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			author’s note 

			and Acknowledgements

			Venezuela, the largest exporter of oil to the U.S. during World War II, remained a neutral country until February of 1945 when it declared war on the Axis powers of Germany, Italy, and Japan. American and European companies pursued production of crude oil during the war, primarily in the Lake Maracaibo basin with some exploration of the Orinoco River delta to the east. Argentina was also a neutral country until March of 1945, although sympathy for the Axis and its welcome of escaping Nazis are well documented. The German effort to build an atomic bomb, including the construction of a helix of uranium cubes suspended in heavy water, was cancelled when it became apparent it would not be successful in time for the war. While many of these uranium cubes were recovered by the Allies after the war, approximately 650 are still missing. One cube mysteriously turned up in the United States in 2013.

			Some historical settings and facts are modified or fabricated for this novel. References to well-known historical and public figures are intended only to provide a sense of authenticity and are used fictitiously, as are the situations, incidents, and dialogues concerning these persons. All other names, characters, places, and events are solely the products of the authors imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, and actual events and places is entirely coincidental. 

			I would like to thank Ana Riquer, Emma Richardson, Thomas Jacks, Karl Steinen, Nancy Steinen, and Barbara Sears for reading early versions of the manuscript and providing comments and suggestions. The Shell staff in the Maracaibo office introduced me to the city, the lake, and the surrounding countryside during several visits. I would also like to especially thank Deborah Froese for her meticulous editing, feedback, and encouragement; and Joshua Owens, who has now contributed his editing expertise to the two novels that I have written. The cover design and interior layout benefited greatly from Emma Elzinga’s originality and expertise. And I would like to express my deep gratitude to my wife, Barbara, for her support and encouragement during the writing of this novel.
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			prologue

			Berlin, February 1944

			A large circular tank occupied the center of the laboratory, hidden from passers-by on the Berlin sidewalk by boarded-up windows. The boards replaced the glass that had been shattered months earlier by a British night raid. Despite electricity rationing, incandescent bulbs brightly lit the room.

			A wooden step ladder allowed a technician to climb to the top of the open tank which appeared to be full of ordinary water. A helical network of over three hundred dark gray metal cubes, each uniformly machined to a two-inch width, was immersed in the liquid. Instrumentation wired to the sides and top of the tank, as well as to probes submersed in the water, measured a variety of data. Some information was easily understood—temperature, pressure, and the weight of the structure. Some was intelligible only to a trained physicist with dials calibrated in a unit labeled as Roentgens.

			Several pallets of wooden boxes were stacked on the wall opposite the door. The boxes were made of a cheap yellow wood—perhaps a species of pine—measuring about a foot high and twice that in width and length. An iron strap wrapped each box, providing reinforcement and a hasp for a padlock. Whatever they contained was heavy. Eight boxes filled a pallet, and those pallets had been moved into the laboratory by the forklift now parked in a corner. 

			Two men stood next to the tank, reading the dials intently. One recorded data in a notebook. The other, Ernst Dussell, a visitor to the laboratory, stood with his hands in his pockets. He wore a look of intent interest, obviously understanding the measurements. Dussell was a tall man, heavy set with curly brown hair. He wore steel rimmed spectacles with the line of a bifocal lens hinting at approaching middle age. Clean shaven and immaculately groomed, he carried himself like a man with a military background, a common trait among German men in 1944.

			“Well, do you see any indication of fission, Dr. Becker?” Dussell addressed the question to the most famous scientist in Germany, a Nobel Prize winning researcher in the field of quantum mechanics.

			“I’m not sure.” Becker looked up from his notebook. “The data are not unequivocal. I think we need more cubes.”

			“Do you really believe this will work?” Dussell asked. 

			Becker ignored the question. “I’m going to have it taken apart tomorrow and redesign it. There are another four hundred cubes in those boxes. Adding those to the ones already in the tank might create sufficient mass to induce spontaneous fission.”

			“There’s no time left,” Dussell said. A physicist, Dussell had worked on a parallel effort to develop a German atomic bomb. So far, neither effort had been successful. It was becoming obvious the war would end, to Germany’s detriment, without a savior arriving in the form of a nuclear weapon.

			 “We’ve been ordered to send all of our uranium to Düsseldorf for the manufacture of anti-tank weapons. I imagine you will get the same directive soon,” Dussell said.

			“We’ll see,” Becker replied. Accustomed to obedience within his sphere, he was not prepared to simply hand over material from years of work so that it could be blown up as artillery shells.

			“Well, we don’t think the Americans are going to be successful either,” said Dussell. “I’m going back to Gottow. Good luck with this.”

			Dussell put on his overcoat, opened the door to the street, and left without another word. He was not a friend of Becker, and the two engaged in an intense professional competition. Becker might not know what to do next, but Dussell had a plan. He made a show of locking the door from the outside. When the lights turned off inside the building, indicating Becker had returned to his office down the hallway from the laboratory, he unlocked the door again.

			Three hours later, a German army truck backed up to the unlocked laboratory door. Four burly men climbed down and opened it. Using muscle power instead of the noisy forklift, they raised the heavy boxes packed with five-pound cubes of uranium metal into the back of the canvas-covered truck. With the loading completed, the men climbed into the back and sat on the yellow pine boxes.

			The engine cranked, coughed twice, and settled into a noisy clatter. Moving slowly through the bombed-out streets, the driver made sure that a briefcase containing permissions and authorizations for fuel lay securely on the seat beside him. He followed a penciled route on a prewar highway map that led through Germany and occupied France to the coastal port of A Coruña in Spain.

		

	
		
			chapter one

			The Orinoco Delta, April 1944

			Two months later, the steel hull of an ancient freighter pushed onto the muddy riverbank of the Orinoco River in Venezuela, immobilizing the vessel while allowing the propeller at the stern to remain in deep water. The anchor winch was inoperable, never needed when tied up at a wharf in any of the remote locations the ship visited.

			As soon as forward motion ceased, a tall, red-haired figure on the bridge yelled down a voice pipe, “Shut it down, Esteban.” Gordon was the ship captain and part owner of the decrepit vessel.

			 An unusual quiet overtook the freighter as the vibration from the oil-fired steam engine ceased. Accustomed to the constant din of the machinery, the crew looked uncertainly at each other. There were twelve of them, not including Gordon, who had navigated them into this strange place after leaving the Spanish port of A Coruña three weeks ago. They were planning a return to their home port on the Rio de la Plata, upstream from Buenos Aires. Argentina was still technically neutral in the summer of 1944, although often accused by the U.S. of favoring the Axis.

			Once the ship had departed Spanish waters, they faced no interference from American or German naval vessels, although either side might have stopped and searched them. But a series of heavy storms and huge seas precluded the elderly vessel from voyaging south of the equator. The violent motion of the ship broke one of the steering cables controlling the rudder, and a makeshift repair only allowed steering in calm seas. The need to stop in a secure location to repair the cable, combined with a desire to avoid encounters from the U.S. Navy, led them to enter the Orinoco River and travel upstream.

			The lower part of the river flowed through a mangrove swamp. The short trees, adapted to the harsh environment of the intertidal zone, were perched on a network of twisting roots that lifted the dense, dark green leaves above the high tide mark. The mangroves formed a forest of twisting channels with no place to moor the ship or step ashore.

			Further inland, the terrain gave way to a grassy savannah with sandbars bisecting the river channel. Sandy riverbanks rose to a small bluff marking the edge of the grassy plains. This was where the ship’s captain had ordered the helmsman to steer directly toward the shore, the freighter halting when the bow grounded in the shallow water. The stern was visible to any passing river traffic, bearing the name of the vessel: Estrella Blanca. White Star. Home port, Buenos Aires.

			The captain relaxed as evening quiet replaced the constant vibration of the moving ship. He acknowledged a grease-stained individual who had appeared in the steel doorway leading downward into the freighter’s machinery space.

			 “Well, Liam. Can we splice that cable?” Gordon asked in English. Spanish was the crew’s usual language, but Gordon had grown up speaking both languages. He liked to practice English with those who spoke it. According to his mother, his English-sounding name was after his grandfather, a wealthy Englishman who had come to South America to manage a copper mine in Chile. He had met Gordon’s grandmother on holiday in the Lake District, and they married a year later. An old family painting depicted him riding toward hounds in the English countryside with his red hair visible under his helmet. 

			“Aye, if we had a bit of spare long enough to mend it. But we don’t,” Liam replied with a cockney accent. Short and stocky with thin hair and pockmarked skin, Liam was born in the East End of London. He had moved to a suburb of Buenos Aires as a teenager but still retained the speech of his youth. Like the rest of the crew, Liam’s home was the ship. He had worked his way up to the position of first mate and engineer, making him responsible for maintaining the aging mechanical plant that drove the vessel. The ship’s location on the world’s ocean never appeared to matter much to Liam, except for their proximity to an interesting port, but Gordon noticed that he seemed unsettled by the swampy delta wilderness. 

			Another man entered the bridge, looking irritated and impatient. Porcine and red faced, he spoke English with the accent of one who had learned the language in school.

			 “Kapitan, we have to deliver the cargo to Buenos Aires, not this godforsaken swamp,” he said heatedly. “You were chartered to deliver us to Argentina. We need to get out of here before the police show up and want to look around.”

			Gordon tried to mollify him. “Herr Strock, we will be gone as quickly as we can. But there is no point in trying to head south in the Atlantic during the winter with a steering system that will certainly break again. We’re stuck here until we can locate at least thirty feet of steel cable.”

			He didn’t like Karl Strock, who had boarded the vessel in A Coruña and shepherded a shipment of heavy yellow pine boxes onto the ship. Acting nervous but self-important, Strock carefully inspected the cargo hold before telling the captain where the boxes should be stored, asking how high the water might be in the bilge, and what other kinds of cargo would be carried. He accepted Gordon’s suggestion to put the crates on the bottom of the hold and covered with bales of wool cloth. No one would find the boxes without unloading the entire ship

			Apparently satisfied with the cargo’s arrangement, Strock had given Gordon a briefcase of gold coins. “You will receive the remainder when we dock in Buenos Aires.”

			“That’ll be fine,” Gordon replied. He wasn’t surprised that Strock had wanted the wooden crates concealed. He had paid a fortune in gold to have them transported to South America, chartering the Estrella Blanca without quibbling over the price. As the eventual outcome of the war became clearer, influential Germans had increased their efforts to send valuable cargo, including art, gold, jewelry, and records of hidden bank accounts to safe havens in South America, particularly Argentina. Gordon didn’t know what the wooden boxes held, but because they were reinforced with iron straps and locked with massive padlocks, he assumed they held cargo looted from Nazi-occupied countries and would be stolen or seized if discovered during a search of the ship.

			As the Estrella Blanca captain for the last ten years following a promotion from five years in Liam’s position, Gordon’s only loyalty was to his ship. Accustomed to transporting cargo that usually some sort of contraband at best, and stolen property seized by violent encounters at worst, his decisions upheld the best interest of the Estrella Blanca.

			The freighter called at out-of-the-way ports where few questions were asked. An outwardly amiable man, Gordon had made friends around the world at these ports, but he gave his allegiance to whoever paid for his ship’s service, regardless of his personal likes or dislikes. On occasion, he had dissuaded or physically stopped people, some he counted as friends, from interfering with the Estrella Blanca’s mission of transporting cargo or passengers.

			Gordon would put up with Strock, regardless of the man’s disagreeable manner. He could understand Strock’s discomfort, but there wasn’t much he could do about it until the steering was repaired.

			Looking at a chart of the Venezuelan coastline, Gordon retraced the Estrella Blanca’s route. They had passed through the delta’s mouth two days ago and travelled the channel upstream along a path marked by irregularly spaced poles—until the shoaling water stopped their westward progress. But the charted area stopped at their current location. It indicated nothing about the maze of winding waterways north and west. Gordon needed a map of Venezuela, not a chart, but understandably, he hadn’t bought one for a voyage from Spain to Argentina.

			“We will leave as soon as we are able,” he told Strock, “but I can’t promise you when that will be. I suggest you make yourself as comfortable as possible.”

			* * *

			Unhappy, but resigned to an interminable wait before they proceeded to Buenos Aires, Strock went below deck to compose a wireless message to the man who had sent him on this expedition: Ernst Dussell. Dussell would not be pleased. Strock hoped he wouldn’t be blamed for the abrupt halt to the journey.

			Locking the door to his cabin, Strock wrote out his message in plain German and then pulled a copy of Ulysses from his suitcase. Dussell had decided to use an English novel for coding purposes. The novel would be a less obvious choice to an American codebreaker, not that they would be interested in a transmission from the Estrella Blanca. The illiterate Americans had probably never heard of an Irish writer, much less a novelist by the name of James Joyce.

			The code was simple: he would go the page number representing the current day and month in digits, and then exchange every letter of his message with the letters on that page in the novel, starting with the second paragraph.

			Strock looked at what he had written before encrypting it:

			April 13, 1944. Damage to the steering caused the captain to come into Orinoco River for safe harbor until repaired. We are about 100 miles upstream from the river mouth. Captain trying to obtain materials needed. Uncertain of when we can leave. Please advise. Strock.

			Leaving his cabin, he ascended a set of metal stairs to the bridge deck, a space sitting atop the stack of cabins at the ship’s stern. The enclosed portion of the bridge spanned the entire width of the structure with reverse sloping windows facing the bow. Open wing decks projected outward on both the port and starboard sides, allowing an unobstructed view of the deck below and the surrounding seas. A spoked wheel of dark wood was centered immediately aft of the windows, with the engine room telegraph on a nearby pedestal. Behind the wheel, several chairs were bolted to the deck, and two tables faced the back wall. A set of charts covered the surface of one table, and a radio transmitter was secured to the other.

			Strock was not surprised to see the captain and the wireless operator, a shy fellow named Francis, seated at the table holding the radio transmitter. They were apparently expecting him. Strock approached the operator and handed him the coded message. “Transmit this immediately.”

			Looking at Gordon, Francis took the sheet of paper marked with random letters, but he made no motion to start tapping his key. When the captain nodded, the tap-tap-tap of Morse code filled the bridge.

			“Let me know if you receive anything for me,” Strock said sharply. He opened the stairway door and returned to his cabin.

			Staring at the ceiling and sweating in the tropical heat, Strock tried unsuccessfully to sleep. Hours later, a seaman knocked on the door, handing him a flimsy paper with an unintelligible mass of letters filling the top half. Strock took it without expression, locked the door, and removed his copy of Ulysses from the suitcase. He flipped the book open to the same page that he had used to encrypt the first message and quickly deciphered the reply.

			April 14, 1944. Vermeer in Maracaibo evaluating options. Stay in current location until contacted.

			Strock knew that Dussell had contacts in the multiplying, expanding, semi-invisible web of Germans who sought relocation in South America. He didn’t know who Vermeer was, or how he would be contacted. But Dussell had been clear: stay put.

			What a hellhole to sit around in, he thought. Resigned, he returned to the bridge to see what the captain could tell him. Maybe the ship could get moving before anyone contacted him. The last few months had been bad enough without sitting on a mudbank in the jungle.

			* * *

			Strock thought back to an evening in late 1943, sleet coating the windows of the laboratory where he had worked with Dussell. The day ended and the other workers departed, leaving him alone with Dussell to make one last check of the gauges and fill the recorders with fresh paper. Dussell had invited him to sit in his office, an orderly space lined with file cabinets and bookcases. A picture of a pretty young blonde woman sat on the desk, the only personal effect visible.

			Dussell pulled a bottle of schnapps out of a desk drawer and poured two glasses.

			Strock was a technician, not a scientist, good with wrenches and welding torches and able to construct the strange-looking experimental apparatus precisely as directed. He had worked for Dussell for several years, always in a clearly defined role as a subordinate to the physicist who directed the activities of the laboratory. On previous visits to the office, he had stood before the desk to receive instructions on how to set up the equipment. Surprised and grateful for the unexpected courtesy and being invited to sit down as an equal, he relaxed in the chair next to the desk and lit a cigarette. Smoking was forbidden in the laboratory, but he assumed Dussell’s generosity would extend to permission to smoke, although he had never seen Dussell use tobacco. A proffered ashtray confirmed his assumption.

			“Danke.” Strock took the offered glass, sipping the schnapps. It was excellent. Dussell must have had good connections to get it in 1944.

			“I have some news for you and an opportunity that you might want to consider,” Dussell began. “This is the end of the nuclear program. The last few weeks have not been good to us.” Speaking carefully, he described the events leading to the cancellation of their project and his thoughts about the future. It was the first time that he had shared anything about the politics of the secret work with Strock, who listened intently as Dussell continued speaking.

			“Kurt Diebner, head of the Gottow laboratory where we work on the nuclear project, and Werner Becker recently outlined a path forward to the Nazi leadership telling them that a bomb will not be operational until 1947. When Hitler heard that, he ordered the program shut down and diverted resources to Werner von Braun’s V-2 missile program. The stockpiled uranium will be utilized to manufacture armor-piercing antitank shells. Its density makes it capable of penetrating inch-thick steel. But it’s a waste of material that has much more valuable potential.”

			Dussell paused and took a large sip of schnapps and looked closely at Strock, who realized that his supervisor was deciding whether to trust him.

			“It is a tremendous waste,” Strock agreed. “After all the progress we have made.”

			Apparently convinced, Dussell continued. “The end of the war is growing closer, and the defeat of Nazi Germany appears inevitable to those willing to entertain the notion. I’ve been thinking about how we might survive and make a living. Our knowledge about making a bomb with nuclear fission, potentially able to destroy entire armies, might earn us a welcome somewhere else in the world. But the knowledge is worthless without uranium to test and build an explosive. I thought about how to deliver both to a buyer willing to pay with money and a new life, and I remembered an acquaintance from the southernmost country of South America.”

			Strock nodded vigorously, his self-esteem inflated by Dussell’s confidence.

			Dussell continued. “When I visited Rome in 1941, I happened to meet a rising colonel in the Argentinian army, Juan Peron, at the Argentinian Embassy. We corresponded over the intervening years. Peron is fascinated by the new process of nuclear fission described in my letters. He is now vice president and secretary of war, overtly on the side of the Allies but sympathetic to the plight of the German refugees. Peron is eager to build Argentina’s industrial and military capabilities as a counterweight to the North Americans. He has welcomed some escaping German scientists with their advanced technology.”

			Dussell refreshed both glasses with schnapps. “As a participant in the secret nuclear program, my status allows me access to the diplomatic pouch without scrutiny by the Gestapo’s lower ranks. I sent a message to Peron and received an enthusiastic response. I would be welcome in Buenos Aires, especially if I can bring some of the technology and equipment with me. And an associate with expertise would also be welcome.”

			So, he’s going to Argentina. And taking me. Out of this disaster falling around us. Strock was exultant.

			“I need someone to help me take the uranium from the laboratory in Berlin, drive it to a ship docked in Spain, and accompany it to Buenos Aires. If you are interested, it will be a new future for you in a new country after the war,” Dussell concluded.

			“I am your man, as always. Tell me what I need to do,” Strock replied. 

			Dussell visibly relaxed.

			Strock did not hesitate; like most Germans, he was aware of the impending collapse of the Third Reich and desperate to avoid the misery certain to follow the end of the war. He was unaware—but would not have been surprised to know—that Dussell kept a Luger pistol in the same drawer that produced the schnapps bottle. A refusal to support Dussell’s plan would have led the evening to a different end. It was easy to explain dead bodies with gunshot wounds in 1944 Berlin.

			The agreement resulted in the uranium theft from the Berlin laboratory, a trip across Europe in the final throes of war, and the charter of the Estrella Blanca, destined for Buenos Aires, but now halted in a mudflat of the Orinoco delta.

		

	
		
			chapter two

			Curacao, April 1944

			The harbor in the Dutch colony of Curaçao was fronted by a street lined with houses that looked as though they had been transported from the banks of an Amsterdam canal. Closely spaced, three or four stories tall with small windows and steep roofs, they were better designed to conserve warmth and shed snowfall than to deal with the tropical heat of a Caribbean Island.

			Occupied by several families each—refugees from occupied Holland who had managed to escape to a Dutch colony in the Americas so far untouched by the Nazis—the buildings had a surrealistic look. Normally meticulously scrubbed and painted, five years of wartime neglect was evident in shabby exteriors bleached by intense sun and the steady twenty-knot trade winds that blew incessantly across the island.

			The island inhabitants were supplied by a constant stream of small boats that brought vegetables and fruit from the Venezuelan mainland across the clear indigo-blue tropical seas, cautiously steering around the coral reefs rimming the shoreline.

			Sitting at a waterfront table, Jerry MacDonald finished his coffee. Newly appointed as the head of Pride Oil in Venezuela, he had arrived at the beginning of the year. Six feet tall with light brown hair and a dark tan from tropical living, Jerry had grown up in the dust bowl of Oklahoma. He worked his way through the University of Oklahoma to obtain a geology degree which led to a job in downtown Manhattan with Pride Oil. He was a known favorite of Mike Woods, the president of Pride Oil, and moved up the company ranks quickly. But he seemed oblivious to his reputation, talking in a good-natured manner about life in Venezuela and the business of producing oil in Lake Maracaibo.

			Bob Wright, his companion and the manager of Curaçao’s Pride Refinery, was sweating profusely in the morning sunlight. “I’ll plan on an extra ten thousand barrels a day starting next month.”

			“You’ll have it.” Jerry spoke with confidence. “That last well in the lake tested at five thousand a day. Shell tried to buy the production from us, but we got orders to send it to you.”

			 Bob wiped his forehead with a napkin. “We need it. Standard Oil is sending all their production to Aruba or to the States. If we can’t get more oil from the Pride concessions in the Lake, we’ll have to shut down. I’m glad you’re finding some new reserves. We’ve seen a steady decline since the start of the war shut down most of the drilling.”

			“It hasn’t been easy,” Jerry said. “Hard to find a working rig, much less pipe and drilling mud. But diesel fuel is incredibly cheap. We’ve scrounged around and found enough parts to keep two rigs going.”

			“What are the Germans doing in Maracaibo?” the refinery manager asked.

			“They’re around.” Jerry replied. “The Venezuelan Nazi party has an office there, and we see some of the consulate staff at various receptions and parties. As long as Venezuela is neutral, they’re entitled to be there as much as we are. But we’re starting to see them get nervous. If Venezuela decides to throw in with the Allies, they’ll be kicked out. And they don’t want to go back to Europe. They can see the direction the war is going.”

			Bob lowered his voice. “By the way, I had a phone conversation with Alan Courtney in head office last night. He told me more about your last assignment as the field geologist for the Sunniland wildcat well in the Everglades. Said that a German U-Boat crew tried to take over the rig and seize the diesel, but the rig crew fought them off, with you leading them.”

			“Did he tell you the well discovered oil?” Jerry smiled. “That’s what I’m happiest about, not being an amateur soldier.”

			“I already knew about the discovery. But it’s an impressive story. I’d like to hear more sometime.”

			 “We were told not to say anything at the time, but I guess it’s okay now. I’ll tell you about it next time I’m here,” Jerry said. “But right now, I have to pack and catch the boat back to Maracaibo. Thanks for breakfast. It was good to see you again.”

			 “Say hi to Maria for me.” 

			* * *

			 Three days later, Jerry and Maria, his beautiful Italian wife from Queens, sat at their usual late afternoon table by the pool on the shore of Lake Maracaibo watching the shipping traffic move past. A body of water the size of Rhode Island and connected to the Gulf of Venezuela by a narrow passage, the lake was flanked on the western side by low hills near the Colombian border. To the south and east, the Andes Mountain chain separated the lake and its surrounding marshes from the capital city of Caracas. The city of Maracaibo, founded by the Spanish in 1574, was located on the western shore of the passageway. The waters of the lake, dotted with drilling platforms, oil tankers, fishing boats hauling nets, and small sailing craft, supported a scene of hectic activity.

			The tall National Hotel profile blocked the five o’clock sun, creating a welcome shade in the tropical heat. A well-known spot with American and European expatriates, the hotel had been a popular destination for celebrities before the war. Signed photographs of American movie stars—including Humphrey Bogart, Clark Gable, Lauren Bacall, Bette Davis, and others—were displayed on the tunnel connecting the basement of the hotel to the bathing area. With three restaurants, a marina full of cabin cruisers and runabouts, and an arcade of fine shops, the hotel was a quiet oasis in the busy city. Jerry and Maria had spent three weeks there when they arrived, waiting for the house they now rented to be readied and their belongings to arrive from their apartment in New York City.

			“How was your tea with Paula yesterday?” Jerry asked.

			The wife of a German businessman, Paula had introduced herself at a party hosted by Maracaibo’s mayor. Still officially neutral, Venezuela was home to citizens of the Allies and the Axis, who usually maintained a polite but distant air when they encountered each other in neutral settings. Paula was an exception. Outgoing and seemingly oblivious to the diplomatic chasm between the Americans and herself, she had attached herself to Maria, chatting about the social scene in Maracaibo. Maria had agreed to meet her for tea the following week.

			 Jerry was certain that Paula’s husband, Hans Diess, was sending any available information on Pride Oil activities back to Germany, and he had cautioned Maria about saying too much. But they were bound to see Paula and Hans when they were both invited to gatherings like the one hosted by the mayor. It would be impossible to avoid polite conversation and the occasional invitation to tea or a drink. And Jerry knew that Maria wanted female companionship.

			Maria was drinking white wine, condensation covering the surface of the wineglass. She wore a white blouse and a flowered skirt, both purchased from the local market. “I like Paula. But I can tell she’s trying to find out what she can. She seems to think that since my maiden name was Magianni, I have sympathies for the Axis. But it’s nice to have someone to talk to.”

			Jerry poured more wine into Maria’s glass. “I’m sure they are starting to believe the Americans will land in France any day, and Germany will lose the war. They may be trying to make friends and find a way to stay here instead of going back home. It’s going to be a mess over there after the war.”

			They sat in silence for a moment, wondering what the world would be like when the war finally ended.

			After a moment, Jerry changed to a more cheerful topic. “How’s your Spanish coming along?”

			“Really well, but I keep getting it mixed up with Italian.” Maria laughed. “I have this list of non-English words in my head, and I pick one out, and sometimes it’s the wrong language. But using it every day makes me learn it.”

			“You did hear more Italian than English in the neighborhood where I met you. Some of your cousins didn’t seem to speak English at all.”

			 Jerry had met Maria on a New York City subway, walked her home, and then showed up at the bar where she worked the next day. Raised in a poor neighborhood in Queens, Maria had spent her high school afternoons bartending in the establishment of her Uncle Ignatius. It was a rough patch in the city fabric, frequented by men who had served time in prison and would probably do so again.

			Some of them were related to her, but Jerry knew she thought of all of them as cousins. The bar’s clientele had looked after her. They listened to her banter with customers and quickly responded to obnoxious suitors. Maria could handle suggestive comments and proposals herself, brushing them off with a smile and an insult. But if a drunken customer reached over the bar to grab her arm and pull her closer, one or two “cousins” dragged him out to the sidewalk. A quick apology was sometimes sufficient to avoid a beating, but not always. Maria had never been overtly threatened. If anyone had lost their senses sufficiently to do so, her cousins would have shattered his skull.

			Maria’s caring and outgoing personality contrasted with her rough upbringing. She reminded Jerry of the women in the dusty countryside where he had been raised. They dealt as best they could with the challenges of life, including violent men, but always remained willing to help others.

			Six months after meeting on the subway, Maria and Jerry were married, moving into a large apartment in Queens. After spending a few months in the Florida Everglades, Jerry returned to Pride’s Manhattan headquarters and was assigned to the Venezuela office in Maracaibo. On learning of their impending move, Maria purchased a Spanish dictionary and began practicing.

			The reality of Maracaibo was not what they had expected. The city was beautiful. But modern buildings, Spanish ruins, and slums with abject poverty were distributed haphazardly throughout the city. Masses of people with barely enough sustenance to stay alive lived close to a few with extreme wealth, and there were not a lot in between. The area where they lived and where the Pride offices were located was comfortable and modern, but a taxi ride from their house to the National Hotel passed through dense neighborhoods marked by hardship. Shoeless children, dogs, and chickens competed with cars and wagons for space on dusty dirt streets. Whenever the taxi stopped, beggars would knock on the windows, demanding money. The taxi drivers looked straight ahead, ignoring pleas and shouted threats, edging forward slowly. 

			“What time to you want to go to mass tomorrow?” Jerry asked Maria. Both Catholic, they were happy to be in an environment where their religion was embraced and commonplace, a contrast to what they had found in the deep South of the United States. Latin Mass in Maracaibo was celebrated with the same familiar words they had grown up with, although they couldn’t understand the Spanish announcements and the homily. But Maria picked up more and more and translated for Jerry after each service.

			“Let’s go at eleven.” Maria replied. “Gives us time for breakfast. Besides, that’s when most of our friends go.”

			“That sounds good. I’m leaving for the Orinoco survey this week, so this is probably the last time I can make it. Tuesday, I have a new geologist coming in from the States, and I need to go to Caracas and pick her up at the airport.”

			“Her?” asked Maria. “I haven’t met a woman geologist yet. Where is she from?”

			“Penn State. Mike Woods recommended her. Not sure how he knows her. She’s a PhD student, and he says she can take it in the boonies. We’ll see. If she can’t, I’ll send her home.”

			“I just read an article by Margaret Meade in National Geographic. If she could get by in Samoa, then this lady should do just fine with a group of Pride Oil geologists. If she wants to. What’s her name?”

			“Debbie Borowski. I’ll bring her by for dinner after we get back from Caracas.”

			“Good. I want to meet her. I believe she’ll do just fine in your field party if she wants to. But I’m not sure why she would want to spend weeks at a time with a group of men, living in a tent in the wilderness.”

			“She’s a scientist, a geologist, like the man you married. We do it because we want to understand how the earth was formed, and how it looked in the past. Sometimes that means spending time in the middle of nowhere. And we want to see new parts of the world. Debbie is probably going to feel like an army nurse in a field hospital with a bunch of men. Busy, protected, but looked at a lot.”

			Jerry knew his wife wasn’t jealous. He’d had plenty of opportunities with different women in New York City but gave them up immediately when he met Maria. Maracaibo was full of beautiful young women, on the streets, in stores, and at the hotel. They smiled at Jerry while giggling at his Spanish. He would smile back and touch Maria on the shoulder—obviously in love with his wife—and move on without responding.

			* * *

			The taxi drew up to a restaurant in downtown Maracaibo, a stone edifice originally constructed by conquistadors and more recently converted to the most sought-after dining room in the city. The driver opened the back door, offering a hand to Maria and a pretty brown-haired woman with curly hair, while Jerry got out of the front seat. Entering the restaurant, Jerry greeted the maitre’d by name in English, immediately supplemented by Maria’s halting but understandable Spanish.

			“Esta es nuestra amiga Debbie Borowski,” Maria told the maitre’d.

			“Encantada de conocerte,” he replied, escorting them back into a room half filled with heavy wooden tables covered with white tablecloths, softly lit by chandeliers and candles on the tables. The maitre’d pulled out chairs for Maria and Debbie, and the waiter appeared. He took their orders for a gin and tonic and a bottle of white wine, holding a lighter for Debbie’s cigarette.

			Satisfied with the service, Jerry turned toward the two women. “We had to wait on a thunderstorm to take off from Caracas today. A bumpy flight. But we made it back in time for dinner.”

			 Maria turned to Debbie. “Jerry told me something about you. I’m glad you’re here. We’re a long way from Pennsylvania and New York City, and it’s nice to see another woman from the States.”

			“I’m happy to meet you. Jerry told me a lot about you. Said you met on a subway. That’s a good story. I’m really grateful that he’s letting me work on the survey.”

			“I’m sure you will earn your way,” Jerry replied. “Mike Woods recommended you highly but didn’t say where he had met you. What’s the connection?”

			“I met him after he gave a presentation for the geology department at Penn State. He stayed to speak with the students. I told him about my research, and that I really wanted to fill it in with some field work in South America. He offered me a summer job in New York last year, and I guess he was impressed enough to recommend me to you.”

			“How did you end up studying geology?” Maria asked.

			“I took a lot of detours, but I am getting where I want to be,” said Debbie. “Would you like to hear the story?”

			“Very much,” Jerry and Maria replied in unison. The waiter opened the wine bottle and offered Jerry a taste. Declining, Jerry motioned for him to let Maria taste wine. After the ritual of approval was complete, the waiter poured two glasses for the women and handed Jerry a gin and tonic. Debbie took a sip, then started telling her story. Jerry and Maria listened intently as she spoke.

			* * *

			A descendant of the Polish families that had immigrated to America in the nineteenth century and found work in the mines and steel mills of Pennsylvania, Debbie had grown up in the small town of Coal Run. She watched her father, brothers, and cousins descend into the darkness of the mines when they were old enough to work, seeing daylight only on Sundays for the rest of their lives. Glad to be spared the expectation of working a thousand feet below ground level, she rebelled against marrying one of the local men. Blue-eyed with curly brown hair and tall with her mother’s slim physique, she was sought after by suitors she had no interest in. She didn’t want to spend her life raising a family in a hollow that was cold and dark during the winter months and coated with black dust all year long. 

			Escape had come with a chance visit to State College while accompanying her mother to visit an elderly relative in nearby Bellefonte. She persuaded her mother to let her wander the campus, promising to be at the New College Diner at three for the trip home. Upon entering a brick building, she saw a hallway with glass cases full of rocks and minerals. The open door of a laboratory revealed a bearded young man looking through a microscope.

			“Hello,” he had said. “Are you looking for someone?”

			“No, I just have an hour to see Penn State, and I saw the door open.”

			“Are you a new student?”

			“No,” she replied. “I’m still in high school. And I don’t have money for college.”

			“You should move here and get a job,” the microscopist said. “If you live here in town, you can meet people and maybe get a scholarship. Come by and see me if you end up in town.”

			“Are you a professor?” she asked. He seemed pretty young.

			“No, I’m a graduate student. My name’s Bill, and I’m working on my master’s thesis, describing the Tuscarora Sandstone. The microscope lets me see things that tell me where the sand grains came from, and how strong the currents were when they were deposited. Want to take a look?”

			He moved aside, and Debbie peered down the tube, squinching her left eye shut. Sand grains filled the field of view—white, brown, and speckled with black spaces in between. It was a look at another world that she did not know existed. The microscope revealed a fascinating level of detail and complexity. She had always regarded rocks as something like the coal piled up in heaps around the small mountain town where she had lived. Thanking her new acquaintance, she left the building, walking down a sidewalk shaded by elm trees to the street bordering the campus.

			A week after graduation from high school, she moved to State College and became a waitress, serving the students and faculty who patronized the restaurant across the street from campus. They told her where she might apply for scholarships. She filled out an application almost every day until she was awarded a tuition waiver from the Mineral Conservation Agency.

			After six years in State College, attending classes during the day and waitressing at night, she graduated in 1941 with a degree in geology. As the campus emptied of young men during the war, admission to graduate school was easy to obtain, along with a stipend to work on a research project. Her PhD dissertation studied the geology of rocks formed from clay. Three years later, after a summer working at Pride Oil, she found herself in South America ready to map the formations on the northern edge of the Orinoco River.

			* * *

			“That’s how I got here,” Debbie smiled. “Anything to stay out of those mines. And I love geology.”

			“That’s a good story,” Jerry said. “I started out wanting to study engineering, then became fascinated after I took my first geology course. I’ve never wanted to do anything else since.”

			Jerry noticed the waiter standing by. “Let’s order,” he said. “Then we can talk about life in Maracaibo and what we will be doing in the Orinoco Delta.”

			Two hours later, with dinner finished, a taxi dropped Debbie at the National Hotel before taking Jerry and Debbie to their rented house.

			“The plane leaves at 7:00 a.m. tomorrow,” Jerry said as they went to bed. “Glad you got to meet Debbie.”

			“I like her,” Maria yawned, then reached over and hugged him. “She’s doing what she wants to do. I want to see more of her when you get back.”

			* * *

			A latecomer to Lake Maracaibo, Pride Oil’s presence was considerably smaller than that of Standard Oil and Shell, the giant companies controlling most of the production. Before Jerry had arrived, Pride managed to obtain a concession on the southern end of the lake and drilled a successful wildcat. But future opportunity in Lake Maracaibo was limited by the large areas of the lake bottom already granted to Shell and Standard Oil by the Venezuelan government.

			Wanting to expand the country’s already huge production, the government promised new concessions would be granted in the fall of 1944. One promising area was located near the Orinoco River on the eastern side of Venezuela. The Orinoco was a huge stream, second only to the Amazon, and it drained into the Atlantic Ocean. Oil had been discovered there, but much of it was “heavy oil,” a tar-like substance that oozed into wells at rates too low to be worth anything. But some wells north of the river produced lighter, less viscous oil at commercial rates.

			Jerry believed that if Pride Oil had a future in Venezuela, it would be on the Orinoco River delta, not the waters of Lake Maracaibo. He had convinced the Pride Oil president, Mike Woods, to provide funds needed to obtain a land concession and acquire seismic data in the delta. The Orinoco River delta was a vast expanse of land and water. The river divided again and again, flowing through multiple passes to the Atlantic Ocean. Shooting a seismic survey in the marshy terrain would help determine if drilling a wildcat well was worth the investment. But before a seismic crew could move in, a geologic map of the delta was needed to design the survey. Drawing the map would require fieldwork to evaluate the rocks and the geologic structure of the area.

			Jerry decided to lead the party himself rather than delegate it to Kevin, an American geologist who worked for Pride in the Venezuelan office. He told Maria that he didn’t believe Kevin had the ability to lead an expedition in the wilderness and bring back the required information. He didn’t have to tell her that nothing made him happier than sitting on a boulder and examining a chip of a rock that he had broken off with a hammer, learning about the earth in a new place and how it had formed.

			He assembled a field party. In addition to Kevin, it included Pedro, a Venezuelan geologist assigned by the government in Caracas to keep track of the expedition; Jorge, a Venezuelan from the delta area who would serve as a guide; and now Debbie, the graduate student.

			Their task would be to explore the terrain north of the river, recording the types of rock exposed and the angles at which they dipped into the earth. The information they gathered would provide insights into the underground geologic structures that could then be mapped in detail with a seismic survey.

		

	
		
			chapter three

			The Orinoco Delta, April 1944

			The floatplane descended rapidly, the roar of its motor fading as it leveled off a hundred feet above the water. Jerry directed the pilot to the drop-off point for the first transect as Debbie pushed her face against the window, looking forward at the winding waterway below.

			“Another mile downstream, Rulof. Then touch down and taxi into the bank.”

			“Okay. About thirty seconds to splash.” Clad in a short-sleeved khaki shirt, his right arm bearing a tattoo showing a condor, the pilot reached to lower the flaps, cranking a control wheel with a scarred right hand. A Dutch expat who had arrived in Maracaibo with Shell after flying oilfield support around the globe, Rulof left the corporate world to pursue his own flying company. It consisted of one plane, a single engine pre-war Atlantic Fokker. The wheels had been replaced by pontoons to allow takeoff and landing from Lake Maracaibo and the bays and rivers of Venezuela.

			Rulof had a reliable reputation for flying over uncharted mountains and jungles. Jerry hired him on the recommendation of another expatriate, a boat captain who transported men and supplies to the drilling and production platforms in the lake. Rulof also spoke excellent English, which was a plus for Jerry as he struggled to learn the colloquial Spanish needed to communicate with the oilfield workforce.

			“What the hell is that up ahead?” Rulof asked in a puzzled tone as they approached the landing spot. “Looks like a ship. Wonder what it’s doing here? No port nearby, and farther upstream than they need to be for safe harbor from a storm.”
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