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THE HOLE TRUTH (aka THE WHOLE TRUTH) is a novel.

Professor Tony Zanatelli signs a summer-job contract to manage the drilling of a deep exploration well in the Gulf of Mexico. Guided by education and experience, he’ll do the job well and make good money. The project will cost millions, but hard data from the hole is the only way to know if there’s a treasure of oil and gas or the well is a dry hole. Regardless of results, Tony will deposit his summer salary, reunite with his wife, and share a wealth of new memories with his students.

Well—maybe. Because the truth, the whole truth, about what resides deep in the bottom of the hole is targeted by those who will kill to prove neither life nor truth is bulletproof.

All characters are products of the author’s imagination and are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. Public data about companies, universities, equipment, the well, and the rigs, though modified by the author for ease of reading, form the setting for the story. Opinions and errata are the author’s.
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Francine Elizabeth Rach, PhD, outdrove the arrogant bastard and his high-beam headlights as he chased her in and out of traffic southbound on Houston’s Beltway 8. Looking ahead, she blasted her well-tuned Mazda RX-8 up the elevated US 59 overpass and backed off the gas only slightly as she approached the curve at the top, where he caught up, pulled alongside, and shot her in the face.

Had the brilliant geophysicist not been dead when her bright-red coffin spun out of control, flipped end to end, jumped the retaining wall, and fell to the roadway below in a ball of flame, she might have screamed his name. 

Accident investigators took pictures, measured skid marks, interviewed shocked witnesses, and eventually added one more tragic, random, road-rage death to Houston vehicular statistics. 

They were right only about it being tragic.
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PART ONE
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The Hole 

One

Cool air in the hotel lobby welcomed me. “Checking in,” I said. “Zanatelli." I spelled the name. 

The desk clerk watched my lips.

“Tony,” I added, in case there were hordes of other Zanatellis destined to spend a humid mid-May night in Lafayette, Louisiana.

"Been waiting for you," the clerk said, before retrieving an almost empty box from under the counter and handing me two envelopes. “Confidential,” he added, “so they’re sealed. They came in about noon.”

I thanked him and reckoned the countdown to start my consulting job had just reached zero—launch underway. 

Little did I know that the associated body count had also just begun.

*  *  * 

[image: ]


I read the first note, from Fred Winlan: Call me. I’ll buy dinner.

Works for me, I thought.

But the second note told me to call Hank Gormann as soon as possible. Hah—ASAP. My gut rumbled. Why? No idea. I liked Hank. A lot. Respected him. But my gut didn’t often lie. 

In my capacity as a summer-hire company man, I would manage the drilling of an exploration well in the Gulf of Mexico and would work for two bosses—Hank and Fred—hence, two notes, both important. But Hank was a vice president, and Fred reported to Hank. 

And me? I was a professor at CSM—Colorado School of Mines—and I needed my 2005 summer-job paycheck, as approved by Hank. So I called him first.

I dialed Hank’s direct number from my hotel room and spoke to southern softness. “Tony Zanatelli; I’m returning Mr. Gormann’s call.” 

Southern Softness identified herself as Hank’s admin assistant and then said, “He’s on another call, sir. Something about a blowout. He told me if you called to put you on hold. Do you mind?”

Crap, I thought. Blowout! Mind?

Innocuous music filled my ear. I didn’t recall answering the woman’s question because the word blowout tore at my guts. I’d spent my career, offshore and while teaching, ensuring no well ever lost control. And blowout was the opposite of control. Mutually exclusive. Like control and Mount St. Helens in the same sentence. 

I checked my watch, needed to get on the road. Drive. Fly. Chopper. Get to wherever in hell I needed to be. I thought about flashing my phone but feared I’d lose the connection. Kind of like the connection with Mother Nature. Don’t tap the wrong switch. Never give her a chance. A chance to be uglier than science fiction. Because her wrath isn’t pixels; it’s real time. In your face. Unrelenting. Without limit. 

And in my job, I’d often mused, if I lost well control and let Mother Nature win, there was nobody to blame but—

The phone went quiet.

Crap. Redial? Tap the— 

“Tony, thanks for calling,” Hank said, his signature voice rumbling like a bass woofer. “Sorry to have left you hanging yesterday—too many people around. You alone?”

“In Lafayette. In my room. Sorry about the blowout. Give me the stats and tell me where I need to go, and I’ll—”

“Whoa, Tony. Not a drilling blowout. My wife had a flat tire, and it’s been fixed.”

Flat tire? Blowout? “Sorry, mixed message on this end,” I said, relieved no rig was involved. 

“Good,” Hank said. “I need to finish my story before you talk to Winlan.”

“Haven’t called him yet,” I said, glad I’d called Hank first. I opened my notebook. “Go ahead.”

“Your job is to drill the well, safe and on budget, so we can find out exactly what’s down there—oil, gas, dry hole, whatever. Unfortunately, I’m afraid there’s something going on with my drilling program that might complicate your job.”

“I’m taking notes,” I said, just to remind him I was still there. “Go ahead.” 

He did. “Like I started telling you yesterday, I’ve got a problem with four wells we drilled a few years back. They’re all in the Gulf. All exploration wells. At the time, we wrote off each one as a dry hole. But now I’m thinking maybe they weren’t so dry, because after we relinquished the leases back to the feds, other operators picked them up, and now all four leases are producing reserves we failed to find.”

“Coincidence? Or do your guys need a short course in well logging?”

“Maybe both. But I’ve studied those wells, and they all share some of the same people, inside and outside the company. I’m thinking somebody’s stealing or changing data, like industrial espionage. If so, it’s probably somebody I know, and I’ll bet my ass your well’s next. I’ll send you copies of my files, and then we’ll talk about coincidence.”

“Insider?” I asked, since industrial espionage had the ring of Hollywood. 

“Maybe, maybe not. Suspects? Somewhere between none and everybody. Which means this is between you and me—just you and me.”

“What about Fred Winlan?”

“Not Fred. Not your wife. Just you and me. Just drill the well, keep it safe, watch over the interns, and help all you can with my problem. Call me from the rig—we’ll talk more.”

He hung up before I could tell him I was neither clairvoyant nor a detective.

My summer job as consultant was supposed to help me decide whether to continue teaching at CSM, where I would soon finish my doctoral studies, or go back into oil and gas, where I had two decades of domestic and international drilling experience. I hoped Hank’s problem wouldn’t bias my decision.

Then I had a good idea—decide later. In mere minutes, my teeth exuded the aroma of mint, and I dialed Fred’s number.

“Fred Winlan.” His voice was effeminate, three octaves higher than Hank’s. They made a great pair at cocktail parties, their alto-bass chitchat always entertaining.

“Fred, it’s Tony. Dinner sounds good, and I’m ready. I’ll walk to the Blue Dog Café and meet you in the bar.”

“I’m close; ten minutes.”

A man of my word, I walked a hundred yards south on Pinhook and went straight to the Blue Dog lounge, where I ordered exactly what I wanted—a double dose of aged Lagavulin single-malt scotch, neat. I raised the man-sized tumbler and savored the heavy-peat aroma, knowing I was holding my last drink for months to come. 

Two sips later, a hand landed on my shoulder.

“Tony Z, my man.”

Not knowing if the squeaky voice was a biker bitch or Fred, I turned on the barstool and faced the intruder, whose stumpy-necked, puffy-cheeked head resembled a ten-pound peach. “Fred, good to see you. Thanks for joining me.”

“Wouldn’t miss it. After you called yesterday, I chewed out Hank for not telling me you were coming.”

“Yeah, I believe that,” I said, not believing it.

“Then Ms. Lila—she’s my secretary—stomped through my office in a huff and pulled this file”—he held up a manila folder—“out of my in-box with all the letters and stuff about your summer job like I was supposed to have read it or something.”

“Good, then you’ve got files on my two college interns.”

“Well . . . yes and no. But let’s talk after we get a table. He nodded to his right and got us escorted to a quiet booth.

*  *  *
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My entrée, a charred-rare, fire-grilled rib eye, was fork-tender. I wondered if it would be my last good steak of the summer. Fred—my longtime friend and now a potential felon—engulfed every morsel of his sausage-stuffed, two-inch-thick pork chop glazed with brown sugar and mustard, and then stared at the hole in his plate as if contemplating the big lick. I watched him, tried to think like a detective, and wondered what he might know about Hank’s investigation. Then I realized it wasn’t only Hank who was paranoid. 

Fred belched and leaned back. “How about dessert?” 

I declined and joined him for dark-roast coffee. 

While sipping his, Fred asked, “You hear about Doc Rach?”

“Don’t know him. Should I?”

“Her. Francine Rach. R-A-C-H, pronounced rock. She’s a geophysicist. You’re about to drill her well.” He hiccuped. “She got killed in a car accident on Saturday. Hank says she was by herself, went over the side of an overpass near Houston. Burned up in the wreck.”

I didn’t need the gore. “What do you mean her well?”

“I was at a board meeting some months back when she presented the geophysics for the well—the one you’re about to drill. She’s been around for years and always did a good job, but especially on this one.”

A link? I wondered. Hank’s problem and Rach’s death? “Does the accident change anything? Delay the program?”

Another hiccup. “No. Just thought you might know her.”

“I didn’t know her, and I’m sorry she died, but let’s get back to the files on my two interns. Explain yes and no.”

Fred looked at me and puffed his already protruding cheeks. “Yes, you have interns. No, it’s not two.”

“I lost one?” I made my face droop, as if heartbroken. “What happened?”

“You didn’t lose one. You got two more.”

“Two more what?”

“Two more interns. Total four. They were here last week for safety training and are ready to go.”

I waited for the grin that did not come. “Four. Tell me you’re joking.”

“No joke,” he said, his voice a squeal. “Four interns.”

“Does Hank know this?”

“He did it. Yesterday. Two were assigned to a Main Pass platform rig, but we drilled our third dry hole and . . . ” 

Four? Crap. I had already killed intern Denny Fontenot, so I damn sure didn’t need four more. I considered tipping the table as Fred chirped away, but I wanted to keep my job. “Fred, stop. It doesn’t matter. The bottom line is, I not only have a tough well to drill”—I caught myself before broaching Hank’s secret topic—“I get to play daddy to four summer interns, who probably have nil experience.”

“Not true. One does. She’s a petroleum engineering student at Marietta College.”

Words failed me. I must have looked stunned.

“Come on, Tony. Nothing wrong with Marietta.”

“She? Four greenhorns and one’s a she?” 

“No. Two are women.”

I did the math. Two women. Two men. Four total. Hah. And all I had to do was keep them alive. I looked at my half-full coffee cup and my bone-dry tumbler and for a few seconds considered blessing the latter with another double shot.

“Fred, just tell me about them,” I said. “All four.”

*  *  *
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Later, fully up to speed on my young charges, I tried to force a laugh, but my face throbbed with conflicting emotions. I didn’t want to talk about interns. 

“Do I get this?” I asked, raising the folder. 

“It’s yours,” Fred said. “I have the originals.”

“Hank says we’re using a big Rowan jackup, the Bob Palmer. And tell me about the well.” 

“Yep. The biggest of the big. And we need it—the location’s in about 450 feet of water.” Fred was in his element—rigs, water, wells. “You’ll be drilling on East Cameron Block 378. It’s rank exploration, with most of the acreage, including the target, under the ship channel. And that means the well will be deep, directional, S-shaped.”

“How deep?” I asked. 

“Twelve thousand feet subsea, with measured depth just under twenty thousand.”

“Hell of a well. You expect me to finish it?”

“Maybe, but I doubt it. Prognosis says 110 days, but there’s very little contingency time included for trouble.” 

I rummaged in the folder. “There’s no well program.”

“Sorry. There’s one on the rig, unless you want to stop by the office tonight and get a copy.”

“No way. I’m fading. Two more topics. First, tight-hole status.” 

“It’s tight,” Fred said. “Really tight. Too many open blocks around us, and we don’t want a bidding war.”

“Works for me. Second topic, morning reports.”

“You can send your reports online,” he said, “but I still like the personal touch.”

“What time?” 

“I’ll call between six fifteen and six thirty. If you’re tied up, have one of the interns give me the verbal report, or at least tell me it’s been sent.”

We shook hands in the parking lot, and I predicted I wouldn’t see Fred again until late August, if then.

*  *  *
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From my room, I called Marie, my wife of twenty-six years. She had accepted an invitation to spend much of the summer in Oklahoma City with our daughter, Patti, and her husband, Jordan, and their energetic two-year-old twin sons, Grip and Rip.

“You sound tired,” she said.

“Long day at the wheel. “

“Tell me about your interns.” She knew I’d been assigned two. 

“I’ve got four. Two men. Two women.”

A long beat of silence. “I’m sorry, Tony. Four is a lot, but I know you’ll make it work. You OK?”

“I’ll be fine as soon as I get to the rig and meet them. See what they’ve got. Until then, they’re just names.”

“You know anything about them, like where they go to school? Where they’re from?”

“That, yes.” I looked at my few notes. “Charles, Chuck, Bridgestone’s a PhD candidate in chemical engineering at Rice. Jill Hamilton—a touchy feely writer—is working on dual degrees in sociology and journalism at Kansas State. Evan St. James is an environmentalist from Northland College, located in some Podunk town in northern Wisconsin. And my saving grace, Paula Freitag, is a young petroleum engineer from Marietta College.”

“Sounds like a nice mix.”

“Yeah, if you’re looking for a debate team.” 

“Be nice, Tony; I’m on your side. When do they go to the rig?”

“They’re supposed to be geared up and in Cameron tomorrow morning for the first boat run. Same one I’m on.” Fred had told me about issuing them steel-toe boots, hard hats, and coveralls with nametags. He’d sounded like a used-car salesman listing seat-cover options. “And that means I better get some sleep.”

“I already miss you. Call me when you can talk.”

“I will. Give the family hugs for me.”

Her “I love you” was in unison with mine. I set my clock to wake me, turned on the television, and fell asleep waiting for the ten o’clock news.

*  *  *
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The rogue wave reached critical height, rolled across the boat’s deck, and consumed everything in its path, including my warning scream to the terrified young man who had but seconds—

My dream scream failed to awaken me, but the 3:00 a.m. blare of the alarm saved me from once again having to watch Denny Fontenot die. I sat up, found and punched the snooze button, and wilted back under the sheet.

Eyes open, room dark, I was pissed that Denny—my nightmare nemesis—had followed me to Lafayette. I wanted my extra five-minute doze, but memories of his violent and watery death ricocheted inside my skull and . . .

The alarm buzzed a second time and blasted Denny from my head and me out of bed. I didn’t look forward to driving two hours to Cameron, whether via interstate to Lake Charles then south, or along bayou-country back roads all the way, but if I missed my boat ride to the rig, I’d lose half a day. I flipped on the bathroom light, and the mirror reflected an ugly sight—me, disheveled beyond repair.

I turned on the shower and wallowed in its heat. More than once in the past two years, I’d thought of Denny while soaking in the shower, the only place I could allow my emotions to run free. But not this morning, I thought, my head filled with visions of Marie, her smile, her body, her coffee—none of which I would share for the next hundred days. Me? I’d be dealing with my summer job and whatever challenges awaited me: deep well, interns I didn’t want, Hank Gormann’s conspiracy.

Hah, I thought. Driller. Dorm Dad. Detective.

Two

A sign in my headlights told me the tiny Louisiana town of Cameron—the namesake parish seat—was now home to just fewer than two thousand people. And me, temporarily. Plus, according to Hank, any number who might come and go during the next few months, plotting the demise of my well.

The town hadn’t changed since my first visit almost twenty years before, though this time my mouth was dry with anticipation. Bulk tanks, flatbed trucks, and pipe racks competed for wharf-side space along Calcasieu Pass, where dockworkers and truck drivers loaded workboats 24-7 with equipment, pipe, product, and food.

I parked in the crushed-shell public lot, got my gear out of the trunk, and walked against hard wind and stinging drizzle to MillPet’s shorebase office. Inside the once-white, two-room portable shed were two steel desks, three plastic chairs, a crusted coffeepot, and a face from the past.

“Jimmie Hebert,” I said. “Tony Zanatelli.”

MillPet’s dispatcher, whom I once called he’-bert rather than a’-bear—a near-terminal credibility offense in South Louisiana—looked up and took a drag from the lip-locked cigarette butt that protruded from his skinny, dried-apple face. “Where you goin’, Mr. Tony?”

“Rowan’s Bob Palmer. I’m the company man for MillPet.” 

He coughed up some kind of pulmonary specimen, spit into a paper towel, and returned the cigarette to his lower lip. “You run the Trojan for MillPet year or two back?”

Crap. Denny. Nobody forgets. “Two years ago,” I said. “That was Ship Shoal three sixty-four. Good memory.”

“Right. You the professor.”

“That’s me,” I said. “Anybody else on the first run?”

“Some service hands.” He coughed. “And Mr. Fred says we got some kids coming. Maybe a field trip.”

“Not kids,” I said. “They’re college interns working the summer.”

Jimmie pointed to a wall clock and said, “They got fourteen minutes ’fore I kick off the crew boat.”

Jimmie Hebert and clockwork departures were like red beans and rice, which suited me just fine. I confirmed his phone numbers and got directions to MillPet’s crew boat, the Intruder.

After a short walk down a long dock, I stepped on deck and felt the marine diesel engines throbbing with life. I put my gear in the passenger compartment. Five service hands sipped coffee, read newspapers, and took no notice of me.

I went forward, climbed six steps to the wheelhouse, and found the skipper. He could’ve been Jimmie Hebert’s father.

“I’m Tony, company man for MillPet. Mind if I join you?”

“Ford.” He offered me his skeletal, calloused hand, and then patted the top of a hip-high radio cabinet. “Ain’t much, but it a seat.”

I shook rain off my jacket, sat on top of the steel box, and leaned back against the bulkhead. The view through drizzle and sea spray wouldn’t be all that good, but I knew that watching the water would keep me from getting sick. 

Skipper Ford and I played the memory game to see if we’d ever ridden together but found nothing we could recall.

At two minutes to six, the skipper told his deckhand to clear the lines. Then the radio crackled, and Jimmie Hebert asked the skipper what he was waiting for.

“Jimmie’s always on schedule,” I said.

“Pain in the ass, ask me.” The skipper eased the 120-foot crew boat away from the dock past other vessels. Two miles down Calcasieu Pass he made a left turn into the last bend, directing his big boat due south and into the headwind.

As soon as we were southbound—still half a mile inland from the shoreline entrance to the rock jetties—the waves grew bigger. The crew boat, buffeted by building seas, seemed a wee bit smaller than when I’d first boarded.

“What’s the forecast?” I asked. 

“Low movin’ through. South breeze. Norther tonight.” 

Breeze my ass, I thought. “Rough at the rig?” 

“No, but it gonna be in the jetties.” The skipper turned in his seat and looked at me. “You gonna ride there, better hold tight. Handles on the side.”

His warning was well-timed. The thirty-knot gale blew straight into the mouth of the two-sided jetty, and the waves had nowhere to build but up. The boat responded as designed—with vigor—so I centered my butt on the radio cabinet and confirmed it was bolted to the floor. After a surprising jolt, I grabbed the cabinet handles and hung on with a two-handed macho death grip.

Good thing I did. Challenged by a series of waves, the Intruder’s bow went airborne over the bigger crests before collapsing into bottomless troughs. The skipper, silent and serious, fought to keep the vessel on line with the center of the channel and off the rocks that formed the mile-long jetty into the Gulf. I eyeballed the rocks and saw most of them more than once, our forward progress at times in full retreat.

Minutes of hell later, the deckhand appeared in the door to the passenger compartment, wedged himself against the frame, and said, “Skip, we got some sick ones below.”

“Then I be glad I’m here, Cat,” skipper Ford said. “Give ’em them little bags, case they throw up.” Shoulder-strapped and seat-belted into the captain’s chair, skipper Ford seemed nonchalant as the vessel screamed into a trough, slammed into a wall of water, and climbed into the sky. 

“Forget the bags,” the deckhand said. “There’s puke everywhere.”

“OK, Cat, ’nough details. Tell ’em we be in open water soon. When it lay down, she be easier.”

The skipper’s casual words were out of sync with my world. As each giant swell passed, the boat dropped and my airborne ass stretched my arms and collapsed my shoulders as if I were my own knuckle-dragging ancestor. Then the boat would bottom out and pile-drive my bruised and battered butt back onto the top of the cabinet, where the cycle would begin again. With each new bashing, I’d remind myself I could either gut up and hang on or let go and die.

I thought about Denny Fontenot in the same kind of seas—without the boat. To banish the memory, I focused on the vessel’s pitch, roll, yaw. And my ass.

The deckhand, again wedged against the doorframe, said, “One of the girls got puke in her hair. She not too happy.”

Girl? I wondered. Puke in hair? My ass slammed onto my makeshift seat. Has to be an intern. A wall of water exploded against the windshield. We plowed into it as if we’d hit a mountain, and then we climbed into the clouds. No interns when I boarded, so maybe two minutes behind me. My hands screamed for release, but my rocket-propelled ass was on its way down again, and I needed it to hit the seat as square as possible.

The interns’ first day offshore, I thought. Such a pity. I couldn’t help but smile, though just a little, as I puckered my butt-cheeks to soften the next imminent flesh-on-steel blow, which came all too soon.

“End of the jetty just ahead,” the skipper declared. “We almost home free.”

A quarter mile of butt-crushing rough water later, we entered calmer seas. My hands were dead, my ass bones were dislocated, and my legs were numb. But I was alive. Like flying a plane and landing safe, I considered it a perfect trip.

The skipper turned southeast and eased the throttle forward. “Hundred five miles to go and we there.” The crew boat responded with muscular energy, and within minutes we cut a swath through six-foot seas at just over twenty knots.

“Cat,” the skipper said, “open the hatches and get some air down below. Then help ’em clean up. If anybody hurtin’, tell ’em to tough it out, but let me know. We be there about ten thirty.”

I thought about helping, then not. I wasn’t good with puke, diapers, or even my own morning breath, and since I’d just busted my ass to save my guts, I wasn’t about to ruin the entire day before boarding my rig. 

My rig, I thought. 

Day one. 

About a hundred to go.  

Three

A structure loomed on the horizon, jutted from the sea, and grew to monolithic proportions as we approached. Silhouetted against the dark sky, it soon displayed grays and whites with touches of red and yellow.  

I visualized an unseen face, maybe more, looking down, watching me, contemplating how to steal data that did not yet exist.

“That be it,” the skipper said.

The three-legged jackup rig—a gigantic tripod that sat on the seafloor—was the largest of its kind in the world. When Rowan Companies first made its colossal-sized, deep-water jackups, they were designated the Gorilla class. In stepwise fashion, subsequent Gorilla-class rigs got bigger, culminating in the “XL,” for extra large. At a cost of $200 million, the XL dwarfed all competition, and I was gazing at the prototype—the Gorilla VIII—christened the Bob Palmer. 

Mr. Robert Palmer had served as Rowan’s president and CEO for three decades. I had known him for fifteen of those years and was proud to have a chance to work on his namesake rig.

The skipper moved into position beside the mammoth rig and low-throttled to keep the Intruder in place. I thanked him for the ride, puckered my butt cheeks, and stood on woozy legs to regain my balance. Limping, I crossed through the wheelhouse to the portside walkway. A flight of stairs led me down to the rear deck. There I encountered the other passengers as they exited the stern passenger door. None looked too good—sickly, disheveled, damp spots on their clothing—and most smelled bad. I waited until I saw the deckhand, Cat, and asked him to get my duffel bag and suitcase, thankful that I’d made the trip without having to ride in the puked-up passenger cabin.

Service personnel—those with weathered faces and company names sewn on their coveralls—stood out from a four-person group in street clothes. I guessed the washed-out faces—two men, two women—were my interns. They stood together on the starboard side of the deck, legs spread, forty fingers locked on the handrail, as the vessel bobbed and weaved in four-to-six-foot seas.

A crane operator high above our heads honked a horn and rotated the crane boom into position above the Intruder. The crane’s single woven-steel cable supported a personnel basket—not my favorite form of transportation.

Fifteen feet tall, the personnel basket resembles an inverted ice cream cone made of ropes tied together to form one-foot squares in the lower ten feet. The bottom of the contraption is a large circular ring with a padded center to hold gear. The basket’s ropes accordion as the crane holds the top end steady, allowing the bottom—the ring—to ride up and down on a wave-tossed heaving deck. Personnel, I had often explained in class, hold the ropes and stand on the outside of the ring as the crane operator lifts them to the safety of steel decks fifty to a hundred feet above the water.

On calm days, it’s a no-brainer. On days like this? I had once eaten my right knee while riding a personnel basket offshore Equatorial Guinea on a day just like this one.

My interns, the white-knuckled passengers, needed a quick lesson. I approached the group as the crane operator centered and lowered the basket to the middle of the deck. “My name’s Tony. Have any of you ever ridden a personnel basket?”

Three stared at me as if I were from another planet. The one with puke in her hair said no.

I pointed. “Watch these guys when they get on. Gear goes in the middle; it won’t fall out. Step onto the outer ring as you grab the ropes just above your head so that when the boat drops between waves and the ropes stretch out, your feet will still be on the ring. If the boat rises under you, just hang on and squat, but beware of your knees or they’ll pound you in the face. Support your weight with your hands and your feet, not just your feet.”

We watched the service personnel ride up two and three at a time. Then I told the two women to load their luggage and ride up with me. One screamed when the crane lifted us clear of the deck, then they both laughed—pure nerves—all the way up. Once we stepped off the basket and were aboard the rig with solid footing, I told them to stay put. They were still laughing when I rode back down and got the two remaining men. Though their eyes bulged, neither spoke during the short ride to the deck, where we joined the women.

“Get your bags and—”

“I’m Blanchard, chief steward,” said a gray-haired man with a commanding voice, “and I’m looking for four summer interns.”

“That’s us,” somebody said, as four hands went up.

“Then come with me; I’ll get you squared away.”

I signaled the crane operator and rode back down to the boat. Cat loaded my duffel bag and suitcase, and I rode alone back up to the rig.

From my vantage point near the safety railing, nothing stood out as different from the previous Gorilla I’d worked on. The derrick—an Eiffel Tower-type contraption designed to hoist heavy tools during the drilling operation—was on my left. Straight ahead, the pipe racks stored pipe: drill pipe for drilling the well and larger-diameter casing for lining the hole after it’s drilled. To my right, the quarters building housed offices, the all-important galley, movie room, and sleeping accommodations. Behind and above the quarters building would be the helideck, as far from the derrick as possible, since steel towers and helicopters don’t mix well. Around the perimeter of the massive triangular deck, five heavy-lift cranes stood at attention, as if they were praying mantises clustered for the kill. On both sides of the derrick, the short tops of two long tubular truss legs—the third leg out of sight from my vantage point—were a silent testament to the depth of the water and our steadfast connection to terra firma.

Steadfast. Given the spirit of the Gulf’s most brutal winds and seas, I hoped it would remain a good word, allowing me to drill the well and focus on Hank’s problem.

I turned to face the quarters building and looked through the office picture window. A big man on the phone waved me to join him. I reckoned that since he was in the main office, he was either Rowan’s man in charge—the toolpusher—or MillPet’s man in charge—the company man—whom I was there to replace.

Dressed to stay, I thought—toolpusher. I went inside and signaled him to finish his call. 

The office was clean. Organized. Better than Jimmie Hebert’s.

The big man hung up the phone and unfolded his massive body from the desk chair. “Sorry about that. Burt Theriot. Toolpusher. You the company man?”

I decided that if I ever went to war, I wanted this guy on my side, if only because his Cro-Magnon eyebrows bulged above dark eyes. We shook hands, my normal-sized mitt engulfed in his paw.

“Glad to meet you, Burt. Antonio Zanatelli. Call me Tony.”

“Tony Zanatelli. Easy to remember.” He sat, leaned back, and pointed to an empty chair. “Have a seat, Mr. Tony.”

My fire-hot butt wanted nothing to do with a chair. “I’ll stand, thanks. Get my legs back.”

“I’ll tell you what I know,” he said, “but you’ll want some time with Vincent Nibb. He’ll be here as soon as he cleans up. I’m holdin’ the boat for him.”

“Thanks. Half-hour max, and we’ll be done.” 

“I got a fax from Fred Winlan about the interns,” Burt said. “He sent me their names and asked me to give ’em a tour of the rig, if it’s OK with you.”

“You do the tour,” I said. “I’ll be with Mr. Nibb.” 

“I lined ’em up with Blanchard—he’s the steward—so they already got their room assignments. After they get cleaned up, I’ll meet ’em for lunch, about 11:30, and then do the tour. You can join us if you’re done.”

“I won’t need the tour, but you can tell me about the well since I  haven’t had a chance to see the drilling program yet, and—”

A clean-cut guy wearing pressed khakis and a golf shirt entered the office. In his fifties, trim, fit, tan, and reminding me of a military officer on his days off, he planted his feet just inside the doorway, hands behind his back, as if at ease.

“Tony Zanatelli.” I held out my hand.

“Vincent Nibb.” He had a face from the past I couldn’t place and a right hand that didn’t come forward to shake mine. “So, the teacher’s back and brought a bunch of kids for summer school. Damn glad I’m goin’ to the beach.”

Joking? I waited for a smile but got a scowl instead. “Excuse me, Vincent, do you have a problem with me?”

“We met before, and I’m glad to be leavin’.”

I still couldn’t place the face. “Hey, give me a break. I’m on MillPet’s payroll, just like you.”

“Not just like me,” he said.

“How so?” 

“Not just anyone can be a company man, and turnin’ the rig over to a school teacher and a bunch of kids, especially little girls, is bullshit, regardless of who’s dumb enough to pay you.”

Oh, so much I wanted to say, but said, instead, “Damn, glad you got that off your chest.” Asshole. “Anything else you want to dump on me?”

“Oh, you bet, but I’m not takin’ the time. Since you already talked to Burt, I’m out of here.”

“Not quite, Vincent,” I said, my pulse quickening. “As much as I’d like to see you and your attitude gone for good, I’ve got a few questions before you go.”

“Make it quick; I got a boat to catch.”

Burt Theriot stood, shook hands with Nibb, and wished him a safe trip home. He then turned to me.  “I’ll be in the galley if you need me.”

Smart man. Could get ugly. “Burt, before you go, how about making sure the crew boat waits for Mr. Nibb. This might take an hour or so.”

“Consider it done,” Burt said as Nibb shouted, “This is bullshit.”

No trouble telling Nibb was pissed, but the sonofabitch wasn’t alone.

“Now, Vincent,” I said, “since we done got this here office to ourselves, and I is just a dumb-ass teacher with a flock of kids, you reckon you could ’splain and learn me how to drill a well real good ’fore you go?”

“In your dreams.”

“Then maybe just a short course . . . Vincent . . . like a complete rundown on the drilling program, the daily reports, mud-logger reports, regulatory inspections, blowout-preventer test results, directional surveys, well costs, pipe tallies, and a complete inventory and logistics schedule for all the services, rental tools, bulk products, and tangibles MillPet’s paying for.”

“You’re shittin’ me.”

“Not on your life.” My verbal pace picked up with the temperature of my face. “And if you’re worried about the kids, I’ll have them join us, though you’ll have to put up with a bunch of questions about sharks, waterspouts, and designer jeans. Then, when we’re done, we’ll place a conference call to Fred Winlan in Lafayette and thunder-voice himself, Hank Gormann in Houston, to tell them our handover’s complete and see if they have any questions for us or the kids.”

Nibb’s face had broken out in scarlet blotches, and his mouth contorted without words.

I savored the moment. “You reckon the good skipper, Mr. Ford, will mind waiting until about sundown?”

Nibb shouted, spit flying. “You’re full of shit if you think I’m gonna spend one minute on that crap before I leave.”

I picked up the phone. “Whose shoulder you want to cry on first—Winlan’s or Gormann’s? Your call.”

“Sonofabitch.”

I hung up the phone and moved a step closer, glad the bigoted bastard wasn’t as big as Burt. “Is that a general response or meant for me?”

He didn’t answer.

“Right. And that means we better get started.”

The handover, during which Nibb answered with disdain my every question, took an hour and forty minutes.

I would have dragged it out longer, but I was hungry, had people to meet, a well to drill, felons to find—and I was tired of looking at Asshole Nibb.

Four

I found the rig’s galley cleaner than skipper Ford’s wheelhouse. Gleaming, cafeteria-style, stainless-steel, steam-heated containers stood waiting for the next meal. A twelve-foot-long glass salad bar, end-to-end with a dessert bar and ice-cream case, bisected the room. The kitchen was the typical well-appointed Gorilla setup: multiple ovens, griddle plates, open-fire grill, deep fryers, and walk-in coolers and freezers. I took eight steps, and an imposing figure—not in size but in military bearing—emerged from the kitchen and extended his hand.

“Blanchard. I’m the steward.” He spoke with a smooth southern drawl, and his firm grip made me realize that Asshole Nibb had gotten away without shaking my hand.

“Good to meet you. Tony Zanatelli. Call me Tony.”

“Saw you on deck, Mr. Tony. What can I get you?”

“Coffee, hot, with cream, and whatever’s still warm.”

“Coffee’s always hot. Two choices, dark and darker.” He pointed. “Small pot’s dark; big one’s darker. And to eat, I’ve got anything you want; just name it.”

“What kind of fish?” I asked, as I filled a one-pint mug with dark and added a slug of real cream.

“Snapper. Fresh caught last night. Baked or deep fried?”

“In the grease; easy on the breading.”

“Going low-carb?” he asked.

“For the entire summer.”

“No better place to do it. You want me to break a finger if I catch you cheating?”

“No, but I’d appreciate a raised eyebrow if you see me lost in a loaf of French bread.”

“Not to worry, Mr. Tony. We’ll get along just fine.”

“Burt says you took care of the interns.”

“Yes, sir. Good group. Smart. The ladies have their own room. Bunk beds. Private bath. The guys share a room, but their head is down the hall. Mr. Burt got all four after their noon meal, and they’re somewhere down in the guts of the rig. They should be back in here”—he glanced at a wall clock—“in about twenty minutes, so I need to get cooking.”

Pain spiked up my back when my still-tender butt hit the seat. I wondered how it’d feel the next day.

Six minutes later, Blanchard served me a batch of deep-fried, crunchy-crust snapper that would have been worth a ransom in Denver. I hadn’t ordered “Oh, my God, this is good” steamed broccoli lathered in a thick cream-and-butter-base sauce, but I ate it anyway. Blanchard was right: we’d get along just fine.

A booming voice broke my thought-filled chewing. “Mr. Tony,” Burt said, “you missed the tour of the day.” He led the interns to my table. 

They wore matching bright-orange coveralls from which protruded their stocking feet. I stood and scanned the four young faces. “You guys look a lot better than when I saw you last. How was your tour?”

“It was good,” the taller woman, a brunette, said.

“Great,” the shorter, blond-haired woman added.

The lineman-looking brut had a single word for it. “Long.”

The fourth, a skinny little guy, said nothing.

“I’m Tony Zanatelli. Call me Tony.”

The tall brunette spoke first, her words staccato, bursting with energy. “Jill Hamilton. Burt told us about you. You’re the company man in charge of the well.”

“Jill, my pleasure.” We shook hands. “And you’ve got me pegged. I understand you’re at Kansas State and are our onboard journalist.”

“Yes, sir. Sociology and journalism.”

“Dual degrees; that’s tough. Well, I’m sure you’ll find plenty to write about this summer.”

I looked toward the other woman.

“Paula Freitag, PE, Marietta College.” She stepped forward, held out her hand, and shook mine with confidence.

Jill squeaked. “PE? Like phys ed? I thought you were an engineer.”

Paula and I laughed.

“Common mistake, Jill,” I said. “PE is physical education at most schools, but at a few it’s petroleum engineering.”

I ignored Jill’s blush. “Paula, glad to have you on the team. If I get in trouble on technical issues, I’ll look to you for help.”

She laughed. “If you need my help, I’m hiding.”

The big guy smiled. I figured him for Chuck, the grad student.

No smile from the little guy.

The brute held out his big hand. “Evan St. John. I’m studying environmental science at Northland College, in Ashland, Wisconsin.”

So much for guessing, I thought. “Evan, your accent says Wisconsin’s not home. Oklahoma?”

“No, sir. West Texas.”

“Wow, a flatlander. I hope you got through today’s stormy show-and-tell on the boat OK.”

“It was a bad ride, a lot rougher than Lake Meredith  back home, but Lake Superior gets mighty mean too.”

“I bet it does. Glad you’re here for the summer; I look forward to spending lots of time with you.”

That left one intern—the skinny one. I offered my hand. “And you must be Chuck.”

He shook my hand, his grip firm. “Charles Bridgestone, chemical engineering, Rice University.”

Hah, I thought, at the sound of his voice—Ross Perot’s son. I stifled a smile. “Sorry, Charles, I’ve got Chuck in my notes.”

“Chuck’s OK,” he said without emotion.

“I understand you’re a doctoral candidate—that’s a tough program at Rice.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“OK,” Burt said, “let Mr. Tony eat. There’re desserts and drinks over there”—he pointed to display cases of pies, cakes, and cookies—“Get what you want, then come back and join us.”

My fish had cooled off, so I sorted my way through a half dozen bottles of raging-inferno, flesh-eating hot sauces and grabbed a sixteen-ounce bottle of traditional Tabasco, which eradicated the temperature problem.

“You OK with Nibb?” Burt asked me while the interns rummaged for snacks.

Skinny Chuck joined us at the table—coffee, no dessert.

“We had a good handover,” I told Burt. “Got everything I needed.”

Jill and Paula sat down: two cups of coffee, two forks, and a single slice of tres-leches cake.

“He ’bout popped a cork,” Burt said, “when he found out he was gettin’ relieved and not comin’ back. And he wasn’t too happy when he left.”

“Some handovers just take longer than others,” I said. Especially with an asshole, I thought.

“He mention the Trojan?” Burt asked, as big Evan filled the last seat and wrapped himself around a glass of milk and three hamburger-sized chocolate chip cookies.

The Trojan—a topic I didn’t need. “Never mentioned it,” I said.

“He said he relieved you a couple of years ago. Wanted to talk to you about somebody who got killed, an accident.”

Crap, I thought—Denny Fontenot. And Vincent Asshole Nibb. 

“So, mystery solved,” I managed to say. “I knew I’d met Nibb somewhere, and I’m not surprised he remembers.” I’d remembered the accident almost every night for two years.

“Sounds like a story to me,” Jill said, her cake-filled fork in midair, dripping cream. She took the bite and then pulled a small notebook from her inside pocket.

No, I thought, my gut in a knot. “Jill, I appreciate your enthusiasm, but we’ll have plenty of our own stories this summer while we drill just one well.”

“We’ll see,” she said and gave me a cheerful smile.

I changed the subject. “In fact, guys, as soon as you’re done here, take a short break. I’ll meet you in the office and tell you why you’re not going to get any sleep tonight.”

“What time?” Chuck asked, his nasal voice emotionless.

I checked my watch and stood. “Two o’clock.” I turned to the toolpusher. “Burt, I’m going to the rig floor to meet your hands before the tour change. Nibb said we’re ready to run pipe. What do you think?”

“We strapped the top layer and the float equipment, and both Schlumberger and Frank’s Casing Crews are ready. According to the plan, we’ve got a few hundred feet to drill—maybe two hours—and we’ll be ready to log.”

“Geologist?” I asked.

“He’s comin’. ETA about four.”

“Then let’s plan a ten-stand short trip and circulate out. With one logging run, what time will you start picking up?” 

“Dark thirty.” He grinned. “As usual.”

Jill looked up from her notebook. “If that was English, I’m switching to Greek. Can you—”

“Time out, guys,” I said. “Sorry, Jill. We’ll have time at two to talk about what we’re doing out here. Bring your questions, everybody.”

My priorities were set: take a leak, ask Hank about the investigation, meet the drilling crew, find a felon or two, and meet with the interns.

Five

Hank Gormann took my call. “Are you where you can talk?” he asked.

“In my room. On the rig. Door’s shut.”

“I don’t know who or what we’re looking for, but let me give you some ideas. You can chase them any way you want.”

“Shoot,” I said, pen in hand.

“One of the exploration prospects came from a lease we inherited, the others from a commercial seismic package in the early nineties over the Vermillion, Ship Shoal, and Ewing Bank areas. We bid in the next two lease sales, got several blocks we wanted, ran our own seismic, and focused on a few A-rated prospects. We drilled five locations on four blocks as dry holes, and with no secondary targets, relinquished the blocks.”

I wrote like mad to keep up.

Hank continued. “I never would have thought about those particular wells again, but I needed to make a presentation at an officers’ meeting in January and had a young engineer gather some data. I wanted to know what MillPet did with leases, throughout the company, after we drilled dry holes. Our seismic interpretation capabilities are so much better now than even five years ago that I wanted us to rework our properties, look for new targets.”

“Good idea,” I said, just to remind him I was still on the line.

“Most everything we ever drilled onshore, we still own, and all that data went into the engineering study. Offshore, though, with ten-year leases and high rental costs, we got rid of blocks that didn’t pan out and never looked back. My young engineering friend, however, got enthusiastic and looked at everything we had ever owned. And right in the middle of his offshore list were four blocks we’d relinquished, which other companies had leased . . . and drilled discoveries. One is already producing, and two others are being developed. Either we’re terrible explorationists, or somebody knows something we don’t.”

“One’s bad,” I said, “but four locations, hard to believe. Where are they?”

“We drilled the first one, Ship Shoal Block 337, six years ago; it’s producing. A year later, we drilled three more. Two were in Mississippi Canyon 407, one in Vermillion 382. Both blocks are being developed. Then, two years ago, Ship Shoal Block 364, drilled from the Trojan. The discovery went public last December.”

Holy crap. “That was my well, Hank.”

“I know. And I hope that makes the subject personal to you because it’s already damn personal to me.”

“Christ, maybe I should be a suspect,” I said.

“Never considered it because you weren’t involved in any of the other wells. I can’t say that of everybody.”

“Like who?”

“First, one of my geophysicists, Francine Rach.”

“Doc Rach? I didn’t know her, but Fred Winlan filled me in. A single-car accident; that’s a hell of a way to die.”

“But what Fred didn’t know last night is that the cops are calling it road rage. There were two cars involved, some kind of chase scene. A witness told police Francine’s car got forced over a guard rail and caught fire when it landed.” 

“Jesus, Hank. Road rage is bad, but death is extreme. You almost hope the crash killed her before the fire got to her.” 

“I don’t know. Her body was burned so bad the cops put a big maybe on what they found.”

Hank’s investigation clouded my thoughts. “Do you think her getting killed had anything to do with my well, which I understand she’d worked on?”

“Shouldn’t be, since only you and I know I’m suspicious about the old wells. And being a tight hole shouldn’t matter since every exploration well we drill is tight. But I do need to tell you who else’s been involved in the wells I mentioned.”

“Go ahead,” I said, notebook ready. 

“Two geophysicists—Francine Rach and Jerry Taylor—worked up the prospects and montages on all four blocks, all five wells. A third geophysicist, Kile Karpinagan, worked for Francine. He’ll probably take her place. Then Fred Winlan was in Lafayette as drilling manager on all five wells. We also used the same service companies—Schlumberger for wireline logging and DataBoss for mud logging—on all five wells. And the same geologist, Joshua Richter, logged all the wells. No telling who else I might’ve missed.”

“Christ, that’s a lot of duplication. Don’t you ever change out service companies, use different people?”

“All the time,” he said. “But it’s only when I looked back at our suspect wells, excluding many others, that I saw the same mix of companies and people, with a couple of exceptions.”

“Then why should my well be a target?”

“Because I made sure the players are all the same.”

I wondered if I’d missed something. “Hank, why not just make sure they never get together again?”

“If I do and the problem goes away, I miss my chance to catch whoever’s involved.”

“Sorry. Right. But doesn’t that mean I’ve got a mix of all the potential bad characters, with the exception of now-dead Francine Rach? And my well’s the target?”

“You got it,” he said. “But even with all the same players, we don’t know if anything will happen on your well.”

Maybe, I thought, as I pictured a burning fuse. 

I scanned my notes and found the name of a longtime friend. “Joshua EQ Richter was on the Trojan. You say he was the geologist?”

“That’s him. He’ll log your well, start to finish.”

“I’ve known him for years, but I don’t know any of the others you listed.”

“Just watch them all, Tony. This has to stay between just me and you. I’ll take care of this end, but I can’t get to the rig without a big commotion. You’ll see the whole well, and that’s the part I need you to chase.”

“I’ll do what—”

“One more thing. I got online last Wednesday, from home, and looked for the four companies that originally bought our leases. I found only one. As soon as I got to its home page and started digging, I got a message on my screen. Somebody wanted to know who I was, what I wanted. Said they wanted my name and address, so they could send me literature.”

“I hope you ignored it.”

“I did. But I couldn’t find names, org charts, anything. The whole time I was online, the same message kept popping up. Thursday evening, I wanted to try again. I logged on and checked my email; then my screen turned blue. Deader than a brick. Got my neighbor’s son to look at it. He said the computer’s OK, but it’s empty. No programs, no memory, no files, nothing.”

“You think it’s because you snooped?”

“Or a hell of a coincidence. And that means you better be careful how you go after them, like which computer you use.”

“Good you didn’t try it from work.”

“I tried on Friday with a stand-alone laptop from my office. Computer’s OK, but the website’s gone, like it was never there.”

“Another coincidence?” 

“Not in my book.”

“Sounds like you pissed off somebody, but I’m not sure I know enough about what’s going on to do any snooping from here.”

“Oh, but you will. I’m collecting a file drawer of information for you. It’ll take a few days to gather and send to you through Cameron, but then you’ll have as much as I do. In the meantime, be careful, and don’t let anything get by you.”

I had more questions, but Hank had to go.

Sonofabitch, I thought. A maybe-murdered geophysicist, dry-hole paranoia, a cast of who-done-it characters, crashing computers, an avalanche of files coming my way, four where-in-the-hell-did-they-come-from interns, and a deep well I would have to drill to the proposed total depth before there’d be any data worth stealing. Once again, I wondered about the whirlwind of shit in the middle of which I’d somehow landed, when all I’d wanted was a summer job.

Six

I counted eleven steps from the pipe deck up to the rig floor, which was spotless and still wet from its recent douche with a high-pressure hose. The man on the brake—surrounded by a Plexiglas cage—had to be the driller. He was talking to a roughneck, who was sipping coffee and spitting tobacco juice into a can. Both wore blue coveralls, scarred and marred by twelve-hour shifts and daily washings.

“Hi, guys. Tony Zanatelli.”

The driller gave me a quick glance. “Name’s Peock.” He slacked off on the weight indicator, which added a few thousand pounds to the bit to make it drill deeper. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Tony.” He shook my hand.

Peock, I thought. Rhymes with peacock. Names of key people, guys like Peock, I needed to remember.

“And I’m Wire,” the second man said, his skinny-hand grip anything but meek, “but everybody calls me Wire.”

I wondered if he was Wire due to his six-foot, 140-pound frame or as a nickname based on his energetic persona.

“He’s my derrick man,” Peock said. “Just call him Wire.”

I didn’t rise to the rig-floor humor, which otherwise would never end. “Good to meet you, Peock, Wire. First, where’s the coffee? Then you can tell me about the well.”

“Doghouse. Wire just fetched it from the galley and dressed it up. Still hot.”

I stepped behind the driller into the four-by-six-foot, well-equipped, standing-room-only combination office and storage room. Small tools, O-rings, and other mechanical jewels hung from wall hooks. A stand-up counter supported the IADC (International Association of Drilling Contractors) Daily Drilling Report form—Rowan Drilling’s official handwritten record of the drilling operation. I glanced at the 24-hour form, which described a continuum of drilling since six o’clock that morning.

Then, dreading what I’d find, I checked out the tiny area dedicated to coffee. I found a stack of small paper cups customary to Gulf of Mexico rigs as well as coffee steaming in a one-pound coffee can. Not scalding, but more hot than warm, it gave off a nice aroma as I poured it into a petite cup, half full. Of Blanchard’s dark and darker, the supersaturated slurry of coal-black dark-roast coffee, no doubt crammed full of sugar, had to be darker. The beast in the cup wasn’t for the lighthearted—or for those of us on low-carb diets—but it was a right-of-passage pain I was willing to shoulder. 
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