes it more fun.”

“True enough, but I don’t see a lot of competition here... the only problem is, the city zoning board is known to be somewhat biased against big corporations, and unfortunately, that’s us.”

“So you’re saying that there’s no hope?”

I grimaced. “I’ll never say that there’s no hope, Darwin, but... it’s going to be like ice skating uphill. In fact, one of the other bidders is a legacy business that’s been on that street for forty years.”

“I see.”

“Yeah, that gives them a leg up on us.” I sighed, running my fingers through my hair. “I’ve never heard of this Breadcetera place.”

“I believe they are family-owned, and not traded on the market.”

I nodded. “That would explain why I’ve never heard of them before. Are they any good?”

I did an internet search, and right away I realized we were in trouble. Five stars, five stars, five stars. Great food and friendly staff. Makes you feel like you’re a guest in their home. Best bagels in the city, fight me...

“How have I never heard of this place before?” I stared at a low-carb maple bacon roll and my stomach growled. “This stuff looks great.”

“It looks as if you’re facing some stiff competition this time, Mr. Thomas.”

“We’ll see.” I did a search by date. “There has to be something we can use against them. Health code violation. Mobster hit in their store, something...”

I got nothing of the sort, but I did get a useful piece of information.

“Look at this, Darwin.” I tapped the screen. “Breadcetera is going to cater the Telly Savalas Memorial Mixed Doubles Charity Tournament. They’ll be providing a mix of Danishes, cookies, cupcakes, and breakfast sandwiches. Whoever is in charge of that place, they move fast!”

“What makes you say that, sir?”

“I happen to know for a fact that at least half the zoning board are active members of the Country Club where this tournament is happening. They’re trying to suck up to the board.”

“Why, those dirty, sneaky scoundrels, sir.”

“Are you kidding, Darwin? It’s brilliant. I wish I had thought of it first...”

Then I got a devious idea. “You can never have too much food at one of these things. Panera is going to donate a full dinner bar to the tournament. I’m talking lobster, filet mignon, a champagne fountain, the whole works. What are they going to have? Egg sandwiches and cupcakes? No one will even remember Breadcetera.”

“If I may, Mr. Thomas, you should enter this mixed doubles tournament yourself. Maybe you’ll get a chance to hobnob with the board
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