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Introduction


Experienced managers know that nothing is static in the operating environment; over time there is change. The rate of change may be slow. It may be alarmingly fast (or seem that way to those caught by surprise). But change is forever occurring in markets, in technology, in methods, in processes, in skills, in regulations, and in everything else, including the art and practice of management itself. To cope with unending change – and indeed to make the most of it – the effective manager understands that the long-term success of the organization depends upon ongoing, progressive, positive adaptation – what has come to be called “continuous improvement.”


Over recent decades, going back to the 1980s and earlier, there have been a number of organized efforts aimed at achieving continuous improvement, many of them becoming known by a three-letter acronym. There were TPS (Toyota Production System), TQM (Total Quality Management), SPC (Statistical Process Control), JIT (Just in Time), as well as many others. All of these, even those that fell by the wayside or were absorbed into other disciplines, had elements of value, with important concepts and useful tools and methods. Unfortunately, there were also flaws in the thinking that went into the implementation of these efforts, and sometimes in the very assumptions on which they were founded. As a result, most organizations, though they learned from these programs and disciplines, were never able to achieve the degree of sustained performance they expected.


When we talk about continuous improvement, a number of essential questions arise. For instance, what should be improved? Everything? That is, should we seek to improve everything throughout the entire organization? Many well-intentioned program managers, executives, and consultants would, indeed, say, “Yes, we must improve everything, every function, every aspect of operations, from A to Z!” As if to say, “We must focus everywhere!”


Yet it’s a serious question: should the management team seek to improve everything? All at once? Simultaneously? And continuously? What should be the scope of the improvement effort? Do you include every function? Every customer service and supplier interaction? What about housekeeping, accounting, and maintenance? And which resources do you include? If you include everything and everybody in any but the smallest of companies, you’re into a massive undertaking. How do you organize it? More important, how do you make it effective?


Conversely, perhaps for obvious reasons of practicality and budget, suppose you do not seek to improve everything all at once. Then you’re back to the original question: what do you improve? Where do you focus? By what criteria do you select your improvement initiatives and assign resources and tasks? Can you know in advance whether there is really going to be a bottom-line gain for all your trouble and investment?


What people tend to mean when they say, “We must improve everything,” is that they want “everything” to improve. In other words, they want everything – the entire organization – to achieve a significant, overall performance gain that increases year after year. They want to improve the total system that is producing whatever output it was created to produce, and they want over time real bottom-line results to show for it. However, “improving everything” is not the same as “everything improving.” If you doubt this, by all means please do keep reading this book.


Both in the past as well as today, many organizations have invested in large-scale improvement efforts, with lots of training and internal meetings and so on, with sincere conviction. The assumption typically was (and is) that many, many small improvements will accrue in terms of “savings” or efficiency gains or waste reduction or even employee morale – and ultimately the sum of these improvements will yield major gains in profitability, competitiveness, and customer satisfaction. In fact, what occurs is a number of local-area improvements, i.e., less waste in Function B, fewer defects in Function M, less variation in such-and-such a process, shorter processing time within Function T. But many of the supposed gains never actually accrue to the bottom line.


These very same issues as above confront and challenge Amy Cieolara and her colleagues who populate the following business novel, VELOCITY, just as they do a vast number of managers and executives in all types of companies and organizations around the world. These issues are vital, because the need for continuous improvement is truly urgent. There are business and economic realities that are demanding advances in organizational performance – and while crucial in normal times, they never have been more so than in our current times. Yet what are managers, as well as professional practitioners of improvement disciplines such as Lean and Six Sigma, supposed to do? So many companies and other organizations have made major investments in Lean and Six Sigma and other improvement concepts, as well as in plant and equipment and technology, but the yield on these investments is not providing the expected return. What is the answer? What should be done?


This is why we wrote VELOCITY. This book is concerned with three major continuous-improvement disciplines – Lean, Six Sigma, and the Theory of Constraints – and how to combine them so that the organization does achieve systemic gains that yield improved bottom-line performance. Many if not most readers will be familiar with one or more of those three. For the uninitiated, very briefly, Lean was founded upon concepts established in the Toyota Production System (TPS) and emphasizes elimination of waste in its many forms. Six Sigma was derived from Total Quality Management and other quality improvement methods, and its strength is in reducing variation. And the Theory of Constraints (TOC) was created by Dr. Eliyahu Goldratt, the founder of our organization, the AGI-Goldratt Institute. TOC holds that a system constraint is the most practical way to reliably manage a complex system, and once the system is stable and predictable, provides the focus for systemic improvement. And VELOCITY – as a concept – is the means by which the organization orchestrates all of its resources, as well as all three improvement disciplines, and achieves both speed and direction toward its strategic goals. We believe that this is a very powerful approach to organizational improvement. As you read, you might keep in mind that VELOCITY consists of three pillars: Theory of Constraints – TOC – as the system architecture; TOC, Lean, and Six Sigma disciplines – TOCLSS – together as the focused improvement process; and Strategy, Design, Activate, Improve, Sustain – SDAIS – as the deployment framework. We have confidence that, if it is properly applied, you and your company or organization can achieve major benefits using this approach.


One final question: why write about this subject by way of a business novel? For one reason, we have a strong precedent. The Goal, which is now considered a classic in business literature and has sold millions of copies globally, was a novel created by our founder, Dr. Goldratt, working in association with creative writer Jeff Cox. Mr. Cox now returns to the subject matter and style of that now-famous book by working with AGI to write VELOCITY.


However, it should also be noted that fiction provides some significant advantages over a conventional business text. Strategy, technology, tangible assets, material resources – all of these and more are essential for a functioning business. But it can be said, with no sentimentality, that human beings are really at the core of every organization. A novel allows readers to experience business concepts as actual people might. We can reveal with fairly good accuracy where conflicts can develop, and the resolution of those conflicts. The story becomes a way to better engage the reader, and to explore the ideas as they actually might play out in the readers’ own environments. And, aside from all that, a novel can make the reading of the book a heck of a lot more interesting to anyone in your organization.


So we hope you enjoy VELOCITY – and that you gain practical insights to make you and your organization more successful.







1


The news spread by way of hushed murmurs in hallways, muffled conversations behind closed doors, mutterings over the tops of cubicle walls, quiet phone calls with hands covering the mouthpieces. However, one poor chump was stupid enough to broadcast it in an email – and he eventually got the blame and was canned, although he in fact had not been the one initially to leak the word. ‘In any case, within hours – and a good two days before the official announcement – practically everyone at the headquarters of Hi-T Composites knew what was only supposed to be known by certain boards of directors, key executives, and a few trusted subordinates.


Amy Cieolara, who was not one of those privileged few, had just got back to her office after her regular Wednesday meeting with her marketing and salespeople. She was a slim woman, age forty-one at the time, with sandy brown hair cut midlength that she wore either pulled back or in long, flowing curls framing her rather angular chin-line. This was a curls day, and she was having trouble keeping them out of her face as she walked briskly through the offices while thumbing a text message at the same time. Almost in lockstep behind her as she went into her office came Linda, her assistant, who closed Amy’s door and held it shut, leaning against it lest some intruder should come barging in and hear her speak of the appalling secret.


“Have you heard?” Linda asked.


“What? About Elaine and Bill? Well, everyone said it was never going to last, and guess what, it didn’t.”


“No!” said Linda in an exclamatory whisper. “We’re getting sold to some huge company!”


Amy’s green eyes sharpened their focus on the younger woman’s worried face.


“Well? Is it true?”


“Linda, if I knew, which I don’t, I wouldn’t be allowed to say anything to anybody. By the way, who told you?”


“Nobody. There’s an email floating around. I’ll forward it to you.”


“No!” said Amy. “I don’t want it on my computer. Print a copy for me.”


Linda slipped out the door, back to her desk. When she returned a few minutes later, sheet of paper in hand, Amy took the email printout and read it quickly, then blew a soft whistle from between her lips.


“Wow, is this guy in trouble,” Amy said under her breath. Then, to Linda: “Look, it’s probably just one of those rumors that gets started. Don’t get yourself in a tizzy.”


“But Bobby just got laid off and I’m five-and-a-half-months pregnant! What if we have to go through all that downsizing stuff again?”


“If it ever happens, it’s a long way off. All right? Anyway, Bobby is smart; he’ll find something else. You’ll both be fine – I mean, all three of you, you’ll be just fine. Now, I need you to make some travel reservations for me …”


With Linda calmed down and returning to her normal high-level competency, buzzing away at task after task and all but leaping tall buildings, even in her pregnant state, Amy whisked herself down the hall. Email printout in hand, she hurried into the corner office of Hi-T Composites Company President B. Donald Williams. She shut B. Don’s door behind her and leaned her slim frame against it, almost exactly as Linda had done.


“What’s up?” asked B. Don.


“Have you heard?”


He blinked his eyes as if feigning ignorance, then relented. “Well, yes, I have heard. I have to say, I am not shocked.”


“You’re not?”


“No, I’m not.”


Amy’s mouth dropped open.


“Anyone could have seen it coming,” he said.


“Well, I couldn’t.”


“Come on, Amy! Everyone knows Bill is a jerk – and Elaine, much as I appreciate her professionally, would just be impossible to live with.”


“No! Not them. This!”


She handed the sheet of paper across the desk to B. Don and sat down in one of his well-worn, sun-faded chairs. The business unit president put on his glasses and then scrutinized the words, his eyes widening as he read.


“Oh … ! Oh snap!” he said. “Where the snappin’ hell did this come from?”


“According to Linda – who had nothing to do with this – everyone knows. Or thinks they know. Anyway, everyone is talking about it. By the way, is it true?”


B. Don leaned back, removed his glasses, and gave them a toss, such that the glasses spun across the leather blotter on his desk. He then shut his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger.


“Can you tell me … or not?” Amy asked.


“You,” he said with emphasis, “cannot tell anyone.”


“But everyone knows.”


“But you cannot talk about it. Okay?”


“Okay.”


“To anyone. Understood?”


“Well, sure. But according to Linda, it’s all over the place.”


“Most of what’s in this moron’s email is pure crap. However … and unfortunately … the basic story is true. We are being sold. That’s why I’ve been going to St. Louis so often the past few months. I’ve been at headquarters meeting with the board and the new buyer.”


“Who’s buying?”


B. Don leaned over his desk and whispered the name.


“Really?”


“Yes,” he said. “Now, what I’ve just told you could probably get me fired … or, these days, even get me sent to jail. So–”


“I won’t breathe a word, you know that.”


The president tipped back in his chair, shook his head, and exhaled, making a sound somewhere between a chuckle and a sigh.


“Amy, I hate to swear in front of you–”


“B. Don, it’s fine. I’m sure I know all the words.”


“But what really pisses me off is … we finally got it right. We got our production issues sorted out. And we nailed the Herbie.”


“Excuse me?”


“We nailed the Herbie.”


“The what?”


“The … the bottleneck. The system constraint. We nailed it, and it’s not movin’. And these guys are going to come in and screw it up. I just know it’s going to happen. They are going to come in high and mighty and they are going to screw it all up.”


“Don, I’m sorry, but I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“Well … you’re marketing. What I’m talking about is a supply chain issue–”


“Which does affect marketing. Not to mention sales.”


“Anyway … so be it. One does what one can do,” said Don. “Now, Amy, you’re a far better wordsmith than I am. Help me write something I can send out to the general world countering the so-called rumor, especially the piece of it that’s true. In other words, help me lie through my teeth and yet not seem to be completely evil or stupid in a few days’ time.”


Five months later, the shareholders and the various regulatory bodies gave their approvals and the deal closed. Hi-T Composites became a subsidiary of Winner, Inc., a global corporation headquartered in New York City. Meanwhile, Linda and Bobby had had a baby girl – Holly – and Bobby did find a job, though at a much lower wage than he had previously earned, and he was looking for another. And, to everyone’s amazement, Bill and Elaine patched things up and even went on a second honeymoon (their first honeymoon having been a mere two years prior), although upon her return Elaine complained that she and Bill were arguing even before they got on the plane to Costa Rica.


With the transfer of ownership accomplished, B. Donald Williams went to New York to present Hi-T’s business strategy and otherwise become better acquainted with Winner’s top management. Upon his return, B. Don conducted a series of meetings with employees talking up all the wonderful advantages of being part of the Winner family and downplaying the many concerns over what the future might hold. But Amy Cieolara, who could always read him, discerned that there was much that B. Don was not saying publicly.


Late one afternoon, after most people had left for the day, Amy was still in her office and B. Don came by, pausing in her doorway.


“You got a minute?” he asked.


“Sure. Come on in.”


He did so and closed the door behind him.


“This is in confidence.”


“Understood,” Amy said.


“There are some things I want you to know about. You and a few others. The good people. Things I can’t say to everybody.”


B. Don hesitated then. He stared out her window for a moment, collecting his thoughts, then pulled a chair next to her desk and sat down.


“Amy, this transition is going to be worse than what I first thought. These guys at Winner …” He shook his head slowly. “They’ve got a very different culture from what we’re used to. Very competitive. Way, way, way more competitive than what the St. Louis management set as the overall tone. In fact, I would go so far as to say that inside Winner it’s a survival of the fittest mentality.”


“Oh. Gee! That’s great!” she said. “In fact, this really sounds like fun!”


“Yeah. Well, it’s going to be a different ball game. For instance, every manufacturing plant will be competing with every other manufacturing plant on the same metrics. And the same goes for every function. Your marketing and sales team will be competing with every other marketing and sales team across the board inside Winner.”


“Competing for what?”


“Resources. Talent. Bonus money. Stock options. Perks. Promotions. Recognition. And there are sticks to go along with the carrots. Those who lag in performance will be weeded out. Weakness will not be tolerated.”


“Well, I’d like to think we can hold our own,” she said. “I’m not afraid of a little competition. Just tell me what the rules are, and I’ll deliver whatever is required.”


“That, Amy, is a big part of the problem.”


“What, you mean there are no rules? It’s like a bar fight or something?”


“Oh, they’ve got plenty of rules, all right!” he said with a chuckle. “Plenty of policies – both written and unwritten – and you must abide by them. Listen, Amy, I’m not afraid of a little competition either. Our team at Hi-T can go head to head with anyone, and there’s a time and place for everything.”


Amy leaned back in her chair. She could sense a “but” coming, and she was not disappointed.


“But on the other hand, I have seen the metrics that Winner uses for manufacturing, for service functions, for administrative, you name it. And I am not at all convinced that most of what they’re measuring really contributes to the bottom line. In fact, I don’t think what they’re mandating actually makes money – and I suspect a lot of it gets in the way of making money. You go read their annual reports, Amy. Not many of their divisions are actually growing their businesses – not by very much, and they’re not throwing off a lot of cash either. Some are getting the tar kicked out of them. You look at Winner’s corporate numbers – revenue growth, increasing earnings per share, and so on – and they seem impressive. But drill down and it soon becomes obvious that Winner is mostly growing only by way of acquisition. That’s why they have to keep buying businesses like ours, using leverage and driving up their debt, by the way, because what they have going internally is really not getting it done. For all their vaunting of the virtues of competition, Winner is really not very competitive!”


Amy was listening closely but fidgeting, shifting in her seat, playing with her pen, which was what she did when she was nervous or unsettled.


“So,” Don continued, “it’s going to be tough.”


She flashed an uncomfortable little smile and said, “You know what they say, Don: When the going gets tough, the tough get going.”


“Yes, and that’s my plan,” said Don.


“Excuse me?”


“I am going. Leaving. Bugging out. Hitting the bricks.”


“When?”


“No definite date. But I’m pretty dang sure Winner does not want me for the long term. If I hang around I can probably haggle for a supergood package from them. But I don’t know if I even want to endure the aggravation. I’m fifty-nine; I’ve got enough money to retire now if I want to. And if I get tired of sailing my boat or playing golf or cruising the world, that’s what headhunters are for.”


Amy’s eyes had watered just slightly. She sighed.


“I’m really going to miss you, B. Don.”


He nodded. “Well … thanks. We’ve done a few good deeds together, haven’t we. Saved the business and got it growing again after some bad times. Kept a lot of jobs right here in Highboro. Not all of them, but we’re still a major employer. Helped keep the big ones flying with replacement parts … and that’s the truth. Made nice profits, even as we brought prices down and grew our market share. And now we’ve got new generations of composites coming on, and the wind turbine segment shows some real promise on the energy front. I’ll miss it. I’ll miss you and a lot of the others. I’ll miss the challenges. But when it’s time to go …”


Don leaned forward. Amy thought he was going to stand up and do just that, but he didn’t. Instead he looked straight at her and lowered his voice.


“Amy, this conversation, of course, never took place, but if I were you, and I hate to say it, you might want to bring your résumé up to date and have a look around yourself.”


She shook her head. “I can’t. Not unless the job is here in town or pretty close by. Not with my parents the way they are.”


“They are up there in age, aren’t they. You were the change-of-life baby, I believe,” he said with a smile.


“Yep, I was the surprise. But, Don, you know the situation. Dad’s got Alzheimer’s. If he moves to a new place, he’ll never figure it out. Mom’s finally got a good set of doctors here for all her problems. I can’t just uproot them and take them with me, and they really need somebody to look in on them every few days. Then there are my kids … they’d lose all their friends. I can’t bring myself to say the hell with everybody and go look for the perfect job. So I’m kind of stuck here.”


“I understand. But, Amy, there is one last thing I feel I need to warn you about, in case you do stay. In the past, you have complained to me privately about a perceived glass ceiling in place at the St. Louis headquarters.”


“And you always insisted it wasn’t there.”


“Well … I’m not saying it wasn’t there, but I always figured the right woman, the right anybody, could punch through it. In St. Louis. But these guys … I heard in New York a few things said, never mind what, things you yourself will never hear. And at Winner, that glass ceiling, sorry to say, is in place. Try not to be too harsh in your opinions; I think it’s just part of their competitive thing.”


Amy sat stoically for a second, then snapped her lips together to form a happy idiot’s grin.


“Well … B. Don! You sure have cheered me up! I am so glad you stopped by!”


He laughed and stood to leave her. He extended his hand. Amy shook his hand, but then came around the corner of her desk and hugged him.


“Amy,” he said, “you take care of yourself, you hear?”


Within months B. Don was gone, retired. He and his wife, Daisy, soon booked a year-long world cruise and sailed off from Miami into the sunrise.


Taking B. Don’s place was a man said to be one of Winner’s up-and-comers, a man on the fast track to the top: Randal Tourandos, more colorfully known behind his back as Random Tornado. Indeed, he was a whirling dervish of managerial energy, often arriving at Hi-T’s downtown Highboro offices at four thirty in the morning to review in detail the metrics from the previous day, which had been prepared by his own dedicated IT squad – soon unofficially called the Microbursts – who worked in shifts to compile the latest data for him. Before long, it became common for Amy and everyone else to arrive at work to find as many as five or six emails demanding immediate attention to whatever the Tornado had happened to notice in the metrics that morning. Even worse was to walk in and find one of Randal’s outsize Post-it notes adhered to the seat of one’s chair, the messages almost unreadable in Randal’s speed-written scrawl. But if you got one, all other responsibilities had to be postponed until you had addressed the Tornado’s concerns – and correctly discerning what those were was often the biggest challenge.


Key to everything, as far as Randal was concerned, was WING3.2 – or Winner Information Network, Generation 3.2 – sometimes just called “WING.” This network was used throughout the corporation, and it had software designed to monitor every function in every business unit at a level of detail that was mind-boggling. Well, it was mind-boggling to many, but not to the Tornado, who was a computer whiz. In fact, as Randal himself was proud to tell everyone, he had been one of the software engineers on WING1.0, the first generation of the network. He had written some of the original code back in the day. And he still tinkered with it, adding or refining drill-down techniques and data-comparison features whenever the network was not doing something he thought it ought to do. He boasted that WING3.2 could tell you how many boxes of paper clips and pens were supposed to be in the supply closet at any location, based on purchases and estimated consumption rates. Future generations of WING, he claimed, would add what he termed “robust artificial intelligence” with queries and alerts to individual workers regarding what each one was supposed to be doing at any given moment. Amy Cieolara found it all to be rather Orwellian, but Randal was the boss and there was nothing she could do except go along.


Although full implementation of WING would take years, Randal and his IT techies, with the help of platoons of consultants, was able to get an essential implementation up and running in a matter of months. Almost as soon as it was in place, the Tornado began making his moves.


He started by mandating a 10 percent across-the-board staff cut in all functions, no exceptions. Amy almost lost Linda, who was one of the higher-paid assistants, but was able to save her in the end by firing two other assistants who were caught stealing laptops and toner cartridges. Even with such a legitimate excuse for termination, the whole process was exceedingly painful – for everyone.


Next, the Tornado closed and sold off what he called a “job shop” in northern Virginia that did small-lot and single-piece custom work, mostly for Hi-T’s Formulation & Design unit, which was based in Rockville, Maryland. He consolidated all production at the Oakton plant, located about twenty miles outside Highboro. He then introduced incentive pay at Oakton – over the protests of plant manager Murphy Maguire – in order to increase productivity. And there were a multitude of new policies and work rules, such as the directive that each and every function at Oakton would only process its work in the batch sizes that WING had calculated to be economically optimum.


Then there were the rather screwy and mean-spirited new policies upon which he insisted. For instance, he banned all coffeemakers from company offices and got rid of the little refrigerators where employees could keep soft drinks and store their lunches, claiming that it was not the company’s responsibility to provide space or electricity for these. More seriously, he began pressuring managers to keep coming up with new ways to reduce expenses in every conceivable way.


In his first year, Random Tornado reported to Winner’s corporate management an 11 percent increase in Hi-T’s net income, and a 17 percent increase in productivity. Amy, for one, was not sure how “productivity” was calculated, but that was the number that WING printed and so it was taken as gospel. For this marvelous first-year performance, the Tornado was given a tremendous bonus, rumored to be in the range of millions of dollars. He then put himself and all the Highboro managers on one of Winner’s corporate jets and flew them to a resort in Jamaica for three days of work, surf, and frolic.


On a personal level, Randal could actually be a fun guy to be around. He was very work-hard, play-hard. Amy, almost against her will, found herself liking the Tornado in Jamaica. When she returned, nicely tanned, to the office, she showed Linda pictures of Randal wearing a dreadlocks wig, doing a cannonball dive into the resort pool, and pretending to bite the dorsal fin off a shark he had hooked on an afternoon fishing charter.


“And, Linda, you should see him dance,” Amy said. “He just needs a couple of Cuba libres to get him going. You’d never know he was the same … well, you-know-what from here in the office.”


Then, eighteen months after he arrived, the Tornado was gone. He was hired away from Winner to run a semiconductor company in Silicon Valley that had survived the tech-bubble crash only to stagnate and decline in the marketplace. The Tornado was certain that he could turn the company around in a matter of a few years, and that disciplined cost-cutting was the foundation on which he would build. For accomplishing this, his total take from the company – mostly in stock options – was said to be potentially enormous, perhaps even beyond millions.


The Microbursts threw a wild good-bye party for the Tornado. Oddly, no one else was invited to attend. Amy got Randal a bottle of good champagne and attached ribbons and a card wishing him well. But the first morning after the Tornado’s departure, when she arrived at her office and found no emails on what WING had ferreted out of the metrics and no Post-it note on her chair, she breathed a deep sigh of relief. Within days, the coffeepots reappeared.


That relief, however, was short-lived. Well before the Tornado went off to California, even before he had collected his enormous first-year bonus at Hi-T, Amy could sense that things were not going as swimmingly as a 17 percent jump in productivity suggested.


In the beginning, right after Winner acquired Hi-T, Amy had tried to make the best of it. She had some slick presentations and brochures created to cast the best light on the change of ownership. She briefed the sales force. She herself met with key customers and spoke to them reassuringly of the exciting times that lay ahead. Yet as WING3.2 came online and Randal mandated his changes, Amy had a feeling that maybe she should have been less enthusiastic in her assurances to everybody.


There was a vague sense in the air of Hi-T losing altitude, of a loss of momentum, of a rudderless yaw. The decay in performance was gradual and hardly detectable at first. Amy first noticed it in the faces of her fellow managers, the frowns when the Winner policy changes were handed down, the faces filled with stress as the Tornado turned up the pressure. There were several good managers who, like B. Don, either retired or moved on during this time. Amy herself, for a brief period, had her résumé out, but the only position in the Highboro area that she found even slightly appealing would have entailed a precipitous drop in pay. So, like everyone else who stayed, she hung on.


As the end of Randal’s first year had approached, Elaine – Hi-T finance manager, also the Elaine of Bill and Elaine – began making noises about dwindling cash and dramatically increasing inventories at Oakton. The Tornado had told her that as WING continued to optimize all functions and to reduce costs, these issues would melt away. Anyway, Elaine often made noise about lots of things. It was her nature to fuss and complain and predict dire consequences if her warnings were ignored. Under B. Don, her drama-queen theatrics often were ignored or played down, and nothing very bad ever happened.


Then Amy noticed an increase in service-related complaints. When she spoke of these matters to Randal, he told her much the same thing he told Elaine, that these were “teething problems” that were somewhat inevitable with changes going on, and that as WING became more fully implemented, these would go away over time. When the teething problems then began to grow fangs, the Tornado threw it all right back at her, insisting that the service complaints were Amy’s to solve. At one point he accused her salespeople of promising unrealistic delivery dates, when in fact the lead times being quoted were exactly what Hi-T had been working within for quite some time.


There were quality problems as well. The Tornado first said they didn’t exist, then asserted that they must be the result of the aforementioned unrealistic delivery dates – again, Amy’s fault – which rushed suppliers and workers so much that they could not always get it right the first time. In any case, he told her, the most important objective was to boost productivity, and to bring down costs.


“Quality,” he actually told her, “is secondary.”


The Tornado had said that about a month before announcing that he was leaving Winner. He left, but WING stayed. So did the problems that WING was supposed to solve.
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At the end of a trying day, having stayed late to talk to a major customer who yelled at her over the phone, Amy left work in a state of utter dejection. She got into her BMW and drove listlessly home.


Her house was in a quiet neighborhood of tree-lined streets and older wood and brick homes that had been sumptuous in their day, decades ago. Amy and her two kids had lived there for one of those decades. She had bought the place with Aaron just after Michelle was born, and although her current salary would have allowed her to buy something newer and larger, this house always felt like home to her – cozy, familiar, safe. Besides, after Aaron’s death, she and the kids needed a sense of stability and continuity, and the house gave them that.


Her parents’ huge Ford was parked out front as usual when Amy drove into the driveway. Harry and Zelda lived about a mile away, and every afternoon Zelda would drive them over to Amy’s to be there when Ben and Michelle got home from school. On most days, unless Amy was bringing home takeout, Zelda would start making dinner, and the five of them would eat dinner together, after which Amy would drive her parents home in their Ford – Zelda didn’t drive after dark – and then jog back to the house. It was a comfortable routine, one that Amy enjoyed on most days. Tonight, though, Amy was beat; she just wanted to be left alone. But it was not in the cards.


Ben and Michelle were in the living room fighting over the remote control to the television as Amy walked through the front door. Ben was thirteen and had just gone through a growth spurt. He had the remote and was holding it high over his head where it was impossible for ten-year-old Michelle to grab it away from him – though she was jumping up and down, trying any way to get it. Whether by strategy or by accident, she countered her brother’s height advantage by stomping on one of his bare feet, causing him to howl in pain and lower his arm to where Michelle could latch her little fingers around both ends of the prize.


“Hey!” said Amy. “Stop that!”


When their tug-of-war continued, Amy held out her hand, palm up.


“Give it to me,” she said. “If you can’t share it, it’s mine.”


“But Mom!” they both whined.


Amy shot the look that they knew meant business. Michelle immediately let go of the remote, and Ben sullenly handed it over.


“Is your homework done?”


“I don’t have any,” said Michelle with a bratty, sweet smile.


“Then go read a book. Ben? Is your homework done?”


“No.”


“Go to your room and get started on it.”


“But Grandma says dinner is almost ready!”


“You heard me.”


He slinked toward the stairs. On the sofa, her father, Harry, was napping, oblivious to the chaos. Amy set her briefcase down, and went to the kitchen. White-haired and rather frail, her mother stood at the sink methodically washing lettuce.


“There you are!” said Zelda. “You’re really late today.”


“Yes. It was a long day – and not a very good one.”


“You don’t seem to be too happy with your work lately.”


“I’m not.”


“Why? What’s wrong?”


“Oh … I don’t know.” Amy opened the refrigerator to find something to nibble. “I mean, that’s just it. I don’t know what’s wrong. But something is, and nobody seems to be fixing it.”


Her mom, who was eighty-four years old, shrugged her stooped, bony shoulders.


“Well, you’re a smart girl. I’m sure you’ll figure it all out at some point.”


Amy ignored the “girl” reference, knowing that it was impossible to change her mother’s mind that she was not, and began stuffing green grapes into her mouth as if she hadn’t eaten in days. Even as she did this, she recognized it as a bad sign; she always overate when she was stressed from work. After the first few dozen, she made herself shut the refrigerator door and pulled up a stool to sit at the counter next to Zelda.


“I really miss B. Don,” said Amy.


“Who?”


“Don, my old boss. We used to call him ‘B. Don.’ His first name was Bartholomew, which he hated, so he just shortened it and used his first initial. Anyway, I miss him. He would know what to do. The only trouble with B. Don was that he always kept everybody slotted.”


“Slotted? What do you mean?”


“Kept us in our silos.”


“What?”


“In our separate functions. He liked people to stick to what they knew best. There wasn’t a lot of crossover. That was just his style. He was a good manager, but if he had a shortcoming that was it. I never got to learn much about a lot of the other areas – the whole supply chain part of the business, and a lot of other things as well.”


“Have I ever met him?”


“Yes, Mom, you met him several times.”


Zelda clucked at herself. “My memory anymore … not what it used to be.”


“Please, Mom, let’s not go there. One parent with Alzheimer’s is bad enough.”


At that moment, her father shuffled into the kitchen with a bewildered look on his face.


“Where am I?” he asked.


“You are in Amy’s house,” Zelda patiently explained.


“Who?”


“Amy. Your daughter.”


“Hi, Dad!”


“Oh. Amy. Right, right, right. Well, what are we doing here?”


“We come here almost every day,” said Zelda, “to watch our grandchildren when they come home from school and to have dinner together.”


“Amy lives down south somewhere,” he muttered. “Somewhere in Carolina or someplace.”


“That’s right, Dad. And so do you and Mom. You moved here to the city of Highboro, North Carolina, just about eight years ago, after my husband passed away. But you’re just visiting at my house right now. You and Mom live in your own house not far from here.”


“I thought we lived in Cleveland.”


“We did once,” said Zelda. “But that was a long time ago.”


“Right, right, right,” said Harry, waving his hand, pretending all the shards of his mind had just fallen into place. And he shuffled off, back to the living room.


Amy just looked at her mom and sadly shook her head.


“It’s always the worst when he first wakes up,” said Zelda.


“I don’t know how you do it, Mom. How you put up with him.”


“Because I have to,” she said. “And because I still love him.”


In the morning, when her alarm clock began to chime, Amy struggled to wake up. The very thought of going to work made her groan. Only a few times in her career had that sort of dread come over her.


She finally got both of the kids out the door and off to school and was gathering her things to go to work, when it suddenly occurred to her that this was one of those rare days when she had absolutely no meetings scheduled all morning. The realization was so inspiring that she ran up the stairs into her bedroom, unplugged the phone, flung off her clothes, dived onto the mattress, pulled the covers over her head, and went back to sleep.


Two hours later she awoke refreshed, dressed and did her hair for the second time that day, went downstairs, poured a glass of orange juice, and switched on her cell phone – only to discover that Linda had called five times. Without even checking Linda’s voice mails, Amy called her office.


“Where are you?” asked Linda.


“At home. Playing hooky.”


“You’ve got to get moving right away.”


“Why? Did the building burst into flames because I’m late to work?”


“No, you got a call from the Winner headquarters in New York City.”


“Me? About what?”


“The executive assistant to a Mr. Peter Winn, who’s–”


“The founder, chairman and CEO of Winner,” Amy said, her green eyes popping.


“Right, he wants you in his office in Manhattan for a meeting at three o’clock this afternoon.”


“What for? Was there a reason given?”


“No, but his assistant said to tell you that it’s extremely urgent.”


“Oh, crap. Is anyone else from Hi-T going?”


“No, just you. Now, I could not get you on a commercial flight, but I’ve chartered a private plane to fly you to New York, and there will be a driver to take you into the city. But you’re still going to have to hurry. Do you have something to write with? Here’s where the plane is waiting for you …”


The airplane had propellers – two of them, Amy noted – but it possessed sleek, rather handsome lines. As did the pilot. He was slim, but built, she also noted. Not especially tall. His hair was buzz-cut short on the sides, but longer on top. He had an older, lined face, his cheeks a bit hollow, eyes covered by classic wraparound Ray-Ban sunglasses. He stood waiting next to the plane, which was bright red with gold detailing. He had the doors already opened for her.


“Hi, I’m Tom Dawson,” he said in introduction, taking her briefcase. “I’ll be your pilot today, as well as your copilot and flight attendant, no extra charge.”


“I’m really in a hurry,” said Amy. “Could we–”


“Absolutely, ma’am. We will be wheels up in just a few minutes.”


He settled her into a passenger seat behind the cockpit, shut the doors with a reassuring thunk, strapped in, did his preflight checks. The twin engines came to life, and the plane began to move. Dawson taxied onto the runway, and throttled up. Amy felt herself pressed back into her seat, and she shut her eyes for a moment. When she opened them again, they were airborne, angling skyward – all in less than five minutes, probably closer to four.


Once Dawson had trimmed the plane and set the autopilot, he turned to look at her, and gave her the thumbs up. Amy nodded and waved. Just leave me alone, she thought.


And he did. She leaned her head back and tried to fathom why she was being called to New York on such short notice. The conclusions she reached as to the possibilities were not happy ones.


After a while the pilot turned to check on her again and apparently was uncomfortable with what he saw.


“Excuse me, ma’am. Are you all right? You’re looking a little green around the edges.”


“I’m fine. I mean, I’ve been better, but …”


“There’s an airsickness bag–”


“No, nothing like that, Mr. Dawson. I’m okay. I’m just very nervous.”


“If it makes you feel any better, ma’am, I have flown a plane once or twice before. At least twice, maybe even three times.”


“Are you counting the crashes?”


He grinned. “The crashes? Well, ah … I’d rather not talk about those.”


“Seriously, have you ever crashed your plane?”


“Not this one. This one’s been lucky for me. It was the other one.” Then his face lost the grin and became serious. “No, it was quite a while back. Had a little problem on a mission and had to eject. It wasn’t a good day.”


“You’re ex-military?”


“United States Marine Corps, retired.”


“Is that why your airplane is painted red and gold?”


“Yes, scarlet and gold. You are very perceptive, ma’am.”


“Thank you. By the way, how fast are we going?”


“We are currently cruising at approximately one hundred ninety knots.”


“Can we go any faster?”


“Well, yes. A little. May I ask why the need for speed?”


“I’m being called on the carpet, if you know what I mean. The parent corporation of my company is, I think, displeased about something. And … well, there’s a possibility that I might be fired. So I don’t want to make them angrier than they already might be by being late.”


“What time is your meeting?”


“Three o’clock.”


He waved, as in nothing to worry about. “Our ETA into Teterboro, New Jersey, is roughly one p.m. Now I can’t predict traffic in Manhattan, but two hours … well, then again, let me see what I can do. Might be bumpier, but if they’ll let us fly higher, I think I might just find us a nice tailwind.”


Dawson turned his attention to the controls.


An hour and a half later, he turned to her again.


“Excuse me, ma’am, but thar she blows. You can see Manhattan now. Let me give you a little better view.”


He expertly crabbed the plane to turn it a bit sideways, then dipped the right wing so that Amy could look out her side window and see the skyline – a dense and intricate forest of steel, glass, and stone needling from a hazy gray smudge.


By 12:49 p.m., they were wheels down and taxiing across the tarmac toward the car that would take Amy into the city.


“Good luck in your meeting, ma’am,” said Dawson as he took her hand to help her step down. “Hope it goes well, but if it goes for worse, I do offer flying lessons at reasonable rates. You never know; I might even be able to work you in as a copilot.”


Amy smirked. She took her briefcase from his hand and walked to the car, which drove her away. Minutes later, creeping along in traffic, she wondered: had he actually been flirting with her? Yes, she decided, he had been, and for a split second she was annoyed. But for all her anxieties, somehow the whole thing made her feel … like laughing. Midway through the Lincoln Tunnel, she did. Much to the confusion of her Pakistani driver.


Winner, Inc. was headquartered in an elegant black building a few blocks from Rockefeller Center in midtown Manhattan. Amy Cieolara, wearing a navy blue skirt and jacket over a white silk blouse, stepped off the elevator onto the plush carpeting of the fifty-ninth floor at 2:53 p.m. She had spent most of those past two hours in traffic moving at maddening snail-paced speed, inching toward the city and through it. But she’d made it. The receptionist, who looked as though she had walked out of a page in Vogue magazine, took her name, made a call, and cordially invited Amy to have a seat.


At 3:22 p.m. a silver-haired woman briskly walked up to Amy, smiled rather mechanically, and informed her that Mr. Winn would now see her. The silver-haired woman then led the way through a dizzying succession of hallways, antechambers, and outer offices, ultimately to the double black-walnut doors that opened into the seemingly vast corner office of Peter Winn, chairman and chief executive officer.


She walked across the largest oriental carpet she had ever seen, her footsteps nearly silent on the luxurious pile with its jewel-tone patterns. On the far end of the carpet was a desk table of dark wood with legs intricately carved to suggest a grape vineyard. Behind it sat Mr. Winn – Amy recognizing his face from photos in the annual report. He had the aura of an aging movie star – thin and tall, ruggedly handsome, reddish blond hair, bushy eyebrows, a narrow and rather pointy nose, and intense hazel eyes that peered out from a classic chiseled brow. He had taken off his suit jacket and was in his shirtsleeves – a buttery cream-colored, hand-sewn shirt with a tie of red, black, and silver diagonal stripes.


In front of the desk, to either side, were two low-back chairs upholstered in oxblood leather. Both chairs were occupied. In one sat Nigel Furst, a European of English and German upbringing; his title was “group president” and the group over which he presided had three separate business units, one of which was Hi-T Composites. Nigel favored London suits, was lanky and athletic-looking with long legs and a narrow waist, had pale and almost colorless blond hair, and a thin, long face with large gray eyes that always looked dead serious even when he smiled or laughed.


Amy had met Nigel and had been in meetings with him during the tenure of the Tornado. But the man seated in the other chair in front of Peter Winn’s desk, she had never seen before. He was large boned, yet slim – his face somewhat hollow cheeked, and his head was shaved like that of a pro basketball player or a Tibetan monk. His eyes were large, dark, and had a shining intensity. His skin was pale white, causing his face at first glance to seem rather skullish, though his features on the whole were quite handsome.


The stranger rose partially from his chair to greet her, smiling to welcome her, but when neither of the others made any attempt to rise, he sat back down. Indeed, neither of the other two acknowledged in any way her entry into the room. They simply continued their conversation as if she were not there. They were talking about golf, about the challenges of a particular course somewhere in Bavaria, Germany. They went on and on, Peter doing most of the talking with Nigel adding insightful comments, and the third man chiming in when he could, just so as not to be left out.


As there was no chair for her within casual reach, Amy just stood there awkwardly and silently, trying to size up what was going on. One minute, then another passed.


They are giving you a stress test, she finally told herself. Do not show your anger. Do not show impatience or any particular emotion. At some point, hopefully before dinnertime, they themselves will run out of patience and speak to you.


An instant later:


“Do you golf?” Peter asked.


Amy realized the question was directed at her.


“Yes, as often as I can.”


“Do you use the women’s tees? Or the men’s?”


“The women’s,” she said, straightening herself. “But with course ratings and a properly calculated handicap–”


“What is your handicap?” he asked, cutting her off.


“What would you like it to be?” she asked, not batting an eye.


The third man chuckled. Peter and Nigel seemed less amused.


Pulling back the cuff on his shirtsleeve, Peter checked his watch and said, “Well, better late than never. At least you got here.”


“Sir, I was told the meeting was three p.m. Eastern time; I was on here on the floor before two fifty-three,” said Amy.


Nigel grinned like a shark. “There you have it, Peter; I told you she could stand up for herself.”


The three men forced a brief laugh. Peter then stood, as did the others. And they were giants, all of them: Peter a good six foot five, Nigel six foot six, and the third man only a hair shorter. Amy stood five foot six in heels.


“Let’s go over here,” Peter said, gesturing to an elegant sofa and chairs with ample seating capacity for all.


On the way over, the third man leaned down and quietly introduced himself. “Miz See-o-lawra, my name is Wayne Reese. Pleased to meet you.”


“Very pleased to meet you as well, Wayne,” she said, shaking his enormous hand. “By the way, my name is pronounced ‘Kee-o-lara.’ The C is hard like a K.”


“Oh, sorry about that.”


“Not a problem, and please feel free to call me Amy. Do I detect a slight New England accent in your voice?”


“Born in Boston,” he said, deliberately letting his native tongue say it as, Bawn in Bawstin. Then he added, “But I’ve moved around a lot since then. Most people don’t notice that once in a while my awhs just don’t come out the way othah people’s do.”


As Wayne smiled a bit sheepishly, they sat down and faced Nigel and Peter.


“So, now that we have the geolinguistics out of the way,” said Peter, “why don’t you tell me a little bit about yourself, Amy?”


“Well, I’m not sure what you know or don’t know, but I was born in Shaker Heights, Ohio, near Cleveland. I’ve spent most of my career in sales and marketing, first with a steel company – for a while my sales region was New England, which is how I noticed Wayne’s very slight accent. And then my husband changed jobs, we moved to North Carolina, and I joined Hi-T Composites as a sales rep, and … well, here I am today as Hi-T’s vice president of marketing and sales.”


“So you’re married?” asked Peter.


“I’m widowed. My husband died a few years ago.”


“Kids?”


“Two. Boy and a girl. May I please ask why you sent for me?”


“We’ll get to that soon enough,” said Peter. “Since we’ve never met, I’d just like to get a sense of who you are.”


“Sure, Mr. Winn. Ask whatever you’d like,” she said.


“Any plans to remarry?”


She hesitated; the question seemed too personal, but she answered it anyway.


“No. None.”


“Have you had any operations experience, Amy?” Peter asked. “Any experience managing production?”


“Not really. Briefly, I worked in production planning at the steel company.” She chuckled. “And I’ve taken plenty of customers through our Oakton plant on tours – prior to playing golf – but that’s about the extent of it.”


“Tell me, are you familiar with Lean manufacturing?” asked Nigel.


“Yes – I mean, I’ve heard of it,” said Amy. “I think it has to do with eliminating waste, doesn’t it?”


“Yes, but more exactly, it’s about creating value for customers by means of eliminating waste,” said Nigel.


“In fact, Amy,” said Wayne, “anything that does not create value in the customer’s eyes is considered to be waste in the Lean view of things. It’s a long-term, evolving process of continuous improvement. Eliminate the waste, focus on increasing value, do it all faster, and keep striving to please your customers – that’s the essence of Lean.”


“I see,” said Amy, looking at Wayne and wondering what his role here was.


“How about Six Sigma?” Peter asked her. “Are you familiar with that?”


“Again, yes, I’ve heard of it. Six Sigma was, I think, originally developed by Motorola, wasn’t it? It’s a quality … thing.”


“Six Sigma is one of the best quality management and improvement programs that’s ever been developed,” Wayne chipped in. “In a nutshell, it’s about reduction in variation – and through that reduction, the elimination of errors and defects.”


Amy nodded slowly and solemnly.


“You see, the Greek letter sigma,” Wayne continued, “is used in mathematical notation to represent a standard deviation within a statistical population – in simple terms, a spread of values, or numbers. By applying Six Sigma techniques, the spread becomes tighter and tighter, meaning that the process is coming under closer control, and the results of the process more predictable. When a process reaches the sixth sigma, it is thought to be just about as close to perfection as it possibly can be.”


Nigel cleared his throat.


“Sorry,” said Wayne. “Didn’t mean to lecture.”


“That’s fine,” said Amy. “I always wondered where the name came from.”


“In any case,” said Nigel, “Winner has made a major corporate commitment to both of these programs … these methodologies, if you will. And in recent years Lean and Six Sigma have been conceptually and synergistically combined to create what is known as Lean Six Sigma or LSS. Over the years, we have invested millions of dollars–”


Peter Winn grunted and muttered, “You bet we have.”


“–in the training and education of our employees, process and equipment changes, and so on. And we fully intend to bring Hi-T up to speed on both these initiatives, but so far we’ve held off due to the need to stabilize the personnel issues and, shall we say, digest the acquisition.”


“I see. Well, if there is anything I can do to help–”


“Are you aware of the delivery and quality problems that have been happening of late?” asked Nigel.


“Yes, I am. I’ve been getting calls and emails from our salespeople, and I’ve been on the phone myself talking to customers.”


“What have you been telling them?”


“Mostly I’ve been apologizing … and doing what I can within my limited power to expedite whatever the people yelling the loudest say they need the most. And, I have to say, it’s frustrating, because I’m not getting a lot of cooperation in many cases. I was on the phone a few days ago talking to Murphy Maguire–”


“Who?” asked Peter.


“He’s their production manager,” said Nigel. “Randal Tourandos was telling me he’s a … well, a very colorful chap.”


“Yes, he is that,” said Amy. “Murphy has managed our Oakton plant for many years. Anyway, a few weeks ago, I was trying to run interference for one of our best customers, and I got no cooperation from him. He told me, no, he would not expedite, I guess because it would screw up his schedule. I mean, he was polite, but he just flat out told me, no. He said, and I quote, ‘Y’all got too dang many cooks a-messin’ with the soup.’”


Peter blinked his eyes several times in confusion.


“He talks like that,” said Amy. “Especially when he’s excited.”


“But what did he mean?” asked Nigel.


“I have no idea. He seems to know what he’s doing, but how and why he does things is anybody’s guess. What I do know is that last night I had one of our most important customers on the phone yelling at me, threatening to pull a contract because our delay is causing some serious issues–”


“This customer you spoke to last night,” Peter interrupted, “didn’t happen to be an admiral in the United States Navy, did he?”


Amy felt a chill wash over her.


“Yes. Admiral Jones, as a matter of fact.”


“Admiral Jones was put through to me late last evening at my home,” said Peter.


“I am deeply sorry, Mr. Winn. I truly did the best I could,” said Amy. “Sir, I spoke with the Admiral for over an hour–”


Peter raised his hand for her to say no more.


“And apparently you said the right things,” said Peter. “Because the Admiral told me that in the end he regretted raising his voice to you, as he put it, and he praised you highly for both your can-do spirit and your common sense.”


Amy breathed in relief.


“But that does not get you or us off the hook, Amy. There is a certain series of parts called, I believe, the V-Range Series?”


“Yes, sir, and I am told that some of these parts are very time-consuming to manufacture.”


“Whatever the difficulty factor, Admiral Jones told me that their short supply was affecting the combat readiness of certain Navy and Marine aircraft. This is, to the military, a very serious matter.”


“Yes, and with all due respect, it would seem that the matter should be taken seriously by all of us. We never know what may happen tomorrow. What state of the world we may wake up to.”


Peter Winn scrutinized Amy’s face. She was not posturing; she was sincere.


“In any case, the Admiral was extremely serious. He said that if the situation was not rectified quickly – and I could not pin him down on what exactly he meant by ‘quickly’ – that not only could the contract be rescinded, but there could be a congressional investigation.”


Amy tried to swallow, and found her mouth was so dry, she coughed nervously instead.


“Now, I think – at least I hope – that the Admiral was bluffing with respect to the congressional investigation,” said Peter. “But he did get my attention, I have to admit. This thing has to be turned around.”


“Mr. Winn, as I think I said earlier, anything that I can do from a sales or marketing perspective–”


“Let us cut to the chase, Amy,” said Nigel, as if taking a cue. “As you know, Randal Tourandos has departed for what he perceives to be greener pastures. Frankly, we are quite upset that he has decided to go. He made a great start and seemed to have matters well in hand. But he left us in a bit of a lurch, especially given the rather surprising mess he seems to have left behind. Not at all what we would have expected from Randal. In any event, we have a talent search for a replacement in progress. But that could take some time, and clearly we need someone to step in now and get things under control.”


“Come on, Nigel, we want someone to do more than just put the current fires out,” said Peter, saying it with a sense of sparks flying from his jaws. “We want to get from Hi-T the results that would justify our paying the premium for them!”


“Yes, exactly!” said Nigel. “But for now … Amy, I have spoken personally to a number people, including a number of customers – indeed, I too have fielded a few calls from the influential among Hi-T’s customer base – and the one common thread is that your name keeps coming up in a positive way. People, especially customers … they respect you, they like you, they seem to trust you. Admiral Jones himself said that he would feel very comfortable with you in charge. So, Peter and I, brilliant as we so often are–”


“Actually, it was my idea,” said Peter, “unless she screws up.”


Nigel made an attempt to wink.


“Amy, we would like to offer you,” said Peter, “the position of interim president.”


“Really? President? Of Hi-T?”


“Yes,” said Nigel.


Within Amy, time and space seemed to expand, and bounds became boundless.


“President …” she murmured. “Of everything …”


“Well, no, just of Hi-T,” said Nigel. “We shall hold off for now on ‘president of everything’ for perhaps another day, another time. You would be interim president of Hi-T, although if you did well, it could become permanent. Now … Amy, are you listening?”


“Yes, I certainly am.”


“You would keep your current salary, of course. But there would be, in addition, significant performance bonuses that could possibly double your total compensation.”


Amy frowned.


“Is there a problem?” asked Nigel.


“Well, I’m not complaining about my current salary,” said Amy, “but I just think that if you’re going to make me president, even on an interim basis, that’s a lot more responsibility, and usually an increase in responsibility is accompanied by an increase in salary.”


Peter and Nigel exchanged glances.


“Amy, if you want the position, we’ll make it work as far as the money,” said Peter. “But we need someone now. Do you want the position?”


“Yes,” said Amy. “Yes, I do want it. Provided I have your word that you won’t bring in someone else in a few months. I’d like enough time to show what I can do.”


“All right. Good. And while I am not going to commit to any specific time period, I think that it’s not unreasonable to allow a year or so. Do you agree, Nigel?”


“Yes, but there’s one more thing,” said Nigel. “We feel you’re going to need someone very strong on the operations end – because of your limited experience in that realm.”


“Oh, I agree,” said Amy.


“So that is why we have here today – drum roll, please – the man on your right, who will be your right-hand man, Wayne Reese. We would like him to become Hi-T’s operations manager. Wayne is an expert in Lean Six Sigma – a Master Black Belt, if I’m not mistaken. He does have manufacturing experience, and most recently has administered our corporate-wide LSS initiative. He has volunteered to jump into the trenches and even to get his fingernails dirty, if necessary! So, Peter and I are confident that the two of you will make an excellent combination, with you, Amy, knowing Hi-T’s markets and customers, and Wayne using Lean and Six Sigma techniques to improve the operational end of things.”


“That’s absolutely great. Thank you,” Amy said. “Wayne, I look forward to working with you.”


Wayne nodded in a humble way, and said, “Same here.”


“Now, I emphasize, Amy, that Lean Six Sigma is to be taken very seriously,” said Nigel. “Admiral Jones is a keen proponent of LSS, and Peter and I made assurances to him that we – or, rather, you – would make every possible effort to accelerate the implementation of the LSS culture at Hi-T. Only with those assurances were we able to pacify the good Admiral. Therefore, Amy … you must move quickly and you must not fail. You must implement Lean Six Sigma without delay. We don’t want any more evening phone calls from the Navy – ever!”


Amy nodded soberly and said, “Right. I understand. Believe me, I will do everything in my power to keep the Navy happy.”


Peter Winn then stood and addressed Amy Cieolara as he extended his hand.


“Then do you accept the position, Amy?”


“Yes, Mr. Winn, I accept the position. Thank you again.”


And thus the glass ceiling of Winner, Inc., though it did not shatter, cracked.
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In high school and later as a University of North Carolina Tar Heel, C. “Murphy” Maguire had played football on the defensive squad, usually as a strong safety, blocking and tackling opponents who were often more gifted with athletic qualities than he was, and doing it through sheer tenacity, quickness, and grit. Wherever the other team ran the ball, wherever they threw, there was Maguire – ready to take it to them or take it away from them.


But the taut physique of his youth had expanded and slackened over the decades to a stocky roundness. The handsome good looks that had drawn the attentions of the cheerleaders – one of whom he had eventually married – were now lost in a rather meaty face with the trace of a double chin. In short, his appearance these days was unremarkable. Yet, still, when Murphy entered a place, he filled it. People always knew he was in the room. When Murphy entered the Oakton plant at 7:30 on a Monday morning, a wordless buzz passed down the aisles and just about every Hi-T employee could sense he was on the floor.
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