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“Like I asked all of you in preparation for this meeting,” Lew Roland crossed 

his arms, fighting the urge to yell. “I want to know how we got here.”  

Lew Roland was the Chief Operating Officer (COO) for the company and 

was going on his sixth year.  

Which would also be his last year, if he couldn’t untangle this mess. 

In January, the firm shot its wad and launched their newest and most 

promising product in years, under the name Project Renegade. After a 

successful first half of the year, everything was now unraveling. A “complete 

disaster,” according to his ticked-off CEO. He felt that his direct reports had 

continued to paint a picture showing the project on course, on budget and 

completely successful. Now, in the last few weeks everything had changed, 

and everyone was pointing fingers at someone else. 

Roland was an incredibly smart man who had come up through Sales, but 

was well versed in all of the disciplines he was in charge of. When he spoke, 

people listened. He seldom engaged in small talk but when he wanted to, he 

could be the life of a party. When he was in the office, it was all business. And 

he was one of those people who, if he put his mind to it, could probably do 

each person’s job better than they could.  

Everyone was present and accounted for at this meeting, the monthly 

Executive Business Planning meeting (S&OP). Of the ten invited members, 

they were usually lucky to have seven or eight present. The meeting was led 

by Tony Spinelli, the Director of Production Planning. He reported up 

through Manufacturing, but received significant input directly from Roland. 

Sometimes he felt like he reported to everyone, and at other times to no one. 

When things went well, everyone wanted to claim him.  

As Spinelli knew, the only reason for full attendance today was because 

Roland had sent an email to everyone letting them know that they would be 

there, no exception. Spinelli had to smile to himself at this since mandatory 

attendance had been one of the edicts laid out for the Business Planning 

process when it was revamped three years ago. That edict had lasted about 

four months. Then month by month, the attendance had continued to 

dwindle. About twice a year the meeting had to be cancelled due to low 

attendance.  
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Spinelli had heard all the excuses, from work reasons such as having to 

make a customer call to personal ones including dentist appointments and 

kids’ sporting events. This was all okay when everything was going as 

planned. “As planned” meant that actual sales were close to the forecast, and 

that there were few production or supply issues. It meant that inventory 

levels were in line to support projected sales and also in line to fit the 

warehouse storage plan.  

In other words, there was seldom if ever a time when everything was 

going as planned. 

The Executive Business Planning meeting normally occurred on the 

third Thursday of each fiscal month, which meant that the prior week, Tony 

spent most of his time preparing for it. However, due to the importance of 

getting some answers to the current situation, today’s meeting was being 

held on the first Thursday in August.  

This month’s meeting was going to be far from normal. It would be more 

about dissecting Project Renegade and the last ten months versus the normal 

agenda of reviewing plans for the future. Even though Roland would say this 

was not about placing blame, everyone knew he would be taking names, and 

depending on how bad it got, could mean everything from being severely 

reprimanded to not getting a bonus to actually losing their job. He could be 

extremely vengeful when it came to dealing with misinformation from 

subordinates. And this time it was his neck on the line. 

He would be joined in acting as judge and jury by Hector Martinez, the 

Chief Financial Officer (CFO). Martinez had joined the company twenty three 

years ago as a cost accountant and had worked his way up to CFO. His 

experience at times gave him a deeper insight into the company than Roland 

or any of the VP’s, all of whom had been brought in over the past six years 

and all of whom were hired in to their current roles. Martinez was very 

competent in all things financial, but unlike Roland, he tended to be good 

friends with most people and also tended not to be confrontational. He was a 

master of not taking sides and continually frustrated Roland by refusing to 

do so. However, the CEO loved him because of his financial prowess. In 

particular, he had navigated the company through a number of difficult 

situations involving new federal regulations. 
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In addition to Roland, Spinelli and Martinez, those invited to the 

Executive Business Planning meetings were: 

Brad Van Owen – Vice President of Sales 

Jim Zackson – Vice President of Manufacturing & Engineering 

Steven Green – Vice President of Marketing 

Tiffany James – Vice President of Procurement 

Joyce Winstead – Senior Vice President of Human Resources 

Trent Stallings – Director of Demand Planning 

Everyone except Martinez and Joyce Winstead reported up through 

Roland, the COO. Roland, Winstead, and Martinez all reported directly to 

the CEO and were on the Senior Staff. Trent Stallings, Director of Demand 

Planning, reported to Brad Van Owen in Sales. 

All except Roland arrived at the meeting ten minutes early. Roland was 

meeting with the CEO and would be fifteen minutes late. Conversation was 

quiet until Green crossed his arms at Martinez. “Hector, with everything that 

has happened, are we still over the threshold for getting at least the minimum 

corporate bonus?” Everyone looked around to make sure Roland wasn’t 

walking in the door during this conversation. With the high profile pressure 

Roland was under, this conversation would have had him erupting like a 

volcano. But seeing he was nowhere around, all eyes went to Martinez to see 

what he said. Green was never bashful about asking what everyone else was 

thinking. 

Bonuses for everyone in the room could be as high as half of their annual 

salary. The exceptions were Spinelli and Stallings, who were much less, but 

still a large percent of their pay. Tony pretended to be getting his laptop 

synced with the room projector, but his ears were also tuned in to hear what 

Martinez would answer. Bonuses for the executives were largely dependent 

on how much profit the company made versus the budget that was laid out 

before the year started. Yes, they all had individual goals that they had to 

attain, but in general if the company made its bottom line, the execs were 

rewarded handsomely. 



David Jablonski 

4 

Hector Martinez loved this attention, feeling like he had the keys to the 

kingdom. If you had been an outsider listening in, you would have thought 

that he personally paid out the money. “Steven, there are a lot of things in 

play right now. Sales didn’t come in as high as we had hoped, but the 

absorption from the heavier production is keeping us close. A lot will depend 

on the last quarter but we’re looking at all angles to try to nail this down. I 

do think we’ll get it put together.”  

Spinelli hated these conversations. First of all he thought it was rude and 

out of place for them to have these conversations with him and Trent 

Stallings in the room although he was naturally as interested as any of them. 

He had one kid in Jr. High and another in high school and his wife seemed to 

think they needed new clothes monthly. And with college a year away for his 

oldest, he was hoping and praying for that bonus. He made too much money 

to qualify for financial aid but not enough to be able to afford more than the 

state schools. But everyone else in the room, except for Trent Stallings, 

Director of Demand Planning, was at a much higher pay level and when the 

executives talked money, it made him feel like a peasant at King Arthur’s 

round table. 

*** 

Earlier in the year: 

Julie Callahan was a 22-year-old single mother. Her whole life revolved 

around her one-year-old son Tanner, but as much as she loved him, having 

him at times left her feeling that her life was completely crazy. To say nothing 

about the guilt of having so little time to spend with him. He was a typical 

one-year-old boy, full of energy and curious about everything.  

She had graduated in the top ten of her senior class in high school and 

started college at UC-Berkeley. Everything was focused on her Mathematics 

degree and then her dream job of either a statistician or an actuary. 

The first semester was great! She did well in school and fit in with a low-

key group of kids taking similar classes. Then the second semester she had 

met Tom. Tom was a senior graduating that May. He was smart, handsome 

and seemed to have a golden touch in life. Julie always thought of herself as 

somewhere between pretty and plain, probably leaning to the plain side. And 

when other girls could put on the right makeup to take them well beyond 
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plain, Julie never felt like she was able to. And she knew it had to do with her 

smile. For some reason, she just didn’t have the knack of radiating a great 

smile. She had once heard someone say on a reality TV show, “There are two 

types of people in this world, those that you want to see enter the room, and 

those that you want to see leave the room.” The episode went on to have the 

celebrity sisters fighting about which type they were. But the quote had 

always stuck with Julie, and as much as she had tried to be the first type, she 

knew in her head that she was probably the second type. 

She still had great friends. In many ways she felt like these friends at 

college were more like sisters. They mostly came from the Math College and 

many of them were just flat-out brilliant. And as smart as Julie was, she 

always worried about being able to fulfill her goals and often compared 

herself academically to her friends. And generally lost in comparison. 

So when Tom fell head over heels for Julie, she also fell madly in love 

with him. Not because of anything in particular she found fascinating about 

him, in fact, she never quite thought that he was sincere. But more because of 

his attention towards her. If someone like this wants to be with me then it would 

be stupid of me not to want to be with him. And with that, their relationship 

began. It was torrid, and like nothing else she had ever experienced. Her life 

was like a fairy tale during that semester.  

But they both knew that Tom’s graduation day was coming up, and 

neither of them knew what they were going to do. Then, just weeks before 

graduation, Tom landed a high paying sales job in the Midwest. And a week 

later, he had asked Julie to marry him. She was shocked! Here she was, 

nineteen years old and having the chance to marry someone like Tom. Her 

parents protested, and her friends were mostly split on their opinions. But in 

the end she went through with it, and her parents accepted him and supported 

their marriage.  

After the wedding, they moved to the Midwest. With Tom’s job, it meant 

that between Sunday and Friday, he would spend at least two nights and 

sometimes four, away from home. Not that he had to fly, but his territory was 

such that it covered about two hundred miles in all directions. Julie 

understood and stayed busy taking classes both on-line and at a local junior 

college satellite campus. Her parents came out to visit a couple times during 

the first six months, and they were adjusting well to their new life. After ten 

months, they decided to buy a house. It was nothing too big, but it was brand 
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new, and had wonderful amenities. Compared to California, you could get so 

much house for the money that it was incredible.  

Shortly after they had moved in to their new house, Julie found out she 

was pregnant. At first, she was shocked. It hit her like a ton of bricks. Yes, 

she was married, and yes this was the logical next step, but all of a sudden, 

she realized this would probably change her life more than getting married 

had. Julie suddenly began wishing for the carefree days back at Berkeley. 

Why hadn’t she listened to her parents? 

She had just turned twenty-one. How could she possibly be pregnant 

already? She still had so much she wanted to do in her life. But she was living 

in a town of twenty thousand people, in the middle of nowhere and she was 

going to be a mother. Was she destined to spend the rest of her life here? And 

how would she take care of a baby all by herself while Tom was away all the 

time?  

But being a Math whiz carried along the trait of being very logical. She 

understood the situation clearly and decided that things could be a lot worse. 

She was married to a great guy with a great job! These were the decisions she 

had made, and she had to live with them. She had never even thought about 

being a mother before. It wasn’t good, and it wasn’t bad, it just was there. 

Babies were never her thing. Some girls seemingly went nuts when they saw 

a baby. She just wasn’t one of them. But this would be the next step in her 

life, and in their lives together.  

Her first trimester came with extreme sickness. Instead of gaining 

weight, she actually lost 8 pounds and completely lost her appetite. She 

needed home health services to come in and give her IV’s on numerous 

occasions. Her mother also came for a couple weeks to help out. But finally 

her health stabilized, and she began to feel excited about the new baby, and 

her new life. 

However, something else was happening in her life. Tom was beginning 

to be more and more distant. She hadn’t noticed it for a few weeks, as she was 

so preoccupied with her health, and the baby, and everything else going on. 

She was putting together a plan for a nursery which included new furniture, 

paint, and accessories. Would it be a boy or a girl? Should they find out the sex of 

the baby or have it be a surprise? The more she tried to engage Tom with these 

decisions, the more he seemed to detach himself from her.  



David Jablonski 

7 

When she tried to carefully bring up the subject of their relationship and 

if anything was wrong, he would be quick to respond that everything was 

fine, and that he was excited for the new baby. He said that it was just work 

becoming very stressful for him. His territory’s sales numbers were down, 

and he was having a hard time giving answers as to why. Overall, the 

company’s numbers were up, and his should have been also.  

But this didn’t make sense to Julie because she would hear his phone 

conversations with his boss and other sales reps, and it seemed to be anything 

but stressful. They talked about sports and the national sales meeting coming 

up in Las Vegas. It sounded like it would be a great time. She even overheard 

him talking about how good their bonuses were going to be at the end of the 

year if things kept going as they were. 

And then one Saturday morning when Julie was eight months pregnant, 

Tom strutted in from the garage. “We need to talk.” 

“About what?” she replied. 

“A couple months ago, I got a call from a company in California about a 

job opening,” he said. “I had a number of discussions with them, and I 

interviewed with the Sales Manager last week. I’ve decided to take it.” 

All of a sudden, Julie thought she was going to faint. Alarms were going 

off in her head. It wasn’t just because of the news, but more about the way 

Tom was telling her about it. She knew what was coming next, she could feel 

it. There was a reason he hadn’t told her about the job before or about 

moving. There was a reason this was all being done in secret. Before another 

word was said, she felt the crushing weight of the situation coming down on 

her. So many realities were streaming at her like ghosts in a bad nightmare. 

The pregnancy, the house, living a thousand miles from any family member 

and an uncertain future with no answers. 

But she caught herself and sat down, hoping she was completely wrong. 

“Shouldn’t this be a decision that I would be involved in?” she said meekly, 

not because she didn’t want to scream, but because she felt like she had lost 

her breath from a sucker punch to the stomach, a stomach that held their 

unborn child in it. But suddenly she knew that it wasn’t “their” child anymore. 

It was only hers. 
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Tom continued in a near robotic manner, “Julie, I know this is hard, but 

I don’t want to be married to you anymore.” 

There it was, in all of its finality. Her head was swirling, and she thought 

she was going to pass out. Tears began to gather in her eyes, and then they 

began to stream. She wanted to talk, to discuss, to ask why, to yell! But the 

emotions overwhelmed her, and she just sobbed. When she looked up again, 

Tom had already left the room. She had never felt so completely helpless in 

her life.  

*** 

Lew Roland entered the meeting 20 minutes after the hour. The 

Executive Business Planning meetings were always in the Board Room. It 

had a table that would seat twenty and had a large screen on the wall so that 

everyone could see the details. There was a small fridge in the corner with 

soda and water along with plenty of snacks.  

Roland had just come from a meeting with the CEO. As he walked in, 

everyone became quiet, and Spinelli took the floor to start the meeting. “Sit 

down for a while Tony, we’ve got some discussions I want to get right into.” 

Tony was actually ready to get straight to the subject at hand, but he knew 

when to shut up and sit down. “As we all know, Project Renegade was our 

big bet for the year. It required a lot of capital, we hired over 100 people on 

the production side, and all along I was told everything looked good. I just 

got another royal ass chewing from the CEO, and I still don’t have answers. 

It’s not that he and I didn’t understand that there were risks, the problem is 

that there weren’t enough red flags raised early on that we wouldn’t hit our 

targets. Now here we sit, knowing that due to new federal guidelines, we can’t 

produce again using our existing packaging, and we’re sitting on several 

months’ worth of finished goods inventory and several months’ worth of 

obsolete raw material inventory. We advertised for and hired over 100 new 

people full time, and now we won’t need them for months. So like I asked all 

of you in preparation for this meeting, I want to know how we got here.” 

“Steven,” he continued, “we gave you all the money for advertising you 

asked for. Zackson, we hired 100 people, and I hear that after a few months a 

lot of them were pushing brooms to fill time, if that. Now, I understand that 

these things don’t always go exactly as planned, but why didn’t we know we 

had problems earlier?” 
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Jim Zackson, VP of Manufacturing, quickly spoke up. “Lew, I sent you 

my monthly report each month showing the labor numbers. It’s all there. And 

all I can do is plan based on what the schedule shows. It kept saying we didn’t 

need so much inventory early on, but that more production would be needed 

down the road. I couldn’t lay people off for a few weeks and then try to bring 

them back. It’s what the demand plan was calling for, and we were supposed 

to be ready for significant upside in sales.” 

At this, Brad Van Owen, VP of Sales, looked up from his phone. Van 

Owen always gave the impression that he was so busy that everyone who 

talked to him was a bother. To call him aloof and arrogant was an 

understatement. He had been with the company for four years, and it was 

hard to find anyone in the office that liked him. However, get him in front of 

a customer, and he was amazing! This particular reason was how he had risen 

to this position. But he had two big flaws. In addition to not being liked at 

the corporate office, he was also terrible with numbers. So having him in 

charge of the Demand Planning and the Sales departments was a recipe for 

disaster.  

“Jim,” Van Owen started, “I didn’t realize that demand planning was in 

charge of determining how many people you’re supposed to hire. It’s always 

interesting that no matter what the issue, it always seems to be the fault of 

the forecast.” 

With the exception of Trent Stallings, Director of Demand Planning, 

everyone felt like saying, “That’s because it always is your fault,” but they 

knew better than to go down that road with Roland in the room. His 

background was in Sales, and even though he presided over several 

departments including Manufacturing, he always gave Sales preferential 

treatment over everyone else. “If we don’t sell the product, none of us has a 

job,” he had been known to say. This of course made everyone else feel like 

second-class citizens.  

“Steven, remind me again why we didn’t have our new packaging ready 

at the product launch?” 

“We were planning to, but remember that Sales needed product shipped 

to Sandy’s chain stores a month before everyone else. To hit that date, we had 

to go with the original package design as R&D couldn’t have everything 

ready to go for the new label,” Green answered. 



David Jablonski 

10 

“And what percent of total sales are Sandy’s?” Roland directed the 

question to Trent Stallings, Director of Demand Planning. 

“Just under half a percent.” Responded Stallings. 

“Brad…why was this required?” Roland asked even though he had been 

through this many times. 

Van Owen was on his phone typing a message and not paying attention. 

“Brad,” Roland said a little louder. 

“Sorry.” Van Owen glanced up. “I have an issue with a customer.” 

Although he was clearly texting his son about starting football practice. 

“Why did we need to send product to Sandy’s early?” Roland asked. 

“They asked if we could ship it early and threatened to pull our whole 

line if we didn’t. Besides, no one here said there was any problem with it. We 

were just going to get up and going and then have a seamless conversion 

after the season. I sure didn’t order all that packaging.” 

“Hector.” Roland threw up his hands. “Obviously, we are where we are. 

What are your thoughts on this?” 

“Well,” Martinez started, “it seems to me that everyone was trying their 

absolute best to get things right. I know that vacations were skipped and 

there were many twelve-hour days, and certainly everyone was working as 

hard as possible on this. It’s pretty difficult to pin down exactly what 

happened without going inch by inch and month by month to find the root 

cause of what happened.” 

This was a typical Hector Martinez answer, to not rock the boat. It drove 

Roland absolutely crazy, but he wasn’t going to call him out in front of this 

group. He knew that he still had to work with him. But his frustration level 

was just about maxed out. How could he trust this group going forward if no 

one could tell him what had happened in the past? Or was he the problem? 

He had missed his share of Executive Business Planning meetings this year, 

and apparently he hadn’t read the departmental reports that he required 

everyone to turn in each month. Was Spinelli doing his job, and if so, why 
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hadn’t he called the problems out when they arose? These were all serious 

issues that he needed to get to the bottom of before the next product launch.  
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Chapter 2 

September 2018 

11 months earlier… 

A morning meeting was being held in Lew Roland’s office. Besides Roland, those in attendance were 

Sales VP Brad Van Owen and Marketing VP Steven Green. For months, a major new product launch was 

being planned which would take place next fall. It had been carefully researched and an in-depth project 

plan had been created. It affected every department in the organization. It was being called Project 

Renegade, and even though there was a huge amount of work to be done in the next year, it was on target 

to hit its date. However, Van Owen had other ideas on the timeframe. 

“I was thinking over the weekend about Renegade,” Van Owen said, “and I wanted to get us all 

together to see if everyone was in sync here.” 

Roland loved Van Owen’s hard-charging attitude, but knew that from an execution side, he was 

terrible with details. Therefore he was a little skeptical on what was to come next, but wanted to hear him 

out. Steven Green already had a bad feeling about where this was going, and if he couldn’t derail it right 

here there would be no stopping what was to come. 

Van Owen continued, “Why do we really have to wait to launch this product? The design is as ready 

as it will ever be. I was speaking to Manufacturing and Engineering, and they thought their timeline for 

getting the equipment could be moved up to November if we threw some additional money at it. We 

should be able to ramp up and have everything ready to ship by February, maybe even January. You guys 

heard the troops at the National Sales Meeting last week; everyone is asking what we have that’s new and 

exciting. Waiting several more months could mean that we lose some good people out there.” 

“There is no way in hell we’ll be ready to go by January,” Green said. “Every department has too 

many people that are already burned out by all of the changes coming on our current products due to the 

new Federal requirements. And remember, what we have now for Project Renegade doesn’t meet the 

requirements since it was put together off of existing templates. I could potentially have it done by 

November but by the time our printer turns it around, and we order packaging we wouldn’t be in 

production until late January. If I even have anyone left to work on it…but we all know these things never 

go as planned, and we should probably add a month or two to that timeframe. And even at that point, the 

risk of having errors along the way is very high.” 

Roland hadn’t said a word yet, but you could almost hear the thoughts coming out of him. Van Owen 

and Green both knew he wouldn’t show his cards either way today, but their arguments could help sway 

him. 

“Green,” Van Owen said, “we’re talking about $200 to $250 million if this does what we think it will 

do. That’s a thirty percent increase in revenue for the company, and it would definitely put us over the 

bonus threshold for next year. Maybe even max it out. And I’m already hearing that Plantrell has a similar 

idea in the works.”  
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Plantrell was a corporation that was their top competitor with a larger overall market share. But if 

Project Renegade was a success, it would make them nearly the same size. If Plantrell beat them to the 

punch, it would be a major blow to their growth plans. 

“Look,” Green said, “this company has made mistake after mistake in trying to rush products to 

market too early. The latest customer surveys are informing us that it’s the number one reason they’re 

not as interested in our product; bad quality, wrong packaging, recalls and above all else, out-of-stocks. 

We used to be the company that had the best customer service level within the industry. But even more 

important, we used to have the best quality within the industry. Now, we absolutely suck in comparison! 

If anyone knows that it’s you, Brad. We heard it loud and clear at the Sales Meetings. That group may 

have said they wanted some new products, but they all made it very clear that they would rather we waited 

and get it right, rather than rush into a new product launch and not be ready. And here we go, talking 

about making that exact same mistake. I went out to lunch with a couple of the customer service reps the 

other day. They’ve had to hire three additional people just to help manage and communicate the out-of-

stocks! And it’s not like we don’t have product in the warehouses, it’s just that much of it is either wrong 

or has quality problems.” 

“I don’t get it.” Van Owen said. “In my past lives we were able to get projects done in half the time 

with half the people.” Of course he was talking about previous companies he had worked for. “It would be 

an absolute sin to not expedite this project.” Van Owen said. “There is a huge demand that isn’t being 

met, and we’re too scared to get our hands dirty and do the work to get it done. Lew, help me out on this!”  

“The team all stacked hands in June on the current timeline,” Green said. “You both were there. We 

can’t go tell everyone that it’s changing now!” Roland’s office door was closed, but he could see people 

looking in and wondering what all the yelling was about. 

Roland had been in business long enough to know that no other department exaggerated more than 

Sales and Marketing. It was the reason why the rest of the company was so cynical towards them. 

Forecasts were always too high and profits were never as projected. So, he took both arguments with a 

grain of salt, but also knew that they both had merit.  

Finally Roland said, “Ok, I’ll take it under consideration, not saying yes but also not saying no. But 

here’s what I need ASAP. I want you both aligned on what the first year and first three year sales could 

be if we did start early. So get that to me by COB tomorrow. That’s assuming we were able to ship on 

January first. Also, Steven, see what it would take to have packaging ready, or if it’s even possible. I’ll get 

with Jim Zackson on the manufacturing side to see if we could get equipment ready, and how many people 

we’d need to hire. If we’re going to do this, we need to commit by the end of the week.” 

The knot in Steven Green’s stomach continued to tighten. The fact that Roland was even considering 

this would put him in a no-win situation. If he was the reason they couldn’t launch, it would be a black 

eye. But if they rushed it, there were bound to be mistakes, and it would be his fault for that also. Plus he 

had committed to his department that this project would be done right, and that he’d have their backs, so 

they wouldn’t be putting in twelve hour days six days a week. Now, he may need to go back to them with 

a project having a tighter timeline than anything that they had ever done before. In other words, this 

project was a death wish for Green’s team. 
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Once he was alone again in his office, Roland logged on to his email and set up a meeting later that 

day with Jim Zackson, VP of Manufacturing and Engineering, and Joyce Winstead, Senior VP of Human 

Resources. 

*** 

“You have a wonderful and healthy three-month-old son,” the doctor told Julie. “And by the contented 

look on his little face, he couldn’t be happier.” 

“Thanks, Doctor.” Julie preened. “I’m not sure what I’d do without him.” 

“And how are you doing?” the doctor asked her. He had seen her enough times to know her story, and 

the tough turn of events that had crashed down on her life just before the baby was born. 

“I’m doing okay,” she said. Julie had finally become comfortable enough with the Pediatrician to start 

opening up to him. In fact she felt safer talking to him than most anyone about her situation. “My mom 

finally left last week. She had been here again for three weeks but needed to get home to dad, he can be a 

little helpless,” she smiled. 

“Not unusual for a lot of men his age,” he said. 

“And it was time.” She puffed out her cheeks. “I really need to start finding my own way. Figure out 

where I go from here.”  

The doctor asked, “And what are you thinking for yourself, if you don’t mind me asking? I know 

you’ve been going through some tough times. I may not be your personal physician, but I want to make 

sure that if there’s anything I can help you with, that I do. I know a couple of very good doctors that 

specialize in overall wellness if you’re interested?”  

“Thanks,” she said, “a couple of months ago I was sure I would need substantial emotional help. But 

there are people that definitely have it worse than me. I’ll be okay, I just need to get my act together.” 

“If you don’t mind me asking, has the father been around to see the baby?” he inquired, not sure if he 

was overstepping his boundaries. 

For a moment her eyes got a little teary-eyed, but she quickly wiped them off. “He sent an email 

saying he’d come by last Saturday. There was part of me that wanted to say no. Instead I told him he 

could stop for 15 minutes. I left while he was there and came back in exactly 15 minutes. I walked in the 

house where him and my mom sat and informed him that his time was up. And that was it; I haven’t heard 

from him since and don’t really expect to.” 

“Good for you,” the doctor said. “Well, if you need anything, whether it’s for the baby or yourself, 

please don’t hesitate to ask.” 

She flashed out of the room with a mumble. “Thanks, doctor. I’ll let you know.” 

On the way home, Julie stopped at the store to pick up a few things she needed. She returned home 

and pulled into the garage. By then the baby was sound asleep. She picked him up from the car seat, carried 

him into the house, and gently laid him into his crib where he would sleep for a couple hours. 



David Jablonski 

15 

After putting away the groceries, she laid down on the couch and closed her eyes. She always knew 

to take advantage of nap time, not just for the baby, but for herself also.  

Now that her mom was gone, she began to think more and more about her future. Her parents had 

begged her to move back home. They said they could help her with the baby while she went back to 

college and got her degree. It made all the sense in the world and was the logical next step for her. After 

all she was twenty-two years old, and if she went back to school she could probably have her 

undergraduate school finished before she was twenty-six. 

But for some reason, it was the last thing she wanted to do. She was a different person now than she 

was just a couple years ago. In the months since Tom had told her he was leaving her, she felt she had 

matured more than in all of the years leading up to that point. She hated him more than she ever imagined 

one person could hate another. What he did was unimaginable, something that only happened in the 

movies.  

However, in those few months, it had made Julie a person that she had no idea she could become. She 

was not just taking care of herself, but also caring for her baby. And doing it all by herself. She had learned 

what it meant to manage the normal household day-to-day issues that would come up: how to pay the 

bills, find someone to mow the lawn, where to take the car to get the oil changed and a hundred other 

things. All of these were items that, in the past, Julie just assumed took care of themselves somehow. In 

doing so she had felt a sense of confidence and accomplishment that she had never felt before.  

This situation had brought out in her, someone who she didn’t even know existed. It happened almost 

by accident, but she found that when she talked a little louder, looked people in the eyes, and said exactly 

what she wanted, people listened. It was such a sense of control that it was almost addicting. The more 

she found that she could have people’s attention in a conversation, the more she wanted to be in situations 

where she could get the same feeling again. And the more she did it, the easier and better it came for her. 

But she found there was a fine line between being assertive and confident and really being a bitch. It was 

a point of diminishing returns at a certain level. But when she found that sweet spot of dealing with people, 

it made her feel like she could do anything. And she loved it!  

So when she thought of returning home, living with her parents, and going back to school, it wasn’t 

appealing. She knew she would be thought of as that same helpless girl that she was before. In fact it 

would now be worse. People would feel sorry for her because of what had happened with her marriage 

and being a single mom. This wasn’t what she wanted at all. She was smart enough to know that 

somewhere along the line it made sense to get her degree, but this wasn’t the time. 

No. Somehow she needed to go forward on her own. To be this person she now saw herself as. Her 

divorce would be final shortly. Obviously Tom had no leg to stand on and really hadn’t fought for 

anything, including custody. She understood how a person could leave a marriage, but not how a person 

could leave their own child. But she really didn’t care as it made her life easier and simpler to have him 

completely cut out instead of in some state of limbo. He would continue to make house payments and 

provide child support but she would still have to find some way to generate some income. 

So, it still came back to where she would go from here. She figured she would give herself a month or 

two. If worse came to worse, she could sell the house and move somewhere. She just wasn’t sure where. 
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*** 

Later that afternoon in Lew Roland’s office, Roland was meeting with Jim Zackson, VP of 

Manufacturing & Engineering, and Joyce Winstead from Human Resources. Tiffany James, VP of 

Purchasing, would be along shortly. 

Jim was only thirty one, young for his position, particularly in Manufacturing. He was exceptionally 

qualified, however, with a degree in Industrial and Manufacturing Engineering from Cal Poly. He had 

joined the company after seven years at a competitor and had progressed through the engineering and 

manufacturing departments to his current position. He had led a manufacturing project which improved 

overall efficiencies by over 14%. This had helped increase capacity and saved the company millions of 

dollars in capital investment. But he did struggle with being in charge of some of the more experienced 

directors and even managers within his department. Many of them felt he hadn’t earned his position 

compared to their twenty-five plus years of experience. He was very polished in his writing and 

presentation skills, but would at times fall short when he had to think on his feet, particularly if someone 

was pushing hard on him. 

Joyce Winstead had been brought in four years ago when there was a major HR restructuring. She 

was tasked with putting an employee development program in place to elevate the overall aptitude of the 

workforce, particularly in the corporate office. Needless to say, she wasn’t the most well-liked person in 

the organization. Many employees thought that the additional classes, cross-training and getting more 

letters behind their name was a waste of time. But Roland knew that it was paying dividends and driving 

the company forward in a way that was very much needed. 

Zackson and Winstead worked well together. They appreciated each other’s professionalism, 

timeliness, and communication. Whenever the Manufacturing department needed people or training, the 

HR department was there to help. And Jim was quick to adapt to the latest HR initiatives. He excelled in 

project planning whether it was bringing another machine on-line or ensuring everyone in his department 

was put through training in the most efficient timeline possible. 

Joyce and Lew had discussed Jim Zackson’s inability to really drive and lead people on several 

occasions. Yes, he was a good manager but really struggled to be a leader. Someone that the troops would 

truly get behind, would put in tireless hours for, and produce the continuous improvement which was so 

desperately needed in the organization. He could create time studies and talk about the subtleties of 

mechanical engineering with anyone. But he struggled to improve personal performance in his direct 

reports and in their respective areas. Lew had thought hard about how to find a better fit for him. The 

problem was, in spite of his faults, there was no one that Roland felt could do a better job at this point. He 

had put out some feelers. But getting the right person and moving them to a smaller town in the Midwest 

were two very distinct problems, both of which made solving this issue extremely tough. But he knew 

that there were much bigger issues that needed his attention right now. He would let Joyce continue to 

work on it. 

“I met with Van Owen and Green this morning,” Lew started. “Brad laid out a strong case for rolling 

out Project Renegade in January.”  

Zackson had a difficult time keeping a poker face. And when he heard this he suddenly became pale 

and Joyce thought he was going to faint. She knew that this could almost literally short circuit his brain. 
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There was a reason certain people loved engineering and excelled in it. Some would call this being 

left-brained. Many with this title were logical, linear, mathematical, and analytical. They were very 

process oriented and had a hard time bypassing certain steps and cutting straight to the end. Engineering 

fed this need like an ocean feeding a hurricane. They loved flow charts, equations, and Standard Operating 

Procedures. But most notably, they could easily conflict with right brained people.  

So when Jim heard the date and tried to mentally put all the steps in place that would have to be done 

between now and sometime well before January, there was a major disconnect. These were the times 

where he wished he could say “time-out,” go away for an hour and collect his thoughts, and come back 

and have a discussion. There were so many things going through his mind that he had a hard time 

collecting them, sorting them out, and getting a clear picture in his head on how to communicate them. 

Lew continued. “I haven’t said yes and I haven’t said no. Obviously, if we could roll this launch out in 

January, it would be a huge boost for the company. But I also know that there are risks, and quite honestly, 

it isn’t what we signed up for and agreed to when we put this launch plan together. With that being said, 

I’m defaulting to saying yes until someone tells me they absolutely cannot get there in time, or at least 

close to being on time. We will weigh the risks against the upside and make a decision.” 

Both Zackson and Winstead heard him say “we,” but they knew that at the end of the day, it would 

be his decision, as it should be. Roland had no problem making the hard decisions. 

“Here’s what I need from each of you: Jim, two things; first, what is the earliest you can get the 

equipment in and get the production line running? Be sure to incorporate a ramp-up schedule, as I want 

a clear picture of how much product we can get and when we can get it. Second, how many people do we 

need to hire?” 

“Lew, you know those machines take time to set up,” Jim said. “Can we get them here? Yes, I believe 

we can. But they are custom made for this product, and the set-up will be a learn-as-we-go situation. 

We’ve got good people, but we just can’t predict the inevitable problems.” 

“I get it,” Lew said. “Have your group lay it out and let me know the time line. I understand there is 

some guess work involved, but you guys have enough background to get us in the neighborhood.” 

“Jim,” Joyce Winstead said, “I know that the estimate of people you will need has been hovering 

around one hundred. Is that still where your head is?” 

Jim seemed to zone out for a second but then caught himself. Joyce and Lew exchanged a quick glance. 

“I’ll have to go back over the numbers, but I think that’s still where we’re at.” Jim said. 

“Joyce, if we needed them, could we get that many on short notice?” Lew asked. 

“Full time, temporary, or some combination?”  

“Absolutely full time,” he said. “Based on the projections we’ll have a hard time staying up with 

demand, and we’ll need to work 6 days a week year-round.” These were very loose numbers as they were 

mostly back of the napkin math. He would have Tony Spinelli put a plan together soon. 
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“Sorry I’m late,” Tiffany James, VP of Purchasing said. “We had a supplier here today that I had to 

meet with.” 

“Tiffany,” Lew said, “if we needed to start production on Project Renegade before the end of the year, 

could we have materials here?” 

“Wow, are you kidding me?” she said. But after the initial shock wore off and she had a few moments 

to think about it, she said, “Everything should be ready to go except for packaging. Based on the forecast 

I’ve seen, as long as we can get artwork complete for the packaging in time, our vendors should have no 

problem ramping it up. As usual, it’s all about the artwork.” 

This continued to increase Zackson’s anxiety. It was looking like the pressure was coming down right 

on top of him. He hated this feeling, and at times like this, he wished he could just be put on smaller 

projects, work forty five to fifty hours like normal engineers, and go home. He wondered if the title and 

the big paycheck were worth it. Add to that, his wife constantly asked how long they would be stuck in 

this town. She was a southern California girl and was a fish out of water here. 

“Okay, now that you all know what I’m looking for, I need you to put it all together by the end of the 

week. If we’re going to do this, there is a ton of work to get done from everyone. We don’t want a launch 

like this to fail, and if everyone says we need to push it out, we’ll push it out. I’ll schedule a meeting on 

Friday, and we’ll lay the cards on the table.” 

“Any chance to have an extra week?” Jim asked. “I’m not sure I’ll have everything I need to give you 

the best input.” 

“Let’s see what you can come up with by Friday, and we’ll go from there.” Lew said. 

Jim knew that this was Lew’s way of saying get it done this week. Where should he even start? 

*** 

Within a week, the decision was made that the launch of Project Renegade would be moved up to 

January. Everyone knew that the only true showstoppers would be one of two things; first, could the 

equipment be here in time to be installed and ready for production? And second, could the raw materials 

be in house in time for the production ramp-up? 

Other than these two steps, everything else was a matter of human capital. And Roland knew that it 

was his job to drive as much value for the organization as possible. He would have been okay with a 

startup later in the year. It was a timeline everyone had agreed upon. And the organization was tired.  

But once it was thrown out as a possibility to move the startup forward, especially by Sales, there was 

really no other option. It was up to him, as a leader, to get things done, which others might have 

considered impossible, or at least not feasible. Leaders drove people to accomplish more and to do it 

quicker and at a lesser cost than what had been done before. But with every stick, there had to be a carrot. 

He knew and would communicate that if they were able to add another $210 million in revenue next year, 

everyone’s bonus would reflect it. That meant all the way down to each worker on the production floor.  

Roland’s biggest concern was that if he didn’t get this done and the competition did, he would be 

doing a disservice to the organization. Unfortunately, it probably would not be received this way by his 
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employees. What they would think was “here we go again.” They would complain that the company 

statement talking about work-life balance was nothing more than lip-service. They would have to 

postpone or cancel vacations, work most weekends, and continue the grind that had been going on for 

way too long.  

 


