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CHAPTER 1

Brant

 

 

The production floor was buzzing away. Every line was up and running and I had no doubt we would meet our production numbers for the month’s end. Six days to go, and gods permitting, Taylor Toys would set an all-time record for the month of May.       Then June, July, and August would be a cinch with the college interns hitting the payroll at lower wages, bringing the profit margins up even further as no overtime would be needed. Cheap labor would fill in for the permanent workers taking their vacations here and there, and keep productivity high.

The old man would be jizzing himself at the end of the third quarter. He’d know for sure that all the money he shelled out for my Ivy League education had been worth every well-squeezed nickel of his. 

My father, at sixty-seven, should be enjoying retirement. But no, not him. He was not quite ready to pass the torch until he was sure his eldest child had been properly molded into his idea of the perfect President and CEO for Taylor Toys. I loved my old man, I really did, but he needed to shed some of the “don’t fix it if it ain’t broke” mentality. I had bigger plans for expansion of Taylor Toys. And I hadn’t sprung it on him yet. You know what they say, Timing is everything.

My mother, who was fifteen years younger than Dad, blessed him with two children when he was well into his forties. As the eldest child at twenty-six, I was well tutored in Dad’s toy business from the time I was sixteen and started working summers there, continuing that routine through my college years.

Dad always used to say, “Brant, someday this could be all yours, son. Just as my late father, Jedidiah Brant Taylor, passed on to me, once he was sure I’d keep the high-quality standards and moral principles that made Taylor Toys the most respected and profitable mid-sized company in the industry.

“We aren’t Hasbro or Mattel, son, but then, we don’t aspire to be them. You see, unlike the big names, who outsource most of their components to low-cost economies, Taylor Toys prides themselves on having all of their components made and assembled in the USA. Remember that. Source and manufacture domestically, sell globally. It’s the American way, boy.”

I knew Dad had lived by that mantra, but in the age of globalization, it was difficult at times to source parts domestically for the purpose of keeping material costs down so the finished products could be marketed competitively, and attain the best profit margins. When I had told Dad this once I came onboard full-time after college, as the Supply Chain Manager, he’d put up a bit of a fuss.

“Brant,” he said in that educational tone he liked to use with me, “I don’t answer to stockholders. I don’t have to price the goods to match those competitors. What Taylor Toys offers, and has always offered, are good, quality toys, designed and developed right here.”

“But, Dad,” I argued, “while you may not answer to stockholders, we are a for-profit, business, right? The least you can do is let me open a project on it for comparison purposes.”

He caved, like I knew he would, and gave me the go-ahead to put together a project, costing out every component of our three bestselling products. They all happened to be dolls, of course.

The Bambino Alive doll line was our top seller. These babies ranged from newborn to toddler, males and females, of all varying skin tones. The dolls ate, peed, pooped, and puked.

I know, right? Top sellers globally. Go figure.

The second best-selling line was the Puberty Pals. The dolls in this line were considered educational. They were used in schools to assist in teaching Health and Sex Education classes. They weren’t sold at retail outlets.

The third bestselling line was my personal favorite, the Babes in Boyland line. That was about as sexy as it got at Taylor Toys. These were the typical 11.5-inch dolls, which I had computed using a scale, in real life would be a 5’9” female with measurements of 36-18-33. Did it get any sexier than that? Legs all the way up to her neck?

These dolls competed with the age-old Barbie/Ken scenario, and we did all the flavors as well. Our marketing and design groups were always at work planning novel, limited-edition releases for collectors around the holidays.

Through price and cost analysis, I determined that if Taylor Toys wanted to remain a ‘source domestic parts only’ toy manufacturer, and still remain competitive in the global market, we needed to do our own injection molding.

So, Taylor’s manufacturing engineers got busy and presented my father with a capital expense project to add on an injection molding department at a cost of $1.4 million. With a three-year ROI payback.

My father’s words to me: “Son, you better hope I don’t regret approving this capex. Your future depends upon it.”

How was that for pressure?

As a bonus, I was promoted to Plant Manager, so I could personally oversee production, supply chain, and the factory support offices. 

I reported directly to my old man, who was still acting Operations Manager across the street at the “Ivory Tower,” as the factory rats had coined the main office building. My father’s office was located there because he was keen on keeping a close eye on the Accounting, Marketing, and Purchasing Departments. As he often told me, “Those are the folks making, spending, and counting my money, so I gotta make sure they see my presence each and every day, son.” Obviously, my father still had his hand tightly clutched on the pulse of the company. 

For now.

But I was the heir apparent, so was it any wonder I worked my ass off to make sure that happened? And did I mention how it had seriously impacted my social life? There were so many unhappy and unfulfilled women now settling for less in the greater Des Moines, Iowa area. Never let it be said that Brant Jedidiah Taylor did not have his priorities in order. 

Just as I was checking the production count of Press #2 for first shift, I heard the shrill beep of the PA system alerting the shop floor that a page was coming across. Maggie Campbell, the Human Resources Manager’s voice came across the speakers: “Brant Taylor, please report to Conference Room One.”

I glanced at my watch. It was ten minutes after three. My smartwatch evidently hadn’t given me a warning. Of course, it might have helped if I had programmed the meeting in for today. My bad. My old man was likely already there, getting ready for his typical welcome speech to the summer interns. 

Luckily, most of them of them would be returns from previous summer internships as they edged up another year in their college degree program. 

The rookies were the hand-picked college seniors with no previous experience at Taylor Toys. Often a cocky bunch, the rookies were always the biggest pains in the ass until they were properly broken in. Their summer internships would likely make them yearn for fall semester to start, or maybe propel them into changing their majors. We mostly recruited Business, Marketing, or Engineering majors for the program.

I had been put in charge of the interns since some of them would be put on the production floor. I would be blessed with ten of them. I had screened their abilities, and right off the bat, I knew one of them would test my restraint. 

Just like the rest of the interns, my younger sister Brooke had just finished her senior year at Carnegie Mellon in Pittsburgh, majoring in Marketing. The colleges worked with us to provide internships for the seniors, promising them graduation only after they successfully completed it. Hopefully, Maggie would assign Brooke to some paper-pushing job over in the Ivory Tower. I loved my sister, don’t get me wrong, but I also knew my sister.

Spoiled seven ways from Sunday, I could only imagine the meltdown it would cause should she break a nail while performing some mundane task in the factory. Nope. I just couldn’t see it. 

I pushed open the door to Conference Room One, which was just off the assembly floor, pulling off my safety glasses and tossing them onto the conference room table.

“Sorry about that,” I apologized, not really looking at the fifteen or so interns sitting around the large, oblong table. 

My father stood up front behind the wooden podium and gave me a nod. “Glad you could make it, Brant. Switch off the lights please, I want to get this overview started.”

He wasn’t overly pissed. It was the same scenario each year. Dad would present a PowerPoint presentation showing the history of the company and the various products manufactured here to the happy, smiling, and productive faces of the interns here at Taylor Toys.

I switched off the lights and sat back as he started the spiel. It was a fifteen-minute presentation that I knew by heart. 

At about seven minutes into it, I heard the sounds of soft snickering. Yep, it always happened when the presentation focused on the Puberty Pals doll line. For shit’s sake, you’d think this was an audience of nine-year-olds, not twenty-one and twenty-two-year-olds. As if the guys hadn’t seen pussy, or the chicks hadn’t fondled a guy’s junk yet.

“Look at that one’s teeny weenie,” a female voice whispered to whoever was sitting beside her. 

“Right? Just like Josh’s dick,” the other female voice whispered back, sounding very much like my sister. Who the hell was Josh?

“Shh,” someone at the table hissed. Of course, the old man hadn’t heard any of it. He had selective hearing, although he claimed it was his age. I didn’t buy it. He knew Brooke, and nothing she said or did was ever wrong in his eyes. He continued on and there weren’t any further distractions.

Finally, I heard him say, “Lights,” and I flipped the switch to illuminate the overhead lighting.

“Well, now that you’ve learned a little something about Taylor Toys, are there any questions?” he asked, looking around the room.

There was stony silence, and nobody raised a hand or called out. That was fairly typical, as well. Maggie and I would be bombarded with questions once Dad left the conference room and we began the introductions and assignments. The questions, of course, would be typical of the rookie mentality:

 

How much is the hourly wage?

How long is our lunch break?

Can we pick our shift?

Do we get sick pay?

Do you pay medical and dental?

Can I have a job where I’m not standing all day?

 

“Well, then, if there are no questions, I will leave you in the capable hands of our Director of Human Resources, Maggie Campbell, along with Brant Taylor, the Plant Manager. Welcome to the Taylor Toy family.”

He left the conference room, giving me a nod and a smile as he went. Maggie went up to the podium, a stack of files in her hands. 

“Welcome, everyone, to our summer intern program here at Taylor Toys. This is such a fantastic opportunity for all of you to experience various aspects of the design, manufacturing, marketing, and international business platforms in a hands-on manner. You will be a part of the process, and hopefully, the experience will lend itself in channeling your focus on the career path you wish to take after graduation.

“I’ve reviewed all your files, and have done my best to match your course of study with the intern positions we have open for the summer. So, at this point in time, I’d like to read off the names of those who will be placed across the street in our main offices. When I call your name, please come up and get your orientation folder, which contains the job description, hours, and name of the direct supervisor you will be reporting to. Once I’ve called those of you selected for office positions, I will escort you over there and Brant will assign the rest of you to positions here.” 

Damn. I hoped like hell Maggie was assigning Brooke to the main office. I hadn’t had a chance to specifically make that request, but common sense would dictate it would be better my entitled sister not be placed under my authority. One would think, right?

Apparently not.

“Neil Schindler, you are assigned to Accounts Payable.”

“David Adams, you will be placed in Design Engineering.”

“Melissa Grant, it’s Marketing for you.”

“Carey Justice, Human Resources with me as your mentor. Congratulations.” She smiled at the intern.

“Jeb Sandler, you’re assigned to Purchasing.”

“Victoria Simms, you will be helping in Accounts Receivable.”

I watched as, one by one, the apparent cream of the crop was called to go across the street to the Ivory Tower. I guessed that really wasn’t fair because I had no clue about the ten interns Maggie left for me. I looked around, seeing the smirk on Brooke’s face as she batted her eyelashes at me in feigned innocence. What was up with her? I thought she’d surely sweet-talked Dad into getting something cushy in the office. Maybe she wanted to torment me. 

“Uh, excuse me, Ms. Campbell,” I called out as she started to leave the podium. “Can I talk to you for just a moment?”

She glanced at the group she was taking over to the office building. “Wait outside for me, please. I’ll be right with you.” They did as instructed, and she turned her attention back to me. “Yes, Brant?”

“It’s just that Brooke Taylor is majoring in Marketing. I would think she’d be a better fit in that department. Would you consider switching Brooke out with Melissa Grant?” I asked, giving her one of my signature smiles.

I could tell Maggie didn’t like being second-guessed, but what the hell? It made perfect sense to me. 

She gave me a gratuitous smile. “Brooke specifically requested a position in manufacturing. She felt in order to market a product, you must first understand said product. I was very impressed with that strategy. I think she made a very crucial point. Don’t you agree?”

“Uh, yeah, sure,” I replied, coming off as a dumbass instead of the damn Plant Manager of this operation. Apparently, Brooke assumed Dad was going to oust the current Director of Marketing to put her in his slot when she graduated.  

“Glad you agree,” Maggie replied. “Oh, and I left the roster of the ten interns you get to keep, along with some recommendations. But of course, ultimately, the decision is yours, Brant. Good luck.”

With that, she whisked out the door, leaving me with the rookies she hadn’t chosen. I hoped they weren’t all cut from the same cloth as my baby sister. I loved her, but she had that entitlement thing going on, big time. Unlike me. So, I took my place behind the podium, and glanced out at the ten interns left, sitting around the table. Three women, seven men. 

My sister wore a shit-eating grin that she didn’t even try to hide. I knew she was entertained by the fact she’d gotten one over on her older brother. She was a drama queen and a brat, but I loved her despite that, and I was certain she’d take great pleasure in testing my authority all summer long. 

I gave her a smirk, shaking my head, and that was when I saw her. There she was, sitting next to Brooke, fidgeting with her hair, and giving me a big, wide grin when our eyes met.

I  quickly glanced down at my roster to be sure. No way… But there it was. Her name. Delilah. Mayfield. All grown up and looking so beautiful with curves in all the right places, I didn’t even recognize her. 

Trying to recover from my gawking, and before I could put any thought into it, or better yet, take a moment to insert my politically correct filter, I blurted out the nickname I’d given her years back. “Pudge?”

 

 


CHAPTER 2

Brant

 

The minute I let the nickname slip, I knew I’d royally screwed up. Thank God Maggie hadn’t stuck around to hear it, or I was sure she would have immediately had my ass hauled over to Human Resources, regardless of my heritage. In all fairness to me, the fact was, I hadn’t seen Pudge… er, I mean, Delilah since I’d left for Cornell eight years ago. 

She’d been Brooke’s friend from down the street for as long as I could remember. Of course, to a twelve-year-old boy, a couple of eight-year-old girls were nothing if not nerve-wracking and obnoxious. 

Fast-forward to a boy at age fifteen who had two eleven-year-old girls giggling and peeking into his room while he was on the phone with a girlfriend. That would test the patience of Job, am I right?       Picture it a few years later, as an eighteen-year-old dude, and having two fourteen-year-old giggling girls demanding I be their chauffeur, which made my life downright aggravating at times. 

My parents had moved to a new neighborhood during my freshman year at college, and even though I was back in Des Moines during school breaks and summers, I was working or socializing, and hadn’t paid much attention to my sister during her teen years.

But as I looked over to see Delilah staring daggers at me, I couldn’t help but remember her coming to the front door, her pudgy hands holding a chocolate ice cream cone, much of it smeared around her mouth, asking if Brooke was home. I’d given her the nickname of Pudge soon after, and she hadn’t seemed to mind it at all. I knew plenty of guys who’d given their little sisters pet names. I just assumed as much as Pudge was around our place, she might’ve felt left out not having one. 

After all, I’d labeled Brooke with a nickname befitting her tall, skinny stature: Stilts. It had irritated the hell out of her, but I hadn’t cared. That was just the way it was with siblings, I presumed.

So, here I stood, egg on my face, and ten sets of eyes waiting for me to get on with the program. 

“Er . . . so, let me do a roll-call, and when I call your name, please come up and get your folder, and inside you’ll find a self-stick label, so if you’d go ahead and write your name on it, I’ll be able to keep your identities straight until your official name badges are made.”

I called the names on the list, and when I came to Delilah’s name, I made sure to give her a panty-melting smile to make up for the politically incorrect slip of the tongue earlier.

She didn’t seem to buy it as she sauntered up, giving me a narrow-eyed stare that quite frankly I deserved for my slip of the tongue. She was a curvy woman, and the naturally curly blonde hair of her youth now looked as if she straightened it. She held out a hand, the other one resting on a hip as if she was striking a defiant pose meant strictly for me. 

I handed it over quickly, keeping my eyes on her face and not her ample cleavage that wanted to drag my gaze down like a magnet. She took the packet with a smoldering look I wasn’t sure was hate or lust and then went back to her seat.

I called out the next name, “Brooke Taylor.”

My sister, still tall and lithe with dark brown hair, approached me, and as I handed the file folder to her, she grabbed it with indignation and hissed, “I can’t believe you said that, you jerk.”

Well, then, I guessed I’d been duly chastised by two of the three female interns. Did I mention the third female intern? She was the last name on my list.

“Amber Lynn Butler,” I called out, watching as her long legs swung around from underneath the table. They seemed to go clear to her neck as she stood up and approached the podium as if she were walking the red carpet at a celebrity event. Her dark, sultry eyes flickered over me innocently. Was she sizing me up? I saw that she was finishing up her senior year at Iowa State University, majoring in Business Management. Perfect. I would enjoy providing tutelage to Amber Lynn, with her nice ass and long black hair that fell in shiny waves to her tiny waist. 

“Welcome, Amber Lynn,” I greeted as I handed the folder over to her. “I noticed your degree program is in management. I think I have the perfect position in mind for you already,” I said with a smile.

She returned my smile. “I go by Ambi,” she said sweetly, “and I’m grateful for the opportunity to fill any position for which you feel I’m qualified.” She turned around and returned to her seat.

From somewhere, I heard a female voice call out, “Underneath the Plant Manager, I’m sure. Run, Ambi, run!”

Everyone at the conference table burst out laughing. Amber Lynn’s face reddened in embarrassment. I knew immediately who the guilty party was.

Pudge.

I needed to take control of the group or I’d look like a total pussy at the hands of my loud-mouthed sister and her friend, who were apparently seeking some vengeance for my lack of a filter earlier.

“Okay,” I announced, clapping my hands together to signal silence. “Let’s get started. While I review these files, I want you all to watch this video on plant safety rules, which must be adhered to while you’re in the plant. It also covers emergency fire exits, locations of fire extinguishers, and proper safety attire while in the plant. It lasts about thirty minutes, so I’ll be back then to give you a quiz. I’m sure you all will give it your utmost attention,” I finished, looking specifically at Brooke and Delilah. “Safety certification is one of the requirements for working in the plant.”

I clicked the button on my laptop, bringing the video onto the white screen, which spanned the back wall, and then I went through the door from the conference room to my office. I slapped the roster down on the desk and scanned the names, their college majors, and areas of interest selected for their respective internships.

One thing I was certain of, Brooke and Delilah would be separated. Putting them together would be not only counterproductive, but disastrous in ways of which only those two could concoct, of that, I was sure.

So, I diligently went through the roster and made the intern assignments:

 

Amber Lynn Butler - Admin (to me!)

Delilah Mayfield - Assembly, Line 1 (Puberty Pals)

Brooke Taylor - Quality Inspection.

 

Thankfully, QI was located far enough away from the assembly floor that she and Pudge wouldn’t even be within shouting distance.

The rest were all guys who I hoped would be less likely to stir up shit. My experience thus far had been way more positive with the male staff than the females. So, I based my placement strategy on past experience.

There was always some sort of drama with the ladies here at the plant, and though I prided myself in embracing a team concept, and portraying a caring and inclusive manager, sometimes it was just too much information, and I swear I’d heard it all:

 

“My boyfriend broke up with me, Brant. Don’t expect my production quota to be met anytime soon. Just sayin’.”

 

“I’ve got cramps. Can you put me on light duty today, Brant?”

 

“You seriously want me to clock out every damn time I have to leave my station to go puke? I’m pregnant, for Christ’s sake. This morning sickness is usually gone by my sixth month, Mr. Taylor. Besides, isn’t that against ADA regulations?”

 

“Brant, I’m going to Human Resources if you don’t do something about Joey Bennett. He keeps staring at my boobs!”

 

“Brant, does this work apron make me look fat?”

 

 

Guys never whined about stuff like that. Probably because they didn’t have periods, get knocked-up, gave two shits about getting dumped, or how they looked in aprons.

So, I spread Drew, Patrick, Louis, Bryan, Neil, and Richard in positions in Shipping, Receiving, Injection Molding, Central Stores, and other assembly line slots. I selected Doug Redding to intern in R&D with Sam, because his field of study was Chemistry, which was a better fit than any of the others. They would all train on first shift for the next two weeks, and after that, I would split them between first and second shifts as needed to fill upcoming vacation slots. 

I returned to the conference room just as the safety training video was concluding.

“Test time,” I called out, and the groaning commenced. “It’s not that bad,” I lied, passing out the test booklets. “Multiple choice. You have ten minutes to complete. Oh, and I know I don’t have to say this, being you are all in college now, but the questions are arranged differently in each booklet, so your neighbor may not have the same version as you do. Just fill in the circle, A, B, C, or D, on the answer sheet next to the number of the multiple-choice question you’re answering.”

“Duh, I think we know the basic concept there, bro,” Brooke said giving me an eyeroll.

Oh, this was so not going to work out. 

“Glad you’re on it, Miss Taylor,” I replied, finishing the distribution of the pencils. “The same concept applies to the next training session on MSDS certification.”

I was rewarded with another eyeroll.

 


CHAPTER 3

Delilah

 

Pudge.

He’d called me that damn name I hated so much.

It was clear Brant Taylor would always see me as that chubby, pudgy, awkward kid he’d nicknamed Pudge all those years ago.

Initially, as a young kid, I was just happy that he’d noticed me. And in my mind, him having a nickname for me seemed like an endearment. I mean, he was my best friend’s older brother. 

But then, around age thirteen, when I got my first surge of estrogen, compliments of my ripening ovaries, I developed a raging crush on him. I couldn’t keep my eyes off him whenever I was over at the Taylor house. I even had dreams about him. The sight of Brant Taylor made my belly do flip-flops.

But stupid me… I had made the horrible mistake of sharing my secret with Brooke. Wrong move—wrong, wrong move.

“Ew,” she’d said, after I’d told her, a look of disgust coloring her face. “Why?”

“Why?” I’d asked incredulously. “Because he is so hot!” Was she totally blind? Could she not see just how good-looking he was? And not only that, he was extremely popular at his high school, which meant others saw the same thing in Brant Taylor that I did. Girls wanted him. Guys wanted to be him.

“Ugh,” Brooke had continued. “Gross. He’s my brother. You’ve obviously never gotten a whiff of his sweaty socks that stink up the whole bathroom from his hamper!”

But nothing she said could ever change the way I felt or chase away the stars in my eyes when I looked at Brant Taylor or heard his voice from another room whenever I stayed overnight at her house. 

One time, his father told him to mow the front lawn because he wasn’t putting money out for a gardener when he had a perfectly healthy teenage son in the house. I was the one who reaped the reward. I watched him do just that from Brooke’s upstairs bedroom window.

“What are you doing?” Brooke had asked from her dressing table where she’d been experimenting with some eyeshadow for the first time—midnight blue. I hadn’t wanted to tell her it looked ghoulish on her. Best friends needed to be supportive, even when it came to make-up faux pas.

I’d been in total awe while sitting on her window ledge, licking a Fudgsicle as I watched a shirtless Brant Taylor mowing the grass down below, releasing sighs here and there. “Watching your brother mow the lawn,” I’d answered dreamily, taking another lick here and there. I noticed the perspiration on his body made his tanned shoulders shine like one of those male models in the workout magazines my mother always had lying around our house. 

Brooke had giggled. “Bo-ring,” she replied with an eyeroll as she angled the mascara wand across her lashes.

“He’s just soooo, so gorgeous,” I gushed, turning around to glare at her. 

She shook her head, “You need to get a grip, Lilah. And by the way, your Fudgsicle is dripping on my windowsill.”

“Oops, sorry,” I replied, wiping off the sill and tossing the remainder in her trash can. The noise from the lawnmower stopped, so my gawking session of Brant was over. I jumped down from the window ledge. “I get so distracted sometimes.”

“I know,” she replied, “like every time you’re over here. I think we need to hang out more at your house. You’re lucky you’re an only child. Besides, Brant is dating several girls his own age,” she emphasized. 

She just had to rub it in.

It was time for me to deflect, because hanging out at my house was majorly boring. “Here, let me see if I can fix your hair better,” I offered, picking up a brush from her vanity, and brushing some of her hair along the crown. I hadn’t washed my hands after the Fudgesicle, and strands of her hair stuck to them.
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