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Oil and Water

In the small California town of Santa Marta, oil and water become an explosive mixture when the human elements of lust and greed are thrown into the crucible.

When news of a major oil well discovery in its channel leaks out, the quiet town is rocked by murder and terrorism … and naked desires are unleashed on every level.

A giant oil company wants to control the town and its resources….

The townspeople want to be left alone … except for a handful of citizens who see this as their golden opportunity for wealth, position, and power.

In the face of all this violence a few dedicated people—people with ideals, people who dare to fall in love—find a way to avoid disaster.

But no one in Santa Marta will ever be the same once this story reaches its shattering climax. You may well see some startling similarities here in your very own town, among people you know….
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Chapter 1

At six A.M. the winter sun had not yet burned through the mist that lay over the town of Santa Marta on the California coast. The pleasure boats docked at Max Barone’s marina rode high in their mooring slips, rocked gently by the easy surf. The dock was deserted. The boats were empty. All but one.

Melody Heath lay naked in the bunk of her father’s forty-two-foot cruiser, her back pressed against the rich wood paneling of the bulkhead. Next to her, Max Barone lay on his back, his hands clasped behind his head and a Camel filter clamped between his teeth.

Max had excellent teeth. They were square and strong and white, and without a filling as far as Melody could see. Max’s eyes were hooded, and he had a sullen, sensual mouth. Black curly hair grew thick over most of his muscular body.

But it didn’t matter to Melody what Max looked like. What did matter was that he was the kind of man who would never be invited to her father’s house. The fact that he had his own business put Max a cut above people who worked with their hands, but to Owen Heath, Max’s lack of breeding and education marked him forever as a social inferior. Melody wished her father could see her now — naked beside this man, his sperm still swimming inside her. That would show Owen Heath how much she cared for his outmoded values and his prejudices. Melody smiled as she imagined her father coming down into the state room and finding her there.

Max Barone turned to look at her, the cigarette still clenched in his teeth. He reached over, planted a hand on one of her small breasts, and gave it a squeeze. Melody responded with the expected squirm of pleasure.

“You liked it tonight, huh?” Max said.

“It was great.”

To tell the truth, it wasn’t great at all. Not in the way Max Barone thought it was. It was, Melody judged, a pretty ordinary fuck. On a scale of one to ten, she would rate Max Barone no better than a number-five fuck. He went at it without any imagination and snorted when he came. But that didn’t matter. Melody was not here for pleasure. Not that kind of pleasure.

“What time you have be home?” he asked.

“I don’t have to go home at all if I don’t want to. I’m over eighteen, I do what I want.”

“What about Daddy?”

“You aren’t afraid of my father, are you?”

“Me? Shit, no. I don’t care how rich he is, there’s nothing he can do to me.”

Actually, there were a great number of unpleasant things Owen Heath could do to Max Barone, Melody thought, if he were that kind of man. Max, like many people who had achieved a certain independence through hard work, did not understand the immense power that money — real money — could bring to bear. Melody knew that all her father had to do to ruin Max Barone was pick up the phone. And he would not hesitate if he thought Barone had harmed his daughter in any way. Owen Heath knew his daughter, however. He would know who the aggressor was in this escapade with Max Barone, as he had with all the Max Barones who had gone before. What Melody could not make her father understand was why.

In the silence of the cabin, they became aware of a steady tap-tapping against the outside of the hull.

Barone frowned. “What’s that?”

“Something floating in the water?” Melody suggested. “A piece of wood maybe.”

“There’s no trash in my water,” Barone said. He considered the eight-mile channel between Santa Marta and Goat Island as his personal front yard, and he was proud of the immaculate condition of his marina. A boat-owner caught throwing trash overboard could start looking for another place to tie up.

“I’m going topside and take a look,” he said.

Barone swung his hairy legs out of the bunk and pulled on a pair of white jockey shorts. He moved slowly, enjoying the play of muscles in his thighs and back. He was sure the Heath girl was watching him too. Max knew that his muscles were too chunky and that he didn’t look that great in the slimline fashions for men. But naked, he was something else again. Around the marina he wore a brief, tight swimsuit most of the time. He knew that the wives and daughters of the rich men who tied up their boats at Barone’s liked to look at him. They liked the bulge at his crotch too. Sometimes he had to prove to them it was real.

This was the first time he had made it with Melody Heath. She wasn’t the greatest lay in the world, but there was a satisfaction in scoring with the daughter of the richest man in town. Maybe he’d bang her once more before sending her home. Up at her fancy school she probably didn’t get much good humping. From the way she threw her ass around and squealed, Max could tell that she liked what he did to her.

He went up the ladder through the forward hatch and onto the deck. He edged along the seaward side, where he’d heard the tapping. The fog was thinning now, and when he looked down into the water he could make out a round, orange object, partly submerged and bobbing against the boat on the soft swells.

“What the fuck?” he muttered, and pulled a boathook from its brackets on the cabin bulkhead. He dipped the hook into the water and brought up the orange object. It was a plastic hardhat, the type worn by construction workers. On the front in heavy black letters was printed CALOIL, the logo for California Oil International, one of the leading independent oil companies on the coast.

“What the fuck?” Max said again. Gripping the hardhat, he peered out across the channel, squinting to see through the lifting mist. At first it was just a vertical shadow looming out of the water, like an enormous fist with one digit pointing to the sky and giving him the finger. The breeze freshened suddenly, stirring the fog, and Max Barone saw what the thing was.

“Jesus Fucking Christ, an oil rig!”

Melody Heath came up on deck. She had put on her jeans and sweatshirt. “What is it? What’s the matter?”

Max pointed out across the water. “That’s what’s the matter.”

The sun was breaking through now, and the squat black barge could be seen clearly. It had a raised platform at one end and the steel-girder tower of an oil derrick at the other.

“An oil well?” Melody said. “In our channel?”

“It’s an offshore drilling rig,” Max corrected. “And it sure as hell is in our channel. The bastards must have sneaked it out there during the night.”

“They can’t do that, can they?”

Max continued to glower at the barge, not listening to the girl. “Motherfuckers move right in and take over. They’ll turn this channel into a sewer.”

“Isn’t there anything we can do?” Melody said.

“I’ll call Joe Deitrich. He’s supposed to be our mayor; we’ll let him start earning his salary.”

• • •

In the upstairs bedroom of their red-roofed Spanish-style house, Erica Deitrich lay awake next to her husband. She looked over at his profile, the clean, square features relaxed now in sleep. His light brown hair, cut short, curled over his broad forehead. Erica felt a rush of tenderness for her husband, seeing him vulnerable like this. It was a condition he never suffered while awake.

Erica sighed and turned away. Why couldn’t she get rid of this nagging feeling of restlessness? she wondered. At twenty-nine, she had naturally golden hair, fine features, and a supple body with good breasts and hips, not to mention a degree in literature from Stanford. She had an attractive house and a loving, generous husband who was universally thought to be “going places.”

So what was her trouble? Maybe it was not having a sense of purpose. Erica was not a militant feminist, but she knew she was more than just an appendage to Joe Deitrich. Maybe if she had successfully had the child it would have been enough. Surely it would have helped. But that dream had ended with the painful miscarriage a year after their marriage. Joe said he didn’t miss having children, and he probably didn’t. He was a very self-contained man. Erica was not sure if she missed being a mother or not. She only knew that there was something she needed. Something.

The telephone on the bedside table rang. Quickly, Erica reached for it on the first ring so it would not wake Joe, but he had heard it anyway.

Joe Deitrich waited while Erica answered the phone and listened to whoever was on the other end. He had the ability to go instantly from sleep to wakefulness with no transition period.

Erica put her hand over the mouthpiece. “It’s Max Barone down at the marina. Shall I tell him to call back?”

“No, I’ll take it.”

Erica lifted up the base of the telephone and set it on the bed between them. Joe took the receiver from her hand.

“Hello, Max.” He listened for several seconds, frowning. “There’s a what in the channel? The hell you say. Hang on a minute.”

Joe peeled back the blankets and got out of bed. He laid down the receiver gently and padded across the carpet to the bathroom, where he grabbed a blue terrycloth robe from a hook and tied it on over his pajamas. While Erica watched curiously, he walked back across the bedroom and pulled open the draperies in front of the glass doors leading to the balcony. He slid the doors apart and stepped outside.

Shading his eyes, Joe looked down the hillside, across the Coast Highway, down to the beach and the channel beyond. “I’ll be a son of a bitch,” he muttered.

“What is it?” Erica called from the bedroom.

“Come and have a look.”

She took a satin robe from a chair by the bed and went out to join her husband. She stood close to him, shivering from the morning chill, and followed his gaze out across the water. There, halfway out in the channel, rode the drilling barge with its stark-black derrick.

“What is it?” Erica said.

“According to Max, it’s an offshore oil-drilling rig.”

“What’s it doing out there?”

“That’s what Max wants to know. I guess I’d better go down and find out.”

He went back into the bedroom and picked up the telephone. “Yes, I see it, Max. I’ll be there in a few minutes.” He cradled the receiver and strode across to the bathroom, his expression serious.

Erica stayed out on the balcony looking across the town at the oil barge. It seemed so out of place there on the sparkling blue water. After a minute, she went back in and sat thoughtfully at her dressing table and waited for Joe to come out of the shower.

Not looking at her, he came out in a few minutes and made for the telephone.

“Joe, can I talk to you?”

“In a minute,” he said, lifting the receiver. “I forgot that our car’s in the shop. I’ve got to call Homer Lantz for a ride down to the marina.”

“I want to go with you,” Erica said.

Joe hesitated, his finger in the dial. “What for?”

“Because I’m concerned about what happens in our city.”

Joe continued to look at her, saying nothing.

“If I have to have a reason, let’s say I want to be there on behalf of the women of Santa Marta.”

“Honey, that’s the job I was elected to do-represent all the people.” Joe’s tone was warm and reasonable. On his lips was the boyish smile that won votes from people who didn’t even know to what party he belonged. The smile that some very important people said would take him next to the governor’s mansion in Sacramento.

Erica did not smile as she met his gaze. “Joe, I’d like to go.”

His tone chilled half a degree. “Not this time. I’ll tell you all about it when I get back.”

She turned away while Joe put through his call.

• • •

Police Chief Homer Lantz had been up for an hour when he got Joe Deitrich’s call. Homer, an early riser since childhood, at fifty-seven still needed no more than five hours sleep a night, and could get by with even less. The men under him when he was a lieutenant in the San Francisco Police Department used to swear he could go for seven days and nights without closing his eyes.

This morning Lantz was servicing his personal collection of handguns until Ruth woke up. He had just finished cleaning a Colt Police Python with a six-inch barrel and was starting to tear down an S&W Combat Magnum. It had been a long time since Homer Lantz had fired a gun in anger, but when the need arose, he wanted to be prepared.

When the telephone rang, his tone was crisp. “Lantz speaking.” The mayor told him about the oil rig in the channel and asked if Lantz could pick him up.

“I’ll be there in five minutes, Joe,” he said.

Yawning, Ruth Lantz came out of the bedroom. She was a tall, gray-haired woman whose figure had settled over the years.

“Who was that?” she said.

“The mayor. He wants a ride down to the marina. Something’s going on down there.”

“What does that Joe Deitrich think you are, his chauffeur or something?”

Lantz walked to the closet and pulled the blue uniform jacket on over his heavy shoulders. He took the billed cap from the closet shelf, dusted it unnecessarily with his sleeve, and settled it on his gray brush-cut hair.

“His car’s laid up. I was going to take him in to City Hall today anyway.”

“You’d think he could get somebody besides the chief of police to drive him around.”

Lantz slipped the Colt Python into his polished holster and locked the other guns away. “I ought to be there in any case. There might be trouble,” he said.

He waited for Ruth to ask him what kind of trouble might be developing at the marina, but she said nothing. His wife had little interest in Homer’s job, except for the social status it afforded them. Right now, that status was well below what Ruth had expected when she had persuaded Homer to take the Santa Marta job. True, it paid a little better than he was making in San Francisco, but the Lantzes were still not invited to many of the Hill homes in Santa Marta.

Lantz gave his wife a quick kiss and walked out to the blue and white Plymouth Fury, one-half of the Santa Marta police fleet. He got in and started the engine. It was one of the powerful 74s, built before the stringent air-pollution regulations that choked the life out of an automobile.

The chief pulled away from his neat redwood bungalow and headed for Via Real, the main street that wound up the side of the Hill east of Santa Marta.

The town was divided into three very definite sections. The area where Homer Lantz lived was known locally as the Flatlands. Here, in the small sturdy houses between the Coast Highway and the Hill, lived Santa Marta’s merchants, small businessmen, and civil servants. It was a quiet, tree-lined part of town where retired people walked their aging dogs along the wide sidewalks.

The Hill was actually comprised of several softly rounded hills that rose east of the highway. Here lived the more affluent citizens and the old families of Santa Marta. The streets looked freshly scrubbed, and the large, airy houses were set well back on golf-green lawns. A man’s social and financial position could be accurately judged by how far up the Hill he lived. On the highest crest of all was the big stone house of Owen Heath.

The third section of Santa Marta, the strip between the highway and the ocean, was called the Sand. It was an amalgam of costly new houses, apartments, and funky pastel bungalows that were built in the 1920s. The Sand people were mostly young, many of them executives who commuted to Los Angeles in the north or San Diego in the south. Mixed in were a few crusty long-time beach people who considered anyone a newcomer who had moved in after the Eisenhower administration.

Homer Lantz pulled to a stop in front of Joe Deitrich’s house. It was about halfway up the Hill, but paid for by the city, so it didn’t count. Lantz started to get out of the car, but Dietrich had seen him arrive and was already starting down the walk.

• • •

When the police car pulled into the parking lot adjacent to the marina, a small group of Santa Marta citizens gathered out on the dock. In the center of the crowd was Max Barone, talking and gesturing angrily out over the channel. Lantz parked the car, and he and Deitrich walked out to join the others.

“Well, there it is,” Barone said, as the mayor and police chief reached the group. “Big as life and twice as ugly.”

Deitrich looked out at the barge. From this closer perspective, it was indeed ugly. “Do you know anything about it, Max?” he asked.

“I know the thing must have been towed in during the night. That kind of barge don’t run on its own power.”

A slim girl with straight blond hair and no makeup stepped forward. Deitrich recognized her as Owen Heath’s daughter, Melody. He had thought she was away at school.

“What does it matter how the thing got there?” Melody said. “The important thing is, what are we going to do about it? We can’t just let the oil companies move in on us like this.”

The people standing around murmured their agreement. There was an angry undertone that Deitrich did not like.

“Let’s not get excited until we have the facts,” he said. “Do you know who owns the rig, Max?”

Without comment, Barone handed him the orange Caloil hardhat. Deitrich recalled that when the leasing moratorium ended the year before Caloil had been the high bidder for offshore tracts in the Santa Marta Channel.

“Caloil has the leases, all right,” Deitrich said thoughtfully, “but there’s been no go-ahead for drilling operations.”

Melody Heath shot a contemptuous look out at the drilling rig. “What do oil companies care about go-aheads or laws? All they know is the faster they suck the oil out of the earth the bigger their profits.”

“Do you think there’ll be trouble, Joe?” Homer Lantz said. He tried unsuccessfully to keep the hopeful note out of his voice.

“I don’t think so, Homer, but stick around,” said Deitrich.

“We can’t just sit here and let Caloil take over the town,” said Barone.

“Nobody is taking over anything, Max,” Deitrich said patiently.

“It might even be good for the town,” said a small man at the fringe of the group.

Joe turned toward the speaker and recognized Vince Wheeler, owner of the Blue Horizon Motel. Once filled the year round, the Blue Horizon was now operating with half its rooms closed since Interstate 5 rerouted the traffic five miles east of Santa Marta.

“You know, bring in new business,” Vince added in his small, apologetic voice.

“We got all the business we need,” Barone growled.

“Maybe you have …” Wheeler began.

“Let’s not argue about it now,” Deitrich said. “First let’s find out just what’s going on. Have you got a boat available to run us out there, Max?”

“We can use the Glasstron Sixteen-footer,” Barone said, pointing to a sleek red and white outboard at the end of the dock.

“Want me to come along, Joe?” said Lantz. His fingers brushed against the leather holster. “No telling what kind of a reception you’ll get.”

Deitrich pointed at the Police Python. “Glad to have you come, Homer, but keep that thing buttoned up.”

“Whatever you say, Joe,” the chief said. He fell in step with Deitrich and they followed Max Barone out to the slip where the outboard was moored.





Chapter 2

Out on the quiet waters of the Santa Marta Channel, Lou Gonzer prowled the deck of the Pacific Star, the Caloil drilling barge. He was a powerful man with a broken nose and a slight limp, a combination that gave him a dangerous look. The impression was not deceiving, for both were souvenirs of saloon fights not too many years behind him. On one forearm was an intricate rose tattoo done one night on the Long Beach Pike after a heavy booze party. The delicate flower was comically out of place on the muscular forearm, but nobody laughed at Lou Gonzer.

He kept only a casual eye on the crew of riggers working now on the barge. Most of his attention was directed at the mainland shore. The fog had cleared now, and a cluster of people was visible on the dock where a fleet of pleasure boats was moored.

Lou moved along the deck, stepping over the tangle of pipes and cables. The Pacific Star, one hundred by sixty feet, was the smallest and shabbiest of the fleet of offshore drilling vessels operated by Caloil. For this job, though, she was adequate. All the Star had to do was sink one good hole and the company was in business. Then they could bring in some of the new, expensive semisubmersibles and get busy pumping the oil that lay here under the ocean floor.

Lou Gonzer was vaguely aware that some tricky political maneuvering was involved in the Santa Marta operation, but the less he knew about that, the better he liked it. Only when it affected the performance of his job did Lou actively complain about such shenanigans. For instance, he was not happy that the Star was towed into position after dark. It seemed to him an outsized risk just to gain a few hours before the onshore people spotted the rig. After putting his objection on record, however, he went ahead with his job. As project chief, Lou Gonzer’s job was to see that the Star accomplished her mission. The company had plenty of bright boys sitting at desks who could worry about tying up loose ends.

A huge black man picked his way across the deck to where Gonzer was standing.

“How’s it going, Train?” Lou asked.

Felix “Freight Train” Jones had been All-Conference at defensive end with USC ten years before. He had signed with the Detroit Lions only to tear up a knee in the College All-Star Game before he ever stepped on a professional football field. After a couple of years of feeling sorry for himself, he took a job with Caloil, discovered he liked the life, and quickly worked himself up to rigger foreman.

“We’re planted one hundred and eighty feet down,” he said, “and two of my men are seasick.”

“Get some Dramamine from the galley,” Gonzer said. “What’s on the bottom?”

“Eight-degree seaward slope, coarse sand, small boulders. Just about what we figured.”

“How soon will we be anchored?”

“We’ll have the steel driven in an hour and a half, two hours at the most.”

“Okay, the sooner the better.”

The big rigger foreman looked down at the water, then quickly away.

“These seasick men,” Gonzer said, “one of them wouldn’t be named Jones, would he?”

“Both of them,” said Freight Train. “How do you do it, man? You never get sick.”

“It’s all in the mind. Try thinking pure thoughts.”

“Crap.” Jones turned away and lurched off toward the galley.

Gonzer walked over and thumped on one of the huge steel pillars that stood at the four corners of the barge. They went up and down hydraulically, towering twenty stories above the deck when they were raised all the way. Now they were lowered to plant the four broad stabilizing discs on the seabed. Steel shafts would be driven through the pillars into the ocean floor to anchor the barge in place for drilling.

At one end of the barge was the 200-foot derrick. At the other,
  acting as a counterbalance, was the raised platform used for helicopter landings.
  In between were the crew’s quarters used on deep-water jobs, a combination
  galley and dispensary, and a corrugated iron shed whimsically referred to as
  the lounge. As Gonzer passed, the drilling crew was in the lounge engaged in
  their perpetual poker game. Their work would begin when the riggers had the Pacific
  Star firmly anchored to the bottom of the sea.

Lou Gonzer glanced in at the card game and remembered when he used to be a part of it. There were times when his position between worker and management made him uncomfortable. There was no question that in his heart he was, and always would be, a driller. His big hands were scarred and lumpy from years of wrestling Kelly units onto drill pipes. His fingernails had the black rims no soap would scour off.

There was an office assigned to him at Caloil’s Los Angeles headquarters, but Gonzer spent as little time there as he could get away with. He was only thirty-six, but moving among the company’s kid executives with their mod haircuts and aviator shades made him feel like an old man. He much preferred being out here on the rig where the real work was done.

Gonzer saw Train Jones standing over by the rail and scowling off toward the shore, and he walked over to join him.

“How you feeling?”

“Better.” Jones nodded toward the mainland. “Looks like we’re going to have company.”

Gonzer followed his gaze and saw a red and white outboard pull away from the dock and head toward the Pacific Star.

“Looks like,” he agreed.

Gonzer walked forward to the radio shack and picked up the microphone. He got the marine operator and asked to be patched through to Wesley Traveller, president of Caloil, at the company’s Los Angeles offices.

• • •

The office of the Caloil president occupied a corner of the eighteenth floor of a steel and glass highrise in the Century City complex. It was richly furnished in good taste and offered a view in two directions. On the walls were impressionistic landscapes with nary an oil derrick or refinery in sight.

Wesley Traveller sat in a high-backed executive chair behind a wide modern desk that was empty except for a telephone and a digital calendar clock. Traveller was a handsome man of fifty-three, with a Palm Springs tan and styled hair that grayed dramatically at the temples.

Seated on the other side of the desk were Phillip Quarles, a Caloil executive attorney, and seventy-five-year-old Kenton Ferguson, one of the company’s founders, now chairman of the board. Traveller directed his attention to the old man, well aware of the number of shares he held.

“We should be hearing from Lou Gonzer on the Star any time now,” Traveller said. “That will mean we’re in business in Santa Marta.”

Kenton Ferguson leaned forward. He was lean as a rail, his eyes still bright and alert in a face that was lined and cracked like a dry lake bed. “Suppose you run over the legal situation for me while we’re waiting,” he said.

Traveller looked over at the sharp-faced attorney. “Phil, can you summarize it for us?”

Quarles shifted his position delicately and adjusted the crease in his trousers. When he spoke, his voice was as crisp and dry as a new dollar bill.

“In plain language, what we have found in Santa Marta is a loophole in the law that forbids new offshore drilling. The wording of the law exempts certain channel waters between the mainland and close-in islands. The only leases affected are ours in the Santa Marta Channel. In other words, while the other companies have to wait for an okay from half a dozen state and federal agencies, Caloil can go ahead with the drilling. That is, provided everything goes all right today.”

“Meaning what?” Ferguson said. His strong, deep voice was that of a man twenty years younger.

Wesley Traveller took over. “To qualify, we had to get the drilling rig firmly in position by noon today. That’s why we towed the barge into position last night — to avoid any interference from the local people. The call from Gonzer should confirm that we’re in place and ready to spud in.”

The old driller’s term did not sound comfortable in Traveller’s mouth, and Ferguson frowned. “Let’s hope this operation goes off without a hitch.”

The old man’s implication was clear. In the past three months Caloil had lost a fight with giant Exxon over rights to Wyoming oil shale, and a Caloil tanker had run aground in the Bahamas, spilling 30,000 barrels of Venezuelan crude in the process. Although he felt personally blameless for these setbacks, Traveller knew that a corporate president had to take the flak for anything that happened to his company. He had two strikes against him, and behind the confident smile he silently prayed for the phone to ring with good news from Gonzer.

“What about the long-term prospects?” Ferguson said.

“If the first well proves to be out, we’re ready to go with six more in the channel. Also, there’s a new refinery in the works for the town down there.”

“Assuming we make today’s noon deadline,” Ferguson said, “does that mean we’re home free?”

Traveller looked to Phil Quarles again. The attorney cleared his throat with a dry little cough. “Two things could be a problem,” he said, then added hastily, “not that we expect either to occur.”

“Well?” Ferguson demanded.

“If we don’t bring in the well in thirty days, our operations are halted and the lease goes into a sort of governmental deep freeze.”

“That should give us no trouble as long as we hold a steady drilling rate. Two hundred feet a day ought to hit the pool easy. What’s the other problem?”

“Again it’s in the language of the drilling law. As it stands now, it seems to give the local government considerable authority over our operation.”

“Seems to?” Ferguson snapped.

“It could be interpreted that way.”

“Goddamit, man, talk straight.”

Quarles slumped a little in his chair and abandoned his schoolteacher manner. “If they want to, the local government in Santa Marta can kick our asses right out of the channel.”

Ferguson did not flinch. “I see. And who is the local government in Santa Marta?”

Traveller took over again. “The mayor is a young man named Joe Deitrich.”

“What do we know about him?”

“He ran for Congress here in Los Angeles three years ago without any real backing and came close to beating the incumbent. Since then, the party has taken him under its wing, and the talk is he’s being groomed for governor. The party got him elected mayor of Santa Marta two years ago to give him some exposure. As far as we’ve been able to find out, Deitrich is honest but ambitious.”

The board chairman digested the information. “What it sounds like is that we better get this Joe Deitrich on our side.”

“That’s the way I see it,” Traveller said. “I intend to work on that personally.”

Wesley Traveller kept his eyes on the tough old board chairman. He knew Ferguson was judging his every move, and if anything went wrong in Santa Marta he would be out on his ass. Traveller resolved that he would not allow anything like that to happen. He did not get to be president of the company by merely allowing events to take their course. There were ways events could be controlled, and Wesley Traveller knew them all.

The telephone on his desk pealed softly. The three men looked at it quickly, expectantly.

Traveller picked up the instrument. “Yes? … Yes, put him right through.” To the others in the room, he said, “Here’s Gonzer now from the barge. I’ll put him on the speaker.” He replaced the receiver and threw a switch so Gonzer’s conversation could be heard by everyone in the office.

“Hello, Lou,” Traveller said. “What’s the news down there? Mr. Ferguson is here listening along with Phil Quarks.” There was no harm in letting Gonzer know their conversation was being monitored by the number one stockholder. Lou was a good field man, but he could be overly direct expressing his opinions.

“The feet are down and planted,” said Gonzer’s filtered voice. “The drilling crew is standing by to sink the conductor pipe.”

“Good, very good.” said Traveller, nodding to the others in the room. “Any problems?”

“Not yet, but there’s a boatload of civilians heading out from the mainland.”

“All right, we expected that,” Traveller said. “We have a helicopter ready to take off. I can be there inside of an hour.”

“What do you want me to do with them until you get here?”

“Stall.”

“Okay. See you.”

The line abruptly went dead as Lou Gonzer broke the connection. A dial tone hummed over the loudspeaker until Traveller reached over and switched it off.

The Caloil president stood up behind his desk. “Well, Phil, are you ready to go?”

Quarles murmured his assent and stood up, lifting his attaché case from the floor beside his chair.

“What about you, Mr. Ferguson?” Traveller said. “If you’d like to come along, there’s room in the ‘copter.”

The old man shook his head. “I’m too old to be flying around in those contraptions. Besides, there’s nothing I can do at the site.”

“Whatever you say.” Traveller came around the desk and started walking out of the office with Quarles.

“But I do want to be kept informed.” A sudden sharpness in Ferguson’s tone brought the two executives to a stop. “I want to know everything that happens down there, as soon as it happens.”

“Absolutely, Mr. Ferguson, you can count on it.” Wesley Traveller’s voice was firm and confident, but he did not miss the implied threat in the old man’s words.





Chapter 3

The red and white outboard planed over the gentle chop of the channel water toward the squat gray drilling barge. Max Barone scowled and looked straight ahead as he handled the wheel. Joe Deitrich sat to Max’s left, and Chief Homer Lantz was behind them. Seabirds wheeled overhead, their feathers glinting white in the sun. A bell buoy clanked.

Deitrich gazed thoughtfully at the long shadow cast across the water by the oil derrick. He wondered how the shadow would touch his life.

His first thirty-two years had been free of any significant problems. He had eased through high school and four years at UCLA with a no-strain grade average of B-plus. He put in two years as a lieutenant in the Signal Corps without having to go to Viet Nam. After the army he had gone to work for a public relations firm that was then handling a candidate for governor of California. Joe developed a taste for politics, and while still in his twenties ran for a congressional seat and came closer to winning than anyone thought he would.

After his showing in the Los Angeles race, Joe was approached by the three-party leaders who made the heavy decisions in California — a retired governor, the head of a banking chain, and a newspaper publisher. With their help, he was easily elected mayor of Santa Marta. The party leaders mapped out a future for Joe that would have him in Sacramento before his fortieth birthday, with the eventual goal nothing less than the White House.

For two years the plan had gone without a hitch. Joe’s minimal duties as mayor of the sleepy beach city gave him ample time to travel around the state and build up his reputation in Washington. He made a good impression wherever he went, and in two more years the governor’s job seemed well within his grasp.

But now the hulking oil rig floated off the white sandy beach of his little city. To Joe, it seemed an obstacle deliberately planted in the middle of his road to success.

Max Barone eased the fiberglass boat up alongside the barge. The name Pacific Star was painted in orange letters high on the metal hull. While hard-hatted workmen watched from the deck, a cleated wooden gangplank was lowered from the barge.

Deitrich, carrying the orange hardhat, went up first. He was followed by the scowling Max and Homer Lantz, who scanned the faces of the workmen as though matching them against “Wanted” posters.

A muscular man with a broken nose met them on deck. “I’m Lou Gonzer,” he said, “project chief.” He did not offer to shake hands.

“My name’s Joe Deitrich. I’m the mayor of Santa Marta. That’s the town over there.”

“I know,” said Gonzer.

Deitrich introduced the others. Homer Lantz gave Gonzer a quick once-over. Max Barone continued to scowl.

“What can I do for you?” Gonzer said.

Deitrich gave him the Caloil hardhat. “This floated into our marina this morning. It appears to belong to you.”

Gonzer took the plastic headgear and read the logo on the front. “It’s one of ours all right. It must have been lost over the side last night when we cast off from the tug. But I’ll bet you didn’t come all the way out here to return a hardhat.”

“No, we didn’t,” Deitrich said, meeting the oil worker’s gaze levelly. “We came to find out what you’re doing in our channel.”

Gonzer glanced back over his shoulder at the derrick, then back at Deitrich. “We’re setting up to drill for oil.”

“I figured that out,” Deitrich said, “but I thought there was a ban on new offshore drilling.”

“I wouldn’t know about that. I’m strictly a field man. The company tells me where to drill and when to start, and I do the job.”

Max Barone pushed forward. His shoulders were as broad across as Lou Gonzer’s, but he was several inches shorter. “What the hell do you mean you don’t know? You say you’re in charge of this operation but you don’t know anything about it? You come sneaking in here in the middle of the night with your cruddy barge to dump oil all over our beach, and all you can tell us is you’re following orders. That’s bullshit.”

The oil workers, hearing Barone’s belligerent tone, edged closer to the action.

Lou Gonzer let his eyes measure the shorter man. “Mister, while you’re on my rig, watch your mouth.”

“Well, goddamnit — ” Barone began.

“Hold it,” Deitrich snapped.

The two men looked at him, surprised into silence by the sudden authority in his voice. When he had their attention, Deitrich went on more quietly.

“Max, you’ll have your chance to talk later. Right now, leave it to me. Mr. Gonzer, we didn’t come out here to argue with you, but we have some legitimate questions about what’s going on here, and I expect some answers.”

Gonzer shot a cold glance at Barone before answering. “I was about to tell you that the president of the company will be here in a few minutes. He’s coming by helicopter from L.A. You can ask him any questions you have.”

“That sounds fair enough,” Deitrich said. “How about it, Max?”

Barone turned his scowl toward the mainland. “The answers we get better be good ones, that’s all I want to say.”

Gonzer signaled to the workers who were still standing around watching. “Okay, let’s move it” Although he had not raised his voice, the men hustled off at once to their tasks.

“Interesting setup,” Deitrich said, looking around the barge.

“Like a quick tour while we’re waiting?” Gonzer asked.

“Yes, I would. I’ve never been close to one of these before.”

“What about your friends?”

“You go ahead,” said Homer Lantz. He had stationed himself next to the rail, near the gangplank. “I’ll stay here and keep an eye on things.”

“I’ll wait for the man with the answers,” Barone said.

“Suit yourselves,” Gonzer told them. He gave the hardhat back to Deitrich. “If you want to put this on, I’ll show you around.”

The two men walked across the deck toward the derrick. Coils of hose, stacks of pipe, and powerful-looking clusters of machinery were everywhere. At the base of the derrick, two men were wrestling a heavy piece of equipment into position.

“Are you starting the drilling already?” Deitrich asked.

“Not the exploratory hole. First we’ve got to set the conductor pipe down a hundred feet into the bottom to give us a base. It’s three feet across, and when it’s cemented into place it keeps seawater from spilling down into the bore hole.”

“And oil from spilling into the seawater?”

“That too.”

Next, Deitrich walked up to a stack of thirty-foot lengths of four-inch drill pipe that would be sunk into the ocean floor.

“How far down do you figure the oil is?” he asked.

“Four thousand feet, maybe five. Or maybe ten thousand feet, or maybe it isn’t there at all.”

“That doesn’t sound very scientific.”

“It’s not. Even with all the geological surveys and seismic detection we use now, finding oil is still a lot of by-guess and by-God. We know the bottom is one hundred and eighty feet down here, and we know it’s the kind of dome structure that usually means oil.”

“Usually?”

“There’s damn little in this world that’s a hundred percent certain.”

Both men turned toward a distant thrumming sound. “Here comes the ‘copter now,” said Gonzer.

In a few minutes the orange and black Caloil helicopter thundered down upon them and hovered off the end of the barge. Its roters kicked up a froth of whitecaps beneath the craft. When everyone was clear, the pilot brought the machine over the landing pad and set it down as gently as a bird on a nest.

Two men in business suits climbed out. The first was evenly tanned, and his hair carefully barbered. He moved with a conscious air of authority. The other had long legs, a thin, sharp face, and glasses that glittered in the sunlight.

Lou Gonzer and Deitrich walked over to meet them as they came down from the landing platform. Lantz and Barone hung back, watching.

Gonzer introduced the executives as Wesley Traveller, president of Caloil, and Phil Quarles, company attorney.

Traveller pumped Deitrich’s hand enthusiastically. “Glad to have you aboard, Mr. Mayor. I guess we’ll be seeing quite a lot of each other for a while. To the mutual benefit of Caloil and Santa Marta, I might add.”

“I’m not so sure I am aboard,” Deitrich said, “if you mean that in the broader sense.”

Traveller’s smile tightened for a fraction of a second, then relaxed again. “No doubt you have some reservations. I know I would in your place. I think between Phil here and myself, we can put your mind at ease.”

Max Barone, who had been standing apart watching the conversation, marched up to the group. “You can start by telling us when you’re going to get this piece of junk the hell out of our channel.”

“Mr. Barone owns the marina in Santa Marta,” Deitrich explained.

Traveller turned his smile to Max. “As one businessman to another, I can understand your feelings, Mr. Barone. I think I can show you, though, how the Caloil project here will actually be good for your marina.”

“I’ll believe that when I see it,” Barone said.

Homer Lantz came over to join them, and Deitrich made the introductions.

“Always glad to meet the number one local lawman,” Traveller said.

The police chief did not return his smile.

Traveller clapped his hands together. “Well, suppose we all get comfortable somewhere and get down to business.” He looked over at Gonzer, who had edged away from the group. “Lou, do you have an office of some kind where we can talk?”

“You can use the lounge. I think the poker players are all back at work.”

Gonzer led the party across the deck to the corrugated metal
  shed known as the lounge. He went inside and swept cards and chips off the
  table into a cigar box.

“Thanks, Lou, this will do nicely,” said Traveller.

“If you don’t need me for anything, I’ll get back to my crew,” Gonzer said.

“By all means, don’t let us keep you from your work,” said Traveller. “If we need your expertise we’ll give a shout.”

Traveller took a seat at the card table and motioned Deitrich into the chair across from him. Phil Quarles pulled up a chair next to his boss. Homer Lantz sat down, but positioned himself a little apart from the others, as though ready to spot any false moves. Max Barone remained standing by the door.

“Well, gentlemen, who deals?” said Traveller. He looked around the table for a response to his little joke.

He got none from Deitrich. “To put it mildly, Mr. Traveller, we were surprised to see your barge out here this morning. I understood there was to be no drilling on these sites until a series of studies were completed.”

“Please call me Wes. Using ‘Mister’ always seems to put a formal barrier between people. I want us to be free to talk on an easy man-to-man level.”

“All right, Wes, on an easy man-to-man level, what the hell are you people doing in the Santa Marta Channel?”

Traveller laughed easily. “That’s more like it. I think the best way to start is to have Phil run down the legalities for you.”

At a nod from Traveller, Phil Quarles opened his attaché case and took out several pages of typewritten material stapled together at the corners. He began to read in his dry, papery voice.

Joe Deitrich listened carefully, and several times he asked the attorney to repeat some point. Homer Lantz’s eyes never left Quarles’s face. Max Barone soon tired of listening to the legal phraseology and contented himself with glaring at the two Caloil men, one after the other.

When the attorney finished reading, Traveller said, “That’s about the picture, Joe. So you see, Caloil isn’t breaking any laws.” He added a little laugh, to which no one responded.

“Not breaking any, but maybe bending a few,” Deitrich said.

“I suppose you could put it that way, but, Lord, we’d never get anything done if we waited for politicians to make up their minds. No offense. I’m sure you’ll agree that with the world in the shape it is, we can’t have any unnecessary delays in developing new sources of energy.”

Deitrich waved away the speech and reached over to tap the typewritten sheets on the table in front of Quarles. “What was that part about the ‘local authorities’ having something to say about any drilling operations in channel waters?”

“Yes, there is that formality,” Traveller said smoothly. “I’m not at all sure that it has any binding power even now, or whether the courts would uphold any challenge to the point.”

Deitrich held up a hand to interrupt. “And as mayor of Santa Marta I represent the local authorities, is that right?”

“That’s the way I read it, Joe.” Traveller shot a glance at Phil Quarles, who produced another sheet of paper, this one with lines at the bottom for signatures. “So if you want to sign down there where the big ‘X’ is — one copy for you, one for us — everything will be in order.”

Deitrich pulled the paper over in front of him and read through the three long paragraphs carefully.

“This seems to be a disavowal of any rights the city of Santa Marta has in regard to present and future oil drilling in our channel.”

“You understand it’s just a technicality. Naturally, Caloil is not going to do anything out here without your approval.”

“You already have,” said Deitrich.

For a moment, the room was quiet and the voices of the workmen outside could be clearly heard. Traveller regarded the mayor levelly. Phil Quarles avoided looking directly at anyone.

“It’s not as though this piece of paper has any real legal force,” Traveller said smoothly. “But, then, I’m sure none of us expects to test it in court. Signing it today is simply a way to save red tape later on.”

Deitrich ignored the document and continued to meet Traveller’s gaze. “I’d like to think it over before I sign anything.”

Traveller shifted gears smoothly. “Well, I can’t blame you for that.” He slid the paper carelessly across the table toward Deitrich. “Why don’t you take this home with you and think about it overnight. A couple of days, if you like. There’s no great rush.”

“I’ll do that,” Deitrich said.

“As a matter of fact,” Traveller went on, “I think Phil has another copy of our legal department’s analysis of this whole offshore can of worms. Take that along too.”

Quarles glanced quickly at the company president, then went to his attaché case for the typewritten document and passed it across the table.

“Thanks, I would like the chance to look these over.” Deitrich picked up the papers, refolded them along the creases, and slipped them into a pocket. “I guess that’s all the business we can do for now.”

Wesley Traveller got up when Deitrich did and came around the table to shake his hand. “I expect to be spending considerable time in your city over the next few weeks. I hope you’ll have time to show me around.”

“I’ll have time,” Deitrich said.

The two groups said their good-byes briskly, and the Santa Marta trio walked down the gangplank to their waiting boat. As they pulled away across the calm water, Max Barone was swearing heatedly.

“Those tricky sons-of-bitches are going to fuck up our town, Joe. Next thing you know we’ll have those bastard oil derricks choking the channel like seaweed. Then they’ll come in with their tankers. Hell, you won’t be able to squeeze a hobie cat through the channel, it’ll be so full of Caloil shit.”

“Things may not be that desperate, Max,” Deitrich said.

“I wouldn’t trust that Traveller guy too far,” Homer Lantz put in.

“Why do you say that?”

“I’ve questioned enough suspects in my time to know the symptoms. The man’s afraid of something, and when that kind is afraid, they can be dangerous.”

“I’ll keep it in mind,” Deitrich said.

• • •

Back on board the Pacific Star, the Caloil executives watched the outboard move away from them toward the mainland.

“Are you sure it was a good idea, to let Deitrich take all the papers home with him?” Quarles said. It would have made things a lot simpler if we could have gotten his signature today.”

With his eyes still on the boat in the distance, Traveller shook his head. “This mayor is no dummy. There was no way he was going to sign anything without checking out the angles. Putting pressure on him now would get us nothing but hostility. If we can get Deitrich to come over to our side on his own, we’ll be in a lot stronger position.”

“Whatever you say, Wes. I know how much depends on this operation.”

No you don’t, thought Wesley Traveller. For Phil Quarles it was just another legal problem. For the president of Caloil, the outcome of the Santa Marta project would decide his future. He was prepared to do anything to ensure that it did not fail. Anything.





Chapter 4

The Washington, D.C., office of Representative Andrew York had been carefully but simply furnished. It was a place to do business, with no frills or fripperies. The government allowance for the furnishing of a congressman’s office would have easily provided for more lavish surroundings, but Representative York would have none of it — no imported carpets, no fancy paintings, no built-in bar. Especially no built-in bar. Andy York had not spent twelve consecutive terms in Congress without learning what his constituents wanted to see when they came to Washington. They wanted to see a man as God-fearing and hard-working as they were, and that is what Andy York gave them.

In his personal appearance, the congressman was also careful to be what the folks back home expected. A neat, clean-shaven man, York kept his working wardrobe subdued and businesslike — dark suits and ties, shoes nicely shined but not dazzling. The only jewelry he wore was a Masonic ring and a Brotherhood Society lapel pin. His wavy hair was perhaps a half inch longer than was popular in his home district, but you had to make some concessions. And if he had the gray touched up every other week by the Capitol barber…. Well, the constituents didn’t have to know everything.

In truth, there was a great deal his constituents did not know about Andrew York. His house in Georgetown was sumptuously furnished in deep, soft fabrics and rich colors. The basement bar was stocked as well as any in the capital. His off-the-job wardrobe — modish tailored suits, racks of shoes, silk shirts, cashmere jackets, formal wear, and casual outfits in a rainbow selection of colors — filled two walk-in closets. This house and this wardrobe were never seen by the folks from back home. Whenever the congressman and his wife Ida, of twenty-nine years, entertained constituents it was at a comfortable family restaurant in Silver Spring.
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