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C H A P T E R 1

 


She’s up earlier than normal, he thought as
he rolled over to glance at the clock. “Hey, what are you doing up
so early?”

She barely even slowed down to answer the
question as she moved from the bathroom to her new, spacious
walk-in closet. “Hey hon, could I get you to do me a big favor?”
she asked, instead of directly answering his original question.

“Sure, what’s up?” he replied. He knew where
this was going.

“I’d kinda like to get to work early this
morning so I can get home by three to try and finish painting the
family room tonight. I was hoping to wrap it up before midnight.
I’m really excited about how it’s coming together. Do you mind
getting the kids ready this morning?”

“Sure, no problem. I don’t have to be in the
office first thing.” He knew how excited she was about decorating
the new house. They had worked hard to get in the position of being
able to afford it, and now they were both looking forward to
transforming their new Bradlin Home into something they could call
their own.

“You’re the best.” She turned and smiled. “I
can’t wait to finish the family room so we can get started on the
kitchen. I really want to try out that faux painting technique we
saw on TV a couple weeks ago. It’ll make the kitchen look so
elegant.”

He knew she was happy with the way things had
been working out. The least he could do was to keep things positive
by getting the kids up, dressed, fed and off to day care.

“Oh, and hon, are you okay if I take your
Explorer and you take my car? That way we don’t have to transfer
the kids’ car seats.”

“Yeah, that works for me. Just remember… no
food crumbs, right?”

“Yeah, whatever,” she exhaled, just before
she jumped on the bed to engulf him in a passionate embrace. “I
just love this place… and you too, of course.”

 


* * *

 


The sun was already up and so was the
humidity as she fit the key in the ignition of the impeccably clean
vehicle. Even though it had over 50,000 miles on the odometer, it
looked as if it had just been driven off the showroom floor. But as
she put it in gear and began backing out of the driveway, she
immediately knew something was wrong, and she knew exactly what it
was. “Dammit, I can’t believe this happened again! There’s no way!”
She slammed her fists against the steering wheel in disgust. “He’s
going to go ballistic,” she sighed as she got out of the car and
pushed the driver door shut. This morning was going too well, she
thought as she fumbled to put her key in the front door. “Damn,
he’s going to be really pissed.”

 


* * *

 


“Hey, who’s in charge here?” he shouted to
the half asleep quintet of carpenters. They weren’t paying him much
mind as they moved about slowly but with purpose. They were
collectively pulling air hoses and extension cords out from both
the rear and side doors of their windowless van. “Hey you, yeah
you, I’m talking to you. I want to know who in the hell is in
charge!” he demanded even louder this time. Still, no one turned to
look at him. It was as if they were deaf and he was mute. “If
somebody doesn’t tell me who’s in charge right now, I’m going to
call the police.” That got their attention.

“Hey man, we not making no noise,” one of the
crew-members reluctantly offered. “We no start no saws cutting yet,
amigo. We just setting up.” The carpenter just shrugged and walked
back to unload the rest of his tools from his truck. “Qué tonto,”
he muttered, paying no more attention to the irritated
homeowner.

“I don’t care about you making noise. I want
someone to reimburse me for my damaged tires. You guys are dropping
nails wherever you damn well please and they’re ending up in my
tires. I’m sick of it. This is the third time in less than two
weeks. I want you – no, I demand that you stop dropping nails out
in the street right now. Do you hear me? And I want to be
reimbursed for three tires damaged beyond repair. Now, which one of
you is going to write me a check for my tires?”

He had worked himself up into a pretty decent
lather. The early morning heat combined with the stress of his
rampage was draining the sweat from his pores. He wasn’t normally
the confrontational type, but he was tired of what was happening.
He felt like he had to make a stand to tell these contractors that
their actions were unacceptable. “Okay, this is the last time I’m
going to ask: who the hell is in charge?” He tried to make eye
contact with the man who had spoken up just moments earlier, but it
didn’t happen. The crew just kept moving tools from their van into
the house under construction.

“Okay, that’s it, I’m calling the police and
maybe they’ll bring the Immigration people with them. Then we’ll
see who’s not talking!” With those threatening words hanging in the
air like a dagger, one of the men dropped the nail gun he was
carrying and quickly began making his way toward him. Just as he
was within striking distance, the man stuck out his hand, pointed
over his shoulder and said, “Mister, there is man in charge.” The
carpenter smirked at him and slowly turned and walked away.

All hell broke loose as the jacked up, fire
engine red pickup truck screeched to a sudden halt mere feet away
from the homeowner. “Qué pasa, Pedro?” the driver shouted out to
his crew chief as he jumped down from his monster truck. “You got
all the stuff you need for the house, amigo?” he asked, totally
ignoring the stranger standing in the street.

“Hey, are you in charge?” the irate homeowner
shouted out to the all of five-foot-five inch Whit Thomas.

“And you are?” Thomas asked, turning to face
him begrudgingly.

“My name is Peabody. I live in that house.
That’s my SUV in the driveway. It’s there because the tires are
flat again. It’s had three flat tires since we moved in because you
guys keep dropping nails in the middle of the street. Sir, I demand
you reimburse me for my damaged tires.”

“Excuse me?” was all the amused contractor
could say.

Feeling a little more confident in
confronting the much smaller Thomas, the homeowner stepped up just
a few inches or so from the owner of WT Contracting. Towering over
Thomas by at least half a foot, he leaned down and looked him
squarely in the eyes. “You heard me, asshole. I want three new
tires. And you’re going to pay for them.”

Thomas lowered his head as he ran his hands
through his hair. Restraint was not one of his stronger skills. But
this was a homeowner, and he didn’t care to discover the
ramifications of entering into a physical confrontation with a
builder’s customer. He certainly never hesitated mixing it up with
builder personnel on the job site, but a homeowner? Probably not a
smart thing to do he reasoned. But then again… “Listen, sport, you
better get out of my face. Right now,” Thomas warned.

“You listen to me, pal,” he said as
sarcastically as he could, “I want to be reimbursed, you hear
me?”

“I’ve got your reimbursement right here,”
Thomas laughed as he grabbed his crotch and turned around to see
his crew’s reaction to his antics.

The homeowner had had enough. He grabbed
Thomas’ shoulder to turn him around. This move proved to be a game
changer.

Being the runt of the litter, Whit Thomas had
gotten used to being bullied very early on in his life. He spent
his teen years learning how to defend himself, winning a number of
Golden Gloves in the process and proving to all that tested him
that he was, in fact, much tougher than he appeared.

Thomas made the first move but it wasn’t to
throw the first punch. He had the presence to feign a move so he
could let the other man be the documented aggressor. Peabody seemed
happy to oblige. His punch barely glanced off Thomas’ chin, which
was exactly what Thomas had planned. The next three blows came from
Thomas and hit the man squarely in his stomach. He fell to his
knees gasping for air. Thomas grabbed him by the shirt and pulled
him up to his level.

“Okay, sport, you had enough, or you want
some more?”

“You bastard. You won’t get away with this.
I’ll have you arrested.”

“Go ahead, sport. You just go ahead and try
to do that. I’ve got five witnesses saying you came after me first.
I’ve got your skin on my chin. Got your DNA right here.”

Stunned at first, the homeowner’s anger
quickly returned and he spat out, “You son of a bitch! You’re going
to pay for this. You think this is over?”

Thomas let go of his shirt and pushed the man
away. He stumbled backwards.

Thomas turned and walked away, not even
breathing hard as he sarcastically said, “Come on, boys, we’ve got
work to do. Gotta get this house done so we can move on to the next
one. We gotta make our builders and their customers
satisfied.”

C H A P T E R 2

 


Charles violently pounded his fist on the
salon’s hand carved teak coffee table. He was oblivious to the
lurching motion of his luxurious surroundings and inattentive to
the action taking place just past the smoked glass sliding door
separating him and his companion from the rest of the group. “We’ve
got to do something to stop this from happening,” he demanded.
“Vinny, this guy is capable of blowing it for all of us.”

Vincent D. Kastanza didn’t share the same
sense of urgency as his bumbling employer, Charles Bradlin.
“Charles,” Vinny sighed, “the old man hasn’t even hired the guy
yet. Granted, he probably will, but it’ll be okay, trust me.”
Charles, prone to fits of paranoia, calmed somewhat whenever Vinny
used his trademark “trust me” line.

As Vinny soothed his boss’s easily stoked
temper, a completely different struggle was taking place just
outside the plush interior of the richly appointed fishing
boat.

“Take your hand off the reel and let him have
all the line that he wants,” the first mate instructed Billy. “Let
him run deep so he swallows the friggin’ hook!”

Just then, Billy Capel’s shout pierced the
air, “He got away, he’s gone!”

“No way, chief. He’s still there,” the
veteran first mate, Darryl, insisted. “Keep your eye on the water
over there, about thirty yards just aft. He’s about to break the
surface. You’re about to see the prettiest sight you can imagine.
So start reelin’ in the line, quick but smooth now,” Darryl coached
Billy in typical Carolina boatman control.

At that exact moment, with almost magical
timing, the prize trophy did indeed become airborne. All hands on
deck knew from previous encounters that once an Atlantic blue
marlin breaks the dark-blue, white capped ocean’s surface to begin
its graceful, seductive dance, it was easy to become hooked on the
near spiritual allure of sport fishing. “Tighten up the slack in
the line,” Darryl shouted, more out of encouragement than
direction. “He’ll try to spit out that hook, so don’t give him any
quarters. Keep that line taut.”

“How big do you think he is?” Billy shouted
back over his shoulder, grimacing in pain. He hadn’t been latched
onto the fish for more than a few minutes and already his lower
arms were beginning to burn from the weight of his reluctant catch.
Before anyone had an opportunity to reply, the balance of power was
literally thrown into reverse. The powerful single Cummins diesel
engine launched the massive 58-foot Carolina custom-built sports
fisher into a near instantaneous retreating direction. It was as if
the awesome power of that dancing fish was pulling the twenty-three
ton boat backwards.

“It’s at least a three, maybe four-hundred
pounder,” roared Captain Max from the fly bridge over the heavy
metal whining of his boat’s massive power plant. “We’re gonna be
here for a while, so get comfortable and listen good to what Darryl
tells you to do if you want to bring him in,” Max bellowed with
undeniable authority.
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The furthest thing from Martin Sampson’s mind
was fighting some damn fish. He had his own battle looming and so
far he wasn’t fairing very well. But what was most defeating to
Sampson was the simple fact that he couldn’t reach his boss.
Charles Bradlin had told Martin to call him just as soon as the
engineer’s report came in, no matter what. The technical evaluation
regarding the soils condition of Grants Landing, the fifty-acre
site Martin was responsible for, had just arrived and it was just
as damaging as the previous engineering company’s findings.
According to the report, there were serious concerns with the soils
on site. Significant enough concerns for a site development manager
like Martin to be in a desperate fit to reach his boss.

In addition, Martin had another dilemma. He
had a small army of earth moving equipment mobilized to develop the
site, but with this newly arrived engineering report, he had to
decide if it would be prudent to move forward. Whether or not all
of those dozers, front-end loaders, pans and monster dump trucks
moved a cubic yard of good or bad dirt, Bradlin Homes was paying
big bucks just to have them sit idly by. With an anticipated
weather front likely to bring heavy rains within the next
thirty-six hours, Martin Sampson was beyond frustrated. He was
certifiably desperate at this point. Aside from the steep costs of
keeping all of that heavy equipment parked in formation, every day
that slipped by without progress meant the loss of meaningful bonus
dollars for him. He had to reach Charles to find out what he wanted
him to do. He certainly wasn’t going to take it upon himself to
make the critical decision of moving tons of shit for dirt. That
just wouldn’t be acceptable in Charles Bradlin’s way of
thinking.

Martin was growing increasingly impatient.
Neither of Charles’ cell phones were in range forty miles offshore
of the Outer banks. Charles had no desire to be at sea, but he had
no say in the matter. Once he heard what his land development
manager Martin Sampson had to report, he’d be pissed Herschel had
demanded he be fishing. Really pissed.
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“You’re telling me that after all I’ve done
for you, that’s the best you can do for me?” Brett Bradlin shouted
into the phone.

“What exactly do you mean by ‘all that you’ve
done for me?’” Whit Thomas coldly shouted right back at Brett. He
was still on edge after his early morning customer confrontation.
“If it wasn’t for you and your damn father screwing up a good
thing, I wouldn’t be in the precarious position I’m in right now!”
Thomas screamed. “I can’t get any of my sub crews to work on your
job site. You’re the reason I’m losing all of my moneymaking crews.
So listen to me, you little snot, you seem like a decent enough
kid, but you’re in way over your head. I’m going to give you some
free advice, and you better damn well listen closely to what I have
to say. Get help from some of the older guys before you screw up
things so bad that they can’t be fixed… like your old man has
managed to do with your grandfather’s company.”

Those were the last words Brett heard before
the line went dead.

Charles Bradlin’s only son, Brett, had been
thrown into the role of a full-blown superintendent when the
previous superintendent unexpectedly resigned. Brett, two months
out of college, had worked summers for his grandfather’s company
and was a bright young man who enjoyed the business. He was,
however, woefully unprepared for this type of big people’s world
responsibility.

One of the company’s best construction
managers, Scot Kruper, had been working closely with Brett for the
past few months. He was a highly regarded home building veteran who
had been with the company for over ten years. He inherited the task
of molding Brett Bradlin into a competent production-oriented
professional. Scot was highly thought of by everyone in the
company, except Charles. He’d had what he thought to be a minor run
in with Charles over an insignificant issue. Unfortunately for
Scot, Charles saw it as a much bigger affront.

Scot committed the unforgiveable sin of
rebuking Charles in front of others. Charles’ ego was much too
fragile for what he considered a direct insult, so he, in his
small-minded way, began to make things difficult for Scot in
retaliation. Scot quickly became fed up with Charles’ endless
series of mind games, but it was only after he began to meddle with
Scot’s compensation program that Scot decided to resign and go to
work for one of Bradlin’s competitors.

Unfortunately for Bradlin Homes, when Scot
resigned, Bradlin’s long-time production manager, Dusty Bennett,
became so incensed with Charles’ feeble mismanagement of the
organization that he quit as well. The loss of both Scot and Dusty
and the resulting chaos of their departure began to slowly stifle
the company’s ability to function.

With Scot gone there was no one keeping an
eye on young Brett.

It took most superintendents years to settle
into a series of successful routines. Adeptly running an active job
site was more an art than a science. The rough and tumble image
that personified the stereotypical super frequently belied the
facts. The complex, multifaceted responsibilities could be
overwhelming. It was not a job for the meek or timid.
Superintendents had to be master strategists and planners. They had
to have a sixth sense when it came to judging people and their
workloads. A super’s command of technical details had to be
fathomless. The common denominator for the successful ones revolved
around their people skills. On any given day, a couple of key
contractors failing to show up could throw a superintendent’s best
laid plans into chaos for an entire week or more. Brett had been in
crisis mode since day one.

Things were not going well for young Brett
Bradlin and it was only 7:00 AM on an oppressively humid summer
morning. When the construction trailer door burst open, in stormed
the last person in the world Brett wanted to see. Things were about
to get progressively worse for this 23-year-old superintendent.

C H A P T E R 5

 


The expedition had been Herschel’s idea. As
soon as Herschel Bradlin discovered that Billy Capel had an
unquenchable passion for sport fishing, Herschel seized upon what
he felt would be the perfect opportunity to impress the man that he
was targeting to save his company.

Over the years, most of Herschel’s plans had
proven successful. The elder Bradlin was a virtual icon throughout
the Southern Maryland home building community. In the late sixties,
a younger Herschel had set his sights on building five to ten new
homes a year. In a few short years after he founded Bradlin Homes,
literally out of the back of his pickup truck, he was closing over
a hundred homes a year. In the incredibly prosperous years that
followed, Bradlin would settle close to twice that number of new
homes.

He had offers. On more than one occasion he
had inquiries about merging his organization with a large public
company. Yet he had no intention of selling out to any of the big
guys.

Having achieved an undergraduate and master’s
degree in Psychology from Notre Dame, Herschel came off as more of
a tenured professor than a garden-variety builder type. He had
since realized that his overtly eloquent manner for speaking was
something that some would always find pompous or snotty, but at his
very core, Herschel was simply a lover of the poetic side of life
and all things in it. He had chosen the home building profession
because it allowed him to become involved with all of the intricate
details and complexities that building something so life-changing
as a home for people entailed.

Herschel Bradlin had devoted his life to
achieving a level of success that others could only envy, but times
and circumstances had changed. Now, at this juncture in his life,
when he should have been enjoying the spoils of his life-long
efforts, he was deeply mired in a battle to save his floundering
company. Unfortunately, on many days, he had little constitution
left to personally join in the fray.

Herschel Bradlin was desperately in need of
William J. Capel, Jr. Billy was going to save the company. Herschel
was sure of it. First, however, he had to persuade young William to
leave an idyllic position with one of the country’s largest home
building companies. Billy would be the key factor to
re-establishing Bradlin Homes as the standard bearer of home
building organizations. Herschel knew he would have to do the
selling job of his lifetime to bring Billy on board… if only his
health would allow him to see the situation through. At the same
time, he needed to be certain that Charles wouldn’t interfere with
his plan. Billy was going to be Herschel’s white knight, his
savior. Charles, on the other hand, Herschel wasn’t so sure of.

The Carolina sun had sunk noticeably lower in
the sky. Herschel glanced at his watch. The fishing boats were due
to enter the channel at any time.
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The official greeting party was assembled on
the marina’s main dock, awaiting the return of “the boys,” as
Herschel referred to the members of the fishing expedition. The
seemingly endless line of returning sports fishermen with their
three foot high trailing wakes had begun to file through the
channel into the harbor. A surprising sight to first-time casual
observers, some of the returning crafts were painted in distinctive
shades of frilly pastels. It was hard to fathom that the main hull
of a 55-foot, Carolina-built boat named ‘BIG DICK’ would be painted
a shiny, bright pink more representative of a lipstick shade than
the color scheme of a testosterone-producing fish-fighting
machine.

As the boats rumbled toward the docks,
onlookers stopped to see how each boat fared on their mission.
Small colorful triangular flags depicting the outlines of fish,
ruffling in the wind, represented each boat’s catch. The more
flags, the better the day. It was an especially good time of year
to hunt for some of the most coveted big game fish found in the
Atlantic, thanks in large part to all of the high-pressure systems
lined up in the south Atlantic. Churning seas seemed to cause a
veritable feeding frenzy among the bountiful array of sport fish,
especially in the legendary Oregon Canyon area. Almost every
returning boat displayed at least one flag. By a quick, informal
tally, the last Bermuda high that had raced by two hundred miles
offshore had obviously served as a wake up call for the blue and
white marlin population. It was almost impossible to count the
sheer amount of flags that snapped and waved triumphantly in the
warm breeze.

As Lisa stood on the dock watching the boats
return she asked, “Is that them? All of those big boats look the
same.”

“That’s them,” Herschel nodded. He could tell
their boat from the others because of the insignia of a
goofy-looking duck imprinted on the preserver chest predominately
displayed on the main deck of the Dumb Duck. He might have
been advancing in age and declining in health, yet when he was in
full control of all his faculties, Herschel did not miss many
details.

“Yes, Herschel, that’s their boat. And by the
looks of it, they tagged both a white and a blue marlin and some
tuna!” Catt exclaimed. Catherine Capel was a veteran wife of a
sport-fishing fanatic. She had learned long ago the meaning of each
flag. She could also tell by the flags being flown upside down that
the boys had released the marlin.

“Little boys with their toys,” Lisa mumbled
to herself. “I hope all of this is worth it.”

Lisa Parker was in attendance for one reason:
to help Herschel in the critical negotiations with Billy. And
whenever he asked Lisa for anything, she was more than pleased to
comply. Herschel had picked up the entire tab for Lisa’s law school
costs, simply out of the goodness of his big heart. The petite,
freckled-faced redhead was the youngest daughter of two of
Herschel’s closest friends that had died in a horrible car accident
years ago. Immediately following their tragic death, Herschel
gladly took on the role of Lisa’s surrogate father, a relationship
that both Herschel and Lisa cherished dearly. He had always
secretly wished that she had been one of his own.

Lisa was an incessant force of energy packed
in a tiny frame, barely five feet tall. She often rebelled against
being described as perky, but she begrudgingly admitted to herself
that she could understand the description. She couldn’t have
weighed over a hundred pounds fully clothed, but she was, at times,
as feisty as someone more than twice her size. Though small in
stature, Lisa was impossible to miss. Maybe it was the fiery red
curly hair that drew others’ immediate attention. Or it might have
been her constant animated gestures that embellished her
communication skills.

Most of her trademark freckles had
disappeared both naturally and otherwise years before, but for
those who had known her since “Uncle Herschel” took her in years
ago, the early memories of the rambunctious, pigtailed,
freckled-face tomboy were not easily forgotten. She didn’t consider
herself pretty, but she had developed a sort of classic, sharply
defined attractiveness that turned many heads. She could be in a
room with a hundred other people, but it was generally the short,
spirited redhead most people remembered.

When Lisa became old enough, she worked part
time for Bradlin Homes as an administrative assistant, verifying
the details in sales contracts. After college, when she found the
job market limited, Herschel hired her full time. Once passing the
bar, she became Bradlin Homes’ full-time staff attorney, which was
a luxury that both Lisa and Herschel appreciated. Her job
description had greatly evolved over the years. Recently she began
reviewing the details of all Bradlin Homes legal documents,
particularly relating to Charles’ half-baked land deals. She also
took it upon herself to protect the organization against the threat
of frivolous lawsuits which seemingly surfaced out of thin air.
With the increasing myriad of government regulations facing
builders, she helped to draft the compliance standards that Bradlin
field personnel had to interpret and enforce. As the company grew,
she inherited the duties customarily performed by human resource
directors.

She took her role in the organization very
seriously. While there were some that felt she took her role too
seriously at times, Herschel personally made sure that Lisa kept
things in proper perspective. On more than one occasion, Herschel
would stroll into Lisa’s office, grab her by the hand while humming
a song, and start dancing with his favorite young lady.

The wise old man could do no wrong in her
eyes. No matter how trivial Lisa found this fishing expedition to
be, she would do her part to make sure that Herschel came home with
his catch.

As Captain Max expertly – and rapidly –
maneuvered the Dumb Duck back into its slip, Herschel yelled
out, “So what have you brought us back?”

“Well,” beamed John David Holmes, “our new
friend here caught the big one. Catherine, your husband is quite
the fisherman. He fought that 400-pounder for over an hour and a
half and never complained once except when the fish took the whole
spool of line for the third time and Billy asked the Captain to
take out a gun and just shoot either him or the damn fish,”
Bradlin’s solidly built CFO joked.

“A 400-pound fish!” exclaimed Charlene,
Herschel’s companion. “Where is it?”

“We released him,” Billy said, almost
indignantly. “You don’t kill a beautiful creature like that just
for the hell of it.”

Charlene was skeptical of his fish story.

Just then, Charles and Vinny emerged from
behind the salon’s huge tinted sliding doors. It was obvious that
neither Charles nor Vinny had participated in any fishing
activities on this day.

The mate was cleaning the fishing deck when
he looked up and said to the land-based skeptics, “Folks, if you
don’t believe Billy here, you’ll get to see first hand that he’s
not only telling you the truth, but he’s really being overly
modest. Captain Max videotaped the whole fight from right up there
in the tower, including the part when the blue did his little jig
across the surface of the swells,” Darryl waxed poetic. All eyes
trained on Capt. Max, still on the fly bridge, covering his
electronic fish-finding apparatus. With a slight grin and an even
less conspicuous nod, the good Captain signaled that what they had
heard was not some overly boastful fish story.

“Well, Billy, where’s our dinner since you
released the big one?” Lisa asked. She had barely finished her
sentence when Darryl reached into the live well and started pulling
out six yellow fin tuna in the twenty-five to thirty-five pound
range, tossing them onto the dock’s worn planking.

“Dinner is served,” he announced with an
exaggerated stage bow and a sheepish grin.
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The house was built on huge wood pilings and
seemed to rise into the sky in perpetuity. Its two main floors of
custom wood and stucco elegance were topped off with a third floor
that highlighted a 360-degree panoramic view of both the sound as
well as the Atlantic. The view seemed to stretch into forever. The
stunning “bird’s nest”, as the owners referred to it, was made
almost entirely of glass. The glass used in the nest was of the
same composition and strength as found on the bridge of most
American-made aircraft carriers. Sitting in one of the overstuffed
love seats, with drink in hand, a person might wonder if things
could get any better. The rest of the house was just as
awe-inspiring. It was an extraordinary model of ultimate opulence.
The oversized plasma TV was currently displaying the video proving
that Billy was in fact the great fisherman that his mates claimed
he was.

“Here’s to a wonderful day,” Herschel said as
he raised his glass in the air. “I inherited the better part of
this deal because I was afforded the opportunity to spend the day
with these three lovely ladies while you boys spent your time
chasing smelly fish.” Charles smirked at the old man’s remark. Some
days were better than others for Herschel, and today was one of his
better days.

Even though Charles was still perturbed at
the thought of Billy running the company, he felt that Vinny would
somehow see to it that things worked out. Charles grinned
sluggishly and looked around, impressed with the lavish
surroundings. Maybe it was the gin and tonics, but he was actually
beginning to loosen up. Then again, maybe it was the thought of his
plans to go out trolling for his own trophy catch later on. In the
meantime, he drained the rest of his glass and admired the
breathtaking view from the screened-in deck overlooking the
Atlantic Ocean.

The evening was turning out to be everything
Herschel could have wished for, though he was still wary of how his
son would behave around Billy. On this night, however, Charles
Bradlin was to be the perfect gentleman. His son’s cordial demeanor
actually set Herschel even further on edge. He silently prayed that
the other shoe wouldn’t drop.

“Mr. Bradlin –” Billy started to say.

“Billy, please, please call me Herschel,” the
elder Bradlin cut him off with a polite wave.

“Alright, Herschel, I can honestly say that
you, as well as everyone here, have made Catherine and I feel very
comfortable. After an utterly perfect day on the water, and now in
these grand surroundings, we find ourselves totally at ease with
all of you. We want to thank you all for your gracious
hospitality.” Billy was sounding more like a politician than a home
building professional. In actuality, he had practiced that very
verse for days. He was always prepared. It was part of his nature
and the exact reason Herschel had courted him so aggressively for a
position in the company. This was an opportunity he was carefully
considering and he was resolved to make his typical best
impression.

“Billy, if you think this is grand, just wait
until you see what awaits you in Maryland,” Herschel offered. “We
have everything that you could ever want.” That was the rehearsed
cue for Lisa. Rising from her seat, she turned and reached for a
leather binder on the mahogany buffet. Without a word, Lisa handed
the binder to Herschel and returned to her seat.

“Catherine, Billy, this is for you,” Herschel
offered, intensely following Catherine’s eyes as he handed the
binder directly to her.

Catherine opened the binder. When she
realized what she held in her hands, she smiled slightly and looked
up to see Herschel grinning broadly.

Without losing the emotions of the moment,
Hershel began to speak. “As you can see, Catherine, before you is a
listing of private schools. Some of the finest schools in our area,
I might add. We want you to know that we realize we’re not just
offering your husband a job. We want him, as well as you and your
children, to become part of the Bradlin family. We also want you to
know that if you find any one of these schools to your liking, we
are prepared to pick up the full costs associated with your
children’s education.”

“Mr. Bradlin – I’m sorry, Herschel,”
Catherine corrected herself. She took a deep breath and braced
herself for the reaction she was fervently hoping she was not about
to provoke. “This is awfully kind of you, and I certainly don’t
want to seem ungrateful, but Billy and I have planned to raise our
children in the public school system.”

“I completely understand,” Herschel said with
a nod. “If you thumb through the binder, you’ll notice that we have
included a section on the county’s public school system and it’s
rather impressive history.” He smiled at the young woman, whose
color had returned to her face. “Obviously you know what’s best for
your children. We just want you to know that while we want Billy to
be a part of our organization, we also want you and the children to
feel comfortable with the move.” Herschel’s speech came with all of
the charm and conviction he could muster.

“Herschel,” Catherine said, with tears
beginning to well up in her eyes, “I already feel like part of your
family.”

“Holy shit, Catt,” Billy mumbled to himself.
This was not something that Billy had expected from his wife. They
had talked about their plan of keeping their comments as
noncommittal as possible, but it was obvious that Catherine was
beginning to take a liking to Mr. Herschel Bradlin. The fact was
that his beautiful wife was susceptible to becoming overly
sentimental. It was one of the reasons he loved her so much. Yet,
it was still up to him to accept or decline the offer, and to his
knowledge he had not given Herschel a hint of which way he was
leaning. He couldn’t have. He didn’t know what he was going to do
himself.

“Billy, Catherine…,” Herschel began as he
paused and stared at them, “please come and be a part of our
organization. We need you. You can become the author that writes
the next chapter of history for Bradlin Homes.”

A prolonged silence hung over the room.
Despite Herschel’s best-laid plans, his statement seemed more like
a desperate plea than an open invitation. Eye contact was nowhere
to be found.

Several uncomfortable seconds later, Charles
stood up. “Bill, I know I speak for my father when I say that we
are looking forward to a fresh new management style that I know
you’ll bring to Bradlin Homes, and I, for one, am looking forward
to learning from you,” Charles Bradlin abruptly offered with a
remarkably straight face. He sounded genuine, but those who knew
him did not believe a word of it.

The elder Bradlin was waiting for his son’s
punch line. The other shoe was certainly about to drop. He was
afraid that Charles was going to ruin everything that he had done
to bring Billy into the fold. And when he did, Herschel was going
to disown him.

The ever widening rife between father and son
had begun many years before. It was only recently that the tension
between Herschel and Charles had become nothing less than a tragic
folly. Two years before, against all of his considerable business
instincts, Herschel reluctantly turned over the day-to-day
operational controls of his company to his son. He had little
choice at the time. His health had begun to fail him.

Just before Herschel relinquished control of
his company to Charles, the Bradlin Homes balance sheet, as well as
its position in the Southern Maryland home building market,
couldn’t have been stronger. The Waldorf area was experiencing a
phenomenal rate of growth, and there was Bradlin Homes, smack dab
in the middle of the frenzy, gobbling up more than it’s fair
portion of market share and profits. It was only fitting then, that
when prosperity finally arrived in his backyard, and he was in a
position to take full advantage of the opportunities, Charles
became involved. Bradlin Homes had not been the same since.

In less than a year and a half, Charles,
through a series of incomprehensibly reckless business decisions,
tore down what it had taken his father more than thirty years to
assemble. Long-term employees left in droves. Sales stagnated.
Charles was able to hide the dismal financial condition of the
company only because he hired and subsequently fired a grand total
of four CFO’s during his year-and-a-half tenure running the
company. To make matters worse, he had coerced the last two
controllers into falsifying company results. When Herschel finally
found out just how bad things had become, there was little he could
do except to try and restore order to the operation of the company
himself. Charles had other incentives motivating him to keep his
father’s company intact – If for only a little while longer.

Charles knew that his father’s company was
his only current source of income. So, he conspired to get back
into his father’s good graces, even if it meant fooling his old man
into believing that his actions were honorable in nature, though
incompetent in effect.
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Several months earlier, Charles had entered
into a disastrous land deal with a local land broker who snookered
him into believing that he had purchased a literal gold mine. As it
turned out, the piece of property that Charles had agreed to
purchase was landlocked. To gain access to the property, an
easement had to be acquired. Complicating matters, the adjoining
property was owned by two brothers who had no intention of
relinquishing any part of their hallowed land to the likes of a
developer, who, they assumed, would rape and pillage the heavily
timbered acreage. But so strong was Charles’ desire to own the
property, he neglected to do the due diligence required when
purchasing property and ignored the standard Bradlin land
contract.

Land had always been an overwhelmingly
critical factor in determining a builder’s level of profitability.
Even marginally competent builders could make money if they bought
the right piece of dirt at the right price. But in recent years,
even in emerging markets, developable land could be scarce. The
slow-to-no-growthers combined with the not-in-my-back-yarders
passionately fought to slow down the pace of development. It didn’t
take long for a contingent of small, medium and large public
builders to burn through a stockpile of available building lots.
Without an adequate supply of dirt out in front of them, builders
would find themselves out of business.

Charles was dead set on purchasing the
brother’s property without anyone else’s knowledge or involvement.
He had no intention of losing the property to any of his
competitors, especially considering the deal he was working outside
of his company’s boundaries. The stress of securing the brothers’
land was what led Charles to the bar in the first place.

As he sat slumped over a bar top in the dingy
watering hole he had come to call home, he began spilling his guts
again to complete strangers about the desperate predicament he had
gotten his company and himself into.

As he babbled on and on about how none of the
mess was really his fault, he confided to the same faceless
bartender that what he really needed was someone capable of
applying persuasion to those despicable brothers who were unwilling
to grant Charles the easement he needed to develop his newly
purchased property. A dozen drinks later, and well past the legal
limit, he made no secret of his ability and willingness to
compensate someone handsomely to make his troubles with the
brothers go away. The bartender turned away from washing his
glasses and discretely picked up the phone.

Another two vodka tonics and three shots of
Beam later, Charles managed to relocate himself to the bar’s filthy
bathroom. Suspended just above a total state of blackout, he lay
sprawled out on the hard, cold concrete floor. As incoherent as he
was, he sensed that someone was standing over him. When Charles
finally pried his drooping eyelids partially open, he caught a
blurry vision of a menacing figure hovering over him. Charles
sobered up almost immediately in surprise. He struggled to move
away from the shadowy figure’s approach, but his alcohol-fatigued
muscles wouldn’t permit escape.

Suddenly, the stranger reached down. Charles
got the feeling that he was about to be rolled like some drunken
bum. But Vincent Kastanza wasn’t about to rob the pitiful,
distraught Bradlin. Rather, after helping Charles off the cold,
urine-soaked floor and walking him back to a bar stool, he listened
quietly and carefully to his future employer’s rambling plea for
help.

The desperate businessman confided to Vinny
that he would do whatever it took – pay whatever the price – to
anyone who could help him find a solution to his problem. Charles
was certainly in no condition to realize who he was talking to at
the time, but he would soon discover the remarkably persuasive
talents that Vinny possessed.

Vinny took Charles up on his request to help
him find access to the expensive property he had purchased. And
through a series of highly illegal steps, Vinny made the reluctant
brothers see the advantages of selling a small parcel of their land
to Bradlin Homes.

Charles paid Vinny handsomely for his
astonishing accomplishment in securing the easement. One quick
solution wasn’t enough for Charles, though – he wanted more. He
pleaded with Vinny to stay on with him as a well-compensated “land
procurement” consultant. Vinny decided to take Charles up on his
offer since his other free-lancing gigs had all but dried up
entirely.

Vinny became Charles’ closest advisor. No one
would intimidate him with Vinny around. He convinced himself that
Vinny was his ticket to success in the business of running Bradlin
Homes.
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“We would just like to say again how
appreciative we are for your hospitality,” Billy said, after a deep
breath. The day had been surreal. He felt like he was living
someone else’s life. He worked hard to get here. He had paid his
own way through college, working several jobs and graduating with
honors. He built his sterling reputation in the world of home
building from the ground floor up. From his humble beginnings as a
superintendent, to the company’s youngest production manager and
now a top producing Division President, he had forged an impeccable
track record at Regal Homes. He averaged at least two calls a month
from executive search firms. Until now, nothing had interested him
enough to even return their calls.

He was living quite the dream, he thought to
himself as he continued to address his hosts. “This has been a day
that neither Catherine nor I will forget for quite some time. Thank
you all for everything. I can assure you all that we’re going to
give this serious consideration.”

Herschel had a gut feeling that Billy had
already decided to accept the offer. Allowing himself to relax a
little, he decided to try and get a good night’s sleep; something
that had been eluding him for some time. He stood up and said,
“Everyone, thank you for coming. Billy and Catherine, I especially
want to thank you for being here. Please enjoy the rest of your
evening.” He excused himself from the table. The remaining guests
began to leave the dining room, discussing their after dinner plans
along the way.

Charles and Vinny headed out to do some of
their own brand of fishing. While Lisa, Charlene and John David
made their way toward the birds nest for some frank discussion on
how to save the world or some other ambitious undertaking.

And, in no time at all, Catherine and Billy
were out the door and headed toward the roar of the crashing surf
within a few dozen yards of the house.
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“So, what do you make of all of this, Mr.
Capel?” Catt asked in her most hoity-toity voice as she placed her
hand firmly in her husband’s. The temperature had dropped a few
degrees as they made their way to the darkened beaches near the
house. The breeze, even at this late hour, was still warm.

“What’s not to like of all this attention,
Mrs. Capel?” he asked back in the same lofty tone as he squeezed
her small hand tightly.

“I know how starved you are for attention,”
she said playfully.

“I can always count on you to put me in my
place, can’t I?”

As they walked along the ocean’s edge, Catt
suddenly released Billy’s hand and raced back towards the dunes.
Billy was startled. Confused, he wondered if he had said something
to upset her. He watched Catt disappear behind the tall mounds of
sand ahead. He was beginning to worry. Was Catt beginning to have
second thoughts about all of this? He hastily headed towards the
dunes. Damn, things were going too well, he thought to himself.

He reached the dunes and began to call out
her name. He had not so much as taken a step behind the sea grass
covered sand dune when he felt a hand around his ankle. Billy
jumped in surprise. He instinctively spun around with the full
intent to strike out at his attacker when he saw his wife in the
soft light of the night sky. She was smiling up at him and had not
a single stitch of clothing left on her body. Her eyes sparkled
with pleasure. Catt was like a lovesick teenager tugging on his
leg, reaching up and unzipping his shorts. She impatiently ripped
open his shirt. Buttons flew off in all directions.

As she pulled him down to the sand, he
managed to breathlessly stutter, “Catt, what… what’s gotten into
you?” Her reply came in the form of soft laughter. Billy fell to
the sand and together they rolled in the wet sea grass. She nibbled
the side of his throat and moved on to caress the inside of his ear
with her tongue.

“Billy,” Catt moaned, “I wanted to make sure
that you’re really not starving for attention tonight.” With all of
the strength she could summon, she rolled him over on his back.
“You won’t starve from a lack of attention from me, not tonight
anyway,” she softly whispered as she enveloped him wholly with
salacious abandon.

Billy could barely believe how passionate
Catt was tonight. But at the moment, he had no intention of either
questioning or suppressing her playful sexual energy – even if he
could – as he reached the first of the evening’s moments of
closure.
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“Who is she and where’d you find her?” Emma
quizzed her long time investment-banking colleague, Nathan.

“I really can’t take credit for Madelin,”
Nathan confessed. “She collaborated on last year’s annual report
and the new chairman’s profile – the one that was so well received.
She’s been free-lancing regularly for us ever since. Looks like she
hit another home run with the piece she just finished on community
relations,” he told Emma matter-of-factly. “She’s making the entire
department look real good.”

This wasn’t the first time that Madelin
Martucci’s literary prowess had cast a magic spell on one of her
clients. Madelin was quite the gifted writer – among other
things.

“Let’s give her a call and set up a meeting
to see if we can convince her to become involved with the story
we’re doing about the proposed merger,” Emma suggested. “Lord knows
how scrutinized we’ll be on this one.” She had barely finished her
sentence when another idea popped into her head. “You know, Nathan,
we’ve got a couple people in the communication department leaving
later this month. Maybe we could get this Madelin woman to fill in
for a while. What do you think?” Emma excitedly asked.

“Sounds like something to consider, but then
again, we don’t really know anything about her.” Nathan paused as
he suddenly remembered a peculiar conversation he’d had about the
woman before. “I was talking to one of the guys in communications
and he told me that for the chairman’s piece, she interviewed him
over the phone. Can you believe it? She gets to interview the big
guy over the phone and she pulls it off masterfully. According to
everyone I spoke with, all communication with her has been either
on the phone, by fax, or online. No one has even seen her.”

“With her writing and composition skills, who
cares what she looks like? Hell, I don’t care if she ever steps
through the door,” Emma said as she stood and began pacing
animatedly around the room.

Nathan considered making some lewd,
politically incorrect joke about how she might stack up, but he
wisely decided against it. “Sure, Emma, we can do the routine
background check in almost no time while we tie her up with some
small projects so we don’t lose her to someone else. We could make
her the offer when we meet with her. We could explain to her that
it would be contingent upon everything checking out. I think we
should do it as soon as we can. She could be a huge asset for us
all. With someone like this, it’s not likely she’s an axe murderer
or something,” Nathan mumbled as he sat back in his chair, proud of
his and Emma’s impromptu plan and totally unaware of just what or
who they were talking about.
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In a semi-inebriated state, Charles stumbled
through the door of his hotel room. No way was he staying at the
beach house with his father’s entourage. His giggling little
companion wasn’t in much better shape. He wasn’t sure if her name
was Susan or Sharon, but he was pretty certain that her name began
with an S. But, then again, he really didn’t care.

The chubby, middle-aged Bradlin was certain
he was in for a grand time. His young friend was seemingly
mesmerized by his boastful stories of wealth and power, and he was
more than aware of her apparent awe over his diamond-studded Rolex
conspicuously adorning his wrist. It wasn’t the first time he had
used his expensive timepiece as “fishing bait.” What Charles didn’t
know was that this wasn’t the first time this little lass had
purposely swallowed the hook, with no intention of spitting it out
until she did a bit of reeling in herself.

As he reached wildly for her, she began to
moan uncontrollably. All at once, she arched her back, lost her
balance and tumbled onto the bed, knocking over the clock radio and
telephone on the night stand in one fell swoop.

Charles wouldn’t notice the message light
flashing on the telephone until much later. It was now buried
beneath the heap of hastily discarded clothing. The message was
from Martin Sampson, who was desperately trying to reach his boss.
Charles had neglected to listen to the other messages that Martin
had left earlier as well. Retrieving Martin’s messages was the
farthest thing from Charles’ mind at the moment. Charles had a
little message of his own that he was planning to send.

 


* * *

 


The sun hadn’t even begun to creep up over
the Atlantic, but he was wide-awake. Charles was so mad he could
hardly breathe. “I’ll find that little bitch and I’ll kill her. She
stole my watch. I’m going to find her and kill her,” he repeatedly
mumbled to himself as he paced the hotel room. As was typical for
Charles, he had worked himself into such a state that he stumbled
as he paced. He needed Vinny. Yeah, Vinny would find his expensive
watch, the one his late wife gave him several Christmases ago.
Vinny would make that little bitch pay for messing with Charles
Bradlin.

Focusing on the hate, Charles slowly started
to regain his composure. It was as he reached down to fetch his
trousers, stuffed partially under the bed, that he finally noticed
it; the telephone, with its message light still flashing. Charles
pushed the button and retrieved the message. It was the message
from Martin. It simply said, “Call me immediately! As soon as
possible! We have big problems!”

As quickly as it had calmed a moment before,
Charles’ breathing once again began to accelerate. He repeated the
message out loud, his brow furrowed. What in the hell was that
supposed to mean? Charles reached for his cell phone and hit speed
dial. “Martin, what in the hell is going on?” Charles screamed over
the phone to a man who was about to experience an all-time bad
day.

“I’ve been trying to get in touch with you
since yesterday, Charles.”

“Obviously you didn’t try hard enough.”

“Norton’s Consulting report came in early
yesterday and it’s not good,” Martin said quickly, getting to the
point of the matter. He had neither the intention nor inclination
to beat around the bush with Charles regarding the troubling
engineering report.

“What exactly do you mean by ‘it’s not
good?’” Charles spit back. He had enough on his plate to deal with
without Martin adding to his problems. “How does this report differ
from the previous engineering study?”

“The only difference between Norton’s and
Advanced’s report is that Norton’s is more detailed. Their findings
are based on more data because we asked them to perform more tests.
We had Advanced conduct the basic studies if you recall,” Martin
told Charles, knowing full well that Charles was the one who had
decided to limit Advanced’s scope of site analysis.

“Okay, so we have some problems that we have
to deal with.”

“Charles, we don’t just have some isolated
soils issues here, the whole damn site has unstable clays. You saw
Advanced’s initial conclusions. We’re faced with some damn severe
consequences.”

“Listen, Martin,” Charles said, trying to
somewhat defuse the tense, long-distance phone conversation. “Let’s
not make this out to be more than it is, okay?”

At first, Martin couldn’t believe what he was
hearing. But he reminded himself he was talking to Charles Bradlin.
“Charles, I don’t think - ”

“Here’s what I want you to do,” Charles cut
him off. “I want you to pick me up at National Airport at 11:30 and
we’ll continue our discussion to determine our best course of
action on the drive back.”

What other choice do I have? Martin thought
to himself. “I’ll meet you in front of the short-term lot.” Martin
had to appease Charles. He needed him. This was a big-time problem,
and if it weren’t dealt with properly, the whole thing would
quickly become a nightmare.
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“When is he getting back?” the rotund,
balding man sitting behind the antique desk demanded.

“His plane is scheduled to arrive just before
noon,” his timid assistant responded in a fragile voice.

“I want him here today and I want to be sure
that he’s under control. Do you understand me?”

“I understand, I understand.”

“I also want Kastanza here with him. That man
is a piece of work.” Douglas Adams had first hand knowledge of
Vinny’s soiled reputation. “I want total priority given to
following the whereabouts of those two. Total priority. Do you
understand me, Sam?”

Douglas Adams, president of Providence
Savings and Trust, did not become co-chairman of the old guard
financial institution via birth right alone. Granted, he was the
only son of Providence founder, Gerald Adams, but Douglas Adams had
more than earned his position. Though some might say his position
was seized more through his ruthless style of managing his family
institution’s considerable assets. Old man Adams had built
Providence from the most meager of beginnings. He had been a former
corner grocer who first entered into the money-lending business by
letting his grocery store customers make their weekly bread and
milk purchases “on time.” Cashing paychecks, advancing tax return
refunds and other bank functions for fat fees spurred the elder
Adams on to bigger and more lucrative banking opportunities; albeit
activities frowned upon and highly scrutinized by several federal
agencies.

Gerald Adams had been a prodigious risk
taker. He was the antithesis of the conservative banking
establishment type. For the most part, he fashioned his biggest
returns from financing the spiraling real estate booms of the
sixties and seventies. He had directly earned some of his biggest
profits from the results of Herschel Bradlin and Bradlin Homes’
best years.

Much like Herschel Bradlin, the elder Adams
had turned the day-to-day operations of Providence over to his
ambitious son, Douglas, as Gerald’s health had slowly begun to fail
him. For the most part, Douglas had more than proved his father’s
decision to be a highly prosperous one. But while Gerald Adams had
been fond of high risk, high return opportunities, he also valued
the benefits of long – term steady investments – unlike his son.
Douglas felt compelled to focus his attention toward big payoffs.
Although his father had frequently warned him about leveraging the
firm’s future on overly ambitious deals, the younger Adams believed
that he had discovered a deal that would yield a once-in-a-lifetime
payoff. It mattered little to Douglas that this “deal” meant
allowing some highly unethical and criminal activities to occur. It
just so happened that this potentially enormous payoff included the
involvement of Charles Bradlin. Luckily for Douglas, Charles
Bradlin also had very little interest in staying true to his
father’s wishes for his company as well.

Bradlin Homes had something that Douglas
Adams coveted. Ironic as it was, Providence literally owned Bradlin
Homes, due to Charles’ inept mismanagement. Douglas had every
intention of converting Bradlin Homes’ misfortunes into his own
personal windfall. He had absolutely no concern for anyone who got
in his way.

“Sam, go to the airport and make sure he gets
here even if you have to bring him here yourself.”
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“Slow down, Charles, give me some facts,”
Vinny patiently instructed his distraught boss. “How did she get it
off your wrist? Did she drive back with you or did she follow you?
Approximately what time did she leave your room?” Vinny had a host
of questions for Charles, but the dim-witted victim had difficulty
responding coherently when it came to fielding any manner of
questioning in general, let alone in stressful situations.

Charles snorted and shook his head wearily.
The night before, Charles had asked Vinny to give him some space
while he temporarily fell in love with his mystery date. Luckily
for Charles, his ever cautious babysitter had made some mental
notes about Charles’ companion. Paying attention to details was
Vinny’s strong suit. He had already begun mentally assembling a
plan for how to deal with the situation. He knew that he’d receive
little in the way of solid leads from Charles. Nevertheless, he was
fairly confident that he’d be able to make contact with the young
lady and retrieve Charles’ prized possession.

“Charles,” Vinny offered in a soft-spoken
voice, “you go on ahead without me. I’m going to stick around here
for the day and see what I can find out. I’ll give you a call later
on with an update. Go on and get ready and I’ll drop you off at the
airport. You’ve got the executive committee meeting this afternoon.
Herschel will be pissed if you’re not there. I’ll take care of
things on this end, okay?” Vinny was doing his best to calm
Charles’ anger. After that, Vinny would do what he was best at:
He’d reconcile his boss’s loss regardless of the cost.

 


* * *

 


Vinny didn’t belong. He never had. Wherever
he turned up – particularly among large groups of people – he just
didn’t fit in. But Vinny never cared. He preferred when others
avoided eye contact and purposely moved beyond his space when he
entered a room. He willfully intended to project an irascible aura.
It allowed him to keep the curious at a safe distance. His
philosophy was that one could never be certain who was friend or
foe. Vincent DeGrosa Kastanza decided at an early age that everyone
was a potential adversary by default.

At first glance, his short, skinny build
certainly didn’t seem to strike fear in casual observers. But it
was his piercing eyes that were intimidating to anyone who
mistakenly crossed his path. He seldom spoke or even acknowledged
the presence of others. It was more than aloofness. His
premeditated strategy was to render unassuming onlookers
psychologically incapacitated. A menacing scowl was permanently
plastered to the middle-aged man’s drawn face, as if to vanquish
anyone’s desire to even consider tangling with someone who appeared
so despicable. Charles had been taken aback by Vinny’s presence in
the beginning. Now, he would never consider wandering far from his
hired associate for long.
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She was sound asleep – or as much as anyone
could be – sitting semi-upright at thirty thousand feet. While he
wanted to be, and for all intents and purposes should have been,
Billy was too keyed-up to sleep. With Catt’s lovely head resting
gently on his shoulder, all he could do was smile and let the
memories of the last thirty-six hours wash over him – Incredible
sport fishing, tagging the big one, the job offer of a lifetime and
not the least of all, an unforgettable love-making session on the
beach, the kind he had thought only happened in the movies.

Billy was beginning to become excited about
the prospect of coming aboard to alter the downward direction that
Bradlin Homes was heading in. Herschel Bradlin had portrayed his
company as needing a leader who could step in to affect positive
change by stressing adherence to sound, fundamental home building
management practices. Herschel had heard from more than one
reliable source that Billy had almost single-handedly resurrected
three failing divisions within his company, Regal Homes. This
highly impressive feat convinced Herschel that Billy was his
man.

Herschel had told Billy that the company
needed someone to focus everyone’s attention on what he called the
blocking and tackling of home building operations. That suited
Billy just fine. Billy had always considered one of his major
strengths to be the ability to successfully manage what he referred
to as the sticks and bricks portion of the business.

Life is good, Billy thought to himself as a
flight attendant walked by his first-class seat. Change was
certainly in the cards for Billy and his family if he decided to
pursue Herschel’s offer. Rapid and ferocious change. He would have
precious little time to revel in the comfort zone he was finding
himself in.

After landing and driving home, and before
Billy had a chance to figure out what was going on, Catt was out of
the car almost before it had stopped. There was something sitting
on the landing at the front door. She was positive she knew who it
was from. Billy had always accused her of possessing a sort of
sixth sense about the prospects of the future. It was that sixth
sense that had convinced her that Billy was destined to work for
Bradlin Homes.

That Herschel Bradlin is quite the charmer,
she sighed as she read Herschel’s message.

 


My Dear,
Catherine,

I hope you enjoyed
yourself this weekend half as much as I did. I can’t wait to see
you and Billy again, hopefully permanently in beautiful Southern
Maryland.

 


Very special
regards,

Fondly,
Herschel

 


Catherine was nearly cooing like a smitten
schoolgirl. Billy walked up with an arm full of luggage, inquiring
as to whom the flowers were from.

“You mean you don’t know?” she sighed.
“They’re from Herschel,” she gushed. “What a true gentleman.” Billy
was about to get lecture #54 – the “You never send me flowers like
this” lecture. Billy just grinned and shook his head. It didn’t
take a clairvoyant to discern that Catherine had taken a distinct
liking to Herschel. But then again, the short haired brunette, who
could have been mistaken for a college-aged cheerleader, was more
than capable of figuring things out on her own. As it were, she was
quite the successful entrepreneur.

Shortly after the birth of her last child,
Catt decided that she wanted to be more than just a SUV wielding
soccer mom. Her previous employer, a large corporate executive
search firm, had practically begged her to return. She had become
one of their most productive recruiters, specializing in the
placement of high-level accounting professionals. Chief financial
officers from some of the country’s most prestigious corporations
wouldn’t consider allowing anyone but Catherine Capel to fill their
company’s accounting personnel needs. She personally contributed
more to her company’s bottom line than any five of her peers
combined. But she had no intention of subjecting herself to the
endless bevy of petty internal office political games again. So,
after a great deal of consideration, and with an equal amount of
encouragement from Billy, she decided to start her own search
firm.

At first, business was slow, but it wasn’t
long before some of her old contacts learned that she had opened up
her own shop. Once word got out that Catt was back in the
recruiting game, she had more requests for her services than she
could possibly handle by herself. Her increasing workload led to
the hiring of a part time secretary, who doubled as a nanny for the
kids. She took on a partner who also was a new mom. She leased a
small office just a few minutes from the house, but she conducted
most of her work from their converted den. The den was equipped to
the hilt with a slew of high-tech gadgets that allowed her
operation to appear to be five times the size that it actually
was.

Catt held no grandiose aspirations to grow
the business beyond its present dimensions. She had become
accustomed to the size and scope of the business she had created.
The fact was that, not only had she discovered a marvelous balance
in her life, but she was also earning huge fees for her efforts.
All the while, her husband was her biggest fan and source of
constant support, just as she was his.

Catt was prepared to disrupt her entire life
if Herschel convinced her husband to join his company. She was
fully behind whatever decision Billy would make. Her only
reservation lay in the knowledge that Billy would most likely be
away for extended periods of time if he decided to take Herschel up
on his offer. Catt knew that the job would be as demanding for the
family as it would be for Billy.

Over the years, Catt had reluctantly learned
to cope with Billy’s frequent business trips. She hated the thought
of him being away, but she’d deal with it somehow.
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As the trailer door flew open, all he could
think about was that he really didn’t need this – particularly at
this early hour. “Brett!” shouted the visitor. “It sure doesn’t
look like my house is going to be ready on time.” Before Brett had
an opportunity to reply, Forest Johnson continued his assault.
“Please tell me that I’m wrong.”

“Mr. Johnson,” Brett started, trying to
gather all of the wits he had, “I can assure you that we are doing
everything we can to make sure that your house will be ready on
time.”

“Don’t bullshit me, boy,” Johnson snarled and
pointed a finger at the young man. “You’re just telling me what I
want to hear, aren’t you?”

“No, Mr. Johnson, I’m telling you that I
think your house will be ready just like I told you last week.”

Brett’s hole was getting deeper. What he
really needed to do was tell Forest Johnson the truth. He needed to
tell this guy that it was doubtful his house would be completed on
time. Brett would be lucky to have it ready next month, let alone
by the time he had just committed himself to.

Johnson didn’t seem to buy Brett’s attempts
to smooth the situation over. He spent the next several minutes
admonishing Brett for details that he felt needed immediate
attention in his home. If he’s so knowledgeable about all of this
home building stuff, Brett thought, then why doesn’t he build the
damn house himself?

Brett knew that building homes was a huge
responsibility. Buyers were making enormous commitments, not only
from a financial standpoint, but from an equally large emotional
investment as well. It took a strong-willed, mature individual to
deal with the rigors of the home building process. Someday, Brett
might possess those very qualities, but not today. That time had
not yet arrived and the strain was visibly evident.

The slumping posture and bloodshot eyes were
telltale signs of the stress Brett was under. His signature chuckle
– more like a cackle – hadn’t surfaced in awhile. No matter how
many hours he worked, he kept falling behind, especially, it
seemed, when it came to finishing Forest Johnson’s house.

He hadn’t expected his job, as a home
building superintendent to be easy, but he also didn’t think it
would suck most of the life out of him either. As Johnson continued
to hammer away, it felt like his will to continue was being
drained.
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Skeeter Key was out making his customary
early morning rounds at Heron Bay. He had only been with Bradlin
for six weeks. He was an experienced production superintendent with
impeccable credentials.

Skeeter was a highly motivated professional
who took his job very seriously. In fact, one of the primary
reasons he left his former company was due to his new company’s
reputation for doing things right. The impression throughout the
region was that Bradlin Homes had always positioned itself in the
marketplace to be a cut above when it came to their attention to
countless details associated with the entire home building process.
They believed in staffing properly, unlike other builders who were
seemingly always a couple bodies short. Bradlin was also known for
having the most competent stable of subcontractors in the area. To
be a sub with Bradlin was considered to be a coveted distinction in
the world of Southern Maryland home building. Bradlin Homes was
known for not tolerating cutting corners when it came to their home
building operation.

At least, that was what Skeeter had assumed
before he came on board. Maybe it had been too early to form an
objective opinion, but he had been surprised at some of the
comments that a hand full of subs had recently made about his new
company. To make matters worse, in the last three weeks, his
production manager, the man who had hired him, resigned. In
addition, one of Bradlins’ most coveted senior superintendents also
quit. Despite all of that, as far as Skeeter was concerned, this
company was still significantly better than the previous two
builders he had worked for during the past fifteen years. He had a
job to do and he was doing just that when he first noticed the
situation.

Over the years, he had incessantly bragged to
his wife that his job was all about playing the role of a trained
observer. It was that same self-professed, intuitive skill that
would prove to initiate an astonishing sequence of events.

Skeeter had witnessed this type of problem
before with another builder he had worked for. At first, he
subconsciously blocked it out. From a distance, he thought it might
simply be cosmetic, but his professional curiosity was getting the
best of him. He committed himself by taking a closer look. Then he
saw it very clearly. There was no mistaking it. So many things were
running through his mind. He didn’t build the house, so why should
he be overly concerned? Especially considering that no one was
complaining. Why start a big ruckus about something that might not
really be a problem? He spent the better part of the morning trying
to convince himself that it just wasn’t that big of a deal. Only,
his self-talk wasn’t working very well. His conscience wouldn’t
allow much leeway. Even though he knew what he had to do next, he
just wasn’t sure who he should share his concerns with.

The one thing he was certain of was that he
wanted to handle this situation properly. He was given full charge
of Bradlin Homes’ flagship development, Heron Bay, and he wanted
things to go well. This was the company’s largest and most
important project. It had been Bradlin Homes’ first major entry
into purchasing raw ground and developing the entire parcel
in-house. It was too late for second-guessing at this point. Now it
would be time to act. Unfortunately for Skeeter Key, he was about
to find out how uncomfortable it would be to get caught in the
middle of an ugly situation – especially one not of his making.

C H A P T E R 18

 


“Hello, may I speak to Madelin Martucci? This
is Emma Alexander from The Berns Group.”

“Hello, Emma, how are you?” Madelin answered
warmly.

“Madelin, I just want you to know that I’m
one of your biggest fans,” Emma gushed. “You’ve really done an
outstanding job in those stories you’ve produced for us – which is
the reason for my call. I was wondering if we could get together in
the next week to discuss some business?”

“What sort of business?” Madelin warily
asked.

Emma was surprised by the woman’s abrupt
change in tone. It was like a switch had been thrown. She pushed
on. “Well, we have some important projects coming up, and I wanted
to see if maybe you’d want to work with us on them… on more of a
permanent basis?”

This was not the first time that Madelin had
received a somewhat stealthy, over-the-phone job offer like this.
She was an extremely talented writer with a unique ability for
turning the most boring of technical data into a literary
masterpiece. But she had no intention of working for anyone
permanently. Emma’s company had paid handsomely for her efforts, so
she made sure to choose her words carefully, so no one would be
offended.

“Emma, I’ve certainly enjoyed my association
with Bern’s, and I look forward to continuing our relationship, but
I’m sorry, I’ll have to respectfully decline your proposition,”
Madelin soothed.

Emma was not used to being told no, but she
sensed that Madelin’s reply was final. Planning for such a
contingency, Emma had prepared a bit of preemptive damage control
in advance. If she couldn’t have Madelin working for her on a full
time basis, she still wanted the talented journalist available for
free-lance support. “Madelin, maybe we could discuss some upcoming
projects that you might want to be involved with – on a free-lance
basis of course.” If nothing else, Emma reasoned that she’d finally
get to meet the mystery woman.

“I’m sorry, Emma, but I’m going to be
unavailable indefinitely,” Madelin quickly responded.

Well that’s strange, Emma thought, surprised
by Madelin’s comment. “Is something wrong?” she inquired with
genuine concern.

“Not at all, it’s just that I’m in the
process of relocating.”

Emma felt like she had to pry even the
simplest of answers out of this woman. She tested her luck. “Oh?
Where are you moving to?”

“Maryland.”

“Business or family prompting your move?”

Madelin was quickly tiring of Emma’s barrage
of questions. “I have an opportunity that I’m going to take
advantage of. Being located in Southern Maryland will allow me to
pursue that opportunity. But for the next thirty, maybe forty-five
days, I’ll commit myself to getting accustomed to my new
surroundings. So, while I’m sorry I can’t meet with you, I promise
that just as soon as I’m free, I’ll contact you and we will get
together, okay?” Madelin offered, hoping that this would put
closure on this conversation.

“Sure, that would be wonderful,” Emma said
with more than a hint of disappointment in her voice.
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“Listen, Martin, here’s what we want to do,”
Charles said as he lifted himself up into Martin’s big-tired 4x4
pickup. Martin rolled his eyes and checked his mirrors before
pulling away from the curb. Not even a “good morning Martin,”
“thanks for picking me up at the airport, Martin,” “how ya doin’,
Martin,” or even “kiss my ass, Martin,” Martin laughed at himself
for expecting anything different. For all of the charm and
personality his father possessed, Charles was void of any of his
old man’s personal traits.

“Until we can definitively determine our
downside exposure, I don’t want this to be discussed with anyone,”
Charles said while staring out the window.

“I understand, Charles,” Martin said, “but
what do we do in the meantime? We’ve got all of that equipment on
site… just sitting there.”

“What do you mean just ‘sitting there’?”
Charles asked in an incredulous voice. “Do you have any idea what
all that equipment sitting around is costing us?”

“Well, we can’t move anymore dirt until we
figure out what we’re going to do,” Martin reasoned with his
boss.

“Listen, Martin, I’m sure that things aren’t
as bad as those over-zealous engineers claim. You know how
conservative engineers are when it comes to covering their asses. I
see no reason why we can’t just move forward.”

Even considering who this was coming from,
Martin couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He paused before his
next reply to Charles; Charles was the president of the company,
and he could terminate his employment on the spot if he chose to.
At the same time, if he didn’t challenge Charles, no one else
would. “Charles,” Martin Sampson said, choosing his next words
very, very carefully, “this is your company, and it’s your
prerogative to continue the development process… but I have to
respectfully submit to you that I can’t take part in this.”

The silence became deafening. Both men waited
for the other to speak first. Surprisingly, it was Charles who
spoke first.

“Martin –” Charles began loudly. He checked
himself quickly and started again in calmer tones. “I understand
where you’re coming from. Here’s what we’ll do. I’ve got a meeting
at the office later today. After the meeting, I’ll get together
with you out on the site and we’ll figure out together just exactly
what our game plan will be. Is that acceptable to you?”

If that’s the best you can do, well I guess I
can go along with it for now, at least, Martin thought to himself
with a slightly defeated shrug. He knew that this was just the
first of many battles to come. He’d chalk the first one up to a
questionable win. Martin had some serious decisions to make in the
next few hours. He’d take even the smallest victory to start.

On the other side of the truck, Charles now
knew that he not only had to deal with a problem on site, but a
messy people problem as well. The question at this point was, how
far he was going to have to go to make Martin see things his way?
He’d seek Vinny’s counsel. He had some time before his next
confrontation with Martin. By that time, Vinny would have hopefully
come up with an easy solution to this Martin problem.

As they pulled away from the airport on their
way to the executive committee meeting, neither of them noticed the
dark sedan, stalking their every move.

 


* * *

 


The room was full. The entire cast of charter
members of the executive committee was present. Since Bradlin
Homes’ humble beginnings, there had always been executive committee
meetings. In the early days, only five people participated, but now
things were more complicated. There were more outsiders at the
gathering than Bradlin employees. In the formative years, the
committee met in the dimly lit, back booth of Nick’s Deli.
Sometimes, when Nick’s business was slow, Nick himself would sit in
on the meeting. In return for the use of his establishment as
Bradlin’s makeshift corporate board room, Nick was guaranteed the
catering account at all Bradlins special events, like the office
Christmas party and the ever popular subcontractor bull roast.
Times had certainly changed. Things seemed so much easier then.

The company’s future was the purpose of the
meeting. Herschel believed with all of his soul that Billy was
their greatest hope to right the company. The business of building
new homes had passed Herschel by, primarily because of his failing
health. That’s why successfully recruiting Billy was so important.
Billy was relatively young and enthusiastic. Herschel had been told
that people who worked for Billy over the years would walk through
walls for him, just as Herschel’s own faithful folks had done for
him.

“Ladies and gentlemen, let me get right to
the point,” Herschel stated. “Our purpose for being here is very
straightforward and significant. Over the years, you have supported
me unconditionally. Well, once again your unconditional support
will be necessary, but it will not be aimed at me directly. This
evening I expect that we’ll sign and seal the employment contract
with William J. Capel. His friends call him Billy. I would expect
that everyone in this room will become duly impressed with Billy’s
home building management capabilities.”

“How are you so sure that he’ll agree to come
aboard, Herschel?” His long time friend Lowell Stark inquired.
Lowell, a settlement attorney, had been an outside member of the
executive committee for over two decades. He was a trusted advisor
of Herschel’s and had been since the founding of Bradlin Homes.

“Lowell,” Herschel beamed, “I’m going to make
him the proverbial offer he can’t refuse. Yes, when I meet with him
later this evening, I will present him with an opportunity that no
rational human being could possibly reject. I am as certain of this
as I’ve been with anything,” Herschel stated with an unmistakable
air of confidence.

Billy was not the only one who would be
surprised by the offer.
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“Alan, how the hell are you?” Billy asked his
trusted friend of the past fifteen years.

“Good, Billy, how about you and the family?”
Alan replied.

“Couldn’t be better.”

“What’s new, bud?” Alan asked, unaware of how
loaded that question really was.

“Well,” Billy sighed and took his friend up
on the excuse to vent, “since you asked, I’d like to discuss
something with you, in depth, if you’ve got time.”

“Hey bud, you know I’ve always got time for
you.”

Billy knew that he could count on one of the
most important people in his life to lend a supportive ear. It had
always been that way with Alan. His good friend had been
instrumental in his business successes in so many ways. As an
invaluable mentor to Billy, it would be Alan’s listening skills
that would enable Billy to verbalize his own thoughts in a clear,
constructive manner which, in Billy’s mind, was essential to his
decision making process. “Alright, let me get right to the point,”
Billy said as he cleared his throat. “I have been presented with
one hell of an intriguing job opportunity.”

After Billy explained in detail the
background and makeup of the company, the financial terms of the
proposal and other assorted details, there was a prolonged silence
on the other end of the phone line. “Alan, are you still there?”
Billy asked.

“Sure I am,” he replied. “I’m waiting to hear
you pose the important question.”

“And what would that be, Alan?”

“Why would you want to leave?”

Billy smiled. He knew exactly what Alan was
trying to do. Alan was framing the question so that Billy would
have to formulate solid answers in his own mind. This vetting
process would allow Billy to base his final decision on facts in
lieu of emotions. Alan was very proficient at this sort of thing.
He had helped Billy through other scenarios in just this way.

“Alan, to be honest with you, I had no real
desire to even think about leaving Regal Homes. Business is good.
The suits at corporate leave me alone. I really am in an enviable
position here. But… man, oh, man, this opportunity is intriguing.
This could be my once in a lifetime shot.”

“Billy, I don’t know how to break this to
you, bub, but there is no Santa Clause, and there is no such thing
as a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. This could be a great
situation for you, and it could work out exceptionally well. But,
then again, based on what you’ve told me about this company’s
financial health, maybe you’re there for three months and their
lenders pull the plug despite all of your best efforts. My point
is, Billy, don’t take this job thinking this will be your one and
only lifetime opportunity. With your experience and skills, you’ll
always have opportunities available to you. You’re good at what you
do. People recognize that. I don’t see that changing any time
soon.

“Now, if you called me to get my advice,
here’s where I am on this: take the job if it excites you. Take the
job because you want to turn this company’s fortunes around. Even
take it because it’ll pay big bucks. But if you’re asking me – and
I think you are asking me – don’t even consider it if you’re
thinking that this will be your one and only grab at the proverbial
brass ring.”

It wasn’t so much Alan being right on target
with his conclusion that Billy appreciated, rather, it was his
friend’s straightforward approach for cutting through the
peripheral minutia to get right to the core of the real issues that
he was truly grateful for.

As Billy started describing, in detail, the
exploits of his excellent fishing adventure to Alan, he noticed his
call-waiting signal interrupting the conversation. At first, he
ignored it just like he always did when he was on the line with
Alan. When it beeped again, however, he felt compelled to ask Alan
if he could hang on the line for a bit while he took the call.

He took the second call. “Billy, this is
Herschel Bradlin, can I talk to you about something very
important?”

“Herschel, could you hold on for a moment, I
have someone else on the other line,” Billy asked, surprised to
hear the voice of the man he had just talked to Alan about.
Herschel agreed to hold. Billy switched back to Alan. “Alan, I’m
sorry but it’s my once-in-a-lifetime opportunity guy on the other
line,” Billy joked. “I need to talk to him right away, because you
know how fleeting these once in a lifetime opportunities can
be.”

“You know, Billy, you’re a flaming asshole,”
Alan joked.

“I love you too, Alan. I’ll keep you posted,”
Billy promised his best friend.

“Billy,” Alan interjected just before he hung
up, “just remember I knew you before you were filthy rich and
famous.”

“I’ll do my best to remember you too,” Billy
sighed just before he hit the on/off button to retrieve Herschel’s
call.

“Sorry to keep you waiting, Herschel,” Billy
said, switching to business mode.

“Don’t give it a thought, it was me who
disturbed you. I do apologize if I interrupted something
important,” Herschel continued.

“No problem, it was just an old friend. I was
telling him about the great time we had in Carolina.”

“Well, I’m glad that you thought enough of
our little trip to share the memories with your friend, Billy,”
There was a brief pause. “I’ve got a favor to ask of you.”

Oh shit, Billy thought to himself. I knew
this thing was too good to be true. He’s probably going to expect
me to be in his debt now. Billy prepared himself for the worst.
“And what would that be, Herschel?” Billy asked coolly.

“Well, Billy, I want… rather I should say, I
would like you to come up here this afternoon,” Herschel said. He
closed his eyes and waited hopefully for Billy’s response.

“Mr. Bradlin,” Billy replied rather directly,
“I just got back in town and haven’t even seen my kids yet. I’ve
also got a full slate of meetings and issues to deal with at work
tomorrow.

“Billy, it’s a little after one o’clock right
now. You’re about fifteen minutes from Caldwell airfield, aren’t
you?”

“That’s right,” Billy said hesitantly.

“Well, Billy, as we speak, there is a private
aircraft sitting on the runway at Caldwell waiting for you,”
Herschel said as he still held his eyes tightly shut. He was asking
a lot of the man; he just hoped Billy caught the seriousness in his
tone.

“I don’t understand, Herschel,” Billy said,
now more puzzled than ever.

“Billy, please let me get right to the point.
As you know, I want you to come work for us. I think that you have
an idea of how much we want you, but I’d like for you to fully
realize how much I want you to run my company. So this is the
favor: I would like for you to drive out to Caldwell field and
board the plane that I have chartered to bring you here. The
pilot’s waiting. The plane is fueled. He’ll take off as soon as you
arrive. I will personally meet you when you land and I will show
you what will be yours if you join us. I’ll have you back before
the children are ready for bed.” Herschel waited in silence with
his eyes now widely open waiting for Billy’s reply.

Billy didn’t know why, because it was totally
out of character for him, but he immediately agreed to Herschel’s
arrangements. At the very least, Billy figured he could mentally
consider his upcoming decision in the air. Herschel finally
believed that he would choose to take the job; especially after
Billy had seen the kicker that Herschel was going to throw his
way.

C H A P T E R 21

 


“Charles, how are things up there?” Vinny
asked, sensing that something was wrong.

“Vinny, we’ve got big problems. You know that
engineering report we were waiting for? Well things don’t look good
and –”

“Charles,” Vinny cut the man off, wary of who
might be listening in on the call, “let’s not discuss the details
over the phone.” Vinny was always highly sensitive about protecting
his boss’s ass. Paranoia was a valuable characteristic in his line
of work, and in this case he had every right to exhibit these
tendencies.

“I understand, Vinny,” Charles whispered, as
if lowering his voice would make it impossible for any potential
spies to hear what he was saying. “Any luck in tracking down my
watch?”

“Yes, Charles, I’ve located your watch.”

“That’s amazing. How did you –”

Vinny swiftly cut him off again, “I’ll be
leaving for the airport soon. I’ll be back in town later this
afternoon. I’ll give you a call from the airport, okay?” Vinny said
more than asked, hanging up before Charles could reply.

Vinny’s appointed task was done in the Outer
Banks. He located Charles’ watch with surprising ease.
Unfortunately, unexpected consequences had unfolded while he was
retrieving the watch. But that was to be expected in his
business.
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Bud Teets with the North Carolina Natural
Resources Department knelt over her water logged body. What a
tragic waste, he thought. She appeared to be so young. The
scavengers had just begun to pluck at her swollen flesh. It
appeared she hadn’t been in the water for more than a few
hours.

Officer Teets noticed the large scrape on the
right upper corner of her face. From what he surmised, the girl
must have fallen and hit her head, rendering her unconscious. He
assumed that her head injury probably would not be ruled as the
cause of death. She probably drowned after she fell, Officer Teets
thought, playing the role of county medical examiner in his mind.
He’d have to include his personal observations in the appropriate
preliminary reports, even if his initial assessment would later
prove to be incredibly off target.

He climbed into his truck to wait on the
coroner to come and retrieve the body. It would be up to the
medical team to later discover that the waterlogged victim had an
extremely elevated level of alcohol and cocaine in her blood stream
and that she had incurred multiple blows to the head resulting in a
series of skull fractures.

Teets glanced out over the expanse of water,
wondering precisely where she might have originally stumbled and
fell into the water. He reasoned that the victim had probably been
a pretty girl, but it was hard to determine since the crabs and
fish had begun their scavenging. What a shame, he thought. She’d
probably been careless and it cost her her young life. He didn’t
realize how right he was.
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“So, Vincent, I trust that your flight went
well,” Charles said, more in relief than actual concern now that he
had picked up his protector of sorts from the airport. He and Vinny
had stopped off at Rip’s for a quick bite to eat and to discuss
their next move. But Charles didn’t have company business on his
mind at the moment.

“You got my watch back for me. I knew you
would,” he said as Vinny handed over the Rolex to him. Charles
cradled the watch reverently – even more so than he had when the
late Sara Bradlin first presented it to him.

Like a school kid awaiting every detail
surrounding the retrieval, Charles excitedly questioned Vinny.
“What did you do to that little witch? Did you teach her a lesson?”
he asked in eager anticipation of Vinny’s descriptive account of
the encounter. But Vinny was about to disappoint him.

“Charles, listen, I’ve told you before that
the less you know about my whereabouts, the better off you’ll be.”
It was obvious to Charles by Vinny’s reply that he had taught
whatever her name was not to mess with Charles Bradlin. He was
certain that Vinny had motivated his former date to change her
ways. He had no idea just how right he was.

Vinny was ready to change the subject.”
What’s going on with the problem at Grants Landing?” he asked,
trying to refocus Charles’ attention on a salvageable issue. “What
details do we have so far?”

Even though Charles wanted Vinny to tell him
the specifics of what he had done to get his watch back, he knew
better than to press him further. “The bottom line on the site is
this,” Charles began, “according to the engineers, the soils on
site are made up of expansive clays. These types of clays are very
unstable. They say the dirt is not conducive to building roads and
houses on without a lot of costly intervention. It could be that
their conclusions are a bit over exaggerated. Those pinheads are
always trying to cover their asses.

“Our biggest problem at this point is that
Martin Sampson is positioning himself to be some sort of self
righteous putz all of a sudden. The last thing we need is some
loud-mouthed redneck superintendent shooting his mouth off. We
don’t need to bring unnecessary attention to any of our land deals,
particularly when it comes to something like this. All we have to
do is keep moving forward and not bring undue attention to any
development problems.”

“Let’s go talk to him, Charles,” Vinny stated
simply. “I’m sure that we can get Sampson to see things our way.
All we need to do is buy some time. It’s not like we need to come
up with a long term solution to this damn soils problem,” Vinny
said as a smile began to creep onto his normally expressionless
face. Vinny was good at making others see things his way whether
they originally wanted to or not.

Just then, Charles’ phone rang. “Oh shit,”
Charles cursed anxiously. “It’s Adams. What the hell does he want
now? He’s really becoming a pain in the ass. I’ll call him after we
leave Grant’s Landing,” Charles told an uncaring Vinny. “Everything
is always an emergency for that whiner.” He shook his head
nervously as they headed out the door towards the car.

As Vinny put the car in gear to head out to
Martin Sampson’s job site, he realized that Charles hadn’t said
anything about the executive committee meeting. “Charles, anything
special discussed during the meeting you had earlier?” Vinny
asked.

“Oh shit, Vinny, I almost forgot to tell you.
I was so consumed with the thought of that bitch stealing my
watch.”

“Listen, Charles,” Vinny snapped, “let’s drop
this conversation about your watch for good, okay? What happened
during the meeting?” Vinny demanded.

“The old man has something big working with
that Capel guy,” Charles said.

“How do you know?”

“Because he said he was meeting with Capel
later this afternoon and he was making him an offer that he
supposedly wasn’t going to be able to turn down.”

“What kind of offer?” Vinny asked
intently.

“I don’t know. He was being pretty coy about
how he planned to entice the guy. But he sounded awfully convinced
that Capel was going to accept his offer… Whatever it
involved.”

A lot of thoughts were running through
Vinny’s mind when Charles’ phone went off again. It was Doug
Adams.

Charles could no longer put off the
inevitable. He reached into his jacket pocket and fumbled around
for his flip phone and answered it. The cellular transmission
intermittently crackled in and out of range. “This is Charles, what
do you want?”

Vinny could hear from where he was sitting
that Doug Adams was shouting at Charles. Vinny was thinking through
his priorities. He figured that he’d easily be able to persuade
Martin Sampson to do whatever he wanted him to do. He also felt
like he had a pretty good idea as to what that little snothead
Adams wanted. But this thing with Herschel sweetening the pot for
the Capel guy disturbed him. He needed to find out exactly what
Herschel intended to give Capel.

Contrary to what he had told Charles on the
fishing trip, Vinny was starting to grow uneasy at the thought of
this stranger coming into the picture at Bradlin. After meeting
Billy, Vinny had the sense that Capel was a lot smarter than he
would have liked him to be. And that was now troubling him. He
couldn’t do much about stopping Capel from accepting Herschel’s
offer, but he would need to make sure that the new guy didn’t in
any way interfere with the deal that Vinny was working. He knew
what was at stake and it certainly didn’t center around some damn
dirt problem

It appeared Capel would probably be coming to
work for Bradlin Homes. That’s why Vinny had already made contact
with Madelin. Vincent Kastanza always had a fall back position. For
the moment, he had a more immediate concern.

Charles was screaming at the top of his lungs
at Adams. “Yeah, we’ll see you in half an hour!”

“What was that all about, Charles?”

“That jerk-off Adams wants us to meet him at
his office right now.”

“What for?”

“He wants to know the status of the
deal.”

“Nothing has changed since the last time we
gave him an update,” Vinny remarked.

“You and I both know that, but that imbecile
wants to be sure that we don’t leave him out of the loop on
anything.”

“If he doesn’t lighten up, we’re going to do
more than leave him out of the loop.” Vinny muttered dryly.

“Vinny, we’ve got to remember that Adams is
calling the shots,” Charles cautioned.

Vinny didn’t respond. He realized the
compromising position that Charles had put everyone in. Adams had
seized upon that weakened position. He was attempting to pull off a
huge coup. And if he somehow managed to make it all work, he
wouldn’t need to work another day of his life. In return, Vinny
thought, all of us get bird droppings compared to his windfall. If
he hadn’t despised Adams so much, he’d have admired the man’s
moxie.

At the end of the day, he had no use for
Douglas Adams. Unfortunately, he had no choice at this point but to
play his role in the deal. If things were left to Charles, the
entire deal would surely fall apart. So many balls to keep up in
the air at once, Vinny thought. Though, at the moment, he still
knew what his first priority was.
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“What’s the current status of the Brown
loan?”

“We’re waiting for W-2’s and a letter from a
credit card company verifying that the Browns don’t have an
outstanding judgment against their account. The agency that they
use to track delinquencies screwed up and they realize it,” she
continued. “Once we have that letter, Brown’s loan will be good to
go. That’s the good news, Taylor,” Anne Burton said caustically.
“The flip side of the equation is that it doesn’t appear that the
house is going to be ready.”

Taylor cringed. This type of ordeal was
becoming far too commonplace. “Listen, Anne, just focus on getting
that letter from the agency and let me deal with Brett.” There
would be no argument from Anne Burton. She was rapidly becoming
tired of receiving the verbal abuse from angry homebuyers.

“And since we’re on the subject of houses not
being ready,” Anne added, “Johnson was in again yesterday.”

Taylor Jennings paused and redirected his
glance above his new reading glasses.

“What did Mr. Johnson have to say?” Taylor
asked apprehensively.

“Are you sure you really wanna know?”

“Not really, but tell me anyway.”

“Well, as you know, he is scheduled to go to
settlement before the end of the month. But the status of his house
appears to be no further along than it was last week. I know it
pisses you off when I end up in the middle of this, but what do you
want me to do? There’s no way in hell that Johnson’s house is going
to be ready by the end of the month,” Anne continued.

“I know what you think, Anne,” Taylor said
with more than just a hint of annoyance, “so just tell me exactly
what Mr. Johnson said.”

“He told me that if his house wasn’t
completely ready for him to go to closing by the scheduled date, he
was going to file a series of lawsuits. He promised that he was
going to make it his own personal crusade to damage Bradlin Homes
reputation irreparably – by whatever means necessary.”

Taylor had heard frustrated customers make
veiled threats over the years, but the situation with Johnson vexed
him the most. With the way things had been going lately, the timing
couldn’t be worse.

The thing that concerned him most about
Forest Johnson was the fact that the man was an award-winning
anchorman at a nationally affiliated television station. He was a
man of considerable influence; someone that you wouldn’t want to
necessarily go out of your way to irritate.

Taylor had met Johnson early on, shortly
after he had purchased his new home. He came away not liking the
arrogant son of a bitch at all. Johnson was one of those people who
believed that his high profile media persona made him special. He
expected VIP treatment in both his professional and personal life.
That included personal attention from Bradlin Homes.

Anne had done her part in supplying Forest
Johnson with her own brand of personal attention. But then again,
Anne was known for attending to most of her male customer’s whims.
That was just Anne being Anne.

Johnson had also expected more special
attention from Bradlins’ production department, and for a while, he
had most of his wishes granted. That was until Scot Kruper quit.
After Brett took over the day-to-day management of Scot’s houses,
things spun out of control. Not just for Johnson’s home, but for
all the homeowners in Heather Crossing.

“Anne, I’ll get with Brett and find out what
the hell is going to happen. As soon as I get more details about
Johnson’s completion date, I’ll get a hold of you, okay?” Taylor
asked Anne. It was the best he could do. Anne realized that too.
She had absolutely no reason to give Taylor a hard time, but like
many others, she too was frustrated with the dismal direction of
production activities lately.

“Let’s change the subject, shall we?” Taylor
offered. “Got any leads on that spec in the Crossings?”

“Sorry, boss. I’ve showed it to at least a
dozen prospects in the past two weeks. Holy shit, three of those
people bought homes from us in Heron Bay and another two bought
from Didier Homes. I am definitely showing it to quality
prospects.” Before he had an opportunity to ask her the next
question, she told him just what he wanted to hear. “I’ve made the
arrangements for a broker’s luncheon this week and I’m going to
offer half of my commission to entice anyone who brings me a
bonafied contract on the house. And I’ll even throw in a night on
the town with me if that’ll turn the deal,” she laughed. But with
Anne’s propensity for offering personal favors, that latter proffer
was probably a forgone part of any deal anyway. “I’ll sell that
spec, Taylor, I swear.”

Taylor just shook his head. Nothing Anne said
or did surprised him anymore. “Okay, let’s move on. We have a lot
of ground to cover and I’ve got a meeting to leave for soon,”
Taylor said. “I want all of the deals that we’re working on cleaned
up or jettisoned by this time next week. Herschel announced earlier
today that the guy he’s been recruiting to run the company is
probably going to accept the job. When the new guy gets here, I
want him to have confidence in the fact that the sales department
has its house in order.”

There was no doubting that Taylor Jennings
was in full and capable control of Bradlin Homes’ sales and
marketing efforts. He ran a remarkably efficient shop. With all of
the problems besieging the company, sales were still a bright spot
in the firm’s day-to-day operations. Aside from some personal
issues, Taylor Jennings was the consummate sales and marketing vice
president. Taylor had developed into a big picture kind of manager
who understood the importance of attending to all of the little
things. He knew how to generate traffic. He understood what it took
to be a results-oriented sales rep. And he had an uncanny ability
for hiring like-minded sales reps that could close. He was also a
highly competent administrator with impeccable people skills.

If it weren’t for his highly excessive
testosterone imbalance, he’d almost be too good to be true. But his
frequent indiscretions were certainly his Achilles’ heel. He knew
it and so did everyone else.

Herschel had personally hired Taylor years
ago as a wet-eared kid out of college. He had no direction, no
motivation whatsoever. What Taylor did have was an infectious
personality. Herschel spotted great potential in Taylor and took
him under his wing. The countless hours of time they spent together
helped Taylor become a much more well-rounded manager than he could
have ever hoped to be on his own.

One aspect of business acumen that Taylor had
learned well from Herschel was that money could be a powerful
motivator. Herschel was a firm believer in offering monetary
incentives for results. Taylor had frequently shared in those very
rewards over the years. In just his second full year working for
Herschel, he had earned commissions in excess of six figures. Not
bad for a 25-year-old who, back then, had no clue as to what
selling new homes was about.

Taylor Jennings realized that he owed a very
large part of his professional success to Herschel. He was a
committed Bradlin man through and through. Though the company was
struggling from conditions outside his span of control, he was
prepared to do whatever was necessary to ensure that both his and
Herschel’s best interests were protected.

But now, he had other things on his mind. He
had to somehow get a handle on the production problems. Taylor’s
people could sell houses if the field guys could just get them
built; field guys like Herschel’s grandson.

“I’ve got to leave, Anne,” Taylor announced
as he stood up and headed for the door. “I’ve got some mortgage
related issues to attend to. Tippy, could you finish going over the
traffic counts and commission reports for me please?” he asked as
he passed by his long-time administrator.

Tippy knew where he was headed and though she
certainly didn’t condone his activities, it was not her place to
object. No, it was going to take someone more powerful than Tippy
Garner to quell Taylor Jennings’ wandering desires.
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Isn’t this just freaking brilliant? There
must be over four bazillion dollars worth of earth moving equipment
just sitting around and Charles is nowhere to be found, Martin
angrily thought to himself as he surveyed the derelict scene before
him. With over fifteen of years experience in the business, Martin
had endured his share of difficult situations. But dealing with
Charles’ incompetence was certainly one of the most trying ordeals
of his professional life.

“I’m standing around, waiting by the phone
for my asshole boss to call all day, but he never does. I don’t
need this shit,” Martin moaned out loud.

He certainly had his share of job offers over
the years, but he cherished his position with Bradlin Homes. In
Herschel’s heyday, Martin was counted on to monitor the company’s
dealings with developers. His extensive understanding of everything
relating to the land development process helped Herschel immensely.
Martin understood the art of dirt balance better than anyone and
his knowledge of county and state sediment and erosion control
standards kept the company on the good side of the tough to please
inspectors.

Martin also had a keen understanding of the
entire home building process. He’d earned a Bachelor of Science
degree from Virginia Tech in Construction Management. Before his
current stint in land development, he had built his share of
Bradlin homes. He had gained a reputation as being a virtual expert
in Critical Path Scheduling. As a home building superintendent, his
cycle time was always weeks – not days – less than his peers’
average. He had a remarkable ability for bringing homes to closure.
He never once missed a projected settlement date during his time
building houses. But as good as he was on the production side,
Herschel had envisioned that Martin’s skills would be more
beneficial to the company in land development.

Even though Herschel’s original philosophy of
purchasing finished lots didn’t require Martin to actually develop
land for the organization, his thorough understanding of what it
took to secure entitlements, permits and other details associated
with the land development process was an invaluable asset in the
negotiating stage with developers. Herschel was always confident in
Martin’s ability to understand all aspects of moving and balancing
dirt. The net effects of Martin’s savvy command of the land
development process weren’t always apparent to some, but Herschel
knew beyond any doubt that his land man’s expertise contributed
significantly to his company’s profitability.

Martin had more than earned his reputation as
an extremely competent manager. But Herschel’s son was treating him
like a child. That was going to change, Martin thought to himself.
When Charles finally did call or show up, he was going to set him
straight with a new set of ground rules. The only problem was that
Martin Sampson never thought to factor in Vincent Kastanza’s
involvement.

For the life of him, Martin couldn’t figure
out how someone like Charles, who was bestowed with so much
opportunity, could turn out to be such a dismal failure. He
certainly wasn’t alone in this assessment.
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“Rajh, are you going to be able to meet me
tomorrow morning?” Skeeter Key asked the owner of Advanced
Engineering with much anticipation. The Pakistani engineer had done
the original soils report at Skeeter’s site.

“I try to be there, Skeeter,” Rajh said in
his best, broken English. Rajh had immigrated to the United States
to earn his engineering degree from Purdue. He had started his
company a relatively short time after graduation.

“Rajh, I don’t need you to try to be here, I
need you to be here, okay?” Skeeter demanded.

Rajh understood Skeeter’s apprehension, but
the engineer was concerned with more than just the physical
dilemma. If, in fact, the problem did exist the way Skeeter
described it, he had to assess his own firm’s responsibility in the
matter.

“Explain to me once again the nature of your
observation, please?” he asked. “Why do you assume that failure and
not cosmetic cracking is the problem?” he continued in a dialect
that required a person to listen carefully to every word he
spoke.

“Rajh,” Skeeter said, slightly perturbed for
having to repeat himself again, “the foundation wall has a vertical
crack of over half an inch running from what appeared to extend
below grade all the way up to the sill plate. The concrete patio
has settled and is sloping away from the house by more than what
appears to be half a foot. There are several areas in the rear-yard
that show obvious signs of slope failure. And even though it’s a
walkout condition, the overall slope of the yard is not severe at
all.”

“Have the home owners called to complain?”
Rajh asked.

“Not yet. My guess is that they haven’t even
noticed it. They’re gone early in the morning, before I get here,
and I never see them when I’m still around late in the
evening.”

“Maybe it’s a failure due to bad batch of
concrete?” Rajh offered.

“What about the slope failure, Rajh?”

“Well, that could be explained too, you
know,” Rajh said, trying to put the most optimistic spin on the
troubling development.

“Maybe. I’m hoping I’m just overreacting, but
that’s why I need you out here. Or maybe you would prefer that I
call someone else in to assess the situation?” the experienced home
building professional quietly threatened.

“Oh no, no, no,” Rajh insisted. “Yes,
Skeeter, I be there in early morning to walk this house with
you.”

“Why don’t we make it a little later in the
morning? Just to be sure the home owners and their neighbors have
left for work before we start snooping around.”

“If that’s what you think best, Skeeter,”
Rajh said.
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Douglas Adams was still pissed off with Sam.
“I thought I gave you explicit instructions to pick Bradlin up at
the airport and bring him here,” Adams screamed at his assistant in
total disgust. Before Sam had an opportunity to plead his case for
the umpteenth time, in walked the reason for his troubles.

“Don’t you ever return your calls?” Adams
angrily snapped at Charles.

“I answered your call,” Charles shot back.
“I’m here, aren’t I?”

“We’ve been calling you since yesterday,”
Adams whined, just as Vinny interrupted him.

“What’s the point of this meeting anyway?
Charles said that you had something very important to discuss with
us.”

Adams was not used to being interrupted. But
in the case of Vincent Kastanza, he had no intention of
antagonizing him any further. Adams was not stupid.

“Fine,” Adams snapped. “The reason that
you’re here is so we can tell you about our change of plans.”

“What do you mean ‘our change of plans’?”
Charles quickly snapped back at Adams.

“Shut up and listen to what Mr. Adams has to
say for once,” Sam shouted directly at Charles.

Big mistake, Sammy, Vinny thought to himself
as he slowly shook his head in disgust. He wanted to jump across
the table and squeeze the life out of Adams and his wimpy gopher.
Vinny was looking forward to dealing with these two later on, in
his own way.

“Both of you shut up!” Adams shouted. “The
reason I’ve asked you to be here is to tell you that we’ve
contracted a firm out of New York to act on our behalf to steer the
course of the deal the remainder of the way.”

“Why?” Charles’ temper was soaring.

“Let me finish,” Adams stated, with a
surprising degree of restraint. “It’s essential at this juncture
that we have a firm like Madison Associates involved to coordinate
the various elements of the process, particularly at the state
level. I’ve already authorized the funds necessary to retain their
services.

This new development was way above Charles’
level of comprehension, but he felt like he should lodge a formal
protest anyway. “We don’t need outsiders screwing up this deal,
Doug. We’ve been handling everything and everyone on a one-on-one
basis. We’ve got everyone necessary to pull this off right in our
pockets.” There was a discernible glimmer of pride in Charles’
voice as he hinted towards his criminal accomplishments.

“Charles,” Adams scowled, “with what is at
stake here for all of us, including you, you should understand why
I am bringing in a professional organization to manage this
situation.” The room fell quiet. “Listen, Charles,” Adams offered
in an almost conciliatory tone, “these people know what they’re
doing. I want you to curtail all of your personal involvement in
this matter, effective immediately. Understood?”

Adams looked at Charles and saw only a blank
stare. He stole a glance at Charles’ henchman and quickly looked
away… Vinny’s stare veiled something much more calculating. But the
silence continued and Adams felt his temper slip away again.
“Charles, do you understand?” he shouted, glaring at a man he had
utterly no respect for.

“We understand,” Vinny stated calmly.

Adams forced himself not to jump. He hadn’t
expected Vinny to answer. It was the mysterious man’s intense look
that made Adams back off and change tactics. He absent-mindedly
straightened his necktie, turned away, and simply muttered,
“Good.”

This meeting is over, Vinny thought as he
stood up to leave. He shot one more glance at Adams. You have no
idea what you have done to yourself. I’m going to look forward to
the day that we start playing this game by my rules. And it won’t
be long now, he thought, turning his back to Adams signaling for
Charles to leave with a nod of his head.

As they headed out of the office towards the
elevator, Vinny said to a visibly shaken Charles, “I’ll meet you
downstairs in the garage. I want to make some calls.”

Vinny didn’t even bother to slow down to wait
for Charles’ reply. He had an important call to make, a call that
would place a series of events in motion. But first, Vinny had to
find out just what Herschel was supposedly going to offer Billy
Capel that he was not going to be able to refuse. With all that was
going on, Vinny’s thoughts were preoccupied with the man who was
earmarked to run Bradlin Homes more than anything else. And that,
in itself, was both puzzling and disturbing him.
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As a muckety-muck with a Fortune 500 company,
Billy had enjoyed his share of lavish perks, but never had anyone
chartered a private plane just for him. He had flown on a wide
variety of private aircraft, including luxurious Lears and
Gulfstreams courtesy of vendors attempting to impress him, but no
one had ever gone this far.

The twin-engine Cessna Golden Eagle turboprop
was certainly not in the class of some of the twenty million dollar
high profile jets he had been on, but this was the first time that
he had had the entire plane to himself. It was just him and the
pilot.

He had had barely enough time to reach Catt
to let her know about Herschel’s most unusual request. As he sat
back and buckled himself in, he couldn’t help but smile at his
wife’s reaction to yet another Herschel Bradlin touch. She had told
him that she was now certain that he would accept Herschel’s offer.
Maybe her intuition would prove accurate. Lord knows, Billy
thought, it usually did.

Just then, the pilot made his first
announcement after an almost unnoticeable takeoff. “Mr. Capel –”
the pilot said, before Billy interrupted him and asked him to call
him by his first name. “Okay, Billy, I’ve been asked to give you
this.” He reached back with a free hand to pass Billy a large gray
envelope.

Billy noticed that his full proper name was
printed in bold calligraphy style on the front of the envelope. He
eased open the seal of the package and pulled out an eight-by-ten
glossy, full color aerial photo of what appeared to be an
undeveloped parcel of ground hugging a body of water. Also inside
the envelope was a folded-over piece of paper.

His fingers fumbled to unfold the simple
piece of white paper. Curiosity was getting the best of him. He
finally opened the paper and began to read the hand written
note:

 


Dear
Billy,

I hope that you are
enjoying the sights and solitude of your short journey. I have
enclosed this photo for your viewing interest in lieu of an
in-flight movie. I am certain, however, that once you learn the
meaning behind the photo, it will become more than entertaining to
you. May the rest of your flight be peaceful and
inspiring.

 


Herschel

 


If this unfurling of events had not been so
intriguing, it would have been just flat out weird, Billy thought
to himself. Here I am at ten thousand feet, traveling at two
hundred plus miles per hour, and for what reason, I’m not sure.

As Billy’s mind raced back and forth between
reality and this dream he had been living over the past few days,
he lost track of real time. He alternated between glancing out the
window of the plane to see magnificent views below, to studying the
photo in his lap. The pilot startled him out of his musings when he
called out to tell Billy to look out the port side of the plane. It
was a view that most would never see from such an altitude.

Billy was now flying three thousand feet
above the center span of the enormous Chesapeake Bay Bridge that
connects what locals refer to as the “mainland” with Maryland’s
eastern shore. Herschel had asked the pilot to take a less than
direct route to their destination just to add another bit of
dramatic flair to the trip. Billy smiled like a kid at Christmas.
Herschel had remembered Billy telling him how fond he was of the
bridge. Billy had driven across the four plus mile steel-structure
a couple of times before, but he still couldn’t stop himself from
admiring the engineering master-piece. However, from his unique
vantage point, the massive engineering marvel was even more
impressive to behold. But if there was anything more breathtaking
than the sight of the bridge, it was the legendary Chesapeake Bay
itself.

Billy had experienced first-hand both the
beauty and the awesome power of the bay in the same day several
years earlier. He had been a guest of a faucet supplier on a local
chartered fishing trip originating out of the Narrows Marina on the
Eastern Shore. He remembered being out on the bay when a storm
suddenly swept in from out of nowhere. With a boat full of fish,
the charter captain had quickly turned his 42-foot fishing boat
towards home in an attempt to outrun the squall, but it was too
late. The winds and raging sea almost overturned the bay-built
wooden boat at one point. During the pinnacle of the raging squall,
it became extremely difficult for the fishing party to keep from
falling overboard. But the violent storm died down almost as
quickly as it appeared. The shaken fishermen made it safely back to
port; wet but alive. Despite the storm’s efforts, they were still
stocked with an abundant supply of rock and blues. It was a day
that Billy would never forget.

“Look over there,” the pilot said, a few
minutes later, breaking the silence in the plane. “That’s the mouth
of the Potomac where it empties into the bay.”

“What a fabulous sight,” Billy said. They
were now less than a thousand feet above the surface of the water.
Billy could clearly see that only a small number of boats dotted
the river. Weekday, he thought to himself. That’s why there are so
few boats out.

Billy was mesmerized by the lushness of the
dense strand of trees lining the shore. He noticed that there were
few large housing developments encroaching upon the edge of the
lower Potomac. As their craft flew over the Harry Nice Memorial
Bridge that joined southern Maryland with Virginia, Billy was
surprised to see that the shoreline in some areas was very steep.
His builder mentality always present, he surmised that the “topo”
would have been challenging to deal with from a home building
perspective.

“How much longer till we land, Wayne?” Billy
asked the pilot.

“We’re here, actually,” the pilot said with a
grin.

“We’re here? Where the hell is here?” he
wondered aloud as he started to feel the plane rapidly descend.

“You’ll see in just about five seconds.”

Billy’s body was thrown back into his plush
leather seat with considerable force. Wayne was flying past their
landing strip to check the speed and direction for potential
crosswinds, but Billy didn’t know that. His first thought was that
something was wrong. He quickly became more than a bit
apprehensive. A moment later, Wayne leveled the plane out. That’s
when Billy first noticed the blacktop landing strip ahead.

Billy was sure that Wayne knew what he was
doing, but the fast approaching runway looked awfully short to him.
“That certainly appears to be a small place to land a plane,” Billy
said, with an obvious tint of anxiety in the tone of his voice.

“No sweat, chief. This plane is set up for
short field approaches like this,” Wayne replied with confidence.
“You should see some of the places I’ve landed this thing. They’d
make this strip look like Chicago’s O’Hare,” the veteran pilot
offered as he pushed the controls forward to allow him to reach a
high level of RPM’s in order for the plane to reach a lower, more
appropriate air speed of around one hundred miles per hour.

There wasn’t much leeway between the brownish
green water and the edge of the runway – If you could truly
classify that small strip of pavement a runway. Hell, I’ve put in
driveways bigger than that thing, Billy thought, digging his
fingers deeper into the arms of his chair. Wayne appeared to have
things under control. But even if he doesn’t, there isn’t much I
can do about it now.

As that final thought was crossing his mind,
he felt a sudden, slight jerk. The plane had made a silky smooth
touch down. Billy hadn’t noticed the barn that he had just passed
by, nor did he see the people assembled next to the large opening
of the rustic wooden structure.

The plane bumped across the uneven dips of
the runway, just before it came to a complete stop. Before Billy
had a chance to totally collect his faculties, he spotted Herschel
eagerly waving to him from what appeared to be a massive sundeck
attached to the large barn-like building situated next to the
landing strip. The door to the plane opened. It was Herschel’s
voice Billy heard greet him first.

“Billy, my good man, I trust that our fine
pilot treated you to a pleasant flight?” Herschel asked
hopefully.

“It couldn’t have been better, Herschel.”

“Well then, Mr. Capel, let me show you
around. Oh, by the way, did you find the envelope that I left for
you?”

“Yes, I did. What exactly was I looking
at?”

“I wanted you to see precisely where you
would be landing, beforehand,” Herschel said with a broad smile
that lit up his face. “Come with me,” Herschel offered as he
motioned him to the barn. Billy hadn’t realized until he approached
the steps of the barn’s deck that they weren’t alone.

“Hi, Billy,” Charlene blurted out
enthusiastically. As Billy reached the top of the stairs, he was
surprised to see Lisa there too.

“Good to see you, Billy. Did you have a nice
flight?” the young attorney asked.

“Yes I did. Thank you,” he replied as he
looked around to see if Herschel had brought anyone else along.

But at that very moment, Herschel was waving
him towards a vehicle parked at the base of the deck. “Billy, I
realize that you want to get back home to your lovely family, so
let’s go take a look at what I brought you all this way to see,” he
said as they all got into the van.

“Look over there,” Herschel said excitedly as
Lisa drove the van down a gravel road, lined with tall grass.
“That’s Port Tobacco Bay. Centuries ago, this was a major shipping
port and now it’s simply one of the most beautiful, serene pieces
of heaven on earth,” Herschel said with gushing pride.

“And over there, you’ll find that when you’re
drifting among the golden reeds and cattails, waiting for a
frenzied gaggle of geese to take flight, your soul encounters an
almost out-of-body experience,” Herschel sighed. The van came to a
stop. “I miss this place so much.” It was obvious that Herschel was
more than a little familiar and more than a little attached to the
watery paradise.

The area was bustling with a variety of
waterfowl. There was a group of majestically poised Great Blue
Herons not more than fifty yards away, quietly stalking an
unknowing school of silver spinners. Billy watched as one of the
herons suddenly – yet effortlessly – launched its lanky frame into
a graceful, swooping flight, mere inches above the surface of the
water.

As Billy intently followed the creature’s
spellbinding path across the cove, he spied a single snow-white
egret perched one legged on the driftwood littered shore. Nearby, a
gaggle of Canadian geese splashed about, breaking the silence of
the moment.

Billy had goose bumps. He slowly shook his
head in a sort of solemn reverence to the inspiring backdrop. If
only Catt was here, this moment would be perfect, he wishfully
sighed to himself.

“So, what do you think, Billy? Isn’t this
place just perfect?” Herschel asked as the vehicle bounced along
the dusty, gravel road.

“Perfect for what, Herschel?” Billy asked,
assuming incorrectly that he knew exactly where Herschel was headed
with the tour and question.

“Billy, see that tree line, as they say, over
yonder?”

Billy followed Herschel’s direction and saw a
tree line that seemed to go on forever. As much as I would look
forward to developing a valuable piece of ground like this, Billy
thought to himself, it’d be a shame to see this masterpiece of
nature spoiled. Billy sensed that Herschel was going to offer him
the opportunity to develop this remarkable piece of ground into a
premiere waterfront community. He was about to discover that his
thoughts were flat out wrong.

“So, what do you think about our little piece
of paradise?” Herschel asked as Lisa tooled the finely appointed
conversion van along the loose gravel path. Before Billy had an
opportunity to reply, the van came to a sudden halt. Billy looked
out and saw why Lisa had stopped the vehicle. Fifty feet or so in
front of their van was a slightly sloping spit of land overgrown
with tall grass and sticker bushes, that met the edge of a
beautiful, horseshoe-shaped shoreline.

“This is the body of water that I pointed out
earlier,” Herschel said, all the while closely studying Billy’s
facial expressions. He could tell, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that
Billy was thoroughly impressed and equally unaware of what was
about to happen.

“Isn’t this part of the parcel of land in the
photo?” Billy asked, without ever taking his eyes off the rippling
water’s, glistening surface.

“Yes, it is, Billy.”

“So this area will be part of the new
development as well then, huh?” Billy sighed, somewhat disappointed
at the prospect of tearing up the landscape to build rows of
houses.

“I’m not sure I know what you’re getting at,
Billy,” Herschel played along, knowing full well Billy’s
misconceptions.

“Well, I’m guessing the reason you brought me
here was to show me this fabulous piece of property that Bradlin
Homes has plans to develop and build on.”

“Well… you are partially correct,” Herschel
allowed, emphasizing the word “partially”.

The confusion mounted for Billy. He had no
idea that, through this line of questioning, he was being set up.
“Does that mean you’re not going to develop the entire parcel?”
Billy asked, silently hoping that the beautiful harbor was to be
spared from the development process.

“Sort of,” Herschel said, firmly setting the
hook.

Billy’s mind was not sharply focused on
Herschel’s replies. He was daydreaming about how nice it’d be to
sit at the water’s edge and just stare out aimlessly, killing
time.

Herschel was anxiously awaiting Billy’s next
question. He knew that when Billy inquired further, the young man
would have no rational option but to say yes to his offer.

“How many units do you plan to build on this
site, Herschel?” Billy asked, still scanning the shoreline paradise
as a majestic great blue heron gracefully swooped overhead.

“One,” Herschel said, his eyes trained
unrelentingly on Billy’s.

That broke Billy out of his daze. That makes
no sense, he thought. Thoughts of total unit yields and proffered
open spaces bounced around in his mind.

“One?” Billy finally asked as he swung around
to look at Herschel.

“Yes, Billy, just one… Yours.”

It wasn’t very often that William J. Capel
was at a loss for words, but he certainly was at that very moment.
Disbelief kept him from fully understanding what Herschel had just
told him.

“Isn’t this place just fabulous, Billy?”
Charlene asked with a genuine hint of excitement in her voice.
Someone needed to break the barrier of silence that had occurred
and Charlene took it upon herself to do just that.

“Billy,” Herschel started off in that calm,
fatherly voice of his, “this is why I asked you to go to all of the
trouble to fly here. I wanted you to see my farm. I wanted you to
see the most beautiful part of the farm. I wanted you to see the
piece of the farm that will be deeded over to you if you agree to
come with us and turn the fortunes of my company around. Billy,
this meadow and the surrounding twenty acres is yours. All you have
to do is say yes. Yes, that you’ll come to work for Bradlin
Homes.”

 


* * *

 


As Herschel promised, Billy was home before
dark. As he pulled into his driveway, he finally knew what Catt had
already surmised. She had told him before he left that Herschel
would surely have some phenomenal deal clincher up his sleeve. And
she was always right, he thought, as he slipped his house key into
the brass lock.

“Surprise!” they shouted as he opened the
door. “Welcome home, Daddy,” Bridget squealed as she ran and jumped
up into her father’s arms. Casey wasn’t too far behind his older
sister in grabbing onto his father’s legs.

“Well now, it sure is good to see you guys,”
Billy said affectionately. It had been several days since Billy had
seen much of two of the three most important people in his world,
and the other was just staring, smiling all the while at him.

“Congratulations,” Catt said as she planted a
soft kiss on her husband’s cheek.

“Congratulations for what?” he asked, knowing
exactly what Catt was referring to.

“Oh, come on now, don’t play coy with me. You
know full well that you’re going to take Herschel up on his
offer.”

“No, I don’t,” Billy firmly protested.

Catt just shrugged her shoulders and grinned
as she swept up the kids from Billy. “Let’s let Daddy change his
clothes and then he can join us for cake and ice cream.”

Catt was a fabulous mother and an even better
wife, Billy thought. But she could be a pain in the ass when she
did that little “I told you so thing.” But, after what Herschel had
just laid in his lap, his wonderful wife and mother of his children
was going to be right after all. And Billy would stay up late into
the night describing in vivid detail to Catt the extraordinary deal
clincher that Herschel had presented.
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“Madelin, this is Vinny.”

“Hello, Vincent, how are you?”

“I’m fine. Listen, we need to meet. It
appears that I am going to need your assistance with the matter we
previously discussed.”

“I understand.”

“Please begin to make the necessary
arrangements.”

“When would you like for me to arrive,
Vincent?”

“Plan to get in Friday evening. After dark
would probably be best. Call me from the interstate when you pass
into Maryland. Use the telephone number that I gave you before.
When you call, we’ll decide where to meet. Do you have any
questions?”

“No, I’ll call you Friday night as soon as I
make it to Maryland. Goodbye, Vincent.”
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“Martin, I realize that it’s late, but I felt
like it would be in everyone’s best interests to address our little
situation right away,” Charles said.

I’ll take that as an apology, you dumb ass,
Martin thought as he stood in his dimly lit construction trailer.
It was way beyond regular working hours, but Charles had insisted
that the meeting take place.

“I read the report that the engineer
submitted. We’ve had an opportunity to discuss some of their
conclusions. And we think that they were a bit heavy handed in
their recommendations,” Vinny said, now taking over the
conversation from Charles. He spoke to Martin without ever even
glancing at him.

“When you say we’ve discussed their findings,
who are you referring to as we?” Martin asked Vinny.

Vinny uncharacteristically squirmed in his
seat before his next reply. “Let me explain something to you. We
want you to understand that a lot is at stake on this site. You are
a very important part of ensuring that things go as expected in the
development process,” he said, never raising the level or tone of
his voice. “Can we count on you to work with us to keep things
moving out here?”

It was late and Martin was tired. He was
tired because of the time of day. He was tired because of all the
pressure that comes along with the job he was being paid well to
do. But most of all, he was tired of having to deal with his
incompetent boss and now this nimrod Kastanza. Fatigue sometimes
causes people to say things that they would not normally say,
things they might regret later.

“Guys, I don’t know what you want from me
here, but here’s the deal: that dirt out there is shit. You know
it, the engineer’s know it, and I know it. Now, if you want to buy
a new engineers report, I’m sure that would be your prerogative.
However, count me out if that’s what you’re planning to do. I have
no intention of ruining my reputation for you guys.” It was a poor
choice of words.

With that, Charles calmly stood up and headed
for the trailer door without saying a word. Martin watched him go,
confused as to what his departure meant. He looked over at Vinny
who remained seated. Vinny’s gaze was now completely fixed on
Martin. The trailer door shut behind Charles. It was then that
Vinny stood up.
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“Good morning, Lori, is Mac in?” Billy asked
Lloyd McDougal’s personal administrator.

“Yes, Billy, he’s in. He’s on the phone at
the moment, but he should be off soon. I’ll let him know you’re
here.” She walked into the spacious corner office of the president
of Regal Homes and placed a message in front of him. He motioned
for her to have Billy come in and sit down.

Billy had been in Lloyd McDougal’s office on
countless occasions, but it felt different this time. Barely a few
hours had passed since he reached his decision to accept Herschel’s
offer and he already felt like an outsider here. Billy had
committed the past fifteen years of his life to the company. He had
nothing but fond, rewarding memories of his time at Regal. A slight
twinge of guilt crept up inside him. He tried to shake it off.

“Billy, what brings you to the ivory tower?”
Mac joked as he hung up the phone. He had always liked Billy and
the feeling was mutual. Mac had been an important person in Billy’s
professional as well as personal life. He had been more than a boss
to Billy. To Billy, he was a teacher, a mentor and a friend. This
wasn’t going to be easy.

“Mac, I’ve got something I need to talk to
you about,” he began in a trance-like voice. Lloyd McDougal could
sense immediately that something was troubling his most coveted
division president. He stood up then walked over to shut his office
door.

“What’s on your mind?” Mac asked as he moved
to his leather couch and sat down.

“Mac,” Billy began, taking a deep breath,
“I’m leaving Regal. I’ve been offered an opportunity to run a
medium-sized home building company in Maryland. And I’m going to
accept their offer.”

Mac remained silent. He was too stunned to
speak. He was too taken aback to even think clearly. There were a
million thoughts running through his mind. “Billy,” Mac finally
said after a prolonged silence, “are you sure that this is what you
really want?”

Billy hesitated for a moment before he
replied. “This isn’t easy for me as I’m sure you can tell, but Catt
and I have given this an exhausting amount of consideration and
we’re sure that it’s what we want at this point in our lives.”

Maybe he wants more money, Mac thought. Maybe
it’s more responsibility he needs.

Billy was a huge asset to the company. During
his career, he had helped to contribute millions of dollars to the
bottom line. He had established himself as the benchmark for others
to attempt to emulate. One of the most profitable resources Billy
brought to Regal Homes was his ability to identify, grow and
develop good young managers. His young protégés were themselves
beginning to thrive and do great work for the company. Billy’s
technical and management expertise could be replicated, but his
soul and passion were irreplaceable.

“Billy, you know we could have you come up
here with us,” Mac said, obviously not wanting to bring closure to
the discussion.

“Listen, I appreciate that, and I appreciate
everything that you’ve personally done for me. But this is
something I want to do. I hope you understand.”

Normally, when Lloyd wasn’t getting his way,
he’d deploy his renowned tactical element of intimidation. It was a
negotiation tool that often worked for him, but he suspected that
it wouldn’t on this occasion. Still, he felt like he had to do
something. “Let’s go see Stuart,” Mac said as he rose and started
toward the door.

“With all due respect, Mac, I don’t want this
thing to turn into some sideshow.”

“I promise you, we’ll handle this
properly.”

Reluctant to draw a difficult situation out
further, but feeling like he owed it to Mac, Billy stood and
followed his soon-to-be former boss out of his office. As they
headed down the hall to the chairman’s office, Billy started
thinking that this was exactly what he didn’t want to happen.

“Carol, is Stuart in?” Mac asked the petite
blonde secretary behind the desk. “I need to see him right
away.”

“Mr. Allison is just finishing up with a
group of analysts. I’ll let him know that you’d like to see him,”
she said. “Have a seat in his office.”

Billy felt like a young schoolboy being sent
to the principal’s office. Time seemed to stand still. His anxiety
level was soaring.

“Mac, Billy, good to see you,” Stuart Allison
greeted them, emerging from his office almost immediately after
receiving the message that Mac urgently wanted to see him. He
turned to Billy, curious as to why Billy was there with him. “I
trust you and your family are well, Billy?”

“Yes, they are, Stuart. Thanks for
asking.”

“Well, gentlemen, I’m sure that you have
something important to discuss with me, so please go ahead.”

“Stuart, Billy has tendered his
resignation.”

“Why do you want to leave us, Billy?”

The old man didn’t even blink, Billy thought
to himself. “Mr. Allison, I have an opportunity to run a home
building company.”

“Well, that’s what you do here, isn’t it?”
Stuart asked with a slight grin.

“Not exactly,” Billy replied, a bit put off
by what he considered a somewhat condescending tone on Stuart’s
part. “I’ll have total authority for all operations.”

“I don’t understand, isn’t Billy in control
of his own shop with us?” Stuart turned to Mac and asked.

“Yes, he is.” Mac confirmed.

“This is a medium sized home building
company,” Billy cut in. “I will not report to anyone.”

“I beg your pardon, but you’ll have to
report to someone. Everyone reports to someone. I report to the
board,” Stuart said calmly.

“You’re right,” Billy nodded, steadily
becoming more resolved in his decision. “I’ll report to the owner
of the company… and only him.”

“Right now you’re only reporting to Mac
aren’t you, son? You’re the only division president in the entire
organization that has a direct report to Mac. You’re the one who
refused the opportunity to become a regional president. I think
that’s accurate, isn’t it, Lloyd?”

Billy’s head was beginning to spin. He knew
that Stuart was working him and working him hard. But it didn’t
really matter. His mind was now made up. He just wanted to leave
under the best terms possible. Billy was about to discover that it
wasn’t going to be as simple as he had once thought it would
be.

“I appreciate your concern and I certainly
appreciate the opportunities that have been made available to me at
Regal, but I believe that this new opportunity is something that I
want to take advantage of.”

“With all due respect, Billy, I don’t think
you fully appreciate the attractive opportunities that you have
with us. If you did, you certainly wouldn’t even think about
leaving. You said the company you’re considering leaving us for is
a medium sized builder. What exactly does that mean? Are they
local?” Stuart Allison asked.

“No sir, they’re based in Maryland. Southern
Maryland.”

“Well, we have an operation in Maryland.
Maybe we could make some adjustments to accommodate you there. What
do you think, Mac?”

“We’d certainly like to keep Billy in the
fold,” Mac eagerly added.

This is getting way out of hand, Billy
thought to himself. “Stuart, I’ve made up my mind. My decision is
final,” Billy firmly stated.

“Well, it might not be that easy, you know,”
Stuart said.

“What do you mean?”

“What I mean is that you’ve signed an
employment contract and it contains a non-compete provision. Since
we have an operation in Maryland, you would be prohibited from
entering into direct competition with Regal.”

Non-compete clause! Are you kidding me, Billy
almost shouted out loud. What was this old fart thinking about?
Billy’s mind was racing with an on-coming rush of rage. He was
desperately struggling to remain calm. He didn’t want to offend
Stuart Allison. Not yet, at least. “I don’t understand,” Billy
said. He shook his head in dismay.

“Billy, think about our position. You’re an
invaluable asset. We need to protect our assets, so we clearly need
to protect you as well.”

It was then that Lloyd McDougal realized that
bringing Billy in to see the old man had been a mistake. The son of
a bitch is finally losing it Mac thought. It was time for some much
needed damage control. “Stuart, if you don’t mind, we should
continue this conversation later.”

The gray-haired chairman immediately backed
off. “If that’s what you want, Mac.”

Billy couldn’t believe it. This was way
beyond anything he could have imagined. He wanted to jump down
Allison’s throat, but out of respect – or from the fear of losing
all resemblance of personal dignity – he wisely decided to walk
away.

“Billy, let’s work this out. Everything will
work out. You’ll see,” Stuart said as he stuck out his hand to
shake Billy’s.

Billy Capel reluctantly reached out to shake
Stuart’s hand.

C H A P T E R 32

 




Lance Josephson wasn’t inherently a bad sort.
He was simply the type that blended in at work, in his neighborhood
and with people in general.

He really had no intention of getting
involved with anything like what he was currently faced with, but,
unfortunately, Charles Bradlin and Vincent Kastanza made avoiding
the issue impossible.

Lance maintained a simple life; wife, two
kids and a house at the end of a typical cul-de-sac in the county
where he worked. Like many of his neighbors who lived in their
well-kept two stories, Lance was a civil servant. Southern
Maryland, with its close proximity to Washington D.C., had become a
refuge for those seeking less of the complexities associated with
city life while still being able to commute into town. Commuting
was not a concern for Lance, however. His employer was not the
Federal Government like his neighbors on both sides, but rather,
the county government. Nothing out of the ordinary about this
GS-12. He worked for the county in the planning and zoning
department where he had become a deputy assistant zoning examiner.
Times had changed since the early days. Lance fondly remembered
when his life had been a lot less hectic.

When he began his career in the planning and
zoning department twelve years before, his daily workload had been
slight, to say the least. In earlier years, it wouldn’t have been
uncommon for meaningful zoning concerns to center around carport
additions and backyard sheds. But in recent times, the dynamics
associated with rampant growth in Southern Maryland had altered
Lance’s quiet, uneventful life. Master planned communities,
shopping malls and even industrial development had found its way
into his little corner of the world.

Not long ago, builders like Herschel Bradlin
would craft homes in subdivisions that would typically contain
fifteen or so finished lots. Now, however, developments with yields
of three to four hundred units that centered around golf courses
and other amenities were sprouting up at a rapid pace. Big time,
high stakes development had obtrusively inched its way into
Southern Maryland. The region was certainly experiencing its share
of growing pains. Developers on the right and no to slow growthers
on the left, with Lance Josephson’s planning and zoning department
mired smack in the middle, led to many difficult situations.

A “good ole’ boy” network had existed for
years in the county as it had in many other areas just like it. But
a new web of influence peddlers and “peddlees” was surfacing. Lance
Josephson had neither the desire, nor the inclination, to become
involved with any sort of criminal activity. But thanks to Vinny
and Charles, he found himself mired helplessly in a bottomless pit
of corruption and deceit.

“Lance, there have been some changes in our
plans,” Charles said as he nervously scanned the parking lot.

Lance rolled his eyes as he sighed to
himself. What do these people want now, he wondered?

“There will be some other people brought in
to assist in administering the deal,” Charles continued.

That wasn’t exactly the way Doug Adams had
explained it, Vinny thought to himself.

“Your involvement will be reduced
significantly. I hope you’re okay with that,” Charles said,
assuming Lance had no desire to be caught up in this mess, but not
caring one bit anyway. “At this point, all we will need you to do
is monitor any activity as it relates to the deal. You won’t need
to continue to exert any influence.”

Vinny nearly rolled his eyes. When was
Charles going to learn that there was always the potential of
people listening in to what was being said even if no one was in
sight? Even at the county courthouse, sitting at a park bench,
secrecy could never be guaranteed. He held a hand up to signal to
Charles that he was going to take over the conversation. “Mr.
Josephson, maybe we could meet with you occasionally to discuss the
status of current developments in the zoning process so that you
can keep us in the loop, so to speak?”

Lance knew exactly what Vinny was covertly
referring to. By the initial sound of it, this would be a much
better situation for Lance than what Bradlin and Kastanza had
required of him recently. “Sure, no problem,” Josephson agreed in a
calmness that belied the anxiety he felt every time he was near the
two men.

Unfortunately for the three of them, there
were going to be serious problems. Vinny’s concern for covert
communication was well founded; at that very moment, someone was
indeed listening to their every word.
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Billy was fuming. The audacity. Where in the
hell is he coming from? How could he threaten me like that, after
all I’ve contributed? I almost single-handedly assured a portion of
his huge performance bonus the past three years with the profits my
operations have contributed to the bottom line.

It normally took a considerable effort to get
him as worked up as he was. His anger was stifling his ability to
think clearly. Why didn’t Mac step in as soon as Stuart started his
tirade? What was Mac thinking? This is ludicrous, he seethed. He
began to force himself to push past the anger.

Despite what had just occurred, Billy
remembered that he had given Herschel his word that he’d call him
later in the day. He had decided to hold off telling Herschel the
good news. He wanted to meet with Mac before he made it official.
Herschel had been very clear with his stipulation that Billy had to
render his final decision today. If Billy wasn’t coming on board,
Herschel had to switch gears and begin the search process anew.

Herschel made no secret in his belief that
time was running out for Bradlin Homes. If the operations of his
company were not drastically improved immediately, there would
likely be no company. Billy knew there was a critical timeline
moving forward, with or without him. This bullshit position that
his boss’s boss was taking was not going to alter his plans. No
damn way, he thought to himself. Screw Stuart Allison, Billy
thought as his emotions continued to alternate between anger and
frustration.

His brooding was interrupted when Catt
entered his home office and inner sanctum. His spirits improved
drastically. “I have to call Herschel and tell him when I can
start,” he told his wife. Billy’s encounter with Stuart Allison had
somewhat subdued his excitement for the entire situation. That fact
alone angered him the most.

“I’m thinking about telling Mac that my
resignation is effective immediately. You know, leave them without
any shred of notice. Let them try and put together a cohesive
transition plan without my involvement. It’ll take them months to
figure out what’s going on,” Billy scoffed.

“Babe, you know if you do that, it won’t
phase Stuart Allison in the least. Essentially, you’ll be letting
down the people you worked with in the division,” Catt said,
somewhat caustically.

There she goes being right again, Billy
thought to himself. He wasn’t about to let down the people who had
depended on him. “You’re right. I guess I’ll just call Mac and hear
him out. Don’t think I want to talk to Allison again, though. I’ll
just play it by ear. But, I’m not going to be intimidated.”

Billy was generating internal energy. He
decided that he wasn’t going to take any grief from his
about-to-be-former employers, even at the risk of protracted
litigation. He favored his wife with a lopsided grin and flipped
open his cell to call McDougal and settle things.

“Lori, this is Billy, is Mac in?” Billy asked
after being on hold for what felt like ages. When Billy last left
the corporate offices, he had been rendered speechless by the
chairman’s untenable position. Now that he had collected himself,
he was ready to reason. He was also ready to get some answers.

Billy was about to discover how much he could
trust Lloyd McDougal. He was prepared to fight back against any
backstabbing, insidious legal challenge that Regal Homes might try
to throw at him. He had explained to Herschel that there could be
some issues he might have to deal with. In response, Herschel had
advised Billy that Bradlin would provide any assistance Billy asked
for to vigorously defend himself against his former company.

Growing more impatient every extra minute he
was put on hold, he was about to hang up on Mac when McDougal
finally answered the call. “Billy, I’m sorry to keep you on hold,
but I was on a conference call with several board members and,
quite frankly, you were the primary topic of conversation.” Billy
was a bit taken aback at the thought of his resignation being
discussed among Regal’s directors. The board was made up of men and
women who were powerful executives throughout the business
world.

“I have a legal resolution that I’d like to
read to you,” Mac continued before the younger man could respond.
Billy’s stomach couldn’t have been more unsettled. It was like a
furnace striving to function without the proper fuel. They could
take their resolution and shove it, Billy thought. “Billy, are you
there?” Mac asked, wondering if his soon-to-be-former employee had
dropped the phone.

“Yeah, I’m here,” Billy said as sarcastically
as he could.

“As members of Regal Homes’ board of
directors,” Mac read, “we hereby resolve to offer our most sincere
gratitude for the tremendous efforts and successful results put
forth by William J. Capel. In light of his achievements, we hereby
wish to recognize his significant accomplishments.”

Billy was stunned. “Mac, I don’t know what to
say. I thought. . .”

“Listen, Billy,” Mac jumped in, “what
happened with Stuart was simply bad timing and a bit of bad
judgment. Stuart read the situation as being desperate. He assumed
that he could buy some time by saying what he said. If I hadn’t
sprung it on him unannounced, this would have never happened. I’m
truly sorry it went down the way it did. I’d also like to tell you
that we want to make it up to you. What I didn’t read to you is
what the rest of the resolution said – You’ve been an invaluable
part of this company for many years, so Stuart has requested that
the board allow all of your stock options to become exercisable
immediately. This includes the 10,000 shares that Stuart has just
instructed the board to authorize in your name. Just consider it
Stuart’s way of apologizing for this little misunderstanding.” Mac
paused before adding, “And listen, Billy, if this new opportunity
doesn’t pan out for whatever reason, we want you to know that
you’ll always be welcomed back.”

Billy was speechless. Earlier, he had every
reason to believe that he and his long-time former employer were
about to engage in a messy, drawn-out legal conflict. But now, not
only had the saber rattling ended, but Billy was departing on good
terms. Not to mention with a considerable parting gift.

“And one more thing,” Mac began, “I can
imagine how excited you are about getting started, running your own
deal and all. So this is what we’re going to do. I’ve got some
vacation time I have to take, so I’m coming down to run your shop
until we can bring in someone to replace you. That way you can move
forward right away.”

“Mac, I appreciate that, but really – “

“That’s non-negotiable,” Mac insisted firmly.
“It will be fun to see if I can still find my way around a
division. Let’s just call it my going away present to you.”

“I don’t know what to say, Mac.”

“You don’t have to say anything,” he said.
“Just do well in your new venture.”
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“Adams here.”

“This is Kastanza. Can you talk?”

“Yes.”

“Herschel has just announced that his new man
is coming on board.”

“So what? What are you telling me for?”

“This Capel fellow seems to be a pretty
bright guy. He’ll probably want to jump right in and try to get
things squared away. We’ll need to take his mind off things for a
while, if you know what I mean. Here’s what I suggest...”

C H A P T E R 35

 


“Jeremy, I’ll meet you at Lot 57 in about
fifteen minutes. I’ve got a final called in.”

“Brett, what in the hell are you talking
about?” his normally even-keeled assistant hissed. “There’s no way
in hell that house will ever pass with the shape it’s in.”

“I know that, but we’ll find out for sure if
old man Towson has any major problems with it. If he does, we’ll
get them resolved in a couple of days. Then we’ll call it back
in.”

“I’m telling you man, there’s no way that
house is gonna be ready in a couple of days. We’re only gonna end
up pissing off Mr. Towson when he comes out here to inspect the
place with the shape it’s in! You know he’s warned us before not to
call him out here unless we’re ready. Hell, we still don’t have
some of the preliminary inspections we need to even call for a
final.”

Although Jeremy Smith was right, his boss was
too far under the gun to actually see it. “Hey, Jeremy, calm down,
man. We’ll be fine. You’ll see.” Brett had committed himself. He
was too naive to realize the potentially damaging consequences of
his actions and too pig-headed to admit the error of his ways. His
inexperience was suffocating.

It’s too late to back down now, he thought.
He had promised Forest Johnson that the work on his house was a few
days away from being wrapped up. He had dug himself an even deeper
hole by telling his office the same. Surely good ole’ Mr. Towson
would understand his predicament he reasoned. If he didn’t, so
what, Brett shrugged.

The Johnson house was commensurate with what
one would expect a highly visible figure to command. Large in size
and grandeur, it was a statement, pure and simple. The structure
was more of a monument than a private residence, letting the casual
observer know in no uncertain terms that the owner had arrived. But
if the owner were to arrive today, he’d find himself bitterly
disappointed.

Neither the massive sixty thousand piece,
creamy white brick facade, nor the Williamsburg-styled cobblestone
driveway and lead walk were anywhere close to completion. None of
the intricate landscaping or final grading had begun. And those
were just a few of the big ticket phases incomplete. The interior
conditions were even further from closure.

Young Brett Bradlin was more than just around
the corner from realizing that the process of building a new home
was very much a trust based proposition. He was oblivious to the
concept that those around him expected and needed to believe that
he would look out for their best interests. What he painfully
failed to grasp at this embryonic stage of his brief home building
life was that his limitations were causing a lot of problems for
his customers and his contractors. Getting results, in his line of
work, didn’t occur when promises were made that couldn’t be kept.
But the one person who suffered the most from Brett’s shortcomings
was his most trusted ally, Jeremy Smith.

Anyone who had worked with Jeremy had become
enamored by his easygoing manner. He had a quiet, yet cheerful
demeanor that belied his fierce desire to get things done. His
bearded, puffy face and rapidly receding hairline – always covered
by his beloved Baltimore Orioles ball cap – gave him the
stereotypical construction worker appearance. He looked more like a
Bubba than a Jeremiah Andrew Smith.

As a production superintendent, Jeremy could
do it all when it came to the business of building new homes.
Recent times had challenged his ability to avoid some of the stress
and pressure associated with a constantly shifting home building
climate, but he persevered. Instead of jettisoning his entire home
building career when the job-induced pressure almost did him in, he
decided – with the blessing of Herschel Bradlin – to take a much
needed step back. So Jeremy became an assistant super. Better able
to handle his stress levels, Jeremy once again became an invaluable
asset to Bradlin Homes. Everyone around him realized that. Even
though he no longer held the same lofty title, he still commanded
an enormous amount of respect.

His patience and laid-back style was, for the
most part, forged during a stint in the Army long ago. He had been
a member of an elite Special Forces outfit in Vietnam, assigned to
a highly trained squad of marksmen, whose primary task was to seek
out high-ranking enemy officers and eliminate them.

Dropped from a dark green Huey, deep behind
enemy lines and under the cloak of darkness, Jeremy had been tasked
with finding his way to Viet Cong encampments. He would literally
crawl his way to a strategic “hunter’s stand” to begin the stalking
process. Once in place, he would conduct surveillance for days
before he’d pull the trigger of his special issue M-14 select fire
rifle. With his Leatherman ranging scope, he was able to locate his
intended victim from over a quarter-mile away. His unfortunate prey
would never realize that Jeremy was nearby. The victim never even
heard the sound of the fatal 7.62 caliber round entering one of
their vital organs that Jeremy had expertly targeted.

Though he wasn’t donning the face paint and
dealing death down a sniper scope anymore, the deterministic
mindset he cultivated in the jungles carried over into his present
day dealings with Bradlin Homes. And despite whatever he thought
about the man, Jeremy was prepared to do whatever appropriate to
protect and defend the youngest Bradlin’s best interests. It was
his job and Brett was his responsibility.

 


* * *

 


“Is Brett Bradlin in?” the familiar voice
asked quickly.

“This is Brett.” He physically winced when he
identified the caller.

“This is Forest Johnson, what’s the current
status of my home?”

Brett was really not looking forward to
another confrontation with this guy. He was anticipating a
potentially lively encounter with his building inspector, so he
wanted to wrap up this particular conversation as soon as possible.
He sensed that his level of available composure was running thin,
so he dealt with the situation as most unnerved bullshitters
would.

“We’re making real headway with your house,
Mr. Johnson,” he said and then held his breath in anticipation of
his future homeowner’s next reply.

“What in the hell is that supposed to mean?”
Johnson delivered.

“Ah, well that means that we’re coming along
with getting the things done we need –”

“Hey, Brett,” Johnson yelled into the phone,
not letting the young super finish his rhetorical blabbering,
“listen to me: I’m tired of this bullshit. Do you understand me? I
don’t want to hear your mindless double-talk. All I want you to do
is tell me if my house is going to be ready to move into next week.
You think you can do that? Huh?”

“I was just trying to tell you that I’ve got
your house called in for a final inspection today,” Brett offered
as a sign of progress. It was, of course, completely bogus.

“So you’re telling me that my house is
done?”

“Well, we’re still fine-tuning some things,
but I feel confident that it’ll be ready by next week.” The words
hadn’t come out of his mouth but for a second when he realized just
what he had done. He wasn’t sure if he was more afraid of
encountering his customer’s anger when he saw first-hand just how
far the house was away from completion, or from the tirade that
Jeremy would launch when he discovered what Brett had told Mr.
Johnson. Telling people what they wanted to hear for the sake of
escaping their wrath is like getting lost down a narrow, dark alley
in a bad section of town; things almost always turn out badly.

“You better be right, Mr. Bradlin. I don’t
expect to be disappointed anymore. I certainly hope you understand
that.”

“Mr. Johnson, I can assure you that we’re
doing everything necessary to see to it that your house will be
ready next week.” The dark alley was narrowing quickly, with a
rapidly approaching dead end in sight.

 


* * *

 


“I’d like to speak to Mr. Bradlin,
please.”

“Which Mr. Bradlin?” the veteran
administrator asked respectfully.

“The one in charge,” the caller demanded.

“May I ask who’s calling?”

“This is Forest Johnson. I want to speak with
Mr. Bradlin.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Johnson, neither Charles nor
Herschel Bradlin is currently in.”

“Well then, who’s in charge?”

“My name is Martha Kelly, is there anything I
can help you with?”

“I doubt it. Who can I talk to about my
house?”

“If you could tell me what your concerns are,
I’ll be able to connect you with someone who can help you.” Martha
knew from Johnson’s tone that he wasn’t calling to pass along
pleasantries.

“Listen, I’m supposed to move into my new
home next week, but I really don’t think it’s going to be ready. I
just got off the phone with Brett Bradlin and he assured me that it
would be ready. The thing is, I was just out to the house over the
weekend and it was far away from being anywhere near completed.
I’ll tell you the same thing I told him, so you can pass it along
to whomever you need to: my movers are scheduled! The people we
sold our house to have to move into our home just as soon as we
move out. Everything is in motion – everything except for having
the confidence that my new house will be ready!” Johnson was nearly
spitting. “Let me make myself perfectly clear, Ms. Kelly. I’ve been
told that my house will be ready, so I fully expect that it will
be. All I can say, at this juncture, is that it better be.”

The intensity with which Forest Johnson spoke
was not lost on Martha.

“Mr. Johnson, I’ll be sure to pass your
concerns along to the appropriate managers.”

Oh great, Johnson thought to himself, another
minion telling me just what I want to hear.

As Johnson hung up the phone, Martha
immediately dialed another number. “Orwell, I need your help.”

“What’s up, Martha?” the beefy, bearded
service manager jovially roared. Orwell Gonzales Shorter was always
prepared to offer a hand to his favorite administrator. But then
again, he was seemingly born to be of assistance to everyone that
passed his way. Everyone within the company knew that whenever a
ruffled Bradlin customer needed special attention, the tall, yet
round-bellied Orwell was likely to be called in to soothe their
feelings. Orwell was a master when it came to dealing with
difficult customers. His relaxed style belied the hell-bent desire
he possessed to satisfy even the most contentious of
homeowners.

“We seem to have trouble brewing with one of
Brett’s customers. I was hoping that you could meet up with Brett
on site to get a first-hand glimpse of just how close Brett is on a
house that’s scheduled for closing next week.”

“Sure, darlin’, I can do that. Which house do
ya’ want me to take a look at?”
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“He’s here,” his assistant screeched.

“Who’s here?” Brett demanded, his heart
racing over Jeremy’s sudden outburst.

“Mr. Towson just pulled into the subdivision.
He’s headed towards Lot 57.”

Brett wanted to deal with the inevitable
confrontation with the inspector in as much a positive fashion as
possible. What’s the worst the guy can do to me, he reasoned
silently. He’ll be hot at first, but I’ll let him blow off at me,
then he’ll feel bad and I’ll have him in the palm of my hands.
Everything will be fine, he thought as he drove off to meet his
inspector.

“Mr. Towson, how ya’ doing?” The young man’s
nervous energy was palpable as he met his inspector at his driver’s
side door.

“I’ve been better,” the long time county
building inspector scowled as he gingerly drew his aching,
hunched-over body out of his ten-year-old local government compact
car. “Got too much to do and not enough time. Now, where’s that
house you’ve got the final called in on?”

Crunch time, Brett gulped. “It’s Lot 57,
right here,” he replied hesitantly.

“Right where?” the inspector asked loudly as
he looked around at the obviously unfinished house. “This house?
What in the hell are you talking about? This house isn’t ready.
You’re joshing me, right boy?” he shouted, spinning around angrily
to face Brett. It was then that Jeremy pulled up and jumped out of
his pickup truck.

“Come on, Mr. Towson, I’ve still got a few
things to do on the outside, but the rain’s been killing me, man.
The inside is in pretty good shape though,” Brett pleaded his
case.

Jeremy’s presence kept Towson from getting
back in his car and heading home right then and there. Jeremy had
always been good to the inspector, so Towson reluctantly decided to
appease the thoroughly keyed up young superintendent and give the
house a quick once over. That was until he went to open the front
door and the temporary brass knob came off in his hand.

“What in the hell?” Towson cried out,
throwing the knob to the ground in disgust. Unfortunately for
Brett, the door opened up anyway. Towson took three steps into the
foyer and let out a howl that caused the small army of painters,
electricians, plumbers and other assorted contractors to stop still
in their tracks.

“Are you both insane? This house is nowhere
close to being ready for a final. Why in the hell did you call this
in, boy? Is this some sort of joke or something? You better damn
sight start explaining why you’re wasting my time.”

Jeremy held his breath. Please, Brett, don’t
say something stupid.

“Mr. Towson,” Brett stammered, “granted,
there’s some work to be done in here, but I figured –”

“You figured? Hell boy, if you were capable
of figuring a damn thing, you damn sight would have never called
this in for any final. Let me tell you something,” he rumbled on,
now directing his outburst towards Jeremy, “don’t you ever, you
understand me, ever do this again. I wouldn’t expect this of you,
Jeremy.”

Panic threatened to seize control of Brett’s
entire body. “But Mr. Towson –”

“This is no game, boy. Do you understand
that?” It was the second time he’d been asked that question just
this morning. He was beginning to wonder if he really knew the
proper answer.

As Mr. Towson turned and walked out of the
house, Brett could do no more than stare blankly at the unfinished
ceramic floor. What was he going to do now? He certainly wasn’t in
any position to pose the question to his trusty sidekick Jeremy,
who had done his best to warn him of just these consequences. A
tightening feeling in his chest, coupled with a shortness of
breath, startled him at first. He needed to sit down. He was
beginning to feel dizzy.

Despite everything that had gone wrong, Brett
was still certain that his luck was about to change. Youthful
optimism has a particular buoyancy about it that often defies
logic. While he was visibly shaken from Mr. Towson’s demonstrative
onslaught, he quickly reasoned surrender away.

He was in a state of denial. He had tendered
commitments to his customer, to the office and especially to
himself. He wasn’t going to tuck and run at the first inkling of
pressure. He’d work it out. He’d show them, all the while proving
something to himself.

“What are we going to do now?” Jeremy
cautiously asked his sullen-faced young boss, who was clearly deep
in thought.

“What do you think we’re going to do? We’re
going to figure a way...” Brett trailed off as the whirling sound
of saws, drills and the thumping chorus of boom boxes came to a
sudden halt.

“What’s the friggin’ deal?” one of the
painters yelled from an abruptly darkened closet. “Hey, who cut the
power?” another hidden voice bellowed out from a second floor
location. Jeremy automatically moved towards the garage where the
electric panel was located, but just then, the front door popped
open and in strolled Orwell.

“Hey, boys and girls, what’s happenin’?”
Brett jumped at the sound of Orwell’s booming voice.

“Hey, Orwell,” Jeremy offered dejectedly as
he continued to head towards the garage. “Just lost power for some
reason.”

“Yeah, I guess you did,” the service manager
chuckled – He knew exactly why the power had suddenly gone out.

“What do you mean?” Brett impatiently
demanded.

“Didn’t you guys hear it?”

“Hear what?”

“Oh man, that utility contractor on the
backhoe out front hit a primary. Hell, the juice was so hot that
when he nicked the line, the power surge blew the front two tires
right off the friggin’ machine. It’s lucky it didn’t fry the
guy.”

“Did the operator get hurt?” Jeremy asked
with genuine concern.

“Nothin’ visible… ‘cept the stains in his
pants,” Orwell roared.

Brett was always amazed with just how
laid-back Orwell appeared to be. He could only imagine how tough it
would be to have Orwell’s job. The service manager had certainly
represented Bradlin Homes well for over the last decade. Yet what
surprised Brett so much about the man was that he truly seemed to
enjoy his demanding job.

“Hey, Master Brett, which one of these big
old houses out here is the TV guy’s?”

“This one. Why?”

“No, seriously, really, which one is it?”

“I told you, Orwell, this is his. Why do you
want to know?”

“You gotta be kidding me, man.” The big man
started chuckling again.

“Hey, Orwell, I asked you why you want to
know for the last time,” Brett snapped, venom creeping into his
tone. He’d already been through enough with his inspector to retain
any sort of humor for potential problems.

The shift in tone was not lost on Orwell. He
stopped chuckling and cleared his throat. “I got a call from
Martha. She got a call from Forest Johnson – you know, that TV
guy.”

“Yeah, Orwell, I know. What’d he tell
Martha?”

“He told her that he didn’t think his house
was gonna be ready and, according to Martha, he was royally pissed.
And I can see why, man. There’s no begezin way this thing’s gonna
be tip top by next week.” Though he understood the seriousness in
Brett’s gaze, Orwell clearly did not understand why he was
upset.

“What in the hell are you talking about?”
Brett nearly screamed. Weeks of tension, anxiety and stress had
completely broken his patience. He stepped up and got in Orwell’s
face, which was a considerable feat since Orwell was nearly
half-a-foot taller than he. “Who made you an authority on my damn
houses?”

“Whoa, Master Brett,” Orwell stammered,
“nothing personal, but hey, I just don’t think – “

“Listen, you just pay attention to your job
and let me worry about mine, okay? We’ll have this house ready by
next week, got it?”

“If you say so, Brett.” Orwell had no desire
to engage the young Bradlin in a shouting match. That still didn’t
change his belief that the TV guy wasn’t going to be very happy
come this time next week, though. He scanned the room, making
mental notes on the condition of the house. It was then that Orwell
began to realize that he would be the one tasked with dealing with
Forest Johnson in the end. It wasn’t right that he’d have to fix
Brett’s screw-ups, but it had forever been a part of his
professional life as a service manager.

“Brett, I know you don’t want to hear this,
but you really should consider backing off this house for next
week,” Orwell said, in a lower tone than he was used to. Looking
around the woefully unfinished house and dealing with a
fire-spitting Brett Bradlin had stripped him of his typically
optimistic demeanor.

“Orwell, get the hell out of here, okay?”
Brett said, waving away the big service manager with one hand and
wearily covering his face with the other. “We don’t need your
negative input.” Brett had reached his threshold with this country
bumpkin, even though he begrudgingly realized that Orwell was
probably right.

“Hey man, listen I’m sorry if – ” Orwell was
cut short when the entryway door flew open and in walked a man with
a tie and a serious expression. The trio could tell by the tie
alone that he wasn’t a contractor. Brett had never seen the man
before, but Jeremy recognized him immediately. He stood in the
doorway, scoping out the unfinished house with an obvious purpose.
Without uttering a word, the man reached into his back pocket and
pulled out what appeared to be a dark orange piece of paper. Jeremy
was the only onlooker who realized what was about to happen.

“Can I help you?” Brett asked the stranger,
who remained quietly poised in the foyer by the front door. He
didn’t bother to look up or nod to acknowledge Brett’s question.
Suddenly, he reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a pair of
thick, dark rimmed-glasses and a ballpoint pen. After he placed the
glasses on the bridge of his large, misshaped nose, he cupped the
colored paper in one hand and grasped the pen in the other as he
bent over and began to write.

That’s when Orwell realized who the man most
likely was and what he was probably in the process of doing. At
first, Orwell assumed he was the TV guy, Forest Johnson. Now he
realized his first impression was wrong.

“Excuse me, sir, can I help you?” Brett asked
for the second time with a hint of hesitant authority.

The man stopped writing, put the pen back in
his pocket and removed his glasses. He finally looked up at Brett,
but surprisingly, still said nothing. Brett was wondering if the
man was actually deaf and was writing down some sort of
message.

Then, without warning, the man walked away
from the front door and towards the living room. He headed over to
one of the large casement windows in the partially unpainted living
room and stood there as he pulled away the backing of the colored
paper he had written on. He extended his arm towards the window and
pressed the orange slip of paper onto the glass. Even the young
superintendent realized what was now unfolding right before his
eyes. The moment was both awkward and sobering.

Aaron Furman, the county’s Chief Building
Inspector, was not one to waste time or emotions. Nor, apparently,
was he one to waste unnecessary words. Without definitively fixing
his eyes on anyone in the room, he walked back towards the door he
had come through. Brett felt compelled to yell out an obscenity at
the bastard, but the bold black letters spelling out “STOP WORK
ORDER” on the larger-than-life violation notice had stunned him to
the core. Brett tried to say something, to protest the damning
piece of sticky paper clinging to the window, but inspector Furman
spoke first, surprising everyone in the room.

“Who’s in charge here?” the inspector
demanded in an intimidating tone. He stopped at the front door and
turned to face them. Brett found himself hesitant to respond. The
building official’s head was finally raised, now searching the room
with his steely eyes, waiting for a reply.

“I am,” Brett finally answered, fighting down
an anxious gulp.

“What’s your name?” Furman demanded.

“Bradlin, Brett Bradlin.”

“Well, Mr. Bradlin, it’s my responsibility to
inform you that you have one half-hour to remove everyone from this
house until such time as all hazardous and life-threatening
conditions have been corrected and then inspected for compliance to
meet the requirements listed on the Stop Work Order.”

“What life-threatening conditions are you
talking about?” Brett whined at the top of his lungs.

“Mr. Bradlin, you have people working in this
house with no safety rails fixed to the stairs or balcony areas.
You have masons working on improperly secured scaffolding. And you
have no safety rails installed on the front exterior steps. All of
these deficiencies must be corrected at once. After – and only
after – these issues are addressed can you call for an inspection
to relieve the Stop Work Order.”

“But I’ll get those rails up right away. And
I’ll get the masons to properly secure their scaffolding. But can’t
I keep the men working?”

“No. No you may not. I just told you that
until the safety corrections have been made and my office has
verified that the corrections have been properly made, no one other
than the people attending to those corrections can be in this
house. Do you understand that, Mr. Bradlin?”

Aaron Furman’s eyes looked right through an
angry Brett Bradlin.

“Why are you doing this? What did we do to
deserve this?” Panic had completely gripped Brett. He hadn’t a clue
how he was going to do it, but somehow he had to convince Furman to
let his crews keep working. A shudder worked its way down Brett’s
spine as he quickly contemplated the confrontation with Forest
Johnson, soon to occur.

“Mr. Bradlin,” Furman addressed him, his cold
tone cutting through Brett’s musings and instilling even more fear
into the young man, “one of our inspectors was called to inspect
this house for a final. I overheard a conversation he had with the
county dispatcher about a house being unsafe to work in. I just
happened to be in the area, so I decided to view the safety
concerns myself. Not only is this house far from being ready for a
final inspection, but it was the opinion of the inspector that
several serious safety violations existed. And he was right. Fix
the discrepancies and then call for an inspection. After we have
verified that the safety violations have been remedied, then, and
only then, can you call it back in for a final.” Furman’s tone was
clear – the decision was non-negotiable. Brett’s last remaining
strands of hope evaporated into the chilly morning air.

“This is bullshit,” Brett snorted, shifting
the panic into two familiar emotions; frustration and anger. But
his quiet curse had caught Furman’s ear.

“Excuse me, sir, what did you say?” Furman
asked with a raised eyebrow. It was the first sign of emotion that
the man had shown since entering the house.

“What I said was – ”

“Shut up, Brett. Let’s get started on taking
care of these items,” Jeremy shouted, trying to verbally shield
Brett from further antagonizing the chief building inspector.

“Yeah, Brett, I’ll give you a hand getting
these rails up, okay?” Orwell interjected, stepping between Brett
and Furman to help Jeremy stop the bleeding.

Inspector Furman was disappointed. He was
actually looking forward to a tussle with the younger Bradlin. He
was hoping to heap on other considerations to the safety
violations. He wanted to teach this punk rich kid a lesson. He knew
who Brett Bradlin was. He knew his old man all too well. There was
no love lost between the inspector and Charles Bradlin. He saw
Brett as a replica of his despicable old man. “Don’t call for an
inspection until the corrections are made,” he said with a touch of
a taunting sneer crossing his lips. Furman held Brett’s angry stare
for a moment longer before turning and leaving through the open
door.

Brett was gritting his teeth so hard that he
caused an old filling to push against a nerve. His breathing came
heavy. He began rubbing the palms of his hands over his forehead
and eyes. With his head tilted back and eyes tightly shut, he began
to slowly shake his head back and forth.

Orwell wanted to say something reassuring to
Brett, but he struggled to find the adequate words. Jeremy had
followed the irate inspector out through the door, escorting him to
his car just in case Brett decided to do something physically
rash.

“What in the hell am I going to do now?”
Brett asked no one in particular as he just stood there frozen in
the moment. Panic had given way to anger, which was now giving way
to despair. He kept shaking his head.

“Listen, Brett,” Orwell said in the most
compassionate voice he could offer, “it’ll work out. You’ll see. Me
and Jeremy will give you a hand getting this stuff squared away,
okay?”

Brett looked up at Orwell. A few minutes
earlier, Brett had chastised him and almost threw him out of the
house. “Hey, Orwell, I’m sorry – ”

“Listen, Master Brett, don’t worry about it.”
Orwell waved away the apology. “It’s like they say, ‘shit
happens.’”

As soon as the syrupy words had come out of
Orwell’s mouth, Jeremy reappeared at the door with a frantic look
on his face. Both Brett and Orwell spotted Jeremy’s frenzied
demeanor. They both immediately assumed that Jeremy and inspector
Furman had had words when they went outside together.

Before he had an opportunity to warn his two
unsuspecting friends, another man appeared directly behind him in
the doorway. He was breathing heavily from his rapid jaunt up the
half-completed flagstone stairs. Brett immediately realized who was
bounding through the door in a rage.

“What in the love of God’s name is going on
here?” the man screamed at the top of his lungs.

Brett drew a long breath and looked down at
the floor as if looking for some trap door to magically appear. The
commotion wouldn’t wait it seemed.

“Mr. Johnson, ah, we didn’t expect to see you
here today…”
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“Is Lauren in?” the well-dressed man
asked.

“Yes, she is, may I tell her your name,
please?”

“Taylor Jennings. I have an appointment with
Lauren.”

“Oh, Mr. Jennings, she’s waiting for you.
Please go right in.”

The woman buzzed through to Lauren Gilbert to
tell her that her appointment was on his way in. Lauren had been
looking forward to Taylor’s arrival. Bradlin Homes was one of First
Mortgage’s most valued customers. In the past few months, however,
Charles Bradlin had been insisting that Taylor pass some of the
company’s loan opportunities on to a mortgage company that Charles
had established ties with. So Taylor was in to see Ms. Gilbert to
fill her in on Charles’s demands – among other issues.

Taylor had resisted moving away from First
Mortgage. He found Lauren’s company extremely proficient at
qualifying even the most suspect of home buying prospects. They
handled the little – albeit essential – details for Bradlin Homes.
When it came to difficult loans, Lauren’s company made most
problems go away.

“Taylor, how are you?” Lauren asked as she
met Bradlin’s vice president of sales at her door. “Please come
in,” she said, reaching out both of her hands to shake his hand
firmly.

“Good to see you,” Taylor said as he noticed
Lauren shut and then lock the door to her office. Everyone in the
office knew not to bother the executive Vice President when she
closed her door. Particularly when she was meeting with someone who
steered so much mortgage business the company’s way.

“Lauren, I appreciate you taking the time to
see me,” he casually remarked as he sat down in the burgundy
leather armchair directly across from her desk.

“Come on, Taylor, cut out the small talk.
Why’d you drive all the way over here? Surely not to talk mortgage
business.”

“Well, now that you mentioned it…” Taylor
straightened up and took a breath. “I was wondering if we could
explore the possibilities of maybe getting together again. Maybe
spend some more quality time with each other,” he offered with
great anticipation. Thoughts of their steamy encounter the night
before still raced through his mind.

“I don’t know, Taylor, people are going to
start talking. I’m not sure I want to risk that.”

“Oh, come on, we’re adults, we both know how
to be discreet,” he insisted. “No one has to know anything. We’re
both professional people who need each other’s services – In more
ways than one,” he said with a slight chuckle. “We’re both single
and unattached. I’m just suggesting that we do dinner.”

“Yeah, right. We ended up doing a little more
that just dinner last night, didn’t we?”

“Lauren, Lauren, Lauren, don’t tell me you
didn’t enjoy my company.”

She didn’t bother to verbally respond.
Instead, she slowly moved closer to her guest. She leaned back
against her desk, sighing as she crossed her arms, about to reply
to Taylor’s remark, when the piercing sound of her intercom
abruptly startled them both.

Lauren picked up the phone. “What is it?” she
snapped, obviously not pleased with this interruption.

“There’s an urgent call on line two for Mr.
Jennings,” her secretary said.

“Taylor, it’s for you,” Lauren said, slightly
confused.

Taylor jumped to his feet. “This is Taylor,”
he howled as he snatched the phone from his companion. After a
moment, Taylor’s facial expression changed, telling Lauren that
their brief encounter was now over. Whatever news Taylor was being
given was obviously causing him anguish. Lauren’s instinctive
reaction was to attempt to comfort Taylor, but no amount of
Laurens’ considerable comforting resources mattered.

 


* * *

 


“Martha, where is he now?” Taylor asked. He
was speeding down Route 301, his cell phone pasted to his ear.

“He said he was heading for his attorney’s
office. Then he told me that he was going to meet with his staff
about a story line detailing the eminent collapse of Bradlin
Homes,” Martha replied grimly, looking down at the notes she had
hastily scrawled when Forest Johnson called a few minutes
earlier.

“He’s hopefully just bluffing, Martha,”
Taylor said, attempting to reassure himself as well. Leaving Lauren
Gilbert like he just had was demoralizing enough. Now he was faced
with an even larger dilemma. Forest Johnson was a master
manipulator. His success as a TV anchor was largely due to his
extraordinary ability to embellish even the most mundane of story
lines.

“Martha, give me his number at work. I’ll try
and meet with him to do some damage control. In the meantime, I’m
heading out to walk his house with Brett to see firsthand how close
it is to being finished.”

“You’re not going to like what you see,”
Martha cautioned him.

 


* * *

 


His car came to a squealing halt just inches
from Brett’s Jeep. As he got out of his car, he slammed the
driver’s door so hard it was a wonder that he didn’t shatter the
window. He had just finished walking Forest Johnson’s far from
completed new home and he was livid. He quickly stormed up the
wooden steps to the trailer and flung open the door. “What in the
hell is going on here?” he screamed. Taylor Jennings was beyond
himself. Brett’s already dismal day just kept worse, with no end in
sight.
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“Lance, are the traffic study statistics
complete?” Sal Dunlap, the State Director of Commerce,
inquired.

“Yes, they are,” Lance Josephson stated
confidently.

“Do they support the Potomac Basin
Initiative?”

“From a purely statistical point of view, the
current traffic counts fall well within our slotted guidelines,”
Lance confirmed as he gazed over a desk full of numerous sheets of
paper piled high with numbers and assessments.

“That’s good news for the boys with the
bulldozers,” said the man who had influence with key people
ultimately responsible for signing off on large multi-use
developments like this one.

“There’s a lot more to consider than just
traffic studies in awarding approval of projects of this size and
scope,” Lance said coolly. “Considerations such as challenges from
environmental group’s independent impact studies and, not to
mention, the mandatory scrutiny from the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers.”

“You’re right,” Sal conceded. He paused,
lowered his voice and added, “But this project has economic
revitalization written all over it for both the state and the
entire region.”

Lance couldn’t help but think that Charles
and Vinny would very much like to know of the State’s highest
ranking representative’s opinion on this matter. Lance was
obviously unaware that another interested party was also familiar
with Mr. Dunlap’s all-important position on this matter as well;
someone who had a lot at stake in the Potomac Basin Initiative.
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“Let’s take my truck, Rajh,” Skeeter advised
the engineer.

“Very good,” Rajh replied as he reached for
the door handle on the project superintendent’s oversized pickup.
They were off and away from the curb a moment later. It didn’t take
long for them to reach their destination.

Skeeter pulled up and parked in front of a
house under construction. This was the vantage point from which he
had noticed the problem initially. Skeeter led his engineer through
the house to the back yard. They walked with little
conversation.

Skeeter hesitated momentarily when he reached
the adjoining property line. He looked around as if he were a
common thief watching out for the authorities. He was certainly
glad that he hadn’t built the house. Then again, if there wasn’t
any solid ground to build on, it didn’t matter anyway. No one can
build on top of bad dirt, he thought as the problem quickly came
into view.

Rajh silently reached into his pocket and
pulled out a small, black 35-millimeter camera. He immediately
began to snap an array of shots at a frantic pace. He took photos
of the wide vertical cracks in the wall and the dramatically sunken
patio area. He took several shots of the backyard, which displayed
irrefutable signs of significant slope failure. The engineer wanted
to be sure that he could replicate exactly what he was now
observing in his review with a well-documented series of damning
photo evidence. With each click of the shutter, Rajh felt his
stomach tighten and turn further. He felt like he was snapping
photos at the scene of a grisly murder. Skeeter continued to
nervously scan the area for on-lookers as Rajh soldiered on.

Rajh turned to Skeeter and gave a weak
thumbs-up, letting Skeeter know that they had gotten what they came
for. The two quickly scrambled back to the truck, both of them
still refraining from discussing the matter. It was just as well,
Skeeter thought, with a sense of dread. Over the next several days,
there was guaranteed to be an endless amount of lively discussion
on the subject.
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“Mr. Adams, our people have informed us that
the State is moving forward with the next stages of approval.
Conditions continue to appear positive for a favorable outcome.”
Everything was business-like with Jonathan Turner of Madison
Associates. He was never one for meaningless small talk. His focus
was sharp and singular. The results he produced were above
reproach. That was precisely why Doug Adams had brought Turner and
his firm, Madison Associates, into the deal. With the type of
enormous profits to be potentially realized, Adams had contracted a
capable administrator to shepherd the deal through the tenuous
stage it was currently in.

Mr. Turner’s firm had been recommended to
Adams by a former banking associate who was now serving time for
securities fraud. Madison Associates was very schooled in the
discipline of extracting influence from powerful political figures
for a price. They weren’t the type of the firm you’d find listed in
the Yellow Pages.

“Is the projected timeline still in place,
Mr. Turner?” Adams asked.

“Yes it is,” the soft-spoken Turner replied
in an almost inaudible voice. “We have secured an essential
contact.” He purposely left out names in the event Adams’ office
had been electronically compromised. “You should know, Mr. Adams,
that our sources are well beyond the entry level. And you should
also be aware of the fact that Mr. Bradlin and Mr. Kastanza remain
involved in activities with their contact.” Turner was referencing
the relatively low level contact that Vinny and Charles had made
with Lance Josephson.

“Are you certain of that?” Doug Adams asked,
momentarily forgetting who he was questioning as his temper flared
thinking about the two pains in his ass.

“Quite sure, Mr. Adams,” Turner said as he
passed over a brown, legal-sized envelope to the banker. “You’ll
find photos and a transcript of their most recent rendezvous which,
you will see in the report, took place shortly after you clearly
instructed them to curtail their involvement with their contact. We
should bring to your attention once again that, if you expect our
organization to guarantee successful results, we cannot experience
interference from your people. Absolutely none.”

Jonathan Turner’s eyes targeted Doug Adams
when he spoke. He left no doubt in Adams’ mind that he meant
precisely what he said. Adams knew that Turner expected him to
confront Charles and Vinny again. He also knew that he’d have to be
much more forceful in his communications this time. The two were
like trained pit bulls; relentless in their pursuits, but far less
than bright when it came down to it.

Turner leaned forward and seemed to read his
thoughts. “Mr. Adams, if need be, we are prepared to do what’s
necessary to persuade Mr. Bradlin and Mr. Kastanza to terminate
their communications with their contact,” he said deliberately.

Adams immediately shook his head. “Not yet,
Mr. Turner. I’m going to give it another go first,” he murmured. He
shook his head slowly, clearing away some of his anger, to make
room for careful thought on the matter.
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“Can I speak to Herschel Bradlin?”

“May I ask who’s calling?”

“Yes, this is Billy Capel.”

“Mr. Capel, could you hold on for just a
moment while I see if Mr. Bradlin is in?”

Herschel was rarely in the company office, so
he had important calls forwarded to his private residence. He was
expecting Billy’s call. Herschel had asked him to call after he had
his discussion with his former company. They were going to discuss
the basic logistics of Billy’s arrival.

Billy was sure that Herschel would appreciate
Lloyd McDougal’s offer to immediately take over the day-to-day
operation of his former division. Thanks to McDougal’s first-class
gesture, Billy would be available to get started much sooner than
anyone had anticipated. He was excited to let Herschel know.

Someone came on the line, but it wasn’t
Herschel. “Hi, Billy, this is Charlene, we met on the fishing
trip.”

How could Billy forget Charlene? “Hello,
Charlene, how are you? Is Herschel in?”

“I’m sorry, but he’s not,” Charlene said with
more than a hint of despair in her voice. Billy sensed that
Charlene was upset. He was wondering if Herschel had taken ill.
“Something terrible has just occurred,” she said in a strained
voice.

“Charlene, what’s wrong? Is Herschel all
right?” Billy asked with genuine concern. For an instant, he
wondered what it would mean for him if something happened to
Herschel.

“No, no. Herschel’s fine. He left about an
hour ago. He rushed over with Lisa to one of his sites. There’s
been a terrible accident.”

“What happened?” Billy asked, somewhat
impatiently.

“A construction trailer caught fire and
exploded.”

“Was anyone injured?”

“My understanding is that, by the time people
got to the trailer, it had become fully engulfed in flames. Billy,
I’m sorry, but that’s all I know. I’ll tell Herschel you called,
okay?”

“Thank you, Charlene.” He didn’t know what
else to say.

 


* * *

 


The body had been burned beyond recognition.
Several containers of gasoline and other petroleum-based
construction supplies had fueled the inferno.

Battalion Deputy Chief Sterling Farue would
never become accustomed to his sickening task of viewing the
remains of grotesquely charred victims. Upon preliminary
examination, Farue knew this case would do little to change that
fact.

All fires, especially those resulting in
death, were almost always considered suspicious in nature during
the initial stages of the investigation. The temperatures generated
in this explosive fire had essentially caused a total melt down of
almost all of the trailer’s aluminum body. At first glance, it
appeared that Martin Sampson’s forehead was actually separated from
the remainder of his charred skull in the blast. Massive trauma was
tentatively being ruled as the primary cause of death, but as far
as Farue was concerned, a great deal more investigation was needed
to confirm the COD.

He was going to need outside help on this
one. Modern technological advances had helped investigators reach
very reliable situational conclusions when dealing with cases just
like the one in the Bradlin community. But Farue had worked enough
cases like this one to be able to tell pretty quickly when
something seemed out of the ordinary. As he continued to sift
through the utter destruction underneath his fire-department-issued
safety boots, he couldn’t help but wonder why so many
petroleum-based supplies were placed in the field office trailer
and not in an adjoining storage shed.
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“Good news, Taylor,” Anne Burton beamed over
the phone to her downtrodden boss. Like most everyone else at
Bradlin Homes, Anne had heard about Martin Sampson’s death. She
figured she’d try to cheer him up with some good news.

“What’s that, Anne?” he replied in a
distinctively somber tone.

“It appears that I might write a contract on
that spec in Heron Bay. There was a message on my office recorder
from a woman who says that she’s in town for a few days to buy a
house. She’s moving to this area because of her job. She said in
the message that she needs to be able to move into a new home in
the less than thirty days. She also said that her previous house
was sold. The best thing about the deal is that she claims that
she’ll be paying cash for the house, so we can close her almost
immediately.”

Taylor sat up a little straighter in his
chair. Anne had certainly brought him his first piece of potential
good news in a while. The last few days had been some of the most
taxing of his career. It had begun with the phone call from his
office, alerting him to Forest Johnson’s threatening rampage,
causing his aborted liaison with Lauren Gilbert. Following that,
Taylor flew off the handle with young Brett Bradlin, to the point
that he felt bad for screaming at Brett. But Taylor’s despair was,
for the most part, due to the tragic death of his good friend
Martin Sampson.

“Taylor, are you there?” she asked, wondering
if he had heard anything she had just said.

“Yeah, Anne, that’s great. Keep me posted,”
he offered half-heartedly as he hung up the phone.

Martin had been a close and reliable friend
to Taylor. The two of them had worked at Bradlin for years. Their
responsibilities were not that different, considering one of them
was on the land development side, while the other in sales. Both of
them had similar objectives in that they were counted on at Bradlin
Homes to always be looking out for the company’s best interests. In
Taylor’s eyes, Martin had always pursued his job in a thoroughly
professional manner. Now, in an instant, he was gone, leaving
behind a loving wife and two great kids. Taylor last saw Martin and
his family at the annual company picnic. Martin seemed to have
reached a level of contentment in his life.

Taylor recalled the good times that he and
Martin had shared. In a profession that required hard work to
accomplish even the most basic tasks, they were also known to go
out and party together just as hard as they worked. That was, until
Martin fell for Marge.

Marriage certainly had done a lot to rein in
Martin’s untamed nature. But what had slowed him down most of all
was when the first of his boys was born. Taylor could see the
change in Martin the day after he became a father. And even though
Taylor had never readily admitted it to Martin, he had been envious
of his friend’s family-oriented life style.

Taylor glanced at the clock. The memorial
service was later that night. He took a deep breath and then let it
out in a heavy sigh that did little to expel the anguish that was
consuming him. He wanted nothing more than to stand before Martin’s
family and friends and tell them exactly what the man had meant to
him, what he had inspired him to become. He just hoped he could
pull himself together before then.

 


* * *

 


Anne decided to stop by Taylor’s home. She
was too excited to wait until he emerged from his funk. “Taylor, I
did it,” she exclaimed, once he had reluctantly opened his door.
“Signed, sealed and I’m here delivering it to you. And by the way,
you look like shit. No offense.”

She said it only half-jokingly. Anne knew
Taylor was pretty distraught over the loss of his friend, but she
didn’t expect him to look so disheveled and broken as he did now.
He wasn’t answering his phone. He had called in sick for the first
time that anyone could remember. That’s another reason Anne was at
his door; she was going to do her best to perk him up.

“It’s a solid deal,” she continued when he
said nothing. “Not only is it full price, but it’s a cash
transaction. How in the hell does one execute a cash transaction
these days?” Anne quipped.

Taylor had to admit that, for the first time
in days, his interest in work was piqued. Initially intending to
block Anne from entering the complete mess his home had become in
the days following the accident, he stood aside to let Anne come
into his foyer. “Who are they?” Taylor asked.

“She, boss,” Anne said, feeling a small
victory at having penetrated Taylor’s shields for a moment. “Her
name is Madelin Martucci. Remember, I told you she called and said
she was coming in from out of town and she needed a house quick?
She’s single, no kids. According to her data sheet, she recently
sold her house. She’s self-employed and makes well into six
figures. And the topper is, she wants to close and move in
immediately…” Anne paused for dramatic effect, feeding off of the
clear dawning fire behind Taylor’s previously lifeless eyes. “As
in, by the end of the week,” she continued. “I already contacted
the settlement attorney’s office and they said they could make it
happen. Almost too good to be true. Did good, didn’t I?” Anne
stated more than asked. “How about you and I do some
celebrating?”

“Not now, Annie,” the sorrowful looking man
said. “Not now.”
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John David Holmes had been eagerly awaiting
this call for some time. As Bradlin’s CFO, he – more than anyone –
had witnessed first-hand the dismal decline of the company’s
fortunes. Bradlin Homes was a company that had had little need for
tapping into their lines of credit in the pre-Charles years because
of a strong cash flow position that Herschel had masterminded. But
cash was no longer a commodity in abundance at Bradlin Homes. The
company was heavily leveraged, thanks almost entirely to Charles
Bradlin’s incompetence. The lead bank that was, for the most part,
the largest debtor, was Providence Savings and Trust; Douglas
Adams’ bank.

Providence had been threatening to pull the
plug on the builder for months, which made for extremely trying
times in the life of the top financial manager at Bradlin. As far
as John David was concerned, Billy Capel couldn’t start working
soon enough. He had learned a lot about Billy’s business
philosophies on the fishing trip and he was impressed with Billy’s
extensive knowledge of the financial side of the home building
business, to say the least. But then again, he would be excited to
have just about anyone around to commiserate with at this
point.

When the phone rang through to his office, he
knew it was Billy because he had given the receptionist explicit
instructions to hold all of his calls, except for a call from his
new boss.

“How goes the battle?” Billy asked the man
who would quickly become his closest Bradlin ally.

“It’ll be fine just as soon as you can get
your ass up here,” John David replied with his typical wit.

“You’ll be wishing you could get rid of me in
a few weeks,” Billy quipped.

“If you don’t get here soon, we might not
have a company in a few weeks,” John David said, only
half-jokingly.

“Well then, in that case, you’ll be pleased
to know that I’ll be up there a lot sooner than I anticipated. In
the mean-time, I need you to overnight some things to me,” Billy
said as he identified a lengthy detailed list of financial and
inventory-related reports he wanted to analyze.

“I also would like for you to do a couple of
other things for me,” Billy continued, while John David took notes.
“The day I arrive, I want to conduct a staff meeting. You decide
who should be involved. Also, I’d like to hold a division meeting
that following week. I want every full-timer on the payroll
present. No exceptions, okay?”

John David couldn’t help but be impressed
with Billy’s directives. The man hadn’t even started yet and he was
already taking control. Maybe it wouldn’t be too late to save the
company after all.
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“Fine, you want me done by this afternoon?
Fine, I’ll be done,” Whit Thomas shouted at Brett as he poked his
beet red face inches from Brett’s.

“I’ve been telling you for weeks to make sure
that you’ve got all the material we need to finish the damn house,
but do you do that? No. You wait until the last minute to release
the order and now half of what I need is on back order. Then I make
half a dozen extra trips to finish and you still don’t have the
materials I need to complete the job! Then you have the
unbelievable audacity to try and threaten me if I don’t finish
today. Are you stupid or something?” he screamed at Brett, sending
little droplets of saliva airborne with each punctuated sentence
that spewed from his mouth.

“I’ve got to get this house done, Whit,”
Brett pleaded passionately. Brett knew all too well that the
completion of Forest Johnson’s house was by far his most pressing
priority – even if it meant sucking up to the low-life
contractor.

“Where’s the rest of the material, asshole?”
Thomas demanded.

“It’ll be here today,” Brett promised.

“What time today?”

“This morning,” Brett lied, having no idea
what time the material was scheduled to arrive. “But you’ve got
other things to finish up that you’re not waiting on material for,
don’t you?”

“Here’s what I’m going to do, buddy boy: I’m
going to send four men over from another job. They’ll be here
within an hour. I’m going to tell them to do everything they can do
with the material they have. When they’re finished, whether or not
the material has arrived, we’re outta there. Understand?” Thomas
yelled at the top of his lungs as he stormed away from Brett, not
waiting for his reply.

It can’t get any worse than this, Brett
thought miserably to himself.
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“Charles, relax, I’ve already taken care of
it. He starts tomorrow,” Vinny said confidently.

“Who is he?” Charles asked.

“His name is Hastings. He’s an experienced
land development manager who owes me a favor.”

A conspiratorial smile spread across Charles’
face. “So we don’t have to be concerned with him being a team
player?” Charles said as more of a statement than a question.

Vinny simply nodded his head.

“What about securing an appropriate
engineering report? Wasn’t that whole deal still pending? Did we
take care of that?” Charles asked.

“I’m still working on that. I’ve been having
some difficulty connecting with the guy who runs Advanced
Engineering. I think we should pay him a personal visit today, just
to bring him up to speed regarding our needs.”

“Do you think he’ll actually fork over the
documentation that we’ll need?” Charles asked awkwardly.

“I suspect that I’ll be able to convince him
that it’s in his best interest to support us on this one,” Vinny
said with a devilish smirk. “But let’s grab some lunch before we
head out to meet up with him.”

 


* * *

 


At that very moment, Rajh Ali was consumed
with thoughts of Bradlin Homes. He had worked himself into a
steadily mounting state of panic, wrought with concern over what he
had witnessed with Skeeter at Heron Bay. After pouring over the
field data his people had collected, Rajh was more perplexed now
than even before his initial observations. Either his information
was inaccurate or the samples were contaminated, he tried to
reason.

Nothing like this had ever happened before.
Rajh was a principled man, a professional with unassailable
integrity. His initial assessment never took into consideration the
possibility that one of his loyal employees could ever willingly
submit fraudulent information.

He wasn’t so sure that it was as simple as a
disgruntled employee’s attempt at revenge, however. There were
several quality control protocols in place to offset the chances of
a simple mistake like the one in Heron Bay from occurring. He knew
his people well enough to figure that there must have been some
serious extraneous circumstances that could have pushed one of them
into tampering with the reports. It was the only plausible
explanation Rajh could come to at this point.

He now knew he needed to track down whatever
former employees had worked on the Heron Bay project. But first, he
decided to spend some time speaking with his current staff. In the
meantime, he had to get back in touch with Skeeter as he had
promised. He didn’t have anything new to report, but he wanted to
assure him that he was prepared to devote a significant portion of
his efforts to identifying the precise origin of the problem and
offer an acceptable resolution.
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“Mr. Jennings, this is Forest Johnson. We
have spoken before,” the man said coldly over his office
speaker-phone.

“Yes, Mr. Johnson, we met just after you
signed your contract. I appreciate the kind letter that you sent
regarding Anne.”

“Mr. Jennings, I have nothing but the
greatest admiration for the effort that Anne has put forth on our
behalf, but everyone else I’ve dealt with from your company has
been a dismal screw up.” Johnson’s camera-friendly persona was
notably absent. This isn’t the same guy I see on the eleven o’clock
news, Taylor thought to himself.

“Your company has put me at considerable
risk,” Johnson continued before Taylor could respond. “Your people
have lied to me. They’ve conspired against me. This whole
circle-jerk could cost me a lot financially. You’ve disrupted the
lives of my family. This whole rotten predicament has even affected
my professional activities. People at the station are asking me
what’s wrong. My viewers have probably noticed my preoccupation. I
have never seen such total incompetence as I have encountered with
your so-called superintendent, who is sadly supposed to be
responsible for the construction of my house. A house, by the way,
that is still nowhere near being completed. And who knows what sort
of shape it’ll be in, if and when I move in,” he
emphasized.

“Mr. Johnson, I can’t speak to what has
happened in the past several weeks, but I can assure you that I
have become personally involved in this matter,” Taylor stated.
“You have my word that I will see to it that you are completely
satisfied.”

“I’m sorry, but that won’t be good enough.
Your company has put me through hell and now it’s going to be my
turn,” Johnson threatened gleefully.

The statement took the Bradlin representative
by complete surprise. He had wanted to stay as optimistic as
possible during his conversation with Forest Johnson, but that
optimism was rapidly dissipating. “I don’t understand, Forest,”
Taylor said warily.

“What you need to understand is that nobody –
no organization – gets away with treating me like your company has.
My attorney will certainly fill you in on anything you’re unclear
about. However, you’ll want to keep tuned to our station for even
further details,” Johnson said ominously.

“What are you saying?” Taylor demanded, sweat
beginning to form on his brow.

“Mr. Jennings, what your company has done to
me is most certainly being done to your other customers. So let’s
just say that we’re going to be airing a very intriguing segment on
the home building process that you won’t want to miss.”

The meaning was not lost on Taylor. “But,
Forest, can’t we discuss this?”

“Mr. Jennings, that’s all I have to say.” The
phone line went dead.
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“Can I help you?” the receptionist asked the
smartly dressed man standing just across from her.

“You must be Lois,” the man replied with a
handsome grin.

“Yes, I am,” Lois smiled back. “And you
are?”

“I’m Billy Capel.”

The receptionist sat up straighter. Here was
the man that she had heard so much about but never seen. “Mr. Capel
–”

“Please, Lois, call me Billy.” He waved away
the formalities with the same grin.

“Yes, Mr. Capel– I mean, Billy. It’s a
pleasure to meet you. We didn’t expect you so soon,” the young
woman exclaimed, slightly in awe of the man hand-picked to turn
around the fortunes of Bradlin Homes.

“I didn’t think that I’d be freed up so soon
either. Someone at my former company is covering for me. I called
John David late last night and left a message on his voicemail to
let him know I was coming. Is he in?”

“John David called in earlier. He said that
he got a call at home last night from Mr. Adams at Providence –
that’s our banker – and said that he had to see him early this
morning. He told me that it was very urgent,” she shrugged, telling
Billy that she wasn’t privy to whatever the urgency was all about.
“John David is usually the first one to arrive in the morning,” she
added.

Right on cue, John David walked through the
doorway. It was evident that he was not enjoying the best of
mornings. “Billy, what in the hell are you doing here?” John David
asked, surprised. “I thought you’d be here sometime next week.”

“My boss, er, I should say my former boss, is
filling in for me.” Billy walked over and shook hands with his new
business partner. “He suggested that I come up here for a few days.
It made sense to me, so here I am. I left you a message; I guess
you must have missed it.”

Bradlin’s CFO was certainly glad to see his
new boss, but it was obvious that the company controller had
something on his mind. “Listen, Billy, before I introduce you to
everyone, how about you and I spend some time alone?” He moved
closer to Billy and lowered his voice. “I need to fill you in on my
early morning meeting with the bank. We have some urgent issues to
discuss.”

“Whatever you say, Mr. Beancounter,” Billy
joked as he followed John David into the financial guru’s
office.

Billy considered himself to be pretty adept
at personal organization, but as he looked around John David’s
office, he started to feel severely inadequate in that area.

John David was a neat freak. Everything
appeared to be placed in a precise manner. A recent graduate from
Howard University, John David was nothing if not organized. The
athletically built, well-dressed accounting whiz had several rows
of neatly placed binders in tall bookcases arranged by various
color-coded columns. There were no loose papers scattered about his
desk, only folders arranged in some form of order that spelled out
“I am a highly organized guy” to the casual observer.

“Billy, please have a seat,” he said as he
shut the door behind him. Billy was wary of closed-door meetings.
His senses were alerted as soon as John David spoke. “I realize
it’s your first day –”

“Don’t worry about this being my first day,”
Billy assured him. “What’s up?”

“I met with Douglas Adams this morning.” As
John David started to speak, he felt a small amount of weight leave
his shoulders. It was good to be able to talk to someone about the
troubles that were beginning to pile up. It helped even more that
Billy seemed to be a guy that would actually have a solution to the
problem rather than just being a sounding board. He continued,
“Adams runs Providence Savings and Trust, which is our lead bank.”
Billy already knew this from the reports that John David had
previously sent to him, but let him continue anyway. “Doug Adams is
a tough SOB. He’s been launching veiled threats at us for months
now.”

“So, what happened?” Billy asked, his
curiosity more than a little piqued.

“Billy,” John David said with his head hung
low, “Adams told me this morning that he wants us to file for
Chapter 11 immediately.”

The silence between the two men was
profound.

“I don’t understand,” Billy finally spoke up,
shaking his head. “Based on the financial reports you sent me, we
aren’t in a position of requiring bankruptcy protection at this
time.” Billy’s entire demeanor had changed. “We shouldn’t have to
file for protection. Our unshipped orders are strong. We’re making
money on each house we turn, albeit not the gross profits we should
be realizing, but we’re making our financial payments on time,
aren’t we? Did I miss something in the financials you sent to
me?”

“No, you didn’t miss anything. Don’t you
think I would have told you about something as serious as
this?”

“Okay then, what reason did he give you for
wanting to drag us into bankruptcy?” Billy asked, staring intently
at John David.

“He said he was concerned with the long term
outlook of the market place. He questioned our ability to keep
selling and maintaining our margins in what he referred to as a
‘down market’.”

“What ‘down market’?” Billy demanded. “Didn’t
you and Herschel tell me that this region showed no signs of
slowing down?”

“Now, Billy, I’m just telling you what the
guy said. I don’t see any damn down market looming out there. I’m
just telling you what bullshit excuse he came up with.”

Billy didn’t know what to think. Maybe his
accounting expert was playing with his head to test his mettle. He
pondered that for only a few seconds. Billy was pretty adept at
reading people and John David Holmes was obviously anguished over
the announcement he had just shared. No, there was no way that John
David was messing with his new boss. “So, what in the hell would be
his motivation for pushing us into bankruptcy?” Billy asked.

“Unless he wants to take over the company,
you’ve got me by the gonads,” John David conceded. “They’re already
on all of the land deeds for the ground we’re developing.”

“Maybe the Feds are having them rein in their
speculative holdings?” Billy reasoned.

“Maybe,” John David sighed. “I don’t get that
feeling though. Something else is pushing this thing.”

“How about calling this Doug Adams guy up
right now? Tell him that we’d like to meet him for lunch
today.”

“Okay, fine. What position are you going
take?”

“Don’t know right now,” Billy said,
matter-of-factly. “I just want to do a little meet and greet with
this Adams guy, size him up a bit. But as far as a strategy to
counter his bankruptcy position, maybe we’ll figure something out
in the next couple of hours,” he said as he sat back in his chair.
Both he and John David began to stare at the office ceiling saying
nothing, thinking about everything.
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Over the years, Vincent Kastanza had proven
his skills in planning out what he referred to as “exercises.” He
possessed an uncanny, finely tuned vision of how events would
eventually play out. His attention for planning out details was
relentless, as was the case in his planned undoing of Billy
Capel.

It was nothing personal against Billy, just
business. If Charles had considered instructing Vinny to channel
his considerable planning and organization skills towards positive
endeavors within the inner walls of Bradlin Homes, wondrous results
might have been possible. But that was not to be the case.

Vinny’s committed accomplice Madelin,
however, was not a professional criminal, just a loyal debtor.
Madelin had been waiting for the chance to repay Vinny for what she
considered his humanitarian support two years earlier. Vinny had
done for Madelin what no one else would consider. She was only
somewhat aware of the objective of Vinny’s plans for Billy – he
hadn’t exactly shared the entire plan with her. But it really
didn’t matter; her loyalty to Vinny was unshakeable.

After a few more meticulous sessions, Vinny’s
plan was in place. The two of them had discussed the parameters of
the scheme in exhaustive detail. It was Vinny’s way. He kept
Madelin’s part simple and straightforward and, through repetitive
role-playing, Madelin was fully prepared to carry out her part. All
that was left now was the execution of the plan, which had already
begun with the purchase of Madelin’s new home. Vinny had seen to it
that Madelin’s down payment for the spec house – Lot 10 as it was
referred to at Bradlin Homes – had been deposited into Madelin’s
business account.

Vinny knew in advance how the financial
aspect of the plan would crystallize. Each deposit, progress
payment and settlement-associated costs had been carefully
calculated. While Madelin was quite capable of affording the
purchase price of the four-bedroom, two-and-a-half bath, brick
front, two-story on Zimmer Lane, Vinny would not have for a moment
allowed Madelin to use her own money to finance his corrupted plan.
His intentions would certainly be considered criminal in every way,
but even he maintained thoughtful – albeit twisted – principles
when it came to dealing with Madelin.

Madelin had written a check in the amount of
five percent of the house purchase price and given it to Anne
Burton. After the loan officer assigned to process the deal had
scrutinized her credit report, Madelin was required to forward
another five percent payment to Bradlin Homes as was stated in her
contract.

Even though the transaction was to be
conducted in cash, it was still customary for the purchaser’s
financial wherewithal to be verified. The verification, specifying
where the necessary funds would be coming from, was required, and
that was precisely the reason that Vinny had made sure that the
funds had been deposited. The irony was that the very same funds
used for the deposit on Madelin’s new home had been siphoned from
Bradlin Homes itself. Vinny had instructed Charles to ask the
executive committee to make donations to an entirely phony charity
to build up a private slush fund “just in case.” Like most
everything else in Vinny’s life, this type of carefully planned
forward thinking played out just as he had predicted.

Madelin’s financial background check proved
to be spotless. Vinny had seen to that. Approval of this deal would
simply be a formality as far as the financial aspects were
concerned. And in a relatively short period of time, the other
particulars of the deal would also become nothing more than a
formality.
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“Herschel? Herschel, are you all right?”
Charlene asked with great concern.

“What? I mean, ah, yes, yes my dear, I was
just dozing off,” Herschel said hesitantly.

It was obvious that Herschel was experiencing
some sense of discomfort. His speech was somewhat slurred and his
left eyelid drooped ever so slightly. “Herschel, are you sure
you’re all right? You don’t look too well,” she pressed.

This time, Herschel took even longer to
reply. “I’m a bit dizzy, that’s all,” Herschel assured her with
less conviction than he had intended.

His response had come far too slow for
Charlene. He seemed to be slipping in and out of awareness. He
wouldn’t admit it, but he was experiencing tingling in his fingers
and toes on his right side. His left eyelid was now almost entirely
closed. His tongue felt thick. Everything in Herschel’s world was
now moving in what seemed like slow motion.

Charlene stood over him, frantically
screaming his name, cognizant of the fact that Herschel’s condition
was deteriorating rapidly. She picked up the phone and dialed
9-1-1. By the time the emergency medical team arrived, she was
almost entirely panic-stricken with grief. Fully aware of
Herschel’s ongoing medical problems, she had convinced herself that
she was adequately prepared for when the unthinkable finally
struck. She had miscalculated her ability to deal with the
inevitable. As the EMTs attended to Herschel with quiet efficiency,
Charlene tried diligently to collect her composure. She forced
herself to remain calm.

The EMTs began to wheel Herschel’s stretcher
towards the door. “Ma’am, are you going to ride along in the
ambulance?” the medical technician asked. “You have a few minutes
to get ready before we leave. We’ll have your father out in the
ambulance and secured for the ride to Physicians General, okay?” he
said, with no way to know that the old man was far from being her
father.

“Yes, I’ll be right out,” she said, ignoring
his unintentional mistake. He wasn’t the first to mistake her as
Herschel’s daughter, but she had more immediate concerns to occupy
her mind, like who to call and what to tell them. She hadn’t even
thought to ask the EMTs what their initial prognosis was. She
decided to wait until she got to the hospital to make those
difficult phone calls. By that time, she hoped she’d know a lot
more about Herschel’s overall condition, and she could decide who
to notify first. She ran out and climbed into the side door of the
emergency vehicle, cell phone in hand. She knew, though, who she
wouldn’t be calling.
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Vinny and Charles left the restaurant and
headed across the small parking lot to their car; neither paid much
attention to the two darkly tinted, late model sedans that flanked
their spot. The moment Vinny opened his passenger door, he was
immediately accosted by two large and extremely strong assailants
that seemed to materialize out of nowhere.

For a second, Vinny considered resisting his
attackers, but his instincts told him otherwise – Vinny realized
all too well that these people could kill him in an instant. He
knew because he himself had done it to others in the past. His mind
operated in overdrive as he was pushed into the backseat of one of
the cars. Vinny tried to crane his head up and around to see where
Charles was.

Whoever these thugs were and whatever they
wanted, Charles was certainly not capable of sustaining much
physical abuse, Vinny thought. But there wasn’t much he could do at
the moment. Who were these sons of bitches? Are they the FBI? ATF?
Maybe they discovered that Martin Sampson’s fiery death was no
accident…

He shook his head slightly. Vinny had
carefully staged the devastating explosion that literally blew
Martin Sampson apart. The utilization of commonly used
petroleum-based fuels and solvents typically found on construction
sites were purposely chosen to avoid raising suspicion. There was
certainly the possibility that the Feds, or even the local police,
had uncovered his cold-blooded act, but he was still not convinced
that these men were the authorities.

Since being thrown into the back seat of the
car, his captors hadn’t said a word. That fact alone convinced
Vinny that the men were not law enforcement agents. No, those guys
are chatty, he thought.

Vinny’s hands were bound behind his back. His
face was pushed firmly down into the corner of the leather seat. He
had not seen a gun, but he was certain that one or more was being
trained his way at that very moment. Charles was probably in the
same or worse predicament. Maybe he was already dead. Calmness
began to fade away under the thought of being surprised and
manhandled like he had been.

“What do you guys want?” he shouted. His
inquiry was met with empty silence. Maybe these goons knew who
Charles was and what his family was worth, he reasoned. If that’s
the case, then I’m suddenly much more expendable than I thought I
was.

Vinny felt a sharp blow to the base of his
head. Everything went blank.

 


* * *

 


Vinny awoke an undetermined amount of time
later, prone on the filthy cement of the parking lot, a dark hood
covering his aching head. His primary thought was of Charles’
condition as he struggled to take the hood off his head.

“Vinny? Vinny, are you okay?” came Charles’
voice from somewhere outside of Vinny’s hazy cone of vision. He
shook his head to clear the throbbing pain at the back of his neck
and caught the blurred form of a man off to his right. Blinking
rapidly, Vinny was able to make out Charles’ face. He was surprised
to find that Charles had, on the surface, suffered no visible
injuries.

“Yeah, I’m okay,” Vinny said. He gingerly
rubbed the back of his head and was relieved to find no traces of
blood on his hand. It sure hurt like hell, regardless.

“Are you okay, Charles?” Vinny asked, his
sight slowly coming back to him.

“I’m fine, Vinny.” There was fear in his
voice. Vinny didn’t blame him.

“They actually never laid a hand on me,”
Charles admitted. “But they had some advice – They told me to stop
meddling in the deal with Adams. They told me to end our contact
with Josephson.”

“Did they say who they were?” Vinny asked,
mainly out of curiosity. He already had a pretty good idea of at
least where the attention was coming from.

“No, but my guess is that they are somehow
connected with the company that Douglas Adams was referring to when
we met, remember?”

Not as dumb as I usually think he is, Vinny
thought as he nodded, impressed that Charles had worked through the
situation well enough to arrive at a similar conclusion as he had.
“What else did they have to say?”

“They told me not to interfere anymore and
that if either of us had any thoughts of seeking these people out,
they would kill us both. Vinny, these people were highly skilled.
They certainly had the opportunity to take us both out just now.
What do we do?”

Vinny said nothing. He knew that anger was
not a prudent response at this juncture. No, the situation required
clear and unemotional consideration. This would not be the time to
strike out… not the time to seek revenge. That would come later.
For now, Vinny needed time to sort out the host of specific details
relating to the blatant daylight attack.

The one thing he was certain of was that
Douglas Adams was directly involved and responsible for this
attack. And Adams would pay dearly for causing Vinny’s splitting
headache.
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“Mr. Adams, this is Billy Capel, our new
CEO,” John David proudly stated.

“Mr. Capel, please come in,” Adams politely
ordered the new man in charge of Bradlin Homes.

“Please call me Billy,” he told Adams.

When the introductions ended, Adams sat down
at the head of the long, dark oak conference table and started
talking business. “Mr. Capel,” Adams said defiantly, refusing to
honor Billy’s simple request of being called by his first name,
“I’m sure Mr. Holmes has filled you in on our meeting earlier this
morning. It gives me no pleasure to recommend the course of action
I outlined to Mr. Holmes earlier, but it is the collective opinion
of the bank’s executive committee that it would be in both Bradlin
Homes’ and our best interest if your company filed for creditor
protection as soon as possible.”

“Mr. Adams,” Billy began, “I don’t quite
understand how bankruptcy is even remotely necessary, let alone in
Bradlin’s best interests. We’re profitable on every house we build.
Our unshipped is as deep as it’s ever been, according to the
reports I’ve studied. And we have two new promising sites that
we’ll be opening up for pre-sales in the next sixty to ninety days.
With all due respect, Mr. Adams, Bradlin Homes is far from being
distressed.”

“What you say is only partially accurate,”
Adams stated arrogantly. “You’ve neglected to mention that your
long-term debt to equity ratio is way beyond our acceptable
standards. In addition, those two promising new sites that you plan
to begin pre-sales in are months behind schedule. According to your
own latest projections, provided by Mr. Holmes over there,” he
pointed a finger in John David’s direction, “Swanson Creek should
have come on line over six months ago.

“You’ve missed out on the most productive
portion of the selling season. You’ll never recoup that lost time –
Certainly not in the next six months to a year. Therefore, the
overly ambitious projections for sales and profits that Mr. Holmes
supplied us with are virtually worthless.”

Adams practically laughed at the word
worthless. Billy didn’t appreciate the banker’s condescending tone,
but Adams continued before he could speak up. “Yes, Mr. Capel, each
of the new homes that you’re closing is profitable, but not by
much. According to your own business plan, you were overly
dependent on Swanson Creek coming on board earlier in the year so
you could pop several closings. You were anticipating significantly
higher gross profits in those closings, which I have maintained all
along to be more wishful thinking than a good business
assessment.

“Furthermore, Mr. Capel, I’m sure Mr. Holmes
has informed you that you still do not have a firm handle on just
exactly what your development costs will be at Swanson Creek.”
Adams focused his beady eyes on John David.

Billy had been somewhat blindsided with
Adams’ surprising command of Bradlin’s facts and figures, but he
was not about to cave in to the banker’s request to enter into
bankruptcy without a fight.

“Mr. Adams, I’m sure that you are well aware
that the issue of perception is critical for every business,” Billy
said, speaking slowly. He tried to keep his voice free of the
mocking tone that Adams had himself used. “Without proper positive
perception by a company’s customer base, successful sales and
marketing of that company’s wares are difficult at best. That is
especially true in the case of a homebuilder. Home building
companies must project an image of strength. An image of
continuity. As I understand it, Bradlin Homes owes a great deal of
its long-term success to the fact that it’s served this area so
capably for over thirty years. Declaring bankruptcy at this point
would send prospective customers running in droves away from our
sales centers.

“We would be committing corporate suicide,
Mr. Adams...,” he continued, emphasizing the word “suicide” for
effect. He continued, “Particularly at a time when it’s totally
unnecessary. Certainly a man with your experience sees the position
that you’re putting us in.” John David was impressed with his new
boss’s impassioned plea, but Adams didn’t appear to be as moved by
Billy’s oratory skills.

“I can assure you that it was not my
intention to submit you to all of this on your first day, but I
have to protect the best interests of my company first and
foremost,” Adams stated. “Bradlin’s not filing for creditor
protection is simply not in the bank’s best interest. I will
discuss the issue within the week with our board. But, I must tell
you, my recommendation will still be to have Bradlin file.”

“Mr. Adams, you know little of me, but I can
assure you that I didn’t leave a successful career at one of the
nation’s most respected home building companies to hold court over
the demise of my new employer. I’ve extensively reviewed reams of
Bradlin’s reports. Maybe I missed something, but John David and I
will go back and dig into our financials. We will submit a fully
detailed business plan that takes everything into consideration and
it will be realistic. However, I will need some time to produce
this information. I can submit to you a complete and accurate plan
within 90 days,” Billy said with confidence. “But in the meantime,
it makes no sense at all for us to have to file for bankruptcy
protection.”

It was a well thought-out response that would
have been hard to rightly dismiss under most circumstances, but
Adams’ deliberate plan to disrupt Billy’s routine allowed for no
such concession. “Tell you what I will do,” Adams offered, “I’ll
recommend to the board that we extend you an opportunity to
personally present your plan to them 30 days from today.”

“Thirty days!” John David gasped aloud.
“There’s no way that –”

Billy raised a hand to cut John David off.
“I’ll be ready in 45 days, okay?” Billy said hopefully.

“Mr. Capel, 30 days is time enough and it’s
certainly more than I even want to consider.” The response was not
what Billy was hoping for, but he knew that, if Adams wanted to, he
could call Bradlin’s acquisition loans and there wouldn’t be
anything that Billy or anyone else could do to stop him.

“Thirty days it is then,” Billy said as he
stood up to reluctantly shake the banker’s hand. Billy didn’t have
any reason to hold Doug Adams in contempt. For all Billy knew,
Adams was just as he claimed to be; simply looking out for his
bank’s best interests.

John David had received several phone calls
since the meeting began, but he had turned his phone off when they
had walked into the conference room. The meeting had been too
important to be bothered by interruptions. That didn’t negate the
fact that the office was desperately trying to reach he and
Billy.

 


* * *

 


Several tubes and wires dangled like spider
webs about the acutely ill man. The room was silent save for the
steady hiss and beeps of the various monitors and machines that
surrounded Herschel as he lay in the hospital bed. The attending
emergency room physician preliminarily diagnosed Herschel as
suffering a severe stroke. His private physician had actually
anticipated such an attack as occurring sooner, rather than later.
Pre-admittance arrangements had been made some time ago.

Herschel’s long time friend, Dr. Marvin
Connor, was closely monitoring his patient’s current situation. Dr.
Connor had given implicit instructions to the Physician General’s
staff as to what was to take place in the event that Herschel
Bradlin was rushed to their facility. Even the local rescue squad
had a lengthy description of how to react to an emergency call from
the Bradlin residence. And since Herschel Bradlin had made
significant contributions to both the hospital as well as the
volunteer fire department where the EMT’s were based, he commanded
a great deal of respect and immediacy of attention.

Herschel’s vital signs had stabilized
somewhat since the emergency personnel first arrived at his house,
but the serious damage had already occurred. As strong a fighter as
this man was, he was now battling tremendous odds. He had been
whisked through the typical lengthy process associated with
hospital emergency rooms and was immediately examined by not only
staff physicians, but by a team of doctors that Dr. Connor had
hastily assembled as well.

Herschel’s condition was very serious. He was
in the process of being moved from the emergency room to the
intensive care unit when Dr. Connor stepped out into the waiting
room to speak to Charlene. Marvin Connor knew Charlene very well.
She would regularly accompany Herschel to his doctor’s
appointments. Dr. Connor had noticed how genuinely affectionate and
caring Charlene was of Herschel. He had told several colleagues of
Herschel’s young and beautiful companion. It was his firm belief
that Charlene had added extra months – if not years – to the older
man’s life. He viewed Charlene as Herschel Bradlin’s guardian
angel, which was a far different first impression most people
assumed when meeting her.

It didn’t bother her much anymore. She was
resigned to the “bimbo” stereotyping. She didn’t like it, but there
wasn’t a lot she could do about altering testosterone-induced
thoughts. It didn’t matter to the unknowing gawker that she held a
masters degree in financial management. Or that she had co-founded
a financial investment company that had earned many of her clients
– as well as her own company – millions from the returns on their
investments.

Charlene Stallings was a strikingly beautiful
woman. Yet upon closer inspection, it was her engaging
intelligence, sensitivity and compassion that really set her apart.
She was confident with who and what she was. So it no longer had
much effect on her self-esteem when she caught total strangers
admiring her physical characteristics.

That’s why she loved him. Herschel Bradlin
was the first and only man who had truly convinced her that she was
important to him for more than the obvious reasons. He never
consciously or otherwise reacted like most others. Herschel was
certainly not blind to Charlene’s dazzling appearance, but he saw
much more in the woman, three decades younger than himself.

From the first time they met to discuss his
personal investment portfolio, he became immensely impressed by her
command of financial strategies. The investment recommendations
that Charlene had proposed to Herschel paid off handsomely. So much
so, that he asked for her help in counseling Bradlin Homes on their
increasingly severe financial concerns. In several instances after
Charlene systematically reviewed Bradlin Home’s financials, she was
able to offer substantially productive advice to Herschel and John
David.

More than once, Charlene accompanied Herschel
and John David to the bank to discuss why Douglas Adams should
provide better terms to their long-term customer. During one
critical meeting with Providence, Charlene, in her typically calm
and professional demeanor, suggested to Adams that if his
institution was a bit reluctant in restructuring the terms of
Bradlin’s loans, she would present the opportunity to several other
private investors who would relish the chance to invest in Herschel
Bradlin’s company instead. Her tactics on behalf of Bradlin Homes
ended up saving the company a significant amount of money.

Charlene did all of this for Herschel without
ever charging him a cent. She admired him as much as he did
her.

She had earned considerable fees and
commissions from the personal investments she had so deftly
executed for Herschel. She viewed her consulting support of his
company’s financial matters as just a value-added service for her
very favorite client.

In the beginning, he simply wanted to express
his appreciation for all her special efforts. But the relationship
blossomed into much more than just admiration for each other’s
business acumen.

“Charlene, how are you holding up?” Dr.
Connor asked as he walked into the corridor where she was anxiously
awaiting news of Herschel’s condition.

“I’m fine, doctor,” she lied. “How is he?”
Her eyes were bloodshot and her hair was a mess, but despite her
tear ravaged appearance, Dr. Connor saw a very strong glimmer of
hope in her eyes.

“He’s resting comfortably now, Charlene.” Dr.
Connor mustered a smile for her. “He’s being moved to intensive
care as we speak. His heart rate and blood pressure have
stabilized, so we believe he’s out of immediate danger.”

“So, can I see him?” her voice rose a full
octave with anticipation.

“Not right now, Charlene,” he frowned. “He’s
covered from head to toe with monitoring devices. He probably
wouldn’t even know that you were there.”
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The final balance of the deposit was to be
paid in full ten calendar days after the sales contract was
ratified. She had already placed the remaining portion of her
required deposit in an overnight delivery envelope.

Tomorrow afternoon she would phone Anne
Burton to verify that her check had arrived. Vinny had coached
Madelin on the specific elements of the new home sales process.
That way, if a problem or glitch did arise prior to the closing,
Madelin would be fully briefed and poised to react appropriately
without his assistance.

Madelin was more than capable of following
simple instructions like mailing in the remainder of her deposit,
but it remained to be seen if she would be able to follow through
completely with her portion of Vinny’s plan. She was certain of her
level of commitment to Vincent Kastanza, but she couldn’t even
begin to fathom the consequences of her misplaced loyalty. His
role, in her own situation with her father, cemented her
relationship with Vincent.

She had worshipped her father. He was all she
had after her mother passed away when she was just seven. Anthony
Martucci had done a wonderful job raising his only child alone. He
had held a promising position with a brokerage firm that he
relinquished in order to spend more time with Madelin after his
wife succumbed to her battle with cancer.

Anthony Martucci’s entire life revolved
around his young daughter. He sent her to the finest schools. He
encouraged her to take piano and dance lessons at an early age. And
no matter what the situation was, he was always present at her
recitals and assorted performances. Mr. Martucci wouldn’t consider
starting off the day without having breakfast with his little
Maddie.

They were truly inseparable. Their love was
obviously genuine. About the only occasion they were apart for any
appreciable amount of time was when Madelin would attend journalism
camp, where she acquired her passion for writing.

When either took ill, the other became a
full-time personal nurse for the patient. Unfortunately, Madelin’s
father was ill often. At first, he simply assumed that he had
developed an ulcer shortly after his wife died.

For years, he guzzled Riopan and just about
inhaled an assortment of antacid tablets. Whenever Madelin got a
scratch or a rash, her father carted her off to her pediatrician.
But early on, he wouldn’t even consider consulting doctors for his
persistent stomach disorder.

Finally, one day while driving to his office,
he experienced sharp, cutting abdominal pains that almost caused
him to lose control of his car. It was only then that he decided to
seek medical advice.

At first, the doctors treated his symptoms as
ulcer related. Yet even with a new diet and a less stressful
approach to his job, his discomfort persisted. In time, the pain
became relentless. He’d struggle with simply bending over to tie
his shoes.

But Anthony Martucci had no intention of
fussing over his deteriorating condition. He never planned to share
his physical burden with Madelin, but he found he no longer had a
choice.

After an unscheduled, urgent visit to his
doctor in search of potent painkillers, his physician became
suspicious that maybe Mr. Martucci’s discomfort was related to more
than that of an ulcer. His physician ordered a battery of tests.
Days later, Mr. Martucci received an ominous call from his
physician. Later that day, in the confines of his doctor’s office,
Anthony Martucci learned that he had a much more serious affliction
than a peptic ulcer. He had developed a particularity virulent case
of stomach cancer. Tragically, despite all of the various
treatments his doctors prescribed, Mr. Martucci’s condition grew
progressively worse.

As much as he wanted to, there was no keeping
his failing health from his little Maddie. At first he put up a
brave facade. Yet as time dragged on, with each unsuccessful
treatment, his courageous attempt at concealing his pain became
impossible.

By this time, his little girl had blossomed
into a beautiful, mature woman. Already graduated from college,
Madelin became totally immersed into a round-the-clock vigil with
her suffering father. It pained him greatly to place such a burden
on Madelin, but she would have it no other way.

She did everything she possibly could to
bring comfort to her father, but his pain was unrelenting. While in
the hospital, he was given the most powerful of drugs to try to
relieve it. But Mr. Martucci had little desire to stay in the
confining surroundings of an overcrowded hospital room and chose to
go home for whatever time he had left. He tried to stay as lucid as
possible so he frequently neglected to take his pain medication.
Preferring to enjoy whatever time he had left with his now grown-up
Maddie. At times, when the pain became unbearable, he cried out
that he wanted to die.

Madelin would sit by her father’s bedside,
hold his hand, gently stroke his forehead and try to calm him as he
cried out. The doctors held no hope for recovery and had nothing
else to offer. Madelin was torn; she loved her father so much, but
she knew there was nothing left for her to do. She didn’t want her
father to die, yet she desperately wanted his pain to end. As much
as she openly denied it, Madelin realized there was only one way to
stop his suffering.

The mere thought of it repulsed Madelin. How
could she consider wanting her father to die? But then she would
see her father lying in pain, gasping for air, groaning for respite
from his hell on earth, and her thoughts turned to permanent relief
for her father in whatever form that would take.

Madelin had, from an early age, always been
very resourceful; so it was no surprise that she became obsessed
with researching the scenario of euthanasia. She quickly learned
that any and all forms of so-called mercy killing were considered
to be nothing less than premeditated murder. She knew she would get
no assistance from the medical community, so she started pursuing
dramatically unconventional sources to try and remedy her father’s
dilemma.

With the multitude of his existing medical
problems, it had also become difficult for her father to swallow,
and what he could swallow generally did not stay down long. So the
idea of her father ending his own life with an overdose was
unlikely. Madelin realized she could not end her father’s pain
alone, so she searched for someone to do the thing that she
couldn’t bring herself to do.

Somehow, through all of her meetings and
countless conversations with a host of questionable characters, she
stumbled across the name of one Vincent Kastanza. At the time,
Vinny was self-employed. His business card touted his company as a
personal security firm, but that was far from what he actually did
for a living.

Loan sharking, extortion and unauthorized
wiretapping were just some of Vincent’s unadvertised business
offerings. According to some informed sources, Kastanza’s job
description included activities more physical and lethal in nature
as well. Madelin was desperate when she met with him for the first
time. Just to make the arrangements for the meeting with Vincent
cost her a thousand dollars. Madelin was surprisingly not in awe or
frightened of the stranger’s criminal reputation. Rather, she was
anxious to see if Mr. Kastanza would be the answer she desperately
sought.

Madelin was sure that her father would
approve of her intentions and, frankly, that was all that mattered
to her. She was committed to employing whatever resources she
needed to convince Vinny to help her put an end to her father’s
suffering.

Their first meeting ended with Madelin
actually getting down on her knees, pleading uncontrollably to
Kastanza for his help. As Vinny turned to leave, Madelin grabbed
his legs, refusing to let go until he agreed to her request. In
that first meeting, Vinny only agreed to further consider Madelin’s
plea.

At first, he was adamantly opposed to
participating in anything connected to Madelin’s request. For
reasons that even Vincent wasn’t entirely sure of, he didn’t
particularly like the idea of getting involved with this woman bent
on having her dear old dad put out of his misery. But Madelin was
relentless. At the time, she cared for nothing more in her entire
life than to see her father’s pain end. And she conveyed that
desperate need to Vincent. She was able to convince him that she
was acting out of a daughter’s love for her father. Surprisingly,
that seemed to make a difference to him.

Madelin told him that money was not an
object. She was prepared to provide Vincent with anything he
wanted. When her mother passed away years before, a sizeable life
insurance check had been placed in a trust fund for her. But as she
soon discovered, Vincent’s price for his assistance would involve
more than just cash.

Vinny was beginning to see the potential for
a unique series of opportunities in his dealings with Madelin
Martucci, including a physical relationship with the young,
vulnerable beauty. But Vinny was inexplicably more intrigued with
future considerations than anything else. He wasn’t exactly sure
how or when he would be able to tap his newfound resource, but he
was certain that she was going to become an invaluable long-term
asset.

As things turned out, the service she
requested had required very little effort and was accomplished
without complications.

There weren’t many in attendance at the
funeral home. Outside of several members of the hospital medical
staff who cared for Mr. Martucci in his final days of suffering,
only a handful of mourners were present. Mr. Martucci had led a
relatively quiet life with his daughter. Most of his neighbors
didn’t even know his name. Until the ambulance pulled up to their
home late one night, the neighbors had no clue that he was even
ill.

The unofficial cause of death had been listed
by the coroner’s office as congestive heart failure. Maybe it was
because of Mr. Martucci’s terminal condition, or maybe it was just
the laxity of the coroner’s office, but Anthony Martucci had hardly
died from natural causes.

Although Madelin would be forever haunted by
what she had done, she truly believed that ending her father’s life
was the only way to finally and mercifully bring him peace.

And for his help in granting her father this
peace, Madelin put herself willingly into Vincent Kastanza’s
debt.
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“Mr. Furman,” Brett said, “I’ve done
everything you asked me to do.”

“That’s nice,” the chief building inspector
replied sarcastically. Aaron Furman had no intention of cutting
young Brett any slack whatsoever. This follow-up inspection was
going to go strictly by the books. Even if Furman had known about
the enormous pressure that Brett was under because of Forest
Johnson’s tirade, it wouldn’t have mattered. Inspector Furman was a
highly principled public official. He had spent over thirty years
in the county’s license and permit department, the last fifteen
years as head of the inspection enforcement division.

Furman had encountered both the good and bad
effects of dealing with Bradlin Homes over the years. For the most
part, he viewed Bradlin Homes as most other builders – Sometimes
they were tolerable and sometimes they weren’t. He had seen and
heard it all when it came to the excuses, the pleading and the
demands. He had dealt with many of the “Brett Bradlins” of the home
building world before. He saw the youngest Bradlin as
inexperienced, immature, with not a lick of common sense and
dangerously aggressive.

Just like his old man, but nothing like his
granddaddy, Furman thought. Furman’s last encounter with Bradlin
Homes was none too pleasant. Charles had become directly involved
in the permit process for their new Grants Landing and, in typical
Charles Bradlin fashion, he tried to bully Furman’s people in the
plans review section of the permit office just to get what he
wanted. The tension had become so great between the plan reviewers
and Charles that Furman’s involvement was required. The chief
inspector detested it when obstinate builders and developers upset
the balance of his staff. It took several face-to-face, heated
meetings before he was able to back Charles off of his people.

So his most recent memories of Bradlin Homes
were tenuous at best. He would do his best to refrain from
punishing Brett because of his father’s unruly behavior with his
people, but it was going to require an exercise of restraint to do
so. He intended to base his observations and subsequent assessments
on the codebook. Nobody had a more comprehensive knowledge of
building codes than the chief building inspector, and Brett would
discover that his comparative grasp of codes was woefully limited;
particularly compared to Furman’s.

“I’ve had all of the interior rails put in
place, Mr. Furman. We also have installed all of the exterior
safety rails per your instructions,” Brett said proudly.

“Those were not my instructions, Mr.
Bradlin,” he responded coldly, “that is the code.”

That comment certainly took the proverbial
wind out of the young superintendent’s sails. Brett was beginning
to sense that his half-baked plan to ask Aaron Furman to conduct a
courtesy final inspection might not be such a good idea after all.
He had wanted to ease the tension by making idle chatter with the
inspector, but Furman was treating him as if he wasn’t even
there.

As the two walked from room to room of Forest
Johnson’s future home, Brett couldn’t help but notice the inspector
continuously making notes in his pocket notebook. With every entry
that Furman stopped to make, Brett’s hope for a miraculous
turn-around faded. Figuring he had nothing to lose anymore, he
decided to try his luck one more time. “Ah, Mr. Furman, uh… Would
it be – I mean, do you think I could, ah, ask you if you would, I
mean, since you’re here and all – ah, if you might look over the
house to see if it’d be okay for you to issue a temporary occupancy
permit? I’m really pushed on this house, and my homeowners would
really like –”

“No!” Furman spun around and roared at him.
Then silence. Deafening silence.

“Ah, Mr. Furman, what I meant was…”

“The answer is no,” Furman snapped. “I’m here
to inspect for compliance to safety issues. Nothing else.” He
stared down Bradlin, practically daring him to respond with another
insane plea.

Brett took the bait. He had little choice.
“Mr. Furman, as you can see, we’ve come a long way since you were
here. I can assure you that we’ll take care of everything, just
like we took care of all the safety issues.”

“Mr. Bradlin, I’m releasing the Stop Work
Order. You have resolved the safety issues.” He held up a hand to
silence Brett from further comment before continuing. “But as far
as any type of occupancy permit, temporary or otherwise, you will
have to call in a request for that after, and only after, the home
is ready for the final inspection.”

“But, Mr. Furman –”

“Do you have any idea what I’ve been
writing?” He held up his organizer directly in front of Brett’s
face.

“Not really,” Brett offered meekly, staring
at the aged black leather notebook in front of him.

“I expected you to make that foolish request.
I would have frankly been surprised if you didn’t.” Furman opened
the organizer and flipped through the pages of notes he had taken
earlier so that Brett could see them. “I’ve listed two pages of
items that would have to be completed before I would even consider
issuing a temporary use and occupancy permit.”

“Well, okay, but as you can see, we’ve come a
long way since you were here the last time.” Brett shrugged. “I can
assure you that we’ll take care of each of the items you have
listed.”

“I’m sure you will, Mr. Bradlin. But don’t
call us until you have,” he said, matter-of-factly.

“But, Mr. Furman, I’m trying to get this
house to closing and I need the occupancy permit, even if it’s a
temporary permit,” Brett pleaded. Furman knew exactly what Brett
was alluding too, but he remained silent. Brett pushed on,
mistaking his silence for a sign that Furman was reconsidering his
decision. “Mr. Furman, I give you my word that I’ll get these
things done. I really need this inspection though.”

Furman just shook his head out of what had
evolved into amusement. “Let me frame this concept for you: Finish
the house. Get it ready. And call it in for a final. Then, we’ll
come out and inspect the house. It’s that simple.”

“Isn’t there any way you can issue a
temporary occupancy approval?” Brett asked pleadingly.

Furman stared at him in disbelief. Either
this kid’s awfully stubborn or he’s just plain stupid, he thought.
“No, Mr. Bradlin, that’s not going to happen.” He turned and
started towards the door.

“Come on, man, there’s got to be something we
can do here!” Brett demanded, more than asked. Furman just ignored
him. He was out the door and halfway down the driveway before he
was stopped in his tracks by Brett’s next statement: “Come on,
Aaron, what do I have to do to get you to okay this house right
now? Get you laid or something?”

Furman spun around so fast that his organizer
flew out of his hands and landed on the muddy asphalt below. He
began to march quickly back to Brett, who had slumped defeatedly in
the doorway, watching him go. Well, that certainly got his
attention, Brett thought. As Furman got closer, Brett was finally
able to see that it was not curiosity in the inspector’s eyes, just
raw malice. Brett immediately stood up straight and braced
himself.

“Mr. Bradlin, what did you just say?” Furman
asked, visibly shaking from what Brett could only surmise was pure
rage. Brett recognized real emotion in him for the first time. It
was not a pleasant surprise.

“Oh, I was just kidding, Aaron,” Brett said,
trying to laugh it off but feeling like a child caught doing
something bad in front of an adult. He tried to fight the feeling
away, but his anxiety level was climbing swiftly.

“Let me tell you something, young man. What
you just said could put you in jail. Do you realize that, mister
smart ass? Do you?”

“What are you talking about?” Brett asked
incredulously. “Can’t you take a joke?”

“No, Mr. Bradlin, I take my job very
seriously, unlike you.” With that, Furman hurriedly stomped away
and ripped open the door of his county issued car. In the next
instant, he had turned the engine over and was speeding away before
he had even closed his door fully.

Brett watched him go, the weight on his
shoulders threatening to pin him to the ground. It had been a long
shot and he had figured Furman would never bite anyway, but seeing
his last shot of redemption take the final turn out of the
development managed to sink his morale even lower. He was darkly
amused to find that he could, in fact, feel worse than he had a
moment ago.

He trudged up the winding lead walk to the
front door and sat down on the slate covered front steps. “What in
the hell have I done to deserve all of this aggravation?” he
thought out loud. He had pissed off an army of his subs. He had
alienated one of his high profile customers and now he had insulted
the chief building inspector, the guy that all county inspectors
reported to. What a royal screw-up, he thought. He desperately
needed to do something to straighten things out.
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“Sara, please come into the office,” Rajh
beckoned to his long-time office manager. For the past seven years,
Sara had been an invaluable member of the Advanced Engineering’s
inside staff. She was responsible for virtually all aspects of the
business when it came to written documents executed by Rajh’s
engineers and field inspectors.

When a field inspector collected data or
physical samples from field inspections, they would bring their
specimens to Sara for proper labeling prior to passing them along
to the inside engineers and outside testing companies. It was a
quality control procedure that Rajh had instituted when he founded
the firm.

So when Rajh began to ask Sara a battery of
probing questions regarding what she recalled of some old soil
samples on a Bradlin Homes site, she said that she would need to
review her files. “Why are you asking?” Sara inquired.

“Sara, I think we have significant concerns,”
he sighed.

“What kind of concerns?” Sara asked,
beginning to sense her boss was even more nervous than usual.

“Skeeter Key in Heron Bay has discovered
serious structural failure in one of the houses that is just nine
months old. Not only is there evidence of structural defect, but
also there is obvious slope failure. My assessment is that the soil
is not suitable. I do not think it has ever been.” Rajh started
flipping through some assorted papers on his desk. “We show no
documentation that we identified these conditions. Sara, there
should be no way that we let these conditions slip by without
detection,” he said somberly. “I have all of the field reports and
I have reviewed and reviewed all of the data. It is very
inconsistent. Look, Sara, you look, please,” Rajh politely
demanded. “The very first samples taken for preliminary feasibility
study clearly show extensive deposits of assorted clays. Months
later, after Bradlin Homes completed their purchase of the
property, we were asked to conduct a full range of soil
analysis.”

He gave Sara a second to flip through some of
the potentially damning material in front of her before he
continued. “Our first tests uncovered more deposits of these highly
mobile clays. But then, when we conducted our next series of tests,
more in depth as you can see by the report, the clays disappeared.
How is this possible?” Rajh asked rhetorically.

Sara knew better than to blurt out her
opinion at his point, but it didn’t keep her from thinking it. We
didn’t have a lot of supervisory controls in place then, she
thought, making a mental list of all the possible reasons that
something like this could slip through the cracks. We were
overworked and understaffed. We were hiring technicians and even
part-time engineers off the street, sight unseen. There was little,
if any, consistency in who was assigned to each project. In some
cases, three different techs would end up on a given job site on
one day, totally confused with who was responsible for collecting
what.

Sara also vividly recalled expressing concern
about the strength of the soil when the tests were taking place,
but Rajh had dismissed her concerns as an overreaction, which they
were clearly not. She grimaced, feeling no vindication for having
been right. It was too late to do anything about it now.

C H A P T E R 55

 


Billy was still reeling as he walked out of
the banker’s office. His first big meeting with Douglas Adams had
definitely not gone well. He didn’t have long to dwell on it.

On their short walk back to the car, John
David turned his cell phone on, which immediately alerted him to
several waiting messages. “Somebody back at the office must really
want to get a hold of me,” he said. He decided to call his office
directly instead of listening to all of the messages. He punched up
a number on speed dial and waited for the connection. “Lois, it’s
me. Who’s been trying to reach me?”

Billy overheard Lois respond and then watched
as John David cringed. From Billy’s vantage point, it was more than
obvious that John David had just received bad news. “What’s wrong?”
Billy nearly shouted. “John David, hey, what’s wrong? What is
it?”

“Billy… Holy shit,” John David said in a
shallow soft voice, still staring forward. “It’s Herschel.”

“What about Herschel?” Billy demanded.

“He’s – he’s been rushed to the hospital.
He’s in critical condition”

Billy felt like he had just been punched in
the gut. He knew that Herschel’s health was frail at best, but he
never expected anything to happen this quickly. Herschel had told
Billy that he was going to turn over full control of the company
and all of its operations to him, but would that commitment still
hold up if Hershel wasn’t around to see it through?

There certainly must be some pre-established
legal form of succession, he told himself, but he had no knowledge
of what that plan of succession might actually be. How could he
have been so naive as to have not asked that question be-fore? So
stupid of me, he berated himself. He had tendered his resignation
not even a full week ago. He was making preparations to move his
family into an unknown world and now the man who orchestrated all
of this was in critical condition.

Billy didn’t know whether he felt worse about
Herschel’s physical condition or that he was thinking somewhat
selfish thoughts. He shook his head suddenly, forcing himself to
clear his mind and take control. “Where is he now?” Billy asked
John David, who seemed to be struggling with similar thoughts of
his own.

“Physicians General,” John David muttered
weakly.

“Let’s go. We must be close, aren’t we?”
Billy asked, hopping into the driver’s seat.

His determination seemed to inspire John
David. He flung open the passenger door and buckled himself in.
“Fifteen minutes from here,” he told Billy.

They drove in total silence. Neither one
wanted to admit out loud that, with Herschel gone, there was no on
to guarantee that Bradlin Homes would continue to exist. Their lead
bank was already pushing them to the brink of bankruptcy and with
Herschel Bradlin no longer a surviving interest, there probably
wasn’t much they could do as outsiders to keep Bradlin Homes alive.
Guilt crept into the car like a silent stranger. It rode just
behind them in the back seat. They should be thinking of Herschel,
not their jobs. But Billy couldn’t help but feel that he had been
terribly short-sided in leaving the security of his former
company.
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Fire inspector Farue had built his own house.
If he had to do it over again, though, he’d leave it to the pros.
He figured his inexperience and stubbornness had cost him dearly in
terms of months of delays as well as a bundle financially. But at
least the ordeal was over. It had certainly instilled in him a
healthy respect for what a homebuilder sometimes had to put up
with.

As he looked over the photos taken of the
charred remains of Sampson’s construction trailer, he grimly mused
that Sampson had ended up putting up with a lot more than the
average home builder. Farue’s bosses were pushing him to officially
wrap up his investigation because the insurance company mucks
needed closure before the legal fraternity could effectively pounce
on the incident. But Farue was still troubled as to why so much
gasoline was stored in Sampson’s trailer. Why gasoline? Farue asked
himself. Most of the equipment on site was diesel fueled.

There was probably some plausible explanation
for the gasoline being there, but at the moment, he couldn’t figure
out why. If that gasoline had been in his office for a completely
innocent reason, it was certainly one hell of a tragic coincidence
for Sampson. Maybe it was really just like what the bumper stickers
said, Farue thought bleakly. “Shit Happens.”

“Maybe, it does,” he muttered aloud, feeling
far less than confident that Sampson’s death was, in fact,
accidental. The picture would have to be a whole lot clearer before
he finally signed off on it.
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Billy and John David were not the first to
arrive at the hospital. They hustled through the electronic doors
to the Emergency Care wing of Physicians General and saw Charlene
and Lisa both standing together, speaking anxiously with a man in
green scrubs. Billy immediately saw that Charlene was a mess. Her
eyes were swollen from crying. He noticed that Lisa was in no
better shape.

Just then, Charles Bradlin came striding into
view from the bathroom. Charles looked up to see Billy and then
just as quickly looked away. It was the first time either had seen
each other since the fishing trip.

I wonder if he’s here for his father or his
father’s company, Billy thought cynically. It would be interesting
to hear if Charles had already hatched any grand designs for
claiming control over Bradlin Homes. Billy noticed from the corner
of his eye that Charles’ sidekick Vinny was also present. He was
off on the other side of the room talking quietly on his cell.

Charlene noticed Billy first. “Oh, Billy, how
are you?” Charlene asked, immediately throwing her arms around him
in a tight hug.

“He’s not well, Billy, not well at all,”
Charlene offered before he could answer, tears welling up again in
her already bloodshot eyes. When Billy first met Charlene, he
assumed – as countless others had – that such an attractive woman
was simply a sometime companion of the old man’s. However, the look
on her face now clearly proved that he had been wrong; there was no
faking the extent of grief on the woman’s face. She was genuinely
distraught over Herschel’s condition.

By the time Charlene had released her bear
hug on Billy, Lisa reached out to embrace the man that she had only
just recently met as well. John David, who had been standing
inconspicuously by, spoke up, attempting to relieve some of the
awkward “odd man out” feeling. “How is he?”

“Critical, but stable,” Charlene replied as
she dabbed away tears. “Not much change since being admitted,” she
said. She took Billy by the arm and introduced him to the doctor
who had stood patiently by during their greetings. “Billy, this is
Dr. Connor, Herschel’s physician.”

Conner reached out and shook Billy’s hand
somberly. “Billy,” Dr. Connor said, “Herschel spoke highly of you.
He personally told me that you were going to turn around the order
of his company.” While Connor didn’t truthfully know anymore than
that, he found such off-topic conversations with patient’s families
to be a great way to relieve small amounts of built up anxiety.

“I’m sorry that this had to happen on your
first day, Billy.” The voice came in suddenly from behind him. He
spun around to face it. It was Charles. He reached his hand out to
Billy.

Billy took his hand and shook it. “Charles,
I’m so sorry about your father,” Billy offered with genuine
compassion.

“Thank you,” Charles replied, pleased with
his own acting ability. He wasn’t sorry about his father’s
condition. The way Charles saw it, it would only be a matter of
time before he and his father would no longer have to tolerate each
other.

“Charles, any change?” another voice asked
from behind them.

“No, Vinny,” Charles replied without turning
around to face his partner in crime. Vinny was intensely studying
Billy, who had quickly noticed his piercing glare. “Vinny, you
remember Billy Capel, right?”

“Sure I do, good to see you,” Vinny said
awkwardly to the man he was secretly plotting against. His face
changed almost instantly as he turned to Charles again. “Charles,
can I see you for a moment?”

Just then, another Bradlin rushed through the
automatic sliding doors of the hospital entrance. “How is
granddad?” Brett Bradlin anxiously demanded before he realized who
was present in the room.

“Your grandfather is holding his own,” his
father said, with typical overstated authority. Brett didn’t even
look Charles’ way. Ironically enough, though there was little, if
any, element of a caring relationship between Charles and Hershel,
there was even less between Charles and his own son. Brett despised
his father – While it was unclear as to what caused Charles and
Herschel’s own falling out in the first place, there was absolutely
no question where Brett’s deep hatred for Charles came from.

Brett had watched his heartless father
verbally, emotionally and physically abuse his mother. In both
drunken and sober moments of rage, Charles had terrorized his wife.
When little Brett would rush to protect his mother, Charles would
swat him away like a toy. The abuse went on for years.

Brett was in his mid-teens when he found her
note. He had come home from school to find an empty house, which
was rare. His mother was usually waiting for him at the door. At
first, he simply assumed his mother was out shopping or running an
errand. He had gone upstairs to throw his books down in his room
when he noticed it lying across his pillow.

 


Dear
Brett,

I love you so. You
are the love of my life.

Please understand
that I’ll always love you.

Be at peace, my son,
and know that I will always be with you.

 


I love you,
sweetheart.

 


They found her body slumped over the steering
wheel of her Mercedes, still inside the garage, engine running. The
medical examiner had detected an extremely high level of carbon
dioxide, alcohol and various prescription drugs present in Karen
Bradlin’s blood.

After his mother’s funeral, Brett went to
live with his grandfather. Herschel did a remarkable job with his
only grandson considering what had transpired in the young boy’s
life. Brett was fortunate to have his grandfather envelop him with
unconditional love and care, instilling in him a strong character
and high level of integrity. Now, at a time when Brett desperately
needed his grandfather’s cagey advice and counsel, the wily old man
was lying in a hospital bed fighting for his life.

From across the room, Charlene made eye
contact with Brett. She immediately sensed his despair and hurried
towards him. She knew more than anyone just how closely Brett and
Herschel were connected. “Brett, this is Billy Capel, the man your
granddad talked so much about,” she said as she reached out to hug
him.

“Nice to meet you, Mr. Capel,” Brett said,
after Charlene had loosened her grip.

Billy shook his hand. “It’s nice to meet you
too, Brett. I’m sorry about your grandfather.”

“Thanks,” Brett said softly. An eerie,
uncomfortable silence fell over the group for a moment. There were
so many different types of relationships in the room that it was
hard to digest and speak to all of them. The mood in the waiting
room was quickly becoming that of an old grade-school dance;
instead of boys and girls separated on two sides of the room, the
waiting room was split between different relationships to Herschel.
Just then, a member of the hospital staff walked up to Dr. Connor
and whispered something in his ear. “Excuse me,” Dr. Connor said to
the group. “I have to go check on Herschel,” he said as he walked
away.

“Is he going to be okay?” Brett asked
Charlene, as if she had some sort of magical insight into the fate
of his grandfather. Charlene reached out and pulled him into
another embrace. She didn’t say a word.

There wasn’t anything else that Billy and
John David could do at the hospital. Feeling like they should leave
the tense moments to Herschel’s family members, they decided to
head back to the office. It was another quiet ride. When they
finally reached Bradlin Homes’ low-rise office complex, John David
showed Billy to his new office.

“Some first day, huh, boss?” John David said
lightly.

“Yeah, some first day,” Billy sighed, looking
around at the mostly empty room. He desperately wanted to keep his
mind focused on the positives associated with his new opportunity,
but he wasn’t faring well in his attempt.

He had formed some pretty dynamic plans to
implement the changes needed to turn Bradlin Homes back into the
local region’s premiere home building company they once were. But
now he was saddled with the sobering reality of an impending
involuntary bankruptcy. Worse yet was the fact that he really
didn’t know if he was in charge of his own destiny, as a
consequence of Herschel’s unsettled health taking a turn for the
worst. Some first day, he thought.
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Anne Burton was a late riser, but this was
late for even her. She wasn’t expected to be at her sales center
today. It was her day off. She was entitled to two days off during
the week, but she rarely took more than one. And she certainly
needed the time off after last night’s adventures.

Since she hadn’t scheduled any appointments
for the day, she was able to leisurely traipse about, sipping her
decaf, while watching the early afternoon round of trash talk TV
shows. Oversized coffee mug in hand, she drew her long teal robe
close to her and sank down on her couch, primed for some much
needed down time. She browsed through a few channels before
settling on one news station in particular that teased a story
about a major celebrity meltdown after a short commercial break.
Anne was looking forward to a thought-provoking story on some
mindless sleaze. Just before the program began, Anne heard the
commercial lead-in by a voice she immediately recognized.

Anne sipped her coffee and sat through the
commercial break, impatiently waiting for the repetitive ads to
end. She perked up when the news channel came back from commercial,
only to find that they were just running a tease for their evening
news stories. She was about to tune out when the unmistakable voice
began again, accompanied by a static shot of Bradlin Home’s logo
and lot-sign for their newest community. Anne’s coffee shot out
between surprised lips in a fine spray.

“Tune in later this week as we begin our
series of stories on being held captive in your new home,” Forest
Johnson winsomely told the viewing audience. The footage changed
from Bradlin Homes’ “New Community” sign to a shot of the
award-winning news anchor’s own maligned home under construction.
“Our investigation focuses on the pitfalls and problems associated
with the purchase of a new home. If you’ve ever bought a new home
or are even considering buying the so-called home of your dreams,
you won’t want to miss this revealing, informative story.”

The footage jumped to a shot of Forest
Johnson staring intently into the camera, giving it his best “we’ll
get to the bottom of this folks” face. The teaser ended and live
programming resumed.

Suddenly, the latest celebrity arrested for a
DUI didn’t seem so intriguing to Anne. She sat and stared at the TV
in shock. She couldn’t believe it. She had to be dreaming. The TV
just lied to me, she thought, courting the idea of actually
pinching herself to see if she had, in fact, dozed off into a very
realistic nightmare. The shrill ring of her phone made her
jump.

“Anne, are you watching Channel 7 right now?”
It was one of her best friends calling. A friend with no ties to
home building or Forest Johnson.

“Yeah, why?” Anne asked hesitantly, silently
hoping and praying that her friend was calling to talk about the
celeb story. Wishing that she wouldn’t mention any sort of leading
news channel tease about exposing the damaging truth of the home
building company that Anne just happened to work for, she held her
breath and waited to hear what her friend had to say.

“What? You missed it? Forest Johnson was just
talking about a story that he’s going to do tonight on problems
with builders,” her friend said in a low, hushed tone that someone
would generally save for an “I’m so sorry to hear that your fiancée
left you at the altar” situation. “Didn’t you tell me that you guys
just sold him a house recently?”

There was no denying it now. Anne had heard
the news tease right. She unceremoniously hung up on her friend and
sunk dejectedly back into the sofa; the same sofa that she had had
more than one frenzied bout of sex with the very same Forest
Johnson on. She dug both of her palms into her temples and tried to
focus on exactly what it was she should do next. The very thought
of trying to work through it nearly brought her to tears.

With all that was going on at her ailing
company, this was the last thing that Bradlin Homes needed.
Johnson’s story could potentially be the catalyst that irreparably
dam-aged the company’s reputation. Herschel Bradlin and everyone in
the company had been too good to her for her to allow that to
happen.

“I have to do something,” she thought aloud.
She flicked the TV off, wrapped herself in the morning silence that
had settled in and began to think. Maybe I will go into the office
today. Taylor did ask me to sit in on the meeting with the new guy.
Sighing, she began to get ready for work.
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He had left several messages for him on his
cell phone, but Vinny, until now, was purposely not returning
Adams’ call. Vinny wanted the man to sweat.

After Vinny and Charles were roughed up in
their recent snatch-and-grab encounter, Vinny secretly vowed that
at the proper time, he would extract the appropriate revenge on
that asshole banker Adams. He knew that the Bradlin deal was big
enough for Adams to have grievously miscalculated the effect that
such an act would have on him. Vinny had already decided that
Adams, Mr. Big-Shot Banker, was going to pay. You failed, asshole,
Vinny smirked. Now it’s time to play my game.

He punched in Adams’ number and waited
through the typical holding nonsense for the man to pick up.

“This is Douglas Adams,” the banker answered
as he picked up his private line.

“Adams, this is Kastanza, what do you want?”
Vinny said coldly. He wanted Adams to know who was in control.

“Vincent, thanks for calling me back,” Adams
said after a surprised pause. “I, uh, just wanted to let you know
that I met with Bradlin’s new man, Capel, and I set the diversion
tactics in place as we discussed.” Adams was talking at a very
rapid pace. He knew that the people from Madison had made contact
with Charles and Vinny, but he was never told how the meeting was
going to go down. He had no idea what had happened. Not knowing
made him nervous.

When Vinny said nothing, Adams forged ahead.
“I told him that I was giving him 30 days to submit a complete
business plan, outlining in detail just how he proposed to save
Bradlin Homes from complete collapse.” Vinny still didn’t respond,
so Adams rambled on. “That should keep his attention firmly
occupied for awhile, don’t you think?” Adams asked, anxiously
waiting to hear what Vincent Kastanza had to say. His anxiety
levels were through the roof. Why the hell wasn’t Kastanza saying
anything? Did something happen? What the hell happened out there?
“Vincent? Vincent, are you still there?” he asked.

After a long pause, Vinny finally spoke.
“Yeah, I’m here, asshole.”

Adams’ heart skipped a beat. Out of shock, he
asked, “Excuse me? What did you call me?”

“You heard exactly what I called you,
asshole.”

“What are you talking about, Kastanza?” Adams
shouted, trying to play it tough.

“I know exactly who set those bastards on
us.”

“What in the hell are you talking about?” he
asked in faked amazement.

“You know full well what I’m talking about,
Adams. Your hired guns found us. And they told us you knew all
about their ruse,” he lied, enjoying every moment of it.

Adams slipped into panic mode. So stupid of
me to let Turner handle this, he thought. Kastanza is an animal, I
had to have known this was gonna happen. “Listen, Vincent,” he
started, “I didn’t send those guys after you. I had nothing to do
with whatever happened.” It was a half-truth. He decided to cling
to it. “As I told you and Charles, I hired their firm to protect
everyone’s interest in this deal. Now, if you don’t believe that,
then you can go to hell,” Adams screamed, trembling out of both
anger and fear.

“Listen to me, Adams. I don’t believe a damn
thing you say. You’re obsessed with this Port Tobacco deal. You’d
screw your own mother if you thought it was in your best interest.
You’re out of control. You’re gonna get somebody hurt,” Vinny said
slyly.

“What are you saying?” Adams asked quietly.
He checked himself. “Are you trying to threaten me, tough guy?”

“Listen carefully to what I have to say,”
Vinny practically hissed. “You tell your boys that Charles and I
have, as of right now, disassociated ourselves from this deal,” he
lied. “Tell them that we have no intention to even talk to anyone
about your sacred deal. You got that, Adams?”

“You made your point.”

“Well, I’ve got another point to make,
pinhead.”

“And what’s that?”

“After this deal is done and over with,
you’ll probably be planning to retire or something like that,
right? Maybe find a nice place in Florida somewhere? Warm weather.
Beach community. You’ll probably want to settle down, just you and
the wife. That sound about right?” He let the rhetorical question
hang in the air for a brief moment before moving the phone into a
position where he could speak as clearly and directly as he could.
“You think you can disappear, Adams, but you can’t. You won’t.
Someday… someday we’ll meet up. Just you and me.”

Adams wiped away the sweat from his brow.
“What’s your point? What are you saying, Kastanza?”

“I think you know exactly what I’m
saying.”

“Are you threatening me, Kastanza? Who in the
hell do you think you are? Do you think you’re going to scare me,
you egotistical son of a bitch –”

“Adams,” Vinny interrupted calmly, “when this
deal is done, so are you.”
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He had gone home early, as he walked through
the front door he noticed the message light blinking on his
answering machine. Brett decided to ignore it at first. He was bone
tired. He had been through a lot recently. Enough drama and
heartache to render others virtually useless. Yet for all of his
glaring limitations, no one would ever describe the young man as a
quitter. He possessed a significant level of resilience. Oh, what
the hell, Brett thought. He pushed the play button on the
machine.

“Brett, this is Whit Thomas. Listen, I want
to make amends for our little run-in the other day. What about
meeting me tomorrow afternoon so we can do some fishing? If you can
make it, give my office a call.” The machine beeped off.

Brett was dumbfounded. A few days ago, the
volatile contractor threatened to take off his head he thought. Now
it was like everything had been forgotten.

It was a relief to Brett that one of his top
subs had decided to back off from his raging tirades and offer a
sign of reconciliation. But with his grandfather in the hospital,
maybe now wasn’t the time for a fishing trip. Then again, maybe now
is a good time to get away for a bit and try to mend some fences
with one of his most important contractors.

Maybe tomorrow will be a better day, he
wishfully thought as he stumbled into his room. He shut the lights
off and fell face first into bed.
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“Catt, come get me,” Billy mock-pleaded with
his wife over the phone. He was only half-joking. The first thing
he did after John David left him on his own was slump down tiredly
in his new chair and call his wife. After the day he’d had, he
needed to hear her voice.

Catt laughed. She was surprised to hear from
Billy so early, but was more than happy to talk to him. “What’s
wrong, sweetheart? Didn’t Herschel see to it that your carpet and
window treatments were color-coordinated?” she joked.

“Actually, babe,” Billy started, the humor
leaving his voice, “Herschel was rushed to the hospital. The
doctors believe that he’s suffered a major stroke.”

“Dear Lord,” Catt gasped. “How is he?”

“He’s stable right now, but the doctors
aren’t really saying anything about what his chances are concerning
long-term recovery.”

“Oh, that poor man. Such a nice man,” Catt
offered. “I guess the mood is pretty subdued, then huh?” she
asked.
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