Chapter 1: The Deal That
Almost Wasn'’t

The email arrived at 6:47 on a Tuesday
morning, before Adrian Kessler had finished
his coffee, and it said, in three short
paragraphs, that Redline Materials was
raising steel prices by eleven percent,
effective immediately, on a contract Kessler &
Doyle Construction had already signed at a
fixed rate.

Adrian read it twice. Then he picked up his
phone and called the supplier’'s account
manager, a man named Greg who had clearly
been told to expect the call and was not
looking forward to it.

“Greg,” Adrian said, before Greg had
finished saying hello, “walk me through which
clause in our contract lets you do this,
because I've read it twice this morning and

I'm not finding it.”



There was a pause on the line. Adrian used
it to keep talking.

“I get that steel’s up. I read the same
market reports you do. But we signed a fixed-
rate agreement in March specifically because
both of us wanted predictability through the
Riverside build. If Redline wants to
renegotiate every contract every time a
commodity index moves, I need to know that
now, not four projects from now, so I can plan
around it. What I don’t need is an email at
seven in the morning telling me the number’s

already changed.”

Greg started to explain something about
upstream tariffs. Adrian let him get four

sentences in, then cut back across him.

“Here’s what I'd propose instead of arguing
about who’s right,” Adrian said. “You honor
the fixed rate through Riverside, since that job
is already sequenced and I can’t absorb an
eleven percent swing on materials I've already
budgeted against. Going forward, on anything
we haven’t signed yet, we build in a quarterly
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index clause both sides agree to ahead of
time. That way neither of us gets surprised

again. Can you take that upstairs today?”

By nine that morning, Redline had agreed.
Adrian had not raised his voice. He had not,
by most measures, done anything wrong. He
had listened to almost nothing and produced,
in under four minutes, an outcome that
protected his company and gave the supplier
a face-saving way to back down. His
operations manager, Priya Anand, watching
from the doorway of his office, shook her head
with something between admiration and

concern.

“You know you talked over him the entire
time,” she said.

“He was stalling,” Adrian said. “If I'd let

him finish, we’d still be on the phone.”

“Maybe. Or maybe you’d know something
you don’t know now, because you didn’t let

him say it.”



Adrian waved this off, the way he waved off
most observations about his own style. He had
built Kessler & Doyle from a two-truck outfit
into a forty-person commercial renovation
firm over eighteen years, largely on the
strength of exactly this instinct: he could
smell a soft position through a phone line, find
the crack in an argument before the other
person had made it, and close a gap before
anyone had time to widen it. Clients liked
working with someone who didn’t waste their
time in meetings. Subcontractors respected
that he made decisions and stuck to them. His
business partner, Renata Doyle, who handled
the numbers and the parts of the company
Adrian found tedious, had long ago made
peace with the fact that Adrian’s meetings ran
short because Adrian rarely let anyone finish a
sentence he had already anticipated the end
of.

“It works,” he told Renata once, when she
raised the same concern Priya had. “I've never

lost a negotiation by talking too much.”



“You might be losing things you can’t
count,” Renata said. “Not every conversation

is a negotiation, Adrian.”

He didn’t understand what she meant, not
really, not yet. In the world where Adrian
spent most of his waking hours, being right
fast and being right slow produced the same
result, and fast got you home for dinner. He
had never had a reason to distinguish between
the kind of quickness that saved him from an
eleven percent price increase and the kind
that, deployed in the wrong room, could take
something apart that a phone call could not
put back together.

That distinction was three weeks away,
sitting at his own kitchen table.
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