


Copyright © 2021, M. K. Hoffman

All rights reserved. Printed in the U.S.A.

No part of this publication may be reproduced or

transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or

mechanical, including photocopy, recording or any

information storage and retrieval system now known

or to be invented, without permission in writing from

the publisher, except by a reviewer who wishes to

quote brief passages in connection with a review

written for inclusion in a magazine, newspaper or

broadcast.

Quantity Purchases:

Companies, professional groups, clubs, and other

organizations may qualify for special terms when

ordering quantities of this title.

For information, email info@ebooks2go.net,

or call (847) 598-1150 ext. 4141.

www.ebooks2go.net Published in the United States by

eBooks2go, Inc. 1827

Walden Office Square, Suite 260, Schaumburg, IL

60173

ISBN: 978-1-5457-5422-1

eISBN: 978-1-5457-5423-8

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication

mailto:info@ebooks2go.net


H

Chapter 1

urricane Katrina crossed southern Florida on the

morning of Thursday, August 25th, 2005. Then after

losing strength crossing Florida, Katrina entered the Gulf of

Mexico. Feeding on the unusually warm waters, it grew to a

Category 5 hurricane.

On Monday, August 29th at approximately 6:00 A.M.,

Hurricane Katrina struck the Louisiana Gulf Coast.

Katrina made its second landfall hitting Buras-Triumph,

Louisiana as a Category 3 storm with sustained winds in

excess of 145 mph at the center and hurricane force winds

radiating 120 miles outward. This was the strongest storm

ever recorded in the Gulf of Mexico at that time. Severe

damage was caused all along the Gulf Coast from Florida to

Texas. Over 300,000 homes were destroyed or determined

to be no longer habitable.

The 29 foot storm surge that hit the Louisiana shore was

more than anyone was prepared for and more than anything

in modern history for the area. Almost 2,000 deaths were

attributed to Katrina.

At 11 A.M. on the 29th it was reported that a major levee

in New Orleans had failed and water was pouring through

the 17th Street Canal. The city was beginning to flood.

Shortly after the breach, approximately 80% of New Orleans

was under water.

In addition to all the damage caused to homes and

businesses by the flooding and high winds as Louisiana’s

system of levees failed, several oil refineries were knocked

off line by the storm. It is my understanding that 19% of the

United States oil production was affected. Thirty oil

platforms were damaged to various degrees and nine oil

refineries were closed. Here on New York’s Long Island



where I live, word quickly spread concerning gasoline

shortages.

The television news coverage of Louisiana showed jaw-

dropping reports of flooding and devastation. People were

swimming from rooftop to rooftop through waters inhabited

by alligators and snakes. After two days of watching the

depressing damage reports on the news, I was almost

relieved to hear the phone ring. It was my friend Barbara. I

had agreed to meet her at a cocktail party on the Freeport

waterfront.

“Are you still coming? You haven’t changed your mind or

anything?”

“Of course, I’m still coming.”

“I’ll be there by eight o’clock,” she informed me.

“I’ll be there by eight thirty,” I replied. “I’ve been

watching the storm reports. The damage is almost beyond

comprehension. It will take me a few minutes to get

dressed, but I will be there.”

It seemed a little incongruous to me to be thinking about

martinis and women minutes after watching the hurricane

reports but I was going anyway. I really needed to get my

mind off everything I had just seen on the television.

Freeport is a harbor area nestled on the south shore of

Long Island behind the barrier island of Long Beach. It is

home to many recreational fishing boats, both private and

charter, and a smattering of commercial fishing enterprises.

There are numerous restaurants and bars attracting

considerable nightlife especially during the warmer months.

As I started my car for the easy twenty minute drive, I

noticed that I was low on gas. I had more than enough to

get to Freeport and back, but I believe in keeping my gas

gauge in the upper range rather than the lower. I pulled up

to the first gas station convenient to my trip and my jaw

dropped. Gas prices were $3.50 a gallon up from $1.75

earlier in the day. I left the station looking elsewhere to fuel

my car and the reality started to hit me. Several stations



were closed after running out of fuel. Others were also at

$3.50. The storm’s impact was now reaching everyone in

the country.

I finally found a station with a short line, only five cars for

each of its four pumps. The price was still $1.75. As I gassed

up, the attendant said he was going to $3.50 a gallon when

he ran out of his current supply which would be soon.

I got to the party when I said I would, but between the

hurricane and the gas prices, my head was swimming.

The cocktail party was basically a networking party. A lot

of small business people attended in hopes that if ever a

need for their services should arise, you will call them.

There were accountants and financial planners aplenty,

young attorneys hoping to build a practice, small caterers,

insurance salesmen, printers, credit card services, etcetera

and one overweight young woman running around in a

maid’s outfit offering her cleaning services.

The cocktail party wasn’t exceptionally exciting and most

of the conversations were about the storm damage and its

effect on fuel prices across the country. The rest of the

conversations were sort of “Hi. I’m Fred and what do you

do?” The bar/restaurant was a nice place and the setting on

the water was beautiful, so I decided to sit back and enjoy

my surroundings. There was an attractive barroom and a

beautiful outdoor deck area. I really appreciated the lovely

summer evening. It was a shame that there wasn’t a woman

there that I thought would be a good prospect for me. If so, I

might have found the party a little more interesting. Did you

ever notice that at a gathering such as this, if there is

someone you find attractive the conversations become

much more stimulating?

Barbara is really a very dear friend to me. She is a tall,

attractive brunette who sells insurance for a living, and she

is very good at it. We met at a Christmas party held at the

office of a mutual friend in 1988. The party was also my last



public appearance with my soon to be ex-wife. We had just

separated a month earlier.

Barbara and I have been great friends ever since. She

was married for a short time which resulted in a wonderful

son who she raised on her own.

During the years of our friendship, we have skied

together, danced, dined, and gone to the movies but never

dated. I’m not sure why. She often uses me as a security

blanket. Rather than go somewhere alone where she

doesn’t know anybody, she invites me so that she has at

least one friend there. I think that is why she asked me to

join her at this cocktail party.

The best thing about the relationship is that we can talk

openly and honestly to each other about anything. She

wasn’t impressed with the party either and kept apologizing

for inviting me. We both left early.

The morning after the party, I spent some time watching

the financial shows on television. Everybody was talking

about how with nine major refineries down with various

degrees of damage because of Katrina there would be gas

shortages for about three months until the refineries

returned to full operation. This was why gas prices doubled

in one day. I was glad I had filled my tank up the night

before. (It is interesting to note that here in my area we

never ran short on gas. You could buy all you wanted if you

paid the price.)



A

Chapter 2

t this point, I think I should tell you a little about me. I

grew up in a nice middle class neighborhood in

Brooklyn, New York, the product of wonderful and loving

parents. My parents, my younger sister and I weren’t rich,

but we were happy. After graduating from Brooklyn

Technical High School, which was all boys, six thousand of

them, I went to Hunter College. Hunter was all women and I

was on a program to transfer into City College School of

Architecture. Honestly, I was in Hunter’s first coed class.

There were four thousand women and a few hundred men in

the school at that point. After four years at Tech, it took me

several months before I could sit still in class but I was too

young to know why.

I didn’t like Hunter academically, so after one year I

transferred to Arizona State University’s School of

Architecture. I did not graduate in architecture but I did

come away with a degree in construction.

The military draft was very active while I was in school

during the late 60’s. It was a constant threat especially with

my changing schools and changing majors. Young men were

allowed four years for four year degree programs and five

years for five year degree programs. They were not allowed

extra time because of changing majors. Between changing

schools and changing majors, I was not going to graduate in

four years. Architecture was a five year program that took

most people six to complete.

I went to draft parties every other week. I saw numerous

friends pulled out of school by the draft. So I joined ROTC

(Reserve Officer Training Corps) which was the only way the

Army would let me stay in school to graduate. The one hour

a week of wearing the uniform on the parade ground and an

hour of classroom work was bearable. Looking back, the



leadership training that I received served me well

throughout my life.

Upon graduation from ASU in 1970, I became a Second

Lieutenant in the United Sates Army. It took an act of

Congress but I was officially an officer and a gentleman. I

had requested the Corps of Engineers; after all I had a

degree in Construction so I was surprised to receive my

assignment to the Quartermaster Corps (supplies).

Quartermaster is usually good duty and with a shooting

war going on in Viet Nam, I was not going to complain very

loudly. I was always curious about why I did not get

Engineers. As I understood the situation, the school had fifty

cadets graduating and the Army gave them fifty slots but

only one Engineer slot. Another cadet had also requested

Engineers. Since his grade point average was two tenths of

a point higher than mine, he received first choice. That

sounds fair. “What is his degree in?” I asked. “Philosophy”

was the reply.

I had a degree in construction and he had a degree in

philosophy. He gets Engineers and I get Quartermaster?! It

did not make much sense to me but then this was the Army.

I figured that I had better get used to this. I hope it made

sense to somebody. I walked away, laughing to myself and

scratching my head.

My first year in the Army was spent as an instructor at

the Quartermaster School in Fort Lee, Virginia. I taught

Storage and Depot Operations. I wrote a course on Storage

and Depot Operations. I had never been in a real depot in

my life. My second year was spent in the glorious Republic

of Viet Nam.

Before leaving for Viet Nam, I took some leave to spend a

little time at home with my family and then a few days in

Tempe, home of Arizona State University, to see some

friends. I spent five days of partying, eating and drinking at

my college haunts, and then the fateful day arrived. It was

time to head to the airport.



It was a beautiful Monday morning, almost too nice to fly

to Viet Nam. Before I left the campus, I stopped up at the

ROTC office to say hello. It was about eleven o’clock. I had a

one o’clock flight from Sky Harbor Airport to San Francisco

and a four o’clock flight to Viet Nam. One of the secretaries

handed me a piece of paper and asked, “Did you know

him?” It was the obituary of a close friend who had just

been killed in the Mekong Delta. He was one of my first

friends in the dorms when I started at ASU and sat next to

me for four years in ROTC. It shook me. The timing was just

great. I still think of him today, more than forty years later.

After reaching Viet Nam, I was sent up to Da Nang. Da

Nang is located in the northern sector of South Viet Nam

along the coast of the South China Sea. Except for the

barbed wire, China Beach in Da Nang was one of the most

beautiful beaches I had ever been on in my young life. The

water was so clear that a person could read a book through

six feet of it.

Recently, on the travel channel, I saw a beautiful Hilton

Hotel there now. My accommodations were not quite as

luxurious. Let me see now. A Quonset hut surrounded by

sand bags and barbed wire versus a room at the Hilton. It’s

a tough decision, but I think I would have preferred the

Hilton.

My first day at the beach was also my last as I was

assigned to a battalion which processed equipment out of

Viet Nam. The office that gave out assignments was about

fifty feet from the front door of one of the largest depots in

the world. Why wasn’t I assigned to the depot? When I

asked about an assignment to the depot, the young

specialist said “Wow! An Army trained, depot instructor

officer. I would love to assign you to the depot but the

Colonel who has to approve you is down south for a few

days.”

“I don’t mind waiting. After all, I do have a year to kill.”



“Well, you have already been here for a day, and I have

to assign you somewhere.”

This is the Army, after all, and it turned out that one of

the other lieutenants working with me was an Engineer

officer. We also had two trained cooks working in the motor

pool and two mechanics in the mess hall. The Army

probably calls it “cross training.” Most other people would

call it inefficiency.

For part of the time that I was in Viet Nam, I lived on a

Navy compound. The food was great. They actually had

trained cooks in the mess hall. Unfortunately, I did not stay

there long, and my company moved back to an Army

compound. There was a definite difference in the food.

The Navy was much more career oriented than the Army

was. A minimum hitch in the Navy was four years and it had

a significantly higher retention rate than the Army. The

Army was full of draftees who were in for two years, then

out. If the Navy needed two cooks, it sent for the next two

cooks. If it needed two mechanics, it sent for next two

mechanics. The Army said “The next two guys, you are now

cooks. The next two guys, you are mechanics.”

The war or should I say “conflict” was starting to wind

down. The Nixon administration was mired in tense

negotiations with the North Vietnamese, the “Paris Peace

Talks”. We had to get all the equipment out of the country,

or when the truce was declared, any remaining equipment

would become property of the North Vietnamese.

I ran an operations yard, processing battle-damaged

equipment, tanks, trucks, jeeps, howitzers, out of Viet Nam

to be repaired and stored elsewhere. The equipment had to

be washed to remove any soil or contaminants before it

could be shipped out. At one point, I had two hundred men,

both GI’s and Vietnamese nationals, working under me. The

working equipment was processed at another yard just

down the road from me.



Basically, I ran a car wash in a junk yard. Another thing

the Army taught me which served me well in life is to be

flexible.

My time in Viet Nam wasn’t glorious by any stretch but I

was fairly safe from enemy action, a situation for which I

have always been very grateful. My biggest problems were

snakes and dope addicts. My yard was at the base of

Monkey Mountain on the Bay of Da Nang, not far from the

deep water pier. The Bay of Da Nang opened to the South

China Sea.

There were a lot of monkeys on Monkey Mountain, as you

might expect, and they would sit in the trees watching us

wash junk. During one particular storm, I remember noticing

all the monkeys watching us stand out in the rain washing

the damaged equipment. They were probably saying to

each other “I thought humans were supposed to be smarter

than us.”

A few weeks after I started at the yard, we had a

typhoon, one hundred twenty mile per hour winds and

torrential rains for two days. It washed many snakes down

the side of the mountain and quite a few took up residence

in my yard. During two hours of the first morning after the

storm, my sergeant and I killed six snakes, two cobras, two

temple vipers (aka two-step Charlies) and two others that

we could not identify.

A cobra generally could not kill a man. It had venom that

could make a man sick but he could recover. It could kill a

small animal or child. Temple vipers, on the other hand, had

venom that would paralyze the nervous system within

seconds and all bodily functions would cease. The nickname

of “Two- Step Charlie” was very appropriate because after

two steps you were dead. From then on as I walked around

the yard, my eyes were always looking left and right for

snakes. Occasionally, I would find one.

My other major problem was dope addicts. At one point I

had as many as twenty five percent of my men on smack



(heroin.) They would roll the tobacco out of a cigarette, mix

in the smack, repack the cigarette and smoke it.

Every month or so, the Army would order a surprise piss

test (urine analysis) and the next day a good chunk of my

work force was in a detox center.

The only direct fire incident that I experienced was at the

hands of one of my sergeants. Three of my E-7’s (Sergeants

First Class) set up temporary living quarters out of several

truck bodies at one end of my yard.

One day while conducting normal operations, I heard

some gunfire coming from that direction. Since I had never

heard gunfire in my yard before, the sounds got my

immediate attention. Moments later two of my men came

running up to me saying bullets had just missed their heads.

I told everyone to stand back while I went to investigate.

It seemed that one of my sergeants just received notice

that he was being riffed. (RIF stands for reduction in force.)

He was being laid off by the Army after more than eighteen

years of service. You needed twenty for a pension.

As the war was winding down, the Army realized that it

did not need as many men anymore and made significant

cuts in manpower. The sergeant was understandably upset

and possibly inebriated. He picked up a Thompson

submachine gun and fired a clip at the walls.

A Thompson fires a .45 caliber bullet at high velocity, a

very powerful bullet. The bullets went through the walls of

the truck body as if the walls were made of paper. How he

had gotten a Thompson was something I never found out. To

my knowledge, they were never authorized in Viet Nam.

Fortunately, I was able to convince him to surrender the

weapon rather than shoot me. If that negotiation had not

ended successfully, who would have written this book? He

was removed by the military police a short while later and

the yard went back to business as usual.

My respect for the soldiers in the field, who faced snakes,

dope addicts, booby traps and trained enemy soldiers trying



to kill them on a daily basis, can never be understated.

As for the equipment we processed out, the largest item

we handled was the M60 tank. It was the hot new tank in

the Army’s arsenal at that time. It could go through the

jungle at high speed. It weighed fifty tons, one hundred

thousand pounds. There was always great pressure on us to

get these processed out quickly. No one wanted these tanks

left behind. The scrap metal value alone was worth one

hundred thousand dollars. That was in 1971 dollars. Money

is always such a great motivator.

It seems that several years later, after computers were

invented, the M60 was not considered suitable for

retrofitting. The new tanks had very sophisticated computer

systems. In the 1990’s many M60s were dumped in the

ocean as part of an artificial reef building program.

Apparently, it was cheaper to get rid of them than maintain

and keep them in storage.

The cost of putting them in the ocean was three hundred

dollars each, dropped in place. What happened to the one

hundred thousand dollar scrap metal value? I really cannot

complain because I am a big believer in artificial reefs and

have enjoyed many days of fishing on them. I wonder if I

ever fished on a tank that I washed. I hope the fish

appreciate a clean environment.

Upon returning home in 1972, I finally went to work for a

construction company. I had intended to go back to Arizona

to build homes, but I didn’t have a car or wardrobe at the

time. I interviewed for a job here in New York with the intent

of going out to Arizona after six months or so. Maybe I

would be worth a few dollars more per week if I could say

that I was working for a construction company when I finally

interviewed out west. A family friend referred me to Starrett

Housing Corp.

The job in New York developed into something that did

not exist anywhere else in the world. After a short stint in

the office, I was sent out to the field for some “seasoning.” I



started as an assistant superintendent trainee over three

buildings at Starrett City in New York. This was a big project

consisting of six thousand apartment units in forty-six high-

rise buildings, eight five story garages, a power plant and a

shopping center.

I loved the field work and it showed. I quickly rose to

assistant superintendent over five buildings and then to

superintendent over seventeen buildings and finally to

Deputy Project Superintendent over the whole job. This job

went up faster than anyone expected. In fact, nothing in the

world this big had gone up as fast before. During the

superstructure phase of the project we averaged fifteen

hundred cubic yards of concrete poured in place every day

for twelve months. That’s a lot of concrete.

I greatly enjoyed the pace and the coordination that was

required. It was a wonderful education and a great start to

my career. I have always been proud of my participation in

the project.

All good things come to an end, and this job did for me in

1976. At some point all construction projects get completed.

In 1977 I found myself in commercial real estate in

Manhattan. I started leasing office space. At the time I really

was not aware of office leasing as a business, but it is a very

big business. Working in the city also gave me an

opportunity to go back to school at night and between the

extra courses I took at ASU and the additional courses I took

here, I earned the equivalent of a Masters in Real Estate and

enough credits for a third degree.

After five years of working for somebody who taught me

everything I didn’t want to be in life, I changed companies

and wound up co-managing a branch office for a major real

estate company. We grew the office from fifteen people to

fifty people. It didn’t take long for me to find out that bigger

offices meant more administration and bigger politics and I

don’t play the game well. I was doing more and more



paperwork and less real estate. Office politics was never my

strong suit.

After six years, I left in 1989 and went out on my own

working from home. I was focusing on the sale and financing

of shopping centers and other investment grade properties

across the country. I worked on one deal in particular where

the property was in Florida, the developer was in California,

the finances came from Seattle and I was in New York. No

one cared where my office was. The nice thing about this

type of sales is that if you bring someone a property that he

likes, he wouldn’t care if you lived on a park bench.

In 1996 I put together a large project in Florida for a

developer, Bob, with whom I had done business before. The

project looked so good that I went into the deal as a partner.

We were developing one thousand apartment units in the

City of Brandon, just outside of Tampa to the southeast.

All of the zoned properties were expensive, and the

sellers wanted to close a sale within thirty days. This was

just too quick for us. Right across the street was a large

parcel of land, about one hundred ten acres, that was

unzoned. It literally had cattle grazing on it. I suggested that

we check it out and see what it would take to get the

zoning.

The engineers told us that it would take about one year

and one hundred thousand dollars to get the zoning

approved. The county had just built a new sewage plant to

accommodate the anticipated growth and wanted to get us

approved quickly so we could start paying fees and taxes to

help pay for it. This timing would work perfectly for us. This

gave us the time to line up the financing and architectural

work so that right after closing we could hit the ground

running and start construction.

What is the old saying “Man plans and God laughs?” It

took three and a half years and more than three hundred

thousand dollars to get the zoning, but we really did not

mind. The frustrations kept hitting us in the face because we



really wanted to get started but the area was getting more

valuable as we waited. Several big banks and insurance

companies were opening large office complexes in the area

which brought many jobs and the demand for more housing.

We had six months after the zoning approval to close on

the land purchase. It was two months before we were

scheduled to close on the purchase of the property when I

received a phone call from one of our associates in

California. Bob had died of an abdominal aneurism. He was

four months younger than I was at the time. His death really

jolted me. Younger friends weren’t supposed to be dying.

As far as the project was concerned, I felt that I was more

than capable of bringing it to completion. The problem was

that no bank was going to give me seventy-five million

dollars to build this project without my having a track record

as a developer, so the project died too. Between deposits

and fees, we left more than three million dollars cash on the

table.

Things were great for a while, but between 2001 and

2002 I hit burnout. I was goosed by people I trusted on two

major deals. On one deal I could have sued for my

commission which would have been in seven figures but I

was so burnt that I just turned around and walked away. If I

had it to do all over again, there is no doubt in my mind that

I would definitely sue.

At this point I was somewhat broke and slightly

depressed, but I never learned to quit, so I put one foot in

front of the other and did whatever I had to do to survive.

I drove an older car. It was a 1992 Crown Victoria with

one hundred forty thousand miles on the engine. It was

sluggish and the engine had a tappet noise that sounded

like a typewriter and I was not a mechanic. Every two weeks

it was in the shop for something. Finally, I decided that it

was time to buy another car but, I was so busy that I did not

go out and buy one the next day.
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