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Chapter 1

	It’s Just Not Fair

	Ned’s mind was at the beach. He loved the beach. It was one of his favorite places to get away from the noise and traffic of the city. He smiled as he recalled watching a pretty young woman strutting around in a string bikini, garnering looks from all the old men like him. Oh, to be young again without a care in the world. Instead, he was stuck here in a boring conference, listening to facts and figures that any engineer could calculate without help.

	His mind snapped back to the present when the crowd muttered their dissatisfaction in unison. He looked around the auditorium. Was he the only one that was daydreaming? “What did he say?” Ned whispered to the guy next to him. “I missed what he said.”

	“Don’t worry, you didn’t miss anything. He just drew another of his half-assed conclusions intended to impress us with his importance.”

	“He does seem to be trying to impress us,” commented Ned. “Doesn’t he realize the audience is full of engineers with master’s degrees and PhDs’?”

	The man challenged in a dubious voice. “I guess he thinks we all should go home and figure out how to stop landslides from happening. I am sorry, I have real projects that I need to finish. One’s that pay money.”

	The speaker was an internationally recognized expert on geology and landslides. He was making his point by quoting statistics aimed at shocking everyone into action.

	Ned hated when speakers based their presentations on a long list of statistics. They were boring. Which explains why his mind was at the beach instead of here at this seminar.

	The speaker continued:

	“On average, landslides and mudslides will kill between twenty and fifty people each year in the United States. That number grows to the thousands if you include worldwide catastrophes. Most landslide fatalities are from rockfalls, debris flows, or volcanic debris flows.

	“In January 2018, twenty-three people were killed, and at least one hundred sixty-seven injured. A series of debris flows damaged over four hundred homes. All this damage occurred in a single event that impacted the California community of Montecito in Santa Barbara County. Heavy rains triggered the debris flows off the steep hillsides that were previously burned by the Thomas Wildfire. The Thomas Wildfire was the largest wildfire in California history, at that time.”

	The topic caught Ned’s attention. He was familiar with the Santa Barbara event. They chose his company to research a project that would become the model for preventing these types of disasters. Ned’s best friend and former partner, Joe DiMarco, made a proposal in 2015 for a system of steps, drains, and walls that would have prevented the disaster. Those twenty-three deaths and billions in property damage might not have happened if only the people that controlled the money would have recognized that the landslide was inevitable. It was simply a matter of time before it happened.

	Before DiMarco’s design could be implemented, the legislature abruptly pulled the funding at the recommendation of the Department of Consumer Affairs. In a quick and unexpected vote, the legislature recommended redirecting the money to subsidize the development of four hundred acres of land in the north end of the county. They designed the project to create a warehouse and industrial complex. The public report claimed that the industrial development would generate over five hundred temporary construction jobs and more than three hundred high-paying permanent jobs. The project claimed it would generate eight hundred million in new tax revenue in the first five years. 

	In contrast, DiMarco’s landslide abatement project would generate no new tax revenue. The only justification was the potential to save millions in emergency management costs and alleviate hardship for the citizens.

	Ironically, the industrial complex project never found its way to completion. The developers, who were mostly politically connected businessmen, filed for bankruptcy. Before the project failed, they billed the state for work that was never completed. A lot of the money allocated by the legislature, over one hundred million taxpayer dollars, was squandered. It smacked of political corruption.

	When DiMarco tried to expose the graft, they threatened him. The developers mounted a propaganda campaign that falsely accused him of receiving kickbacks and manipulating his engineering data. The discrediting campaign worked. They revoked his engineering license, and his company was shuttered. When Ned last heard from DiMarco, he was working a minimum wage job at a local big box store.

	Today’s speaker, Dr. Anon Lee, was merely regurgitating Joseph DiMarco’s work. Claiming it to be a new and improved theory of his own design. As Lee wrapped up his presentation, he opened the meeting to questions from the floor. Ned, who often fancies himself as a troublemaker, had to speak up.

	“Dr. Lee, much of what you have presented here today was proposed years ago by Joseph DiMarco. Would his original proposal have prevented the 2018 landslide?”

	Ned’s question caught Lee off guard. He didn’t think anyone would remember or care about the DiMarco incident. “The engineering community rejected the proposal you are speaking as incomplete and inaccurate. Mr. DiMarco’s calculations were erroneous. It would have wasted millions of dollars and failed to prevent the 2018 disaster.”

	A low grumble spread across the room. Many of the older engineers were familiar with Joseph DiMarco’s proposal, and they did not agree with Lee’s assertion.

	In an attempt to deflect any additional skepticism, Lee moved on to another question. This time the question came from Ashley Gramble, one of the junior engineers from Lee’s architectural engineering firm Lee/Raskin and Associates. It was a scripted question with an answer that Lee had prepared himself in advance.

	“Dr. Lee, it looks as if your theory uses more widely accepted soil density factors than previous models. Does that make your design more effective over the long term?” Gramble asked.

	“Exactly,” declared Lee. “It will be more cost-effective now and in the future.”

	Despite skepticism from the audience, Lee had successfully sidetracked Ned’s question. To avoid any additional embarrassment, Lee quickly called an end to the meeting.

	No one resisted. Most attendees were just happy to have earned a Continuing Education credit for their attendance. Satisfied, the audience began to exit the auditorium.

	As Ned neared the exit, he noticed an old friend and colleague, James Connor. Connor was a highly regarded Geotechnical Engineer. He was an expert in soil composition, foundations, and earth materials. 

	“Connor, how are you? It has been a while. What are you working on these days?” he called out.

	“Hello Ned,” came the reply. “Oh. A little of this and a lot of that.”

	Ned smiled, “Same here.”

	“You sort of caught Lee off guard with your question. I guess he didn’t think anyone would remember Joe DiMarco’s work?”

	“Yes, it still bothers me. Joe was a talented engineer. They discredited him. It cost him his career, poor guy,” lamented Ned.

	“Hey, you got a few minutes? Let’s grab a beer across the street,” proposed James.

	There was a popular sports bar right across from the auditorium. The two colleagues walked across and found an empty high-top table. In a few minutes, they crowded the bar with other engineers, construction managers, and architects who had also attended the seminar. It was a room full of nerds.

	The bar, appropriately named Bazookas, is known for its attractive young waitresses dressed in skimpy outfits with short skirts and low-cut tops that barely covered their pushed-up breasts. They were skilled at bending over just enough to give the patrons an R-rated show.

	The customers, mostly men, came as much for the show as they did for the food and drink. Each one hoping to catch a glimpse of a firm round butt cheek or an exposed nipple.

	A few seconds after they sat down, a smiling brunette approached their table. “Hi, my name is Holly. I’ll be your server today. What can I do for you, gentlemen?”

	Holly was well endowed, her charms barely covered by a halter top and short pleated skirt. She had a tattoo on her thigh that her skirt partly covered. 

	“We will each have a pint of Golden Lager,” James ordered.

	“And some pretzels,” added Ned.

	“Certainly,” she smiled. “I’ll be right back.”

	As Holly walked away, Ned commented. “Wow, she’s pretty healthy. What do you think?”

	James nodded. “She is a hottie, no question. I wonder what the rest of that tattoo looks like?” Then James pointed down the aisle. “Check out that little blonde over there. She’s more my style.”

	A few seconds later, a sultry blonde scurried by, her boobs bouncing to and fro. James smiled.

	Ned glanced around the room. “Look around. There is enough brainpower in this room to build the world’s tallest buildings, the longest bridges, the strongest dams. But she is probably going home with this guy.” He pointed to a scruffy-looking young man that was clearing tables. The busboy had long hair, a two-day-old beard, and ill-fitting clothes. Tattoos covered his arms, and he had a half-smoked cigarette tucked behind his ear.

	James laughed, “Yeah, and he probably does her doggie style with a bottle of beer in one hand and a cigarette in the other.”

	“It doesn’t seem fair, does it?” commented Ned.

	As they sipped their beers, Ned again broached the subject of Joseph DiMarco. “Do you think there is any chance that the board will reopen DiMarco’s case, considering that this project is going to go forward after all?”

	James was unsure. “I don’t know. I suppose if he could prove that he did nothing wrong. But can’t imagine he has any additional evidence to support his argument. Right or wrong, I think his career is over.”

	After a few minutes, Holly reappeared at their table. “Would you boys like another round? Or perhaps a couple of shots of Fireball?”

	“No, thank you, Holly. We have to go back to the office,” replied James.

	“Too bad, but be sure and come back and see me again soon,” she remarked in a comely voice. “I’ll just leave this here with you.” She placed the check on the table and leaned gently forward, offering a delightful view of her cleavage.

	The bill came out to a little over twelve dollars. James and Ned each threw a ten-dollar bill on the table, more than enough for the two beers and a healthy tip for Holly.

	“Where can I get a detailed copy of Dr. Lee’s proposal?” Ned asked James.

	“Better yet, call Santa Barbara County and do a records request. Any work that has applied for a permit will be public record. Right down to the size of the reinforcing rebar in the footings. You aren’t going to pursue the fact that Lee may have plagiarized DiMarco, are you?” he asked.

	“I just want to look at the new proposal. It might be interesting.” 

	“Just be careful. There are a lot of big money people involved. Maybe a billion dollars’ worth. Things get fuzzy when investors start throwing around that kind of dough. It cost DiMarco his license. You don’t want your reputation tarnished,” James reminded Ned.

	“No, I am not that fanatical about the whole deal, just inquisitive,” Ned reassured.

	The more Ned thought about it, the more involved he became. It made him angry over what the local politicians and the California Department of Engineering did to Joe DiMarco. The guy was a brilliant engineer that only wanted to help people. His proposal would have been a perfect example of government working for the people. Instead, graft and corruption cost the taxpayers of California millions of dollars and resulted in the death of dozens of Montecito family members.

	He jumped online to see about doing a records request. The project, now officially known as The Landslide Abatement and Erosion Control Project, was on page one of their website. What a mouthful, Ned thought.

	“That is the government at work. Why didn’t they just call it Landslide Abatement?” he mumbled.

	He looked at the summary documents. As far as he could tell, they were very much the same as those drafted by Joe DiMarco only four years earlier. Except that there were some changes in the cost estimates and the names of the bid-winning contractors. It was easy to see the costs had soared tenfold in just four years. Something was wrong.

	Even though he had told James Connor that he would not become involved. Ned couldn’t just look away. Something had to be done. He took James’ advice and requested a copy of the detailed planning documents from the Santa Barbara Planning Commission. There was a twenty-dollar printing charge. “What the heck? I’ll charge it to the company.” It was the only way he would be able to review the latest engineering documents and compare them to DiMarco’s.

	The next morning, he picked up the phone and tried to call Joe DiMarco. The number he had was an old one, several years old. When a young woman answered, he knew that the phone company had reassigned the number. A quick search on the internet failed to help him find any new numbers. Joe DiMarco had gone off the grid.

	When he last heard of Joe’s whereabouts, he was working as a clerk at the local MegaMart. Quite a downgrade from being a celebrated structural engineer.

	Ned drove over to the MegaMart. He hoped by chance that DiMarco was still working there. He asked at the customer service desk. “Can you tell me if Joseph DiMarco is still employed here?”

	The clerk, not much older than a high schooler, had no recollection of anyone named DiMarco. After a quick look in the payroll database, he replied, “Joseph DiMarco hasn’t worked here in over a year.”

	“Did he leave a forwarding address or number?” Ned asked.

	“No sir, he didn’t. But even if he had, I wouldn’t be able to give it to you. It is against company policy. I am sorry,” he said.

	“Thank you for your time. You have been very helpful,” said Ned sarcastically.

	Ned recalled that Joe DiMarco grew up in Paragon, California. Paragon is a small town about ninety minutes north of Sacramento. He probably still had family there. Ned was digging down. He would not find Joe without some effort. But he wanted to find out what happened to his friend Joe DiMarco.

	After several internet searches and a few more failed phone calls, he was at a dead end. No one in Sacramento or in the civil engineering community knew the whereabouts of Joe DiMarco. Joseph DiMarco was a ghost.

	
Chapter 2 

	Actions Speak Louder Than Words

	Saturday morning, Ned woke up early. He was still thinking about Joe DiMarco, and now his determination was growing. His plan for the day was typical. A quick run, maybe two or three miles. A light breakfast, then to the office to catch up on some paperwork. It was beginning to feel like all he ever did anymore was work or drink beer.

	He peered out his bedroom window. The sky was clear, and the sun shone brightly. It was going to be a beautiful day. Perfect for a road trip up north. He whispered, “Change of plans. Paragon, here I come.”

	Paragon is a quaint, small-town nestled in the foothills of the mountains. It is often a stopover for tourists heading up north for camping, hiking, and other outdoor activities. Surrounded by tall pines and majestic oak trees, it is a picturesque setting. With cooler summer temperatures than Sacramento, it is a great place to visit for someone that enjoys the outdoors. It might even be a great place to call home when you no longer desire the convenience and nightlife of the city.

	Ned had visited Paragon several times when he was younger, but the small-town lifestyle never really attracted him. Maybe this time it would be different.

	He grabbed a cup of coffee and a donut at the local coffee shop, then headed for the highway that leads up north. By 10:00 am he was driving down the road that leads into the town of Paragon. The main street in Paragon looked like a step back in time. Old buildings with storefront shops. A drug store on the corner, a resale shop next door, and a small-town hardware store on the opposite corner. Further down the street, there was a ‘fix it’ shop that seemed to be out of business. The sign simply said, “Closed”. Ned thought, A sign of the times.

	One nice thing about small towns is that everybody knows everybody else. The sight of Ned’s classic 1965 Ford F-100 pickup truck cruising down Main Street was enough to attract a lot of attention. Ned could see the inquisitive looks as he passed. The locals knew he was a stranger in town. He stopped in at a coffee shop in the middle of the block to grab a drink and use the facilities. He asked several people if they knew Joseph DiMarco. No one answered. Finally, one young girl replied. “His mother lives just down the street. She will be able to answer your question.”

	Ned drove slowly down the street, trying to figure out which house was the one he wanted. Then he noticed a mailbox with the name “DiMarco” on the side. Bingo, this had to be his house.

	Ned rang the doorbell, but no one answered. After a minute, he banged hard on the screen door, making a terrible racket, but finally raising the ire of someone inside. An old woman opened the big wooden door, leaving
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