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			Chapter 1: North Sea Oil Rig

			Underwater…

			… light rays flickering… glistening…

			… shadows dancing in the water…

			… seaweed waving, barnacles clinging on…

			… a fish flitting past… a school… another… another…

			Quiet.

			Calmness underwater… light rays… flashing…

			… bubbles… bubbles skipping, rising randomly to the surface; you can hear them…listen…

			… and breathing…

			… controlled breathing…

			… regular… regular breathing…

			… bubbles…

			The tranquillity suddenly broken by a diver bursting through the surface of the water, blowing out a mouthful of water and shouting. “Jack! Jack, that’s it, we’re done. Get me out of here; we’re going home.”

			Jack was looking down from the rig as Amos appeared on the surface of the water. They had just completed the final inspection of the support stanchions to Block 22/17 b.130 Montrose Alpha platform in the North Sea.

			Amos swam slowly towards the rig, Jack pulling him in with a rope. On reaching the platform, he passed Jack a camera and his sample bag. “Look after those, Jack. I’m not going down there again,” joked Amos.

			Jack and Amos were partners (and the only staff) in an oil rig inspection company that they had set up eight years ago. They made a living checking the underwater structures to oil rigs and gas platforms. This meant that they could travel throughout the world, but most of their work was in and around the North Sea.

			They had just finished the final dive of a ten-week contract. Amos was American, medium height and build, with dark hair that was slightly receding and greying on the edges. He had turned to diving as a career a couple of years after he pulled out of his engineering design course at Harvard which he said wasn’t doing anything for him. He told his parents that he wanted a more “outdoor life” and went off to learn how to dive.

			He began at the local swimming pool and then in downtown Houston at the Gigglin’ Marlin Dive & Swim Centre on Almeda Road. With a name like that, thought Amos at the time, you’ve got to be able to learn how to dive. Amos was fortunate that his main diving instructor had over twenty-five years’ experience of working on rigs and taught him everything he knew.

			Jack, Scottish but now a converted south-west Londoner, stood at five foot ten, medium build with curly ginger hair and was heavily tanned, with tattoos along the length of his right arm. Although not tall, he had the strength of a lion, which was regularly needed when diving.

			The two of them met in Aberdeen whilst celebrating a strike for one of the big oil companies in 2012. They decided, after a beer or two, to try and make some real money in partnership as they were both working for bigger organisations who would take the cream on every contract without doing much… and the level of cream was sometimes very thick.

			This particular contract had involved spending eighteen days on the platform and then three days off. Normally, their three days off were spent catching up with paperwork and trying to see their families. They had been doing this for over two months now, but Amos hadn’t managed to get back to see his family.

			Jack hoisted Amos out of the water and onto a lower platform, just above the water’s edge. Amos sat with his legs in the water, pulled off his mask and headgear. They gave each other a handshake and an embrace. Jack slapped Amos’s shoulders, and they exchanged big smiles, both thankful they had finished without too many problems.

			“This is what it’s all about,” said Amos, “finishing off a contract and heading back to see the family.”

			Jack acknowledged with a nod, and without saying anything, he helped Amos out of his diving suit and started packing up all the gear ready to move it away from the water’s edge. He was aware that a big swell was building up and glad that Amos had got out before any bad weather hit them.

			The pair of them dragged their gear up to a higher level and then clambered up the open-tread metal stairway, battling against the sea spray that was now blowing across their faces.

			They reached the central control office and Amos pulled the heavy metal door open. As they entered, they could see a bearded man leaning back on his chair. He was wearing a chequered shirt and braces that stretched across his chest and protruding stomach, his fat gnarled fingers were holding a cup of coffee and there was a battered laptop open on his desk.

			“That’s us done,” said Amos, unfastening his top. “Glad to get out when we did; it looks like there’s a bit of a storm coming in.”

			“There’s a force 4 to 5 due to blow in this evening, Amos, with a heavy 12 to 15 foot swell” said the bearded man in a broad Glaswegian accent. “You’re lucky. If you hadn’t finished today you probably would’ve had a two to three-day delay in finishing.”

			Both Amos and Jack signed the divers’ record log, along with the time leaving the water and noted any observations.

			“You know, Hamish, this is our last one,” said Amos, standing up and looking down at him with his hands on the table, “and it’s a good one.” He chuckled to himself as he moved to shake Hamish’s hand.

			“When are you boys going to get me my report?” said Hamish, swinging back in his chair again and chewing his pen.

			“Will be a couple of days before the samples can be with the lab, then checked and results back. We can upload photos tomorrow if that helps,” replied Jack. Amos and Jack glanced across at each other.

			“So yeah, maybe… what do you think, Jack? Five to seven days for our report?” suggested Amos, raising his eyebrows. Jack nodded in agreement.

			“You know,” said Hamish, sitting back down at his desk and no longer swinging on his chair, “that I and the company need this report urgently.”

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah, but we’ve got some holiday to take and we’re going to enjoy it,” said Amos, rubbing his hands together. “Yee-ha.”

			The key aspect of Amos and Jack’s business was identifying degradation of the steelwork and protective surfacing to rig underwater structures. If this showed degrading faster than expected, repair work would need to be scheduled and undertaken, usually within six months of the date on the report, depending on the severity of the defects.

			“So, what’s it look like down there, Amos?” sighed Hamish apprehensively.

			“Pretty good down to the thirty to thirty-five-metre depth,” replied Amos. “Considering that’s the side of the rig taking most of the storms and the number of barnacles clinging to the support legs.”

			“That’s good,” said Hamish more cheerfully as he laid his hand on the steel window frame next to his desk. “You feel and hear creaks and groans from the old girl from time to time and you wonder if you’re gonna be in for an early bath!”

			They all laughed.

			“It’s at night that it really gets to me,” added a young lad standing by the window at the far end of the room, drying his hair with a towel. “I’m stuck in sleeping quarters where you can hardly hear anything from the rig’s loudspeaker system, but you can feel the rig moving.”

			“You worry too much,” said Jack. “These structures are really solid, built to last over forty years.”

			“That’s provided the maintenance is done,” said Hamish, throwing his pen down onto his desk and swinging back on his chair again. “And head office is bloody slow in giving me the OK to carry out maintenance and repair work at the moment. One dip in the oil price and head office is panicking and saying they can’t afford to spend any money. Those ‘suits’ in London need to get their heads in gear.” He pointed towards the mainland, spitting feathers. “No rig, no oil, no money. It’s as simple as that and they’ve been risking it recently.”

			“So what about below thirty metres – why hasn’t that been cleared as per our last report?” said Amos as he placed his hands on his hips and leaned in towards Hamish.

			“Well,” said Hamish, looking down into his folded hands, then starting to twiddle his thumbs. “We started to use the environmentally friendly stuff to clear the barnacles that you recommended in your last report, and you know what, there’s two types down there now? But when head office got wind of the extra time it was taking to clean the steels, and the extra cost, they told us to stop.”

			Amos didn’t respond to Hamish initially. This was one of the biggest issues that he had: organisations not actioning his reports recommendations – that and the weather! If he had replied straight away, he would have lost his temper and he wasn’t in the mood for that. He didn’t want a half hour or so discussing the whys and wherefores of oil company policy; this was not on Amos’s agenda.

			Amos stood up to leave and then started to pace around the room. He couldn’t contain himself. “Crazy, company greed, money, money, money that’s all they are after. What about the environment? And health and safety?” He gesticulated with his hands. “Right, I’m off to have a shower before I get really cross,” said Amos, shaking his head in disbelief.

			He pulled the door open and it blew back sharply, almost crushing his hand on the wall. “That was close,” shouted Amos. “Get this door closer sorted, Hamish – put it on your list for head office.”

			Jack and Amos left the control room and with the wind gusting strongly, Amos had to pull the door behind him with considerable force to close it.

			Outside again and facing the elements, Amos and Jack headed towards the locker rooms, passing a number of workers on the way. Two of them were sheltering from the blustery squall that had quickly developed, making it difficult to speak and hear, so there was a lot of acknowledgement from passing crew with hand signals, smiles and high fives.

			Jack leant into the door to the changing room, letting Amos slip past him before the door closed with a loud slam. Suddenly, everything was quiet other than their bags and jackets being thrown to the floor.

			“Phew, that was a close one; we did well to get out when we did,” said Jack, making his way across the room to his locker. “Hey, Martin. How you doing?” asked Jack.

			“Good, thanks,” he replied, closing the door to his locker. “You guys off today? Lucky so-and-sos – have a beer for me when you hit the mainland.”

			“Sure will!” Jack smiled back at him.

			“There’s one downside at the moment,” said Amos.

			“What’s that?” replied Jack, starting to strip down for the showers.

			“When can the helicopter get here to pick us up? Damn weather up here, one minute it’s calm and the next a squall develops, it’s so, so changeable. Let’s get ourselves sorted and up to talk to Pete in the director’s office and see what’s doing.”

			There’s one crazy thing to get showered and cleaned up after a dive, thought Amos to himself. The trouble is, you’re likely to get wet again when you come out of the changing room: a continuous process of getting wet and dry and wet and dry again, and then wet and even more wet!

			Amos made his way into the showers once he had got the controls working at the temperature he wanted, which could be rather temperamental in the middle of the North Sea. There then followed a raucous sequence of karaoke songs one after the other.

			Jack chuckled to himself as he listened from the adjacent shower cubicle to Amos’s rendition of a few verses from “Singin’ in the Rain”, ending with his own words, “… I’m heading home again.” There was a short pause for breath and loud humming; Jack thought to himself that Amos actually had quite a good singing voice. There was a deluge of water and splashing and then Amos was off again with his version of “The Sun Has Got His Hat On”.

			“Hey, Jack?” shouted Amos suddenly.

			“Yeah.”

			“Did you manage to speak to Sally? Not long to go now, is it?”

			“Still about four to five weeks to the due date so all OK at the moment, thanks.”

			“That’s good,” said Amos, “that’s good.” He then continued singing and dancing and slapping his feet on the shower floor.

			“I know what’s next on today’s X Factor auditions,” called out Jack. “Amos’s version of ‘Happy Feet’.” Amos continued to sing and slap his feet on the shower floor.

			“Do you think Fred Astaire practised tap dancing in the showers?” shouted Amos. He then followed “Happy Feet” with “Singin’ in the Rain”. There was no let-up in his singing when Amos was in this mood. “Yee-ha.” He probably wouldn’t stop until the water to the showers ran out.

			Jack just grinned, laughed to himself and continued showering. When Amos was like this, he had returned to being a ten-year-old, ready to go on holiday and just needing to put the last bit of packing together.

			I just hope that the helicopter can come and take us back to the mainland, thought Jack, there’ll be all hell to break loose if it doesn’t. Amos will not be a happy man with happy feet.

			After they had finished showering, the two business partners sat opposite each other as they got dressed into their casual wear.

			“Hey,” said Amos, “what’s the problem, buddy? Why are you looking so glum? We’re finished and going home.”

			“Nothing really,” said Jack, with a shrug of his shoulders whilst doing up his laces on his boots. “It’s just, well… we haven’t had our last three invoices paid and we’re behind on the payments for the new inspection gear.”

			“Hey now… don’t you worry,” said Amos with a smile on his face. He leant forward and began roughing the hair on Jack’s head. “I’ll have a word with Hamish and he can get it cleared from head office. If they want our report, they had better get up to date with paying for our services; it will sort itself out, Jack. Always does. Come on, let’s go.”

			They both picked up their bags and wrapped their coats around themselves, hoods pulled over their heads.

			“Ready to run the gauntlet?” said Amos.

			They opened the locker room door and were met by a sheet of spray across their faces. They stood back for a few seconds and then decided to go for it.

			The route up to the director’s office wasn’t the most straightforward, requiring Amos and Jack to head down towards the water and then up and around a large equipment area, but at least it gave them various places to shelter from the wind and rain on the way.

			The important thing was not to slip over!

			Another heavy metal door to pass through and close and they were in the director’s office.

			Amos and Jack pulled back their rain hoods and stamped their feet.

			“Amos, Jack,” called out a portly man with a strong Scottish accent. He was standing up in jeans and a chequered shirt with rolled-up sleeves, showing off a myriad of tattoos down both arms and desperately trying to hold onto a stack of papers. “How are you both doing?”

			“Great, Pete, thanks,” said Jack.

			“Are you boys all done now?” asked Pete, shuffling his papers together on his desk.

			“Yep, we’re done and on our way home. Free at last, haha,” replied Amos, moving a chair and sitting down opposite Pete’s desk.

			Pete was a middle-aged Aberdonian with a tanned and pitted face that held the scars of a severe attack of chickenpox. His greying bushy beard made up for the lack of hair on his head. It made him look a little like a walrus. Pete was probably in his mid-fifties and had been in charge of the rig for over five years now, a solid and committed guy previously in the SAS, so he was well versed in the discipline requirements which were much needed on a rig. He didn’t have a big family, and although quite outwardly communicative, he kept himself to himself. The responsibilities of a wheelchair-bound daughter back home weighed heavily on his thoughts.

			“Now, what I want to know…” enquired Amos.

			“I know, I know, Amos. When is the chopper gonna come in and whisk you guys away,” said Pete.

			“Yeah, how did you know that?” said Amos with a big grin on his face.

			“Well, it ain’t going to be today, you know that.” As he put his papers on the table and sat down, looking at the screen on his desk, he pressed a few keys and called up the latest weather forecast. “It’s not looking good tomorrow either, although… there’s possibly a window of opportunity in the weather between about eight and nine tomorrow morning, so we’re hoping they’ll be running in supplies then and they can take you both back to Aberdeen,” said Pete, looking up at the two of them from his computer screen. “Amos, the timing is good for you, you know that, and it’s as early as you’re going to get with your no-flight time from diving, so you wouldn’t be able to fly any earlier anyway,” he continued.

			Pete stood up and moved his arms to wave the two of them away. “Go, go, both of you go and celebrate, but not till you get back on land,” said Pete. “You know the rules, no alcohol.”

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah,” said Amos, standing up from the chair.

			“We know,” said Jack. “It’s never a problem and it’s always been a good way to save money working on the rigs – nothing to spend it on!”

			“Looks like we’re heading back to the dorm tonight,” said Amos. “Let’s hope it’s the last time, Jack. What’s the film tonight?”

			“It’s not good,” said Pete, who then stood up. “Jaws.”

			“Yeah,” replied Amos, and immediately started to circle Pete as a shark would do, suddenly grabbing at his arm.

			“Hey, get off,” said Pete. “You’re the one who should be scared; you’re a lucky bugger, you know that.”

			“I’m only messing around, and yeah, you’re right, it was a close one,” said Amos. Jack smiled at the two of them and shook his head from side to side.

			Pete lifted an arm and motioned them both away. “See you boys later and enjoy the film. No attacking the audience now, Amos, you’ll spoil it for the rest of us.”

			Amos turned to Pete. “You tell us as soon as you have confirmation of the chopper coming in. I’ve got a plane to catch out of Aberdeen tomorrow.”

			“No problem,” said Pete, “now away with you.”

			Amos pulled at the door to the director’s office, letting in a gust of sea spray. Jack and Amos left the office as the door slammed shut behind them.

			“Here we go again,” said Jack, “let’s go,” as another cloud of spray came off the sea. “Come on. Let’s run after the next one.”

			They scurried along with the rain starting to turn to sleet, eventually reaching the mess with a very swift opening and closing of the door.

			They threw their bags to the floor and took their jackets off and shook them before hanging them up.

			“How are you doing, Amos?” came a garbled shout from across the mess room floor from a man with a mouthful of food.

			Amos looked over and it was one of the riggers who he had worked with on a small job with Jack over in the Norwegian Sea about two years ago. It was a small world in the oil industry: you regularly came across people that you had met before.

			“I’m good, I’m feeling real good,” said Amos as he went over and shook the man’s hand and stole a chip. “That’s us done, just gotta get off this darn rig,” said Amos.

			Amos walked towards the counter serving food; Jack, who had been chatting away with a couple of other guys, followed shortly after.

			Out of the corner of his eye, Amos could see through a window, a rig in the distance together with grey, grey and more grey. It was like a desert, nothing here except grey, sea squalls and rain, thought Amos.

			Come on, he said to himself. Clear up, I wanna get home and see my family.

			Whilst Amos was daydreaming, he got a jab in the ribs.

			“Amos.”

			He turned sharply, as it hurt. “Owee.”

			“Amos.” It was Pete. “Between nine and nine thirty tomorrow morning, all being well. The forecast is for snow and sleet showers in the morning, rather unexpected.”

			Amos rubbed his ribs and a big grin appeared on his face.

			“Magic, real magic, thanks, Pete,” said Amos. “I was just thinking of home.”

			“I know, Amos,” said Pete. “You’ve had a long spell out here and we appreciate it; we’ve had our moments but you’re welcome back anytime.”

			“Hey, that’s real kind of you, Pete, thanks,” said Amos. “Just leave my ribs out of it next time; and can you do us a favour and have a word with Hamish to get onto head office to pay our invoices?”

			“OK,” said Pete, turning to go.

			“They’re behind,” said Amos, “and I presume you are going to want our report?”

			“I’ll see what I can do,” replied Pete, “and yes, we need your report.”

			Jack came up to the two of them and gave Amos and Pete trays for their food. Pete motioned with his hand to say a “no thank you”.

			“Did you hear that, Jack?” asked Amos. “Pete wants us back.”

			“Nice… but not too soon, Amos. I want some time with the family, like you,” said Jack.

			His senses picked up sizzling bacon and he licked his lips. “I want a break from this artificial lump of iron planted in the middle of nowhere, find me a bit of sunshine,” said Amos.

			“OK, you guys, see you in the morning.” Pete left the mess room to head back to his office.

			“He’s had a tough one,” Amos said to Jack.

			“Who?” said Jack, shuffling in the queue behind Amos.

			“Pete – he’s worked so hard to keep his wife and kid, you know the kid’s got cerebral palsy?”

			“Yeah, I knew she was disabled,” replied Jack.

			“And the house they’ve got, he’s done it all himself. Lifts, bathrooms, ramps, overhead tracking gear, you name it, all by himself. Don’t get me wrong, he loves them both but I’m sure he has some rest and finds a bit of quiet when he is here. Just glad my kids are in good shape; well, they were when I last saw them almost three months ago now. Three months. I’m not going to leave it that long again,” said Amos.

			“Amos,” called out a guy sitting and eating with a few companions over to the centre of the canteen. “Get some meat down you. You Americans are fading away eating nut roast.” Raucous laughter then followed from the table. “Get some proper food down yer and learn how to down a pint of 80 Shillings.”

			The guy was a “big” Scottish roughneck. On a couple of days off in Aberdeen last month, Amos and Jack had had an altercation with him in a bar. The guy had had too much to drink and was showing off to his mates, which ended up with Jack getting punched on his right jaw and Amos taking a heavy blow into the pit of his stomach. The brawl was broken up by a couple of very able bar men; the roughneck was not to be mixed with again. Amos looked up and smiled. He turned back again, not taking the bait.

			Amos and Jack chose their food, with Amos avoiding anything with meat in it. They went and sat next to a window away from the others for some peace and quiet, tucking into their food.

			Amos was almost a full-time vegetarian. It had been nearly two years now, partly because of his high cholesterol levels and partly his wife’s reasons for not eating red meat and keeping off dairy products as much as she could. Better for the environment as well as ourselves, she said.

			Amos had a big slice of a nut roast on his plate and the rest of his plate piled high with vegetables. They found a table away from the roughnecks.

			“Hope you’re going to report this back to Bernie?” teased Amos, nudging Jack with his arm.

			“Sure!” said Jack between mouthfuls. “When we Skype later confirming the flight arrangements.”

			Bernie was Amos’s wife and Jack’s sister. Amos had met her when he was working for Ranger Oil in Guildford, Surrey, UK whilst attending a health and safety conference on oil rigs and platforms. She had been one of the organisers managing the event and Amos and she just seemed to click from the first time of setting eyes on each other.

			Amos thought back to the event; he remembered coming into the room late, and with all the seats at the back taken having to sit at the front. Bernadette was already on stage just about to start; she smiled at him but didn’t make any comment about him being late. Amos smiled back and she tried to start but stuttered her words and with that, some of her papers fell off the lectern.

			A number of the guys started laughing, at which point Amos stood up and said, “Come on, you guys, give the lady a chance.” She then collected herself and introduced the event.

			“Health and safety on unoccupied platforms. Are you aware that over 25 percent of platforms are unmanned, with…”

			Amos came back to himself and the canteen but not for long.

			At the first coffee and comfort break, she had come up to him and said, “Thank you for stepping in when I dropped my papers. I don’t know what it is about men at conferences; something goes wrong and there is a tendency to take the mickey about the person up on stage!”

			They finished their drinks and were heading back for the next session when Amos asked if she was doing anything later, and that was it.

			Bernadette was a vivacious, fiery, ginger-haired lady and, at five foot four, she knew what she wanted and would move heaven and earth to get it – definitely the Scottish blood on her father’s side of the family. She had lived and worked in Scotland all her life until she met Amos. With Jack, her brother, also being involved with the oil industry, Amos integrated into the family with ease.

			Bernadette and Amos married the following year in Rosemarkie, north of Inverness overlooking the Moray Firth. After a six-week honeymoon in Scotland, visiting Bernie’s relatives at Spey Bay with the amazing bottlenose dolphins chasing the salmon so close to the coastline and then on to Aviemore, Spean Bridge, Fort William, stunning Glen Coe and timeless Loch Lomond, then finally Glasgow, they then flew to Houston, Texas where Amos had his business.

			Moving to a town called Waverly in the Sam Houston National Forest, an hour’s drive north out of Houston, Amos’s hometown, allowed him easy access to his business contacts.

			“Oi. Oi, Amos. Amos, are you OK?” called Jack, shaking his arm.

			Amos came round. “Er, yeah, I must have been dreaming, I was just… Argh, never mind.” He took another mouthful of food. “I’m just glad we’re finished. Dreaming of home again. I’m tired and I’m gonna Skype Bernie and the kids, then head off to bed. Enjoy the film and see you in the morning, Jack.”

			Amos dropped his knife and fork down heavily onto his plate – he hadn’t finished his meal – then stood up to leave the canteen, at which point followed further comments from the loud-mouthed roughneck. Amos viewed the comments as a joke and shook his head slowly from side to side. He smiled, put his coat on and left the canteen with his bag.

			Amos got back to his room, threw his coat and bag to the floor and slumped down on his bed. He reflected on how lucky he had been meeting Bernie and then working together with Jack. He’d been in partnership now for almost eight years and it worked really well for both of them: Jack in London, close to the oil company contacts in Woking and Guildford, south west of London. And then Amos, with his links in the USA, and in particular Houston, to the work in the Gulf.

			They had both worked for larger companies but felt they were just a number in their respective organisations and not appreciated as real people.

			They hadn’t yet managed to break into the big time of platform inspections but were building a solid reputation. They really did need to get some work in the Gulf. Their last three commissions had all been up in the North Sea, good money, but for Amos, just too far from friends and family, and he reflected on missing the children growing up.

			Perhaps after Jack’s baby was born they could all come over and spend some time together with his family and get their next job in the Gulf of Mexico.

			Now there’s a plan, he thought, rolling off the bed to sit at his desk.

			Skyping from the rigs never guaranteed a connection and the link would regularly break up or cut out on the screen.

			Amos called home and got through after about fifteen minutes of trying and was surprised that there was only his youngest there.

			“Hi, Henry. Henry, it’s Dad – how you doing?”

			“Hello, Dad… I wanna see you… when you… er… coming home?”

			“In the next few days, Henry; I’ve finished here and on my way back… Where’s Mom?” said Amos.

			There was a long pause.

			“She’s out,” said Henry, “and I’m looking forward to our holiday.”

			Henry was eight years old and regularly insisted on the fact that he knew everything about Skyping, IT and in particular the Xbox – and often dealing with them all at the same time.

			“When’s she back?” said Amos.

			There was another long pause. Amos knew it.

			“Henry, Henry, listen to me… when is she back?”

			Another pause… Henry was playing a computer game and his head was moving from side to side, looking at a screen!

			“Don’t know,” said Henry, the line and picture crackling up.

			“Tell her I’ll be back on Thursday… you got that, Henry?”

			“OK,” said Henry with a touch of attitude in his response.

			“Thursday, Henry… Henry, Thursday… you got that? … And get me a cab, OK?” The connection crackled… and cut out.

			“Come on… come on… argh, damn it,” said Amos.

			Amos tried to Skype again – no luck – and then a bit later, again, with still no joy. He sat back in his chair, looking out of the window towards the grey horizon.

			Soon be home, soon be home, he thought to himself, gotta make sure it’s not so long next time.

			He sat up and decided to check on the weather forecast for tomorrow. Pete was right, he said to himself. Still looking good for about nine-ish in the morning… His eyes were looking at the screen and tapping the keyboard. Let’s get those flights booked, he said to himself.

			Lying on his bed with his computer, he quickly managed to book his flights and then turned the radio on for the shipping forecast.

			Amos always liked to listen to the forecast when he was out on the rigs as it gave him a feeling of assurance and an understanding of the elements when it came to going underwater.

			He reflected on his dives over the last ten weeks, but in particular the last week or so. The water seemed or felt to be getting colder and somehow tasted saltier – maybe he was just getting too old for diving. Oh heck… Jack can check the results when we come back and look up those odd-shaped barnacles. Pete has noted them as well; there seem to be more of them down on this rig than before… amazing what you can see below the water’s surface… when it’s clear.

			The radio crackled and spoke.

			“Viking… 5 showers north by north-west easing to 4. Fair Isle… 5 sleet north by north-west easing to 3 sleet turning to snow. Faeroes… 3 sleet north north-east. South-east Iceland…”

			With the forecast continuing in the background, Amos reflected once more on his family. He had met Bernie when he was forty-four and she had just turned thirty.

			Having children later in life kept him young if sometimes not in body. He chuckled to himself.

			He visualised throwing a football across the lawn to the kids in the garden at home… with the boys that was really nice. He smiled to himself. Amos lay down on the bed and was instantly asleep… Exhausted.

			***

			“Morning, Amos,” said Jack on opening his door.

			“Mmm… what do you want?” said Amos as he rolled to the other side of the bed, holding a pillow around his head and ears.

			“Come on, Amos,” said Jack, leaning over the bed and shaking Amos’s shoulder, “it’s looking good to go… hey, what’s up?”

			“Not the best night’s sleep,” said Amos. “Kept dreaming about that darn great white shark that attacked us whilst inspecting Rig 56 in the bay of Mexico… there are times when I just can’t get it out of my head.”

			“Shit. Yeah, that was a close one – just fortunate that he didn’t like meat either! Ha ha. Anyhow, I’m going down for breakfast,” said Jack.

			“Argh… OK, I’ll see you there in ten,” said Amos, moving back across the bed.

			Jack closed the door.

			Amos rolled himself out of bed, stood up and, standing in front of the mirror, moved his hand over the scars on his left side and shoulder. That was a near miss, he thought as his mind flashed back to the image of the shark in front of him swishing his tail and then turning and attacking… He shivered, changed quickly and went to the mess for breakfast.

			“That was quick,” said Jack.

			“Yeah, there’s no way I’m missing breakfast even if the flight is a bit bouncy.”

			The door to the mess room flew open. It was Pete, looking for Jack and Amos.

			“Hey, you guys,” he said with both thumbs up. “08.50 it is, and be on time.” The door slammed shut.

			“You know what I’m going to miss… these breakfasts,” said Amos. “The beauty of it is: no cooking or washing up!”

			They started what they thought would be a casual breakfast, no rush and plenty of banter with a lot of the team in the canteen.

			Outside it started to sleet again.

			What’s new? thought Amos.

			“When it’s eighty-five degrees in Houston, you know what… I’m going to miss this weather,” said Amos.

			“No way,” shouted a couple of guys sitting close to them.

			Pete then came back into the canteen in a fluster. “Amos, Jack, the helicopter is coming in early – and it’s going to be a quick turnaround as there’s a squall picking up off the coast of Aberdeen and the pilot doesn’t want to be hanging around to get caught up in it on the way back.”

			“Twenty minutes,” said Amos. “You’ve got to be kidding, I’ve only just started breakfast.”

			“Take it with you!” said Pete.

			After a short while he stuffed the last of his scrambled eggs on toast into his mouth and they got up from the table and dumped their trays, saying their goodbyes to colleagues in the canteen and then off to get their gear packed and ready to load up.

			Amos and Jack were both quick to get to the helideck with their gear ready to load onto the helicopter; there was no way they were going to miss their flights home.

			The wind was picking up again and, with it, sheets of sea spray blowing across the deck.

			“If this gets any worse,” said Jack, “I’ll change my mind… I’m not going.”

			They could hear the chopper coming in, but couldn’t see it until the noise became deafening.

			Amos looked Jack in the eye. “I know you’re not keen on choppers but I’m going. If you want to stay, stay – don’t mind me – but I’m going,” said Amos.

			Jack wasn’t the best of passengers when it came to helicopter flights. The fumes from the engine were the worst part of it, but he was as keen as Amos to get back home to see his expectant wife.

			“I’m with you, Amos… just make it a larger paper bag than usual – I may need it!” shouted Jack with the helicopter and noise getting closer. He chuckled.

			They had both seen some horrendous landings in the past with helicopters pushed around in the wind like autumn leaves – you wondered how on earth the pilots managed to keep control – but this pilot was well in control of the chopper and managed to land with relative ease.

			“That’s a pretty good landing; gives me confidence,” said Amos, trying to help with Jack’s concerns.

			“All part of the skills of flying. And me, being a reluctant passenger having to put up with it, I suppose,” replied Jack.

			The high-pitched sound quietened down and the blades started to slow.

			A couple of guys ran in towards the chopper with their heads and shoulders hunched and bent low to make the helicopter secure.

			People then emerged carrying boxes and equipment.

			“Hey,” shouted someone carrying filming equipment. “Amos, Jack, what are you doing here? How you both doing? I never thought I would see you guys again after the Mexico Bay incident.”

			“We survived,” said Amos, “and got the scars to prove it… do you wanna see them?” Amos motioned to take his jacket off.

			“Good to see you, Dave.” Jack vigorously shook his hand. “What brings you here?”

			“Filming a health and safety video… do you guys want to be in it?”

			“Yes we do, but no thanks,” replied Jack.

			“It’s good money,” said Dave.

			“No thanks… we’re finished here and that’s enough for us… we’re gonna find us some sunshine,” said Amos.

			“OK, you guys, take it easy and take care of yourselves now.”

			Jack and Amos started loading their equipment and bags up onto the helicopter. It was a twenty-seater so plenty of room for all their gear, assuming there weren’t too many others on the trip to the mainland.

			Pete came out onto the helipad and had a word with Jack just before they closed the helicopter doors ready for take-off.

			He then stood back away from the chopper with his hands on his hips, gave a short wave and a thumbs up.

			The Bristow Helicopter pilot revved up the engine, and with that, the blades then commenced their slow winding up to that head-thumping sensation.

			The pilot turned around and shouted to the passengers to put their ear defenders on. He then motioned to everyone to strap themselves in with the safety belts.

			Before Jack and Amos realised, they were off the deck and on their way, spray flaying in sheets off the blades then the helicopter banking up and away from the rig towards Aberdeen.

			“There go a couple of good guys; you could always rely on them to deliver,” Pete said out loud to himself, looking up from the deck; he gave them a wave.

			Hamish walked up to him on the deck. “Let’s hope their report gives us the thumbs up otherwise we’re all out of a job.”

			Chapter 2: Homeward Bound

			Amos nudged Jack and gave him a smile and shouted, “Only sixty minutes to go, Jack… did you know this is a Sikorsky S-92 registered with respect to a member of the royal family?”

			“Oh, really?” Jack replied in a questioning and very disinterested and dismissive way. His mind and his stomach were elsewhere.

			“Yup, a royal baby – George Alexander Louis Cambridge.”

			“That’s good… I’m very… pleased for him,” said Jack, turning to look out of the window and not really interested. He then widened his eyes a few times and moved his eyebrows up and down, then his hands to his stomach. He then motioned that he was going to be sick, looking for the sick bag, and then towards Amos.

			“Ha… only joking, Amos. So far, no need for the bag.” Jack grinned at Amos, pleased he had got one back on him.

			Amos smiled and looked away, shaking his head. Cheeky so-and-so, thought Amos.

			Behind Amos and Jack was a row of seats occupied by three very large riggers. Amos vaguely recognised them as there were so many people on the rig, they only occasionally made contact with them. He gave them a nod of acknowledgement. Thank goodness there’s only three of them, thought Amos, otherwise the twenty capacity, and weight, might be a problem. Amos chuckled to himself.

			There was plenty of banter between the men sitting behind Amos and Jack, mostly about how much they were going to drink when they got to the mainland.

			The riggers were off to Aberdeen for a few nights on the town before returning to the platform, once they had sobered up!

			“I’ll bet you five pints of 80 Shillings that the rig gets shut down by the end of the month,” said one of them.

			Amos’s ears pricked up and he was suddenly interested in the conversation.

			“And if it doesn’t?” was a reply from one of them.

			“Then… I’ll double the bet to… ten pints.”

			“You’re on,” came the reply.

			The banter and shouting between them got louder and continued for most of the journey.

			The constant pounding and drone of the engine and blades turning became mesmerising, together with the regular buffeting of the helicopter by the wind, although this was par for the short journey to the mainland.

			They passed close to two other platforms, both gas by the look of them, thought Amos, with their flares flickering away, and then a tanker making its way back to the mainland.

			They soon caught the first glimpse of land.

			“That will be Peterhead,” said Amos, pointing through the window.

			Amos turned and saw Jack had his eyes closed and didn’t stir other than a motion of his hand acknowledging that Amos had spoken. “Another twenty minutes or so, Jack, and we’ll be on terra firma.” Jack didn’t respond.

			Pete was right, reflected Amos. The turbulence and side-to-side buffeting had started to pick up as they approached the mainland.

			Amos was thinking again about their report that they needed to prepare. Got to reiterate the lack of cleaning below thirty metres… and the impact on the life of the rig of them ignoring what we had recommended; they have an obligation… yeah, that’s a good word… yeah… moral obligation to use the environmentally friendly stuff… yeah, but will they do it? It’s all short-term decision-making… money, money, money…

			Gotta speak with Jack on the water temperatures recorded; they did seem to be out of the expected range limits, and the salinity levels. It was not directly related to the testing and sampling, although he felt sure there was some link to the number and now different types of Balanus crenatus, i.e. barnacles, growing on the steels. A lot, he reflected, to sort out before he could relax on holiday… although Jack was a lot better at the paperwork than he was.

			They were now only about five minutes out from the heliport at Dyce Airport. Amos looked across at Jack; he opened his eyes momentarily and moved his hand to give a thumbs up and then closed them again and turned away.

			There were three helicopter operators out of the airport and the pilot checked in with the Bristow heliport control tower.

			With the amount of crosswind they were experiencing, the pilot was constantly looking at the screens on the dashboard, pressing buttons and flicking switches. Amos could see instruments showing temperature, wind speed and direction, cloud cover and squalls of rain sweeping across the airport.

			The information was definitely assisting the pilot with his understanding of the landing conditions. Makes you wonder how they would get on without all this technology.

			“Control tower to Bristow Thirty-two, over.”

			“I’m reading you, over,” responded their pilot.

			The conversation woke everyone up who wasn’t already awake.

			“Pad Three, please, is good in about two to three minutes, just a little bit busy this morning, hence a queue, and watch out for  the crosswind from the west – it’s very intermittent and changeable.”

			“OK, over,” said the pilot.

			They could see a helicopter taking off from around their landing area, swirling with the wind and rain.

			“OK to come in, Bristow Thirty-two… gusts of ten to fifteen, sometimes to twenty from the south-west now, over,” said the control tower.

			“Roger, got that over.”

			Looking out of the window, Amos could see a helicopter manoeuvring to land on another pad and a plane taxiing onto the runway; they soon moved into position over the pad and the pilot lowered the helicopter. It landed with a heavy jolt.

			The sound of the blades slowing was a relief. So much noise travelling by helicopter, thought Amos, compared to the general quiet of the rigs, and it was even quieter working underwater.

			Amos gave Jack a high five as they unclipped their safety belts and disembarked, heads bent and walking quickly over to the terminal building, trying not to get too wet. Their equipment and baggage were being offloaded by porters due to the size and weight as well as the need for transporting to their next flight out of Aberdeen.

			They approached the terminal building, sliding doors opened and they entered, shaking their wet coats and stamping their feet. They walked up to the passport control zone.

			“Amos, Jack, good to see you both… Where are you off to now? I thought you had taken permanent residence on the rigs, ha ha ha,” said the passport control guy, who recognised them.

			“We’re going to find some sunshine,” said Amos, handing over his passport for checking.

			“Hopefully a Little Miss Sunshine for me,” said Jack, taking back his passport. “Expecting a baby girl in about four weeks’ time.”

			“Flights to Heathrow on time?” said Amos.

			“Couple of minutes behind at the moment but generally all good this morning,” said the passport control guy.

			They looked up on the departure board. “Yes… looks like you’ll be boarding around 10.15.”

			“Good, that gives us time to have a quick drink,” said Amos. “It’s my turn to feel apprehensive about travelling,” he added, looking towards Jack.

			It was a short drive round to the main terminal from the heliport, but they waited until they could see that all their gear had been loaded up for the transfer to their flight before walking to the courtesy car.

			“Looks good, let’s go,” said Jack. The two of them scampered out of the terminal building, shielding themselves from the wind and rain with their coats to the Bristow courtesy car picking them up and taking them to the main terminal buildings.

			“I’m really not gonna miss this weather,” said Amos.

			“Count yourselves lucky,” said the driver. “I’m here 24/7.”

			“OK,” said Amos, smiling. “We will be thinking of you when the sun comes out.”

			Amos tapped the driver on the shoulder and thanked him as they got out of the car.

			Covering their heads with their coats, they headed straight for Granite City.

			They reached the bar very quickly as it was now Amos’s turn to feel apprehensive about flying and he needed a drink.

			“A double tight-spot bourbon and a lemonade with ice and a slice, please, thank you,” Amos said to the barmaid.

			She opened her mouth with an astonished look on her face and put the glass she was holding down onto the counter, and then spoke in a stuttering and flustered Aberdonian accent.

			“Can yur say that again? I can do yur a lemonade but… what’s a ‘tight-spot’?” she asked.

			“Ah, ahh. OK,” said Amos, with Jack looking on and smiling back at him. “Let’s see if we can solve this problem; get me a small jar of blueberry jam, a sprig of mint, a lime, lemon and a knife and a can of ginger beer… I’ll do the rest, OK? And then you can get me a double bourbon.”

			Amos and Jack sat down at a table near the bar.

			“How long do you think it’s going to take her, Jack?” said Amos.

			“My guess is in about two minutes – she looks like a smart girl and might know what she’s doing.”

			Shortly after they had sat down, she arrived with all the ingredients. “Within two minutes,” said Amos, nodding and looking at Jack. “That’s pretty good.”

			Amos invited the barmaid to sit with them and watch whilst he made the drink. “This way you’ll know next time I pass through here, OK? What’s your name?” said Amos, taking the lid off the jar and taking a spoon to the blueberry jam.

			“Joanna,” came the reply. She looked over her shoulder apprehensively – there was no one else at the bar.

			“Come on, pay attention – they won’t miss you for a few moments. Anyhow, you’ll learn something. Right, let’s give this a go now,” said Amos.

			Amos busied himself and prepared the drink with both Jack and Joanna looking on.

			“Right… there you go.” They were all looking at the drink on the table. “Next time I come through – under two minutes.” He picked up the drink and sipped it, closing his eyes and smiling.

			He put the drink back on the table.

			“Mmm. Taste that, Joanna… it’s so, so good,” said Amos.

			“I’m sorry, thank yur anyway,” said Joanna. “I’d better not, I’m on duty… but I believe yur and I’ll make sure it’s under two minutes.”

			She stood up, wiped the table and cleared the remnants of the ingredients and mess Amos had created onto a tray, leaving Amos and Jack to enjoy their drinks.

			She walked back to the bar.

			“Oh well, I’ve helped someone with their job today,” said Amos.

			“Cheers, buddy,” said Jack. Their glasses clinked together.

			“Our report,” said Amos. “You know we’re going to need to get it out quickly. What do you think about expanding on the aspect of the conditions that we took the samples in… not just the weather and swell, etc. – you know, the salinity and water temperatures. You know my feelings that the information will be useful at some point; we just need to get a good run of statistics together.”

			“Sure,” said Jack, “that’s a good idea and we can relate that to, say, the types of barnacles on the steels.”

			“Hey, that’s what I was thinking, particularly the different type that we spotted… you’ve got the pictures, Jack, haven’t you… be good to find out what they are.”

			“Sure,” replied Jack, taking a handful of peanuts from the bowl on the table.

			“How long we got?” said Amos, stretching his neck as he couldn’t quite see the departure screen.

			“I think we should be heading through security now as the ‘now boarding’ sign has come up,” replied Jack through a mouthful of peanuts.

			They swiftly finished their drinks.

			“Wow, that was a strong one,” said Amos, standing up. “That was good, real good.”

			Amos gave a wave to the barmaid and called over to her, “I’ll buy you one next time I’m over, Joanna.”

			She smiled back at the two of them whilst wiping clean the bar counter.

			Amos put up with helicopter flights but he had a bigger fear of flying, particularly long haul, caused mainly by the claustrophobic atmosphere on board and the inability to really go for a proper walk around. At least when he was diving he was in control; flying meant he had to rely on the competence of others.

			“I’m gonna need another couple of bourbons when I get on the plane,” said Amos.

			“It’s only an hour flight to London,” said Jack.

			“Yeah, thanks, I know… it’s the long haul to the States that I’m preparing for,” said Amos.

			“Hey, Amos, I’ve got through security without being stopped,” said Jack, starting to put his wallet and phone back into his jacket pockets.

			“Nice… looks like it’s my turn today.”

			Amos realised he hadn’t taken off a silver locket that hung around his neck and that he kept with him at all times. It showed a picture of Bernadette and their three children. He put the locket onto the security tray and collected it quickly as it came through.

			“Can’t go anywhere without this,” said Amos to the airport security guard. He picked up the locket, gave it a kiss and put it back around his neck.

			“Have a good flight,” said the security guy.

			“Jeez, thanks for reminding me,” said Amos.

			“Amos, that’s £20 you owe me,” called out Jack.

			“Yeah, yeah… I know,” said Amos. The two of them had a running bet around who would be stopped through security.

			Amos headed straight for The Distilling House. “Ginger mule and make it quick – I’ve got a plane to catch,” said Amos.

			“Coming up, sir, coming up,” said the barman.

			Jack looked up at the departure board.

			“Would final passengers for the 10.35 British Airways flight BA 1307 to London Heathrow please go to gate seven.”

			Amos beckoned the barman to hurry up and put £10 on the bar.

			The waiter brought over the cocktail. “Never mind all that,” he said as the waiter was about to start shaking the drink. The barman poured the contents into a glass and gave it to Amos.

			Amos immediately picked it up and downed the drink in one, putting the glass down on the table with a clunk and leaving the ice steaming in the bottom of the glass.

			Amos reflected that the drink hadn’t really calmed his nerves but the warmth inside made him breathe more easily.

			“Right… I’m ready, let’s go,” he said to Jack.

			They made their way to the gate, passports and tickets finally checked and then straight through to the waiting area and onto the plane.

			Chapter 3: Oily

			The flight was up and off the ground before Amos was able to think about his fear of confined spaces; he had got used to being patient, calm and collected with the diving bell and decompression procedures, but that was perhaps because he knew it was essential for his health.

			Maybe, he thought to himself, I should take some flying lessons and learn to be a pilot? That might give me a better appreciation of flying and calm me down? I’d know what’s going on then.

			Looking out of the window, he thought, Soon be home, the kids and Bernie.

			“Any food or drink?” came the voice of a stewardess from behind him.

			“I’ll have a lemonade and a bacon sandwich,” said Jack.

			“Ice with the lemonade?”

			“Yes please,” replied Jack.

			“A toasted cheese and a double whisky would be good. Thank you,” added Amos to the order.

			The flight to London was quiet and pretty uneventful, as most of the passengers were workers off the rigs, tired and on their way home, ready to see their families – so there were no difficulties with elderly passengers or trying to shut out the noise of screaming children.

			Amos was resting his head back and looking out of the window and reflecting on their contract and sipping his drink.

			“Thanks for organising the final dives at five to six metres, Jack; it’s made sure we get home quickly.”

			“No problem,” replied Jack. “The biggest challenge of the last few days was working around the weather but we made it.”

			The depths of dives over the last few days meant no decompression stops.

			The Divers Alert Network (DAN for short) and the Professional Association of Diving Instructors (PADI) both gave guidelines and recommendations not to fly after single or multiple dives until at least twelve to eighteen hours respectively; Jack had planned the diving schedule to make sure all the deep inspection dives were dealt with early on, leaving the shallow sampling and final inspections until the last couple of days of their contract.

			“I was just thinking… and it’s been nagging at me,” said Amos. “You know we’ve been taking the additional readings for water temperature and salinity?”

			“Yeah,” said Jack.

			“Could you run those through back to when we started taking them, around seven or so years ago, instead of just reporting on the latest levels on this contract? I don’t know whether it’s just me getting older or more sensitive, but this trip, I really did feel that I noticed changes… what about you, Jack, did you notice any difference?”

			“No, not really during the dives… other than those different barnacle growths and the amount of seaweed on the steelwork, but I put that down to the lack of proper maintenance… although come to think of it, it did feel and was actually colder than we’ve had previously, very noticeable when out of the water. But you know what it’s like, it varies with every contract… I think you are just getting old, Amos.”

			“Hey.” Amos nudged Jack in the ribs. “Don’t you start… I had enough of those roughnecks back there ribbing me about the colour of my hair and my diet.”

			“Sure, Amos, I’ll run the data through over the next couple of days when I get back and overlay them and see if it shows any changes or trends.”

			Amos lifted his drink and tapped it against Jack’s. “Been a really good contract… Thanks for looking after me.”

			“And you too, Amos, we’re a good team,” replied Jack.

			“We will be shortly starting our descent into London Heathrow,” came blurting out over the tannoy system. “Would all passengers please return to your seats and fasten your seatbelts.”

			“That was loud,” said Jack.

			“Nice and quick, though, just how I like it,” replied Amos.

			He opened the shutter to his window… grey and misty… with glimpses of buildings and roads below.

			Touchdown at Heathrow was on schedule and would leave a reasonable time for transfer to Amos’s flight to Houston.

			The internal domestic to international flight arrangements at Heathrow usually meant a change in terminal, but Amos had managed to organise both his flights with BA to minimise the risk of missing his flight connection to Houston or losing his luggage.

			Jack didn’t have this transfer problem as he was going back to Guildford and being picked up at the airport by his wife, Sally.

			They disembarked the plane and headed for the baggage reclaim. Amos joined Jack at the carousel where Jack was collecting his luggage and also to check, just in case any of his luggage had inadvertently ended up on the carousel instead of being transferred to his flight.

			“That’s the last of my bags,” said Jack.

			“All looking good to go then,” said Amos to Jack. “Can’t see any of my gear. Jack, I’ll call you from Houston in the morning UK time and we can have a chat about the report… send my love to Sally and hope it all goes well for you both if I don’t see you before the baby arrives.”

			“Thanks, Amos, will do… and you go easy on the bourbon. Give my sister and the children a big hug from me.”

			“Sure thing, Jack.” They high fived, hugged and slapped each other on the shoulders.

			Amos gave a wave to Jack as he headed off towards the “nothing to declare” zone with a trolley piled high with equipment and luggage, and then looked for directions to the departure lounge for his flight.

			Amos arrived at the lounge and looked up at the board… there it was, Houston BA 0197 14.05. That’s good, Amos said to himself. Now let’s find something to eat.

			He looked across the seating area towards the shopping and restaurant area and could see Pilot’s Bar and Kitchen. That will do, let’s go and check that out.

			He sat down at a table occupied by one other person, who moved their coat and bag off the seat to allow Amos to sit down opposite him.

			Amos picked up the menu and started reading it and then flipping it over, and then over again.

			He couldn’t decide. What to eat, what to eat… eggs Benedict… fish, pizza, a good selection of meats, mmm, well, that’s off the eats list, thanks to Bernie.

			Meat had been off the list ever since they went to a classmate of Robert’s tenth birthday party barbecue… they all went down with food poisoning and then Bernie started researching everything that was put into meat to preserve it.

			The inhuman way man was looking after animals, the killing of them; all this, plus the impact it had on the environment, forests cleared, our oxygen levels reduced, carbon dioxide increasing and, added to this, the cost of transportation! What a crazy world we live in.

			It goes on and on, thought Amos.

			So, they turned into 99 percent vegetarians… not overnight mind you, but over the next three to four months.

			The nice thing about it was the kids had now embraced it – well, most of the time – and when they did have meat on special occasions they tried to make sure it was organic and sustainably sourced… a big step for him, but the kids, they really seem engaged with it all.

			“Too much choice,” said Amos, putting the menu back down. “I’ll get something on the plane.”

			The man sitting at the table didn’t say anything and just smiled back – probably because he couldn’t understand what Amos was saying.

			After a few seconds of looking around, he picked up the menu again. “Perhaps just a snack,” he said to himself.

			Amos stood up and walked over to the food counter to order. That looks good, he thought, looking at the food on a waiter’s tray. “What’s that on the tray?” he said to the lady at the till.

			“It’s a black bean burger with roasted potatoes, a smoked paprika patty, baby gem and tomato.”

			“That looks good… I’ll have one of those… together with a Jack Daniel’s.”

			Amos paid the server by card. It was accepted, much to his relief.

			“Your food will be with you shortly,” she said.

			Amos walked back to his table with his drink, neatly sidestepping the wheels of a buggy and dodging a piece of luggage rolling across in front of him.

			He returned to where he’d left his things and the person who was sitting at the table had gone.

			“That’s good,” said Amos, “plenty of room to spread out… all to myself.”

			Amos sat down and relaxed, took a sip of his drink and looked around the restaurant at the number of people slowly making their way around, mixed with others obviously on a last call for a flight and probably rushing off to the washroom.

			Then… there… out of the corner of his eye… he looked, blinked and looked again and to his amazement…

			It can’t be…

			Yep…

			It has to be…

			There’s no one else like him…

			Amos had now caught his eye.

			“Amos,” a voice bellowed from some thirty feet away across the restaurant. “Amos, what are you doing here?”

			“Oily, what are you doing here?” shouted Amos.

			Oily, for his size, moved surprisingly quickly towards Amos.

			“Same as you, but I’m going home to see Mama,” said Oily.

			Amos stood up and they looked at each other with beaming faces and gave each other a hug.

			“You on the 14.05, Oily?”

			“Sure am,” replied Oily, “and looking forward to tucking into some good old American food.”

			A waiter came over carrying a tray with Amos’s food.

			“Ticket fifty-six?” said the waiter.

			“Yeah… that’s me,” said Amos, holding up his ticket.

			“Hey, that’s very kind of you, Amos, thank you for thinking of me.”

			Oily had already picked up the burger and took a huge mouthful.

			“Argh… what’s this? Where’s the meat?” said Oily as he put the burger back on the plate.

			“That’s why I bought it,” said Amos. “So that people like you don’t eat my food,” he said with annoyance in his voice and on his face.

			“Sorry, Amos, I couldn’t resist it… it looked so good.”

			“Yeah, and it’s mine,” said Amos. “You haven’t changed, have you, Oily? Go and get your own.”

			“What’s in it?”

			“For your information, it’s a bean burger… and it’s actually good for me, you should try it.”

			“Actually, I have,” said Oily, “and you can have it.”

			Amos pulled the food tray back to his side of the table and promptly started to eat it before Oily changed his mind and got his hands on it again.

			“I’ll get my own then.” Oily went off to the food serving counter.

			Oily had been in the oil industry since, well… well, probably since he was born.

			Amos and he met on a rig in the Gulf of Mexico some twenty to twenty-five years ago.

			Oily was a roughneck and, at eighteen stone plus, it had been an ideal job for him, whilst Amos had been a trainee rig design engineer for Exxon on a couple of months’ work experience out of Harvard.

			“Amos,” said Oily, returning, “you haven’t changed a bit… maybe a few grey hairs here and there.”

			“Oily, you have,” said Amos rather abruptly.

			“How?” said Oily.

			“Well… to start with, you’ve put on a few pounds.”

			“Hey, that’s not fair,” said Oily.

			“Well, you’ve just eaten half my lunch!”

			“OK, so I like my food. I’ll get you another veggie burger or whatever it was you were eating,” said Oily. “Anyhow, you know that working on the rigs brings on a big appetite.”

			“What are you doing now?” said Amos.

			“It’s a long story… but I’m directing well operations out on a—”

			“You’re what?” said Amos, interrupting Oily. “Did I hear you say ‘directing operations’?”

			Oily nodded with a big smile on his face.

			“That’s amazing, that’s absolutely brilliant – how did you get that job?”

			“Slow but steady wins the race, that’s my motto… and what my mama always says,” said Oily.

			Two quarter-pound burgers and chips then headed towards their table.

			Oily had already taken one of the burgers off the plate before the tray had been placed on the table.

			Amos sat watching Oily devouring his food. He’s going to have to be very careful with his body, thought Amos. He’s putting himself at risk even though he burns off a lot on the rigs.

			The gate number for their flight to Houston came up on the departure board.

			“Looks like we’re gate forty-two,” said Amos. “Come on, we had better get going. I’ve got some presents to buy for my kids.”

			“You’ve got kids?” said Oily.

			“Yep, three lovely children,” replied Amos with a big smile on his face.

			They stood up from the table and Oily’s hand moved across to Amos’s plate and took a handful of chips that Amos had left.

			“Hey, Oily… that’s mine.” Amos dropped his knife and fork onto the plate with a clatter and gave a look of disgust towards Oily.

			“Oily, buddy,” said Amos, “you’ve got to be careful – you can’t just eat food every time you see it, it… it’s not good for you in the amount you eat. You’re gonna have a heart attack – have you worked out how much you’re eating? Just look at yourself.”

			“Yeah, I know, I do try, Amos, have done for years but it’s so difficult for me, Mama always gives me big portions when I get home, she says I need… ‘building up’. Anyhow, where are you sat, Amos?”

			Amos fumbled in his pocket and pulled out his boarding card. “Looks like… er…15B.”

			“Hey that’s great, I’m in row twelve… we can have a proper catch-up when we get going.”

			Amos thought, There goes any idea of sleep on the plane; never mind. Oily, from what he remembered of him, was always good company and he was sure he wouldn’t have changed; well, he definitely hadn’t regarding food.

			They headed off to the gate and Amos stopped along the way to buy some presents for his wife and children.

			Give Oily his due, thought Amos to himself whilst looking ahead at him, he walks pretty quickly. He was ahead of Amos all the way to the gate.

			Amos only caught up with Oily at the final checking of tickets.

			They slowly shuffled along in the queue. “Come on, Amos, what’s keeping you? You were always quicker than me. Do you remember the Rig Olympics? When you and me were in the relay team together, and the guy leading slipped over and we came in first?” said Oily.

			“Yeah… and the reason he slipped over and fell?” said Amos with a quizzical look on his face.

			Oily paused with his reply, his cheeks reddened and he moved his head slowly from side to side. “Well, yeah,” said Oily. “I was just trying to give him a helping hand round the corner and he just… well… he just didn’t make it… say, though, that was good fun.”

			They cleared the ticket checking and sat down in the waiting area ready to be called.

			“Amos, do you remember when we had that explosion on the Galveston Platform A 244? You near as damn it saved my life.”

			“Hey, I only threw you a life jacket.”

			“Yeah, seven of them,” replied Oily, “if I remember correctly.” They burst into laughter together.

			There was a sudden crackling of the tannoy system.

			“BA flight 0195 to Houston is now ready for boarding; would those passengers in rows one to six please make their way to board the plane. Thank you.”

			“Here we go,” said Oily. “Looks like we’re going to be on time.”

			Amos suddenly remembered that he didn’t like flying. Oily had distracted his thoughts and he had left his Jack Daniel’s at the table in the restaurant… what a waste.

			“Rows seven to fourteen, please.”

			“That’s me – see you on the plane, Amos.”

			Oily muscled his way to the front of the queue; no one was going to get in his way, he just had such a nice way of doing it. Oily turned his head round and Amos shook his head and smiled back at Oily.

			“Rows fifteen to twenty-one, please,” came over the tannoy. Amos left it until rows twenty-two to thirty were called and then joined the queue to board the plane.

			The usual melee of storing luggage in the overhead lockers was in front of him. He soon passed where Oily was sitting and saw that he was already busying himself with the food menu and in-flight magazines.

			Amos got himself comfortable and the flight attendants went through the standard routine of safety checks, landing on water and baggage below the seat in front of you.

			Oily got up from his seat and came over to Amos. “Do you follow all
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