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    A Note to the Reader

    This story is set inside a plumbing company, but the problem is not plumbing.

    Every service business has a version of the same constraint: the hour when a skilled person stands in front of the customer, able to turn demand into finished, paid work. In your company that person might be a technician, installer, estimator, cleaner, roofer, mechanic, restoration crew, or field supervisor. The name on the truck changes. The hour does not.

    The question this book asks of a plumbing company is the same one it asks of yours: does your system protect that hour, or does it quietly consume it — one supply run, one missing part, one avoidable delay at a time?

    Read it as a plumbing story if you like. Then go count your own hour.

  
    CHAPTER 1

    The Best Month They Couldn't Afford

    Jack Calder should have been celebrating the best month in company history.

    He had not celebrated.

    He had spent Saturday looking at his phone instead of looking at his wife. He had spent Sunday at the kitchen table reading and rereading the same line in Karen's email — payroll is covered, barely. His wife had set a cup of coffee in front of him and gone to bed without him. He had woken at 4:42 a.m. Monday and lain in the dark for thirty-five minutes pretending he was still asleep. She had not believed him. She had been kind enough not to challenge it.

    By 6:32 he was in his parking spot at K-Bar with the engine still running, and he sat there eleven minutes before he could make himself go inside. Going inside meant deciding whether to yell at Karen, the report, the dispatch board, or himself first.

    He stood in the doorway of the bookkeeper's office, staring at a cash report he didn't understand, trying not to throw his coffee at the wall.

    "What the hell is this?" he asked.

    Karen Mills looked up from her monitor. She did not flinch. That was one of the reasons Jack kept her around. Most people flinched when Jack talked that way. Karen reached for her glasses, slid them down her nose, and looked at him like he was another invoice that had been coded wrong.

    "It's the cash report," she said.

    "I know what the title says."

    "Then why are you asking?"

    Jack stepped into her office and slapped the paper on her desk. "Because this says payroll is barely covered."

    "It is."

    He held up the other report in his hand. "And this says we had the best month in company history."

    "We did."

    "That makes no damn sense."

    Karen leaned back in her chair. "It makes perfect sense. You just don't like what the numbers are saying."

    Jack hated conversations that started this way. Numbers were supposed to be simple. Sell more work, make more money. Keep the trucks moving, keep the phones ringing, and the bank account should go up.

    That was not how K-Bar felt on that Monday morning.

    The revenue report looked beautiful. Best month ever. More calls, more booked jobs, more trucks on the road — more of everything Jack had spent years trying to build.

    Karen's cash report looked like a warning label.

    At the top, in her handwriting, was a yellow sticky note.

    Payroll is covered. Barely. Need to talk.

    Jack read it again, even though he had already read it twice.

    Outside Karen's glass wall, the dispatch room was already coming apart.

    It was 7:42 in the morning.

    Dana Brooks had a headset pressed against one ear, a cell phone balanced against the other, and three fingers raised at a coordinator across the room. Jack knew the signal. Three calls holding. Two technicians asking for help. One customer angry enough that Dana had stopped smiling.

    That was the part nobody saw from the outside.

    From the outside, K-Bar looked like it was winning. New trucks. More billboards. Better uniforms. More reviews. More neighborhoods where people recognized the vans. More builders calling. More homeowners asking if they could get someone out today.

    Inside, the company was chewing through cash, patience, and people faster than it could replace them.

    Karen pointed at the chair across from her desk. "Sit down."

    Jack stayed standing. "Explain it."

    "I have tried."

    "Try again."

    She sighed, but not dramatically. Karen did not waste energy on drama. She saved it for repeating the same truth until Jack finally heard it.

    "Revenue is not cash," she said.

    Jack stared at her.

    She continued. "Booked work is not completed work. Completed work is not invoiced work. Invoiced work is not collected cash. And collected cash is what pays payroll."

    Jack looked toward the dispatch room. "We're busier than we've ever been."

    "Yes."

    "So where's the money?"

    Karen slid a second report toward him. "Trapped."

    He looked down at the page and felt his jaw tighten.

    Callbacks. Warranty trips. Open jobs. Parts runs. Overtime. Unbilled return visits. Invoices not finished because job notes were missing. Jobs sold but not completed. Jobs completed but not closed. Jobs closed but not collected.

    Every line was small enough to argue about.

    Together, they were bleeding him.

    "What the hell does 'trapped' mean?" he asked.

    "It means the money exists somewhere in the system, but not where you can use it."

    "That sounds like accountant nonsense."

    "No," Karen said. "It sounds like operations."

    Jack opened his mouth, then stopped. That one landed.

    Karen's office door opened.

    Dana did not knock. That meant the morning had already gone sideways.

    "Sorry," she said, not sounding sorry. "I need a decision."

    Jack turned. "On what?"

    "Which problem do you want first?"

    Karen folded her hands. "Perfect timing."

    Dana stepped inside and shut the door with her hip. "Miguel is at Western Supply."

    Jack looked at the clock. "Already?"

    "He diagnosed the Alvarez job. Water heater plus shutoff issues. Customer approved it. He didn't have what he needed."

    "Why the hell wasn't that on the truck?"

    Dana gave him a look. "Because apparently it wasn't."

    Jack rubbed the side of his face. Miguel Santos was one of their best plumbers. Fast, clean, honest, good with customers. If Miguel was already at the supply house before eight, it meant the job had turned into something bigger than dispatch expected.

    Or it meant the truck was stocked like crap.

    Or it meant nobody knew what was supposed to be on it.

    Or it meant all three.

    Dana continued. "Second problem. Tyler is missing a press tool battery. He says he left it on a job Friday. He wants to know if someone can bring him one or if he should go get it."

    Jack's eyes hardened. "Did he just say he left a company battery on a job?"

    "Yes."

    "Send him home."

    Dana blinked. "What?"

    "Send him home."

    "He's already at the first call."

    "I don't care. If he can't keep track of a battery, he can't be trusted with a customer's house."

    Karen said his name quietly. "Jack."

    He pointed toward the dispatch room. "No. I'm tired of stupid stuff costing us money. Every day it's some dumb little thing. Battery missing. Torch missing. Wrong fitting. Forgot the ladder. Didn't close the job notes. Didn't collect the check. Didn't restock the truck. It's death by idiots."

    Dana held her ground. "Tyler made a mistake."

    "Tyler makes a lot of mistakes."

    "He's twenty-three."

    "Then he can be twenty-three somewhere else."

    The room went quiet.

    Karen took off her glasses and set them on the desk. "Firing him does not fix the missing battery."

    "It makes me feel better."

    "For about seven minutes," she said. "Then you still have a missing battery, an open job, a customer waiting, and one fewer plumber."

    Jack hated how often Karen made sense.

    Dana, wisely, kept going before he could argue. "Third problem. The driver is already taking a water heater to Miguel."

    Jack turned back to her. "Miguel is at the supply house and we're sending him a water heater?"

    "Yes."

    "Why?"

    "Because he called before he left and said he needed one. Then he got to Western and realized he needed the shutoffs, fittings, expansion tank, pan, and whatever else he's buying right now."

    Karen looked at Jack over the top of the cash report.

    Dana kept going. "Fourth problem. Mrs. Alvarez called back. She wants to know why Miguel left if she approved the work while he was standing in her basement."

    Jack closed his eyes.

    There it was.

    That one sentence contained the whole business.

    The customer had said yes. The plumber had the skill. The job was real. The money was available. And still, somehow, K-Bar had managed to separate all the pieces required to finish it.

    Jack opened his eyes. "What did you tell her?"

    "I told her we were getting the right material to complete the job correctly."

    "That's true."

    Dana nodded. "It is also not what she heard."

    "What did she hear?"

    "She heard, 'The plumber left.'"

    Nobody said anything for a moment.

    Through the glass, Jack could see the dispatch board. Little colored blocks stacked across the day. Names. Times. Addresses. Promises. It looked organized if you didn't know what any of it meant.

    Jack knew what it meant.

    It meant every box on that board was a bet.

    A bet that the customer would be home.

    A bet that the problem matched the notes.

    A bet that the plumber had the right parts.

    A bet that the truck had the right tools.

    A bet that the previous job would not run long.

    A bet that one missing fitting would not burn two hours.

    Dana broke the silence. "Also, Brad Jensen called. He wants to move the Cedar Hollow rough-ins up two days."

    Jack looked at her. "Those houses aren't ready."

    "That's what Darren said."

    "Then why is he calling me?"

    "Because Darren told him no."

    Karen laughed once, quietly. Not because it was funny.

    Jack walked to the glass. The company was moving everywhere. Phones ringing. Dispatch talking. Warehouse door opening. A driver cutting through the hallway with keys in hand. Someone from sales asking where the revised estimate folder went. A technician on speakerphone saying he could not find something that should have been in his truck.

    Busy.

    Everyone was always busy.

    That was what bothered Jack most.

    Lazy would have been easier to fix. Careless would have been easier to fire. Jack had fired people for less than this. Late twice in one week. Gone. Left a dirty truck. Gone. Smart mouth in a meeting. Gone before lunch.

    He used to think that was discipline.

    Lately, it felt like swinging a hammer in the dark.

    This was not lazy. This was not people standing around. This was motion. Constant motion. The kind of motion that made everyone feel productive and still left the company short on completed work.

    Dana stepped beside him and looked out at the same room.

    "We need more plumbers," she said.

    Jack did not answer.

    He had said the same thing at least a hundred times. In management meetings. In hiring calls. To his wife. To himself in the truck. More plumbers. More trucks. More crews. More capacity.

    It was the obvious answer.

    The schedule was full, so they needed more plumbers.

    Customers were waiting, so they needed more plumbers.

    Revenue was growing, so they needed more plumbers.

    The team was exhausted, so they needed more plumbers.

    But the more Jack stared at the dispatch board, the less obvious it felt.

    Miguel was not missing because they lacked plumbers. Miguel was missing from the jobsite because he was at the supply house.

    Tyler was not stuck because they lacked plumbers. Tyler was stuck because a battery was missing.

    The Alvarez job was not delayed because no one wanted to pay. It was delayed after the customer had already said yes.

    Jack turned back to Karen's report.

    Revenue up.

    Cash tight.

    Jobs sold.

    Jobs unfinished.

    Plumbers busy.

    Customers waiting.

    He could feel a question forming, but he did not like it yet. It was too simple, which made it dangerous.

    "What if we don't need more plumbers first?" he said.

    Dana looked at him. "Then what do we need?"

    Jack looked again toward the parking lot, where one of their trucks was pulling out before the first job of the day had turned into revenue.

    "I don't know," he said. "But I think we're measuring the wrong thing."

    Karen tapped the cash report. "We are measuring the result."

    "No," Jack said. "We're measuring the result after the system already screwed it up."

    Dana crossed her arms. "That sounds like something Eli would say."

    Jack almost smiled.

    Eli Vaughn had been a friend of his father's, a retired operator who had spent his career walking through companies and asking questions that made everyone uncomfortable. He did not give advice quickly. He did not care about buzzwords. He had a way of making obvious things feel embarrassing.

    Jack had avoided calling him for three months.

    Partly because he was busy.

    Mostly because he knew Eli would not let him blame the market, the plumbers, the customers, the builders, the weather, the suppliers, or the damn economy until Jack had first blamed the system.

    His phone buzzed.

    A text from Miguel.

    Western is backed up. Waiting on counter. Customer wants ETA.

    Jack stared at it.

    There was his best plumber, not plumbing.

    Dana read it over his shoulder and said nothing.

    Karen's printer started behind them, spitting out another report Jack probably did not want to read.

    The phone in Dana's hand buzzed again. She looked down.

    "Mrs. Alvarez wants to know if she should reschedule her afternoon plans."

    Jack took a long breath.

    The record revenue report was still in his hand, but it suddenly felt useless. It told him how much work they had convinced customers to buy. It did not tell him why they were struggling to finish it.

    He handed the report back to Karen.

    "Cancel my ten o'clock."

    Dana looked surprised. "You have the recruiting call."

    "For the new plumber?"

    "Yes."

    Jack looked through the glass again, past dispatch, past the warehouse door, toward the empty spot where Miguel's truck should have been.

    "Cancel it."

    Karen raised an eyebrow. "You sure?"

    "No," Jack said. "But before I hire another plumber, I want to know what the hell we're doing with the ones we already have."

    Dana's expression changed. Not agreement exactly. More like relief mixed with fear.

    "What are you going to do?" she asked.

    Jack picked up his keys.

    "I'm going to Western Supply."

    * * *

    He sat in the truck in the parking lot for a moment before turning the key.

    He thought about his wife. He thought about the way she had stood in the kitchen at five-fifteen, in her robe, watching him fold the cash report into a smaller and smaller square. She had not said anything. She had spent twenty-six years married to him and had learned that questions in the early morning produced worse answers than questions in the early evening. He thought about how he had not kissed her goodbye. He thought about how she had not asked him to.

    She had said, on her way back to the bedroom, Whatever it is, it'll still be there tonight.

    He had not known what to say to that.

    Now, looking through the windshield at the gray Monday sky and the parking lot of a company he had built with his own hands, he thought about it for the first time as something other than a throwaway line.

    Whatever it was, it would still be there tonight.

    He hoped that was true.

    He started the engine.

  
    CHAPTER 2

    We Need More Plumbers

    By nine-thirty, Jack had fired Tyler three different times in his head.

    The first time was when Dana forwarded him the photo of the missing battery case, sitting open in the back of Tyler's truck like a little plastic confession. The second time was when Tyler texted dispatch instead of calling. The third time was when Jack pulled into the Western Supply parking lot and saw two K-Bar trucks already there.

    "What the hell," he said to nobody.

    Western Supply was packed. Contractor trucks lined the curb. A couple of plumbers stood by the entrance with coffee cups, laughing about something that probably was not funny enough to justify the time. The supply house had a smell: cardboard, brass, coffee, pipe dope, and wasted mornings. It was where problems went to pretend they were work.

    He called Dana.

    "Tell me you're not about to yell at Miguel in public," she said.

    "I'm looking at two of our trucks at Western."

    "Miguel's here for the Alvarez job. Ronnie stopped for a cartridge, a disposal flange, and a toilet supply."

    "Why didn't Ronnie have that?"

    "Because the call came in as a faucet leak. Customer added work while he was there."

    "So the customer said yes, and we rewarded them by removing the plumber from the house."

    Dana did not answer right away. "That is one way to describe it."

    "How many are at supply houses right now?"

    "Four. Two at Western. One at Mountain. One at Ferguson."

    "It's not even ten."

    "I'm aware."

    Jack wanted to throw the phone. "We need more plumbers."

    Dana exhaled through her nose. "That's what you said yesterday."

    "It's true."

    "Maybe. I can fill every empty spot you give me. That doesn't mean the spot should exist. If we hire another plumber and he spends half the day at Western, we didn't fix anything. We just bought another truck to park at Western."

    Jack stared at the trucks. Miguel's was easy to spot. Clean. Ladder straight. Logo bright because Miguel washed it twice a week even though nobody asked him to. Ronnie's looked like it had survived a small tornado.

    "You want the truth?" Dana said. "We're not dispatching plumbers. We're dispatching hope."

    Jack almost laughed. Almost. The front door of Western opened and Miguel Santos walked out with a ticket in one hand and no material in the other.

    That was worse than walking out with material.

    "I'll call you back," Jack said.

    * * *

    Miguel was forty-six, square-shouldered, gray in his beard, with the look of a man who had fixed enough other people's emergencies to stop being impressed by panic. Right now he looked tired.

    "Boss," he said.

    "You've been here how long?"

    "Twenty-five minutes."

    "You're my best plumber and you're standing in a parking lot."

    Something moved in Miguel's face. Not anger. Something more dangerous: patience running out.

    "You think I want to be here? I don't get paid for any of this. Not the parking lot. Not the counter. Not the drive. I get paid on jobs I finish. Every hour I'm here is an hour I'm not earning. If I had what I needed on the truck, I'd be at the Alvarez house finishing the job right now."

    Jack rubbed the back of his neck. "The company doesn't make money when you're in this lot any more than you do. So tell me why you keep ending up here."

    Miguel stepped closer. "Because houses are different. Customers add work. Dispatch notes are thin. Trucks don't carry everything. Some parts get used and don't get replaced. Some tools walk away. Sometimes the supplier sends the wrong thing. And sometimes I leave because if I don't, I can't finish the job."

    Jack held his stare. Around them, trucks came and went. A forklift beeped somewhere behind the building.

    "How much of your day do you think you spend plumbing?" Jack asked.

    Miguel gave a short laugh. "You don't want that answer."

    "I'm asking."

    "On a good day? Six hours. On a normal day?" He looked toward the supply house. "Four. Maybe."

    Jack felt the number hit harder than he expected.

    Four.

    Miguel was scheduled for eight or ten hours. Paid like a full day. Sold like a full day. Promised to customers like a full day. The company might only be getting four hours of actual plumber work.

    "What about the rest?"

    Miguel counted on his fingers. "Driving. Calling. Waiting. Looking for parts. Returning wrong parts. Explaining to customers why I left. Fixing yesterday's miss. Sitting on hold. Waiting for a driver. Waiting for somebody to answer a damn text."

    "How long has it been like this?"

    Miguel shrugged. "Always. In service."

    Jack wanted to argue. They were better than that. Better managed. Bigger. They had software now. Uniforms. A warehouse. A dispatch board with colors.

    But Miguel was still standing at Western Supply.

    The door opened again. Ronnie walked out with a small box and a burrito. Jack stared at the burrito.

    "Ronnie. Come here."

    Ronnie froze, suddenly very interested in hiding the burrito behind the box. He was younger than Miguel, rounder in the face.

    "How long have you been here?" Jack asked.

    "Forty minutes."

    "For what?"

    "A cartridge. A disposal flange. A toilet supply."

    "Things that should have been on your truck."

    "Yeah."

    Forty minutes of Ronnie not earning. Forty minutes of the company's truck in this lot. A customer somewhere waiting for a plumber who was, instead, holding a burrito.

    "How much of your time do you actually spend plumbing?" Jack asked. "On the job. Actually plumbing."

    Ronnie thought Jack was trying to fire him. He had seen that look before. "I don't know. Maybe half the day."

    Jack rubbed his neck. "Get back to your job, Ronnie."

    "You're not firing me?"

    "For what? Standing where I told dispatch to put you? You're doing what the system tells you to do. The system is the problem."

    Ronnie looked at Miguel. Miguel gave him a small nod. Ronnie walked to his truck.

    Miguel waited until the door shut. "That was different. What you just did." He let it sit. "You keep thinking the problem is people being stupid. Sometimes it is. But most of the time the system makes stupid the easiest option."

    Jack hated that sentence, mostly because it sounded like Eli.

    A warehouse worker rolled out a cart with Miguel's material stacked in bins. Miguel signed the ticket.

    "How much of that should have been on your truck?" Jack asked.

    Miguel looked down. "Enough that I shouldn't be here."

    It was the first answer that felt completely honest.

    "Go finish it," Jack said.

    He watched Miguel pull out toward the Alvarez job. Then he called Karen.

    "Did you fire someone?" she answered.

    "Maybe. I need you to pull something. How much time our plumbers spend off the jobsite."

    Karen was quiet. "That is not in QuickBooks. It may not be clean."

    "Pull whatever we have. GPS, timecards, dispatch notes, purchase timestamps. I want the ugly version."

    "You sure?"

    "No. But I'm tired of guessing."

    He hung up and sat on the hood of his truck. For the first time all morning, he did not think about hiring another plumber. He thought about the four he already had standing in supply houses before lunch.

    * * *

    Mrs. Alvarez had already moved the laundry basket twice.

    The first time was before Miguel arrived, when she still believed the water heater problem was going to be simple. The woman on the phone had said, "Please make sure the technician has access." Technician. That word made the whole thing sound clean.

    The second time was after Miguel left. She had moved the basket to the stairs so she could fold while she waited. Then she realized she couldn't start laundry, because there was no hot water. So the basket stayed on the third step, in everyone's way, like a small monument to the fact that her day was no longer hers.

    Miguel had been polite. That was the problem. If he had been rude, she could have been angry at him. He had put on shoe covers. He had shown her the rusted shutoff and the water in the pan. He had given her options without making her feel stupid. When she approved the work, she felt relieved.

    Then he left.

    The company had sent a plumber. The plumber had found the problem. She had agreed to pay. Then the plumber had gone somewhere else.

    Her husband called from work. "Is it fixed?"

    "No. He left to get parts."

    "They don't carry parts?"

    "That's what I said."

    "What time is he coming back?"

    "I don't know."

    At ten-thirty, a different truck pulled into her driveway. For three seconds she let herself believe it was over. A driver — younger, taller, same logo on his shirt — wheeled a new water heater up the path, set it on the porch, and went back to his truck. She waited for him to come to the door.

    He did not come to the door. He looked at his phone for a moment and pulled out of the driveway.

    The water heater sat on her porch like an apology she had not asked for. Two different people. Two different jobs. The plumber was still elsewhere.

    * * *

    Miguel pulled back into the driveway at 10:58 and sat a moment before shutting off the truck. He had everything he needed now. That was the stupidest part. Now. Not when the customer said yes. Now, after the job had already lost almost two hours.

    Mrs. Alvarez opened the door quickly enough that he knew she had been waiting near it.

    "Sorry about the delay," Miguel said.

    "I just need to know how long this is going to take."

    "I understand."

    "I don't think you do." She was not yelling. That would have been easier. She was doing the calm customer voice, the one that meant she had already decided whether she would ever call K-Bar again. "You were here. I approved it. Then you left. I'm not trying to be difficult, but I don't understand why that is normal."

    Miguel had a dozen answers. The truck can't carry everything. The last guy used the parts. Every house is different. If he had stayed, he could not have finished. All of them were true. None of them would sound like anything but excuses.

    "You're right," he said. "It shouldn't feel normal from your side. I have what I need now. I'll get started."

    She nodded, but the trust had thinned.

    He worked fast. Not rushed — fast. There was a difference. Drain hose. Gas off. Water off. Cut. Fit. New pan. New heater. New shutoffs. Expansion tank. Vent. Fill. Test. No leaks. The repair itself was clean and quick.

    The repair had never been the problem.

    At the door, she paid. She did not smile when she signed. That mattered too.

    "You did good work," she said. "I just wish the company had been ready when you were."

    Miguel nodded. He had no defense for that.

    He texted Jack from the driveway: Done. Customer liked the work. Not the wait. Said she wished the company had been ready when I was.

    Jack read it twice. Then he read it a third time, because the sentence had named something the cash report had only hinted at.

    The company had not been ready.

    Not Miguel. The company.

  
    CHAPTER 3

    The Question Nobody Asked

    Eli Vaughn did not look retired.

    He looked unfinished.

    That was Jack's first thought when Eli walked into K-Bar Plumbing at 4:12 that afternoon wearing a faded canvas jacket, work boots polished by use instead of care, and a baseball cap with no logo on it. He was seventy, maybe more, but he moved like a man who still expected broken systems to explain themselves when he entered the room.

    Dana saw him first.

    She lowered her headset and looked toward Jack's office. "Your ghost is here."

    Jack stepped out. "He's not a ghost."

    "He looks like one."

    "He's worse."

    Eli smiled like he had heard every word, because he probably had.

    "Jack," he said.

    "Eli."

    They shook hands.

    Eli's grip was dry, firm, and annoying. Jack did not know why a handshake could be annoying, but Eli managed it. It was the handshake of a man who was not impressed by revenue numbers, new trucks, or excuses disguised as explanations.

    "I thought you were fishing," Jack said.

    "I was."

    "And?"

    "Fish were smarter than the people I usually help."

    Dana coughed into her hand. Karen, standing in her office doorway, smiled for the first time all day.

    Jack regretted calling him already.

    Eli looked around the dispatch room. Phones ringing. Coordinators talking over each other. A whiteboard covered in notes nobody had erased. The dispatch screen glowing with colored blocks and warning flags. A driver at the counter waiting for someone to tell him where to take a tool.
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