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“Why?”

“I can’t say, Maria.”

“But, Tony, I ......”

I cut her off and walked out of the room. Something didn’t feel right, I didn’t trust her. I decided to hold fire, lay low and keep an eye on developments. Luckily, Brady had come to the office and was checking some information on the Hartford job with Barry. They called me as I passed them and asked me to sit in with them to help figure it out.

“Tony, Brady is looking for information on these,” Barry said pointing at his computer screen, “do you have a few minutes to spare?”

“Sure. Hi Brady,” I said and pulled up a chair beside them.

Brady had a few sheets of paper in his hand. He placed the Program Schedule on the desk and asked us to explain it. I looked at him to see if he was joking. When it became obvious that he wasn’t, I leaned forward and pulled it up on the screen. Brady and Barry sat up straight to listen.

“Ok. This schedule is set up for a project that is fourteen weeks in duration. If you notice, there are fourteen columns marked Week 1 to Week 14 in the header row across the top,” I began.

The two lads nodded their understanding.

“There are twenty rows in the column on the left under the cell marked ‘Item’.”

They nodded again.

“Each of the cells in that column lists an item of construction, trades, utilities, snagging, deliveries etc. that apply to the contract. For example, Row 1 in this column is ‘Site Clearance and Preparation’. The rest, as you can see, are placed in the proposed order of installation.”

They nodded their understanding of that too..

“The project manager, in this case our office, nominates the order, but it has to be flexible to allow for weather conditions, supply chain difficulties, late payments and so forth.”

They were clear on that too.

“So let’s take the first row here. You’ll notice that I’ve used a colour that fills the entire first cell and half of the second cell. This means you have a week and a half to complete that item.”

“But,” Brady jumped in. I squeezed his arm to make him stop.

“I know what you’re going to say, Brady. Just let me get through it and it’ll save a lot of time. You’ll notice that certain items begin several boxes in. For example, the first fix electrical work is scheduled for week five with a one-week allowance to complete it. Further along in the same row you’ll see the schedule shows when the second fix should begin.”

Brady sat back, mollified.

“The same process is carried through the entire document from scheduled start to completion and handover. The scheduled inspection dates are also marked, so you’ll know what’s needed a few days beforehand, in order to hit your targets. I know it looks complicated, but it really isn’t once you get used to it.”

“Why the different colours?” he asked.

“What?”

“The top line is yellow but so are the fifth and tenth lines.”

I looked straight at him. He was serious.

“Before we go any further, Brady. For clarity, you need to start calling each row by its title. Secondly, I only used four colours and you’ll notice they repeat in order down the page. The colours don’t represent anything, they are there to assist identification. There’s less confusion that way.”

He was nodding his head.

“Does that make sense?”

Barry spoke up then.

“I have to say that I was bit befuddled with it at first, Tony, but it’s perfectly fit for purpose as a timeline guidance reference. You use these in Ireland a lot?”

“Versions of it.”

“But does every job run to schedule?” Brady asked.

“No, but we know where we stand at the end. There’s always a percentage of fat built into the calculation.”

“Where?” he asked, incredulously.

“Everywhere. See the electrical first fix? I’ve allowed a full week for that. No electrician worth his salt would take more than two days to first fix this place. Also, you’ll see where you’re gaining time and can pull stuff forward in the schedule. As you get used to this you’ll find it’s a great little tool to have at your disposal.”

They both kept looking at it and I could see the realisation dawning on them.

“One more thing. You can break this down into daily segments and work the schedule to add layers of work product into it. You can even break it down to one-hour segments to be more precise.”

“Can you get me one of those?” he asked.

“Yes. Sure, I have one here,” I said and handed him a pencil. “Know how to use one of these?”

We all laughed.

“Ok, I gotta get out of here. Thanks guys, that was an education,” Brady said, and sauntered off.

I pointed at Jules and Barry nodded his head.

“Thanks for that, Tony,” he said. “Good job.”

I nodded back and went to Jules’ desk.

“You were looking for me, Jules.”

“Oh hi, Tony, yes. You said you’d give me some time today,” she said, and brushed her hair out of her eyes with the side of her hand.

“Yes, great. Did you do up what we chatted about yesterday?”

“I did,” she said with a smile.

She scooted over in her seat so I could sit beside her at her computer. We went through everything, and I added stuff or subtracted stuff as needed.

“This one here, the Office Procedure Policy document, Jules,” I said.

“Yes.”

“It all looks great, but can we add something into it?”

“Yes, what do you suggest?”

“No more morning meetings. You can word it however you wish. You have more tact and sensitivity than me for that.”

“They’re going to ask the reason for it,” she said with a concerned voice.

“They’re a waste of productive office time. They take anything up to an hour and a half and nobody takes anything in after the first fifteen minutes.”

“I agree.”

“Also, you have six staff sitting there doing nothing for ninety minutes every day. That’s nine hours of total man hours lost every day. You can extrapolate that over a year and multiply it by the salary cost of an operative’s time to see the true cost of them.”

“I’ll prioritise that then,” she said and got to work.

“Can you write down the numbers and drop it into my room when you’re done? We’ll keep it off the email for now.”

“I’ll have it to you in thirty minutes.”

“Excellent! Thanks, Jules.”

I was heading back to my room and Sam called me over. She was having a problem with Charles Gray again.

“This guy is a nuisance, Sam,” I said. “What’s wrong with him now?”

“It’s a new contract we’re planning out and he wants to see the site before submitting a specification,” she said.

“Ok. Give me a second, please.”

I went to the inside pocket of my jacket and pulled out a business card. I returned to Sam’s desk and handed it to her.

“I got this card from a guy at the deli. He’s a chartered structural engineer. I think we should talk to him.”

“I have to ask Barry first,” she said.

I was too nice to ask why she didn’t do that initially.

“Fine, do it now and let me know. I’ll make the calls if you don’t want to.”

I returned to my room and sat down.

“Busy day?” Maria said, from the doorway.

“More annoying than busy, but what is a boy to do?”

“I’m going to a construction site with Barry, can we talk later?” she asked.

“Yes, of course,” I said, “text me if I’m not here.”

“Great. See you later.”

Five minutes later, Barry walked in.

“Hi Barry. What can I do for you?” I asked.

“Two things, actually.”

“Ok.”

“What are your thoughts on the morning meetings?” he said.

“Where did this come out of?” I replied.

“I just happened to see it on Jules’ computer.”

“Ok. It’s just an idea at the moment. Can I finalise it before presenting it to you?” I asked.

“Yes. The other thing was this new engineer contact. Do you think it a wise move?”

“It’s wiser than being messed around by Charles Gray, in my view. I’ve only been here three and a half days and he’s been an issue on two of those days already. Besides, I think it’s wise to have at least two options for every professional we have to hire. Charles Gray is unprofessional, and he makes us look bad with clients. When you have a stone in your shoe you get rid of the stone. Or the shoe.”

“Ok. Make the call. I’m heading out to Bristol, and I won’t be back today, will you man the fort?”

“I will, it’s pretty quiet at the moment.”

He left and I sat back in my chair. It was close to lunchtime, but I had a call to make first. I went to Sam’s desk to retrieve the card. As she handed it to me, Maria walked by on her way out and blew me a kiss. She was being a little shit stirrer and she made me smile. I licked my top lip in reply, and she giggled. I thanked Sam for the card and returned to my room.

I dialled the number and a lady’s voice answered. “Hi, my name is Tony Harris at Ellis Design, I’m looking to speak to Francis Doyle please.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Harris, I’m afraid he’s gone for lunch. Can I get him to call you later, please?”

“You can, of course. What’s your name?” I asked.

“Brittany, with two Ts.”

“Thank you, Brittany with two Ts.”

I hung up just as Jules walked in.

“I have those numbers for you,” she said.

“Barry was already in. He saw what was on your screen.”

“I honestly didn’t say anything to him, Tony.” she said with a frown.

“I know that, Jules, it might be a battle but it
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