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			Part I

			Everyone has a plan, till they get punched in the face.

			—Mike Tyson

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Night—November 2008

			Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

			I didn’t want to wake my wife. 

			I lay dead still beside her, fighting the urge to move, to sigh, to breathe. Our little terrier, Elroy, was lying stretched out on her pillow, over the top of her head like a Russian ushanka hat.

			His wet, unblinking eyes were fixed on me, sensing something out of place. Why wasn’t I sleeping? What was wrong? A threat? As much as I wanted to pet him to ease his worry, I didn’t dare. He’d wag his tail, which in the still of the night would sound like a propeller blade beating the pillow. Mary would wake up. She, too, would wonder why I wasn’t sleeping. I’d have to tell her. If I did, she wouldn’t be able to sleep, either.

			It felt like I was lying in a frying pan. My back was so damned hot; I was sweating through my T-shirt into the bedsheets. I could barely restrain myself from rolling to my left side, or my right side—toward the dog, or toward my wife—for fear of a waking reprimand. Then, in a fit, when I finally rolled right, the big wooden bed squeaked, and I froze and waited for the coming rebuke. When there was no break in the cadence of Mary’s breathing, I finished my roll and reset my pillow. Ten seconds later, I was just as uncomfortable. Worse, because now my right shoulder ached.

			The day before—I think it was the day before—my doctor told me I had bursitis in my shoulders. I asked him what we’re going to do about it.

			“Nothing,” he said. “You’re getting older. You’re just going to have to deal with it.” 

			Then he slid a finger in my ass, long enough to make a lousy joke, and told me my prostate was enlarged.

			“You might want to lose some weight, too.”

			Fat? That, too?

			All night long I was awake. Maybe I slept for a half an hour or so, maybe around midnight, but I’m not sure. Three hours later, I was still fully awake in our $800,000 Pittsburgh home that, a year from then, would go without a single offer when we listed it. The pool liner leaked, but the $11,000 estimate had me refilling it with a hose every few days instead, until I covered it over and ignored it. How long is the swimming season in Pennsylvania, anyway?

			I tried breathing deeply, in long slow draws. That would be good for sleeping. I think I read that once. Or maybe that’s wrong—who’s sure of anything at 3:00 a.m.? So, I just lay still, trying to empty my head, trying to think of anything other than the trouble I had gotten myself into. But there was no getting away from it; my thoughts kept circling around and around the two sons of a bitches down in Creek County, Oklahoma—the two brothers—one a congenial incompetent, the other a conniving thug.

			Inflaming my fears was the static hum of the baby monitor. Listening to my twin daughters sleeping, their tiny, rhythmic wisps of breath became like a chant, foretelling the calamity that lay ahead.

			I was in trouble, real trouble, and had no way out, nothing to hang onto, no net. I was an entrepreneur, a moniker for people like me who work without nets. Entrepreneurs fall into holes of their own making. Some manage to climb out and start all over again. Others don’t. For me, it was clear that I was falling into something without a bottom, an immeasurable dark and lonely abyss; and unconscionably, I was dragging my family down with me.

			I pushed back, forcing myself to think of something different, anything that might bring on sleep as the nighttime minutes dragged by. Instead, my mind took a well-worn path to self-doubt, recrimination, and regret. All my stupidity…so crystal clear now, in an endless loop of Why did I do this? and What was I thinking?, my clairvoyance suddenly so damning.

			All the lost money. My God, all that money—the money that I gave to the two brothers down in Oklahoma. 

			Two days before, I had called my loan officer, Emaline, but she didn’t call me back. Instead, she emailed me a joke. I wanted to call a meeting, go to the bank, explain it all. But they must have known I was failing. All the signs were there—the NSFs, the drawdowns, the obliterated line of credit. Telling, their response was a cold silence. Altogether gone were the easy compliments bankers throw around in good times, all that fraternal camaraderie.

			Emaline didn’t bother responding to my request, the one where I asked that she release $100,000 in cash collateral. Of course she didn’t respond to that. She must have been laughing. Or she was pissed, really pissed. She had stood by me because she believed in me. She had pushed her bank hard on my loan request. She’d prevailed, but likely spent a good deal of personal capital. Now her credibility was an issue. How would she handle that? How would I? She had to have been wondering if I would lawyer up, the same way I was wondering if she would walk me into her end-of-the-line workout department.

			I tormented myself for blundering through unforced tactical errors as the bank waited for me to admit that my deal was falling apart. But if I did admit it—it would fall apart. If I blinked, if I showed any sort of weakness, the whole charade would fall apart. So I didn’t. I hid it and hoped for pity. Maybe they’d feel bad for me and would act on my behalf. Maybe they’d save me—somehow.

			It was a thread I hung onto for a few delirious seconds before I lost my grip and was dragged back down into the teetering, precipitous truth.

			I may not make it.

			Experience told me that my amplified self-flagellation would disappear in the morning. Daylight drives away all the nighttime vermin and despair. But on that morning, the sleepless, tortured night would just fade into a murky, sunless dawn.

			Mary’s eyes fluttered open, and she propped herself up onto an elbow for a better look—right through me. She wondered aloud the same thing Elroy had been wondering—why wasn’t I sleeping?

			I kept it simple and told her I had to go. 

			“Where, to work?” she asked.

			“No, Tulsa.”

			“Huh? Tulsa? You’re going to Tulsa?”

			“I gotta go to Tulsa. I gotta go right now.”

			“Right now? Are you serious?”

			That was it. She was up, too—every bit as shit out of luck as me.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Delta Airlines

			Tulsa, Oklahoma

			You can still show up at an airport with a credit card and a driver’s license and get somewhere—as long as you’re willing to pay for it. So, when I walked up to the Delta counter in Pittsburgh and asked for Tulsa and the soonest flight out, it was a simple transaction. Delta gave me a ticket and I overpaid for it. That was fine because at least it was familiar.

			There were no lines at 5:30 a.m. No one had shown up yet, other than a few other overworked souls, pausing in front of the drawn and locked storefront gates, waiting for something with a newspaper or muffin in it to open. The presidential election between McCain and Obama had come and gone, but my insatiable appetite for the next news cycle continued. A rack of newspapers was just inside the security gate, and as I scanned the headlines, I took a grim comfort in not being alone in my current state of affairs. If I was going down, it seemed the whole world was coming with me. Every headline screamed of the tanking economy, plunging through recessionary levels right toward a technical depression. Jobless claims were soaring. Washington was bailing out the big Wall Street banks with taxpayer money and would soon be saving GM and Chrysler. The home mortgage meltdown that sparked earlier in the year was now kindling for a global macroeconomic firestorm. Bear Sterns had been the first domino to fall, and now Lehman Brothers was a pile of bones that even Treasury Secretary Hank Paulson and Fed Chair Ben Bernanke couldn’t spread around.

			And because fear never sleeps alone, there was the sudden worry of a similar and catastrophic shot to the commercial real estate market, a come-to-Jesus moment in the consumer unsecured debt market (credit cards), and a historic low in personal savings that would do nothing to offset the hinging crisis. And then, the most reactionary of all commodities, oil, was suddenly gravity-stricken, crashing 60 percent over the previous five months, on its way to an 80 percent wipeout.

			The Baker Hughes rig count, the front-door barometer of drilling activity, was falling—like get-the-hell-out-of-the-way falling. Permits ceased to be filed, and drillers were stacking rigs in a swan dive of equity-for-debt deals. Patterson-UTI, one of the biggest on-land drillers in the United States, saw its drilling days fall by two-thirds in a few short months, and frack companies were discounting deep into the bone just to keep customers and crews.

			Newly minted frack companies were lining up for failure. A statistic not lost on me as my start-up, Reliance Well Services, was a frack company. Already my projections were rubble, and I hadn’t even made it out of the gate. Even some of the companies that had been around for years were doomed, so what chance did I have?

			It was an astounding tide of failure, a catastrophically foolish time to start a hydraulic frack company from my little shop in Pittsburgh. But I was stuck. I was too far along.

			I turned away from the newsstand and got to my gate as the plane was boarding. Wanting to spend as little time on it as possible, I waited until I was last in line, obediently bumping along the Jetway and through the first-class aisle where those of us on our feet stole glances at the big earners and beneficiaries already seated and served. It was only fitting that my last-minute ticket in a middle seat by the toilet cost more than the pampered seats up front. But hell, last time I flew first class, I didn’t even know how to work the tray table.

			We hit Tulsa International, and after a thirty-minute wait in a Thrifty line, I was given the keys to a neon-blue Dodge Nitro, as bright as the Blue Light Special on a Kmart endcap. This was to be my ride for my unannounced stealth mission into Bristow, Oklahoma, where I hoped to sneak in and uncover just what the hell the two brothers were doing with my money.

			Three months had hardly passed on what was supposed to be a simple five-month build-out. I had hired the brothers and their start-up, STIM SOLUTIONS, to build a companion set of frack trucks, a pump and a blender, and paid them a $250,000 deposit. I was their first customer, and it was their company’s first check for a straightforward matter that shouldn’t have been falling apart but was. Four months later, I needed an explanation. I needed to see what was going on with the build and with them. There was no good reason for there to be problems, but problems had nevertheless found their way inside STIM SOLUTIONS. 

			The younger brother, Andy, was my main contact. He had some nebulous IT credentials, but it was his older brother, Bill, who had done it all before, out of his long-established oil-field equipment repair shop. Local behemoth Schlumberger was Bill’s big customer. A mutual love affair, I was told. That was the thing that had sold me, that and Bill’s ability to fix anything anywhere. The story was that Schlumberger had even flown him deep into Siberia, where he kept a fleet of pumps running in weather cold enough to freeze diesel fuel. He also built a few new trucks here and there but was mainly a guy cobbling together tired old equipment to make it through a few more jobs.

			Closing in on Bristow, an hour or so west of Tulsa, I dialed the congenial little brother, Andy. I didn’t call Bill because I knew he wouldn’t answer. In fact, Bill had stopped taking my calls a few months before, about a month into the fabrication process. When I asked Andy why, I was told he was busy, that it wasn’t me or him or anyone, just a good old-fashioned busy. Besides, everything was to go through Andy, anyway. That was the explanation. Now I saw it as a cover-up for a disaster in the making. 

			Andy had been emailing me in a desperate fit over the Thanksgiving holiday. It was now the Monday after Thanksgiving, a day that couldn’t come fast enough after his emails over the long weekend. One of the emails was the crazy one that had kept me up the previous night—the one that took me from my warm wintertime bed, from my wife and infant daughters, to my iced-over truck on a desperate run to the Pittsburgh airport. This was the email in which he claimed to fear for his life.

			Dan:

			I tried to call you today with some important information. STIM SOLUTIONS is not doing too well in our management negotiations. Bill wants to be bought out of STIM but at a price far beyond its worth (please do not share this with Bill). Bill has told me that if he is to buy me out of STIM, then he would run STIM into the ground. STIM has paid Bill for the blender, transmission, hydraulic motor, none have been delivered yet, Bill has nothing to lose.

			Bill has placed higher priorities on his own clients rather than STIM. He has a job for STIM, in line now that was promised delivery to STIM for August 31, 2008. You can do the math (four months late). You can call Bill and just ask him outright when he thinks he will finish your units, please don’t mention this correspondence, it would hurt things a whole lot and I could be a dead man (for real).

			On my first reading, I was skeptical. Was this a joke? It had to be. Of course, it was. But it was from a guy who didn’t joke around much. His email continued:

			Dan, the men I have made alliances or partnered with (in my new company) are all Christian men from my church with oil field, production, and welding expertise. They are all ready to get started immediately…. Now comes my big question for you, if things go sour for my pursuit of separation from Bill (he wants to be paid for a buyout from the next payment from Reliance), I have set up another company to work forward in, it is called STIM SOLUTIONS Mfg. Corporation. You have the power to move the operations from STIM SOLUTIONS, inc. and then hire STIM SOLUTIONS Mfg. Corporation. It would just take a letter from you…. I have the power to accept this and I can then guarantee you the delivery of the units at the remaining price that you were originally quoted….

			Dan, you can call me and I will tell you all of the reasons for the disputes between management. Anyway, don’t send the money until you decide how you want to move forward. PLEASE GIVE ME A CALL!

			Sincerely,

			Andy Brennan

			I was slack-jawed incredulous. Dumbstruck. Speechless.

			“Management negotiations?”

			“Run STIM SOLUTIONS into the ground—”

			“I could be a dead man (for real).”

			“Christian men from my church—”

			“PLEASE GIVE ME A CALL!”

			I read it a second, then a third time, but nothing changed. There was no disappearing ink or holograms or misunderstandings here. I wasn’t being pranked or ribbed. It wasn’t even a bad joke. This guy was as serious as $250,000 gone missing could be.

			I called Andy from my parents’ home in Erie, Pennsylvania, just about to sit down for a second Thanksgiving meal. He immediately answered with a buoyant undertone, wondering aloud how I was on such a fine day.

			I was taken aback by his levity. His spirits were flying high after nine rounds of golf with his family down in Tulsa. It was a great day, he told me—golf, laughs, soup and appetizers, save a little room for dessert—that kind of day. Then he blithely asked me how he could help. Astonished, I reminded him about his email, the one that was only a dozen hours old, the one in which he feared for his life.

			“Oh, yes, that.”

			We talked through it but only briefly. Andy downplayed it all, which made it worse. Do we have a problem or don’t we? Is your brother going to kill you? Is STIM really going down in flames with my deposit? My assumption was that these two were ordering parts and putting them together, not drawing lines and preparing for a standoff. What I got back from Andy were reassuring comments, in soothing tones, as though I was the hysterical one. I was talking to a guy that wasn’t engaged in reality; that, or he was a drunk or a drug addict or at a level of dishonesty I couldn’t comprehend. Or maybe it was something simpler. Maybe he was miffed that I was calling at the end of a long holiday break, messing with his time-off mojo. That, or his wife was listening in, the one who may have warned him against going into business with his Neanderthal brother.

			Either way, I was so dumbstruck I apologized for calling.

			“It’s okay. Call anytime,” he assured me.

			Now I was hauling ass through Oklahoma toward his shop and fearing the worst. As I closed in on Bristow, I had to call. When Andy answered, he was upbeat and happy to hear from me. That was the new normal for him, extreme highs and lows. Having the better half of him on the line, we started in on the perfunctory exchange of Oklahoma genialities, an exchange in which I didn’t mention I was ten minutes away. Then, as we drifted into matters at STIM, Andy’s bearing darkened as he morphed into his paranoid side, into the chrysalis of Hyde. Drifting behind the scenes into the melodrama at STIM, he rambled of right and wrong and redemption in the face of adversity, following the theme of his crazy email from two days back, the biblical part about atonement and a few good Christian men, proclaiming he didn’t need Bill, how Bill had no intention of building my trucks, how Bill never intended to build my trucks, that I would be in better hands, his hands, should I choose properly and make a stand. All the while, I was quietly making my way toward his shop, wondering when I should spring the news of my whereabouts, wondering if he would stay, run, or go dark, as his brother had.

			Trying to wrap my head around the whole STIM SOLUTIONS gambit, around its incubation, my growing sense was that Andy had come along and explained to Bill how he was missing out on the real money in the “build it new” market. Bill likely heard him out and agreed because he thought he’d make a fortune jumping into the bum’s rush of shale. He’d let his little brother walk in with piles of executed sales agreements. What was the risk? Bill only had to make a little room at his shop for the new company, and Andy only had to come up with a name and a splashy logo. They were going to make a killing, until they didn’t, right about when I was hauling ass through Oklahoma, looking for my money and answers.

			The questions I wanted to ask kept rolling through my head.

			“Why didn’t you tell me there were problems with your partner?”

			“What have you done with my deposit money?”

			“How much has gone to procurement?”

			“How much has gone to shareholder distributions?”

			Or, “How much have you and your shit-heel brother sucked out of my account for pizza and wings and Jet Skis?”

			But Andy kept on, laying out a plan of how he would fulfill our contract, how the good men from his church would succeed even if oil went to zero, how like an old-fashioned barn raising they would turn my money into frack trucks. He explained that it was all doable, that a change in management was all that was needed. He was starting his own company, one without the nuisance of a knowledgeable partner, the one whose back he had built the first company on.

			“Andy,” I interrupted him, having heard enough.

			“Huh?”

			“I’m here. I’m in Oklahoma. I’m on my way to your shop.”

			“You’re here? My shop? You’re at my shop?”

			“I’m on my way. Like ten minutes away.” After a long and pregnant pause, I spoke up. “Andy, you there?”

			“I hope you didn’t come down because you don’t trust me, Dan.”

			The truth had no place there, so I bit my tongue. “No, not at all, Andy,” I lied. “I just wanted to make sure you’re okay.”

			With that assurance, he was overjoyed. In his devotedly Christian way, his manifest destiny was coming to be. His prayers were answered, and his path to salvation was about to be paved by my dollars. To him, I would be on hand, in person, to sign this new deal with him and his new company. 

			A hastily arranged plan came together: I was to meet him in forty-five minutes at a gas station in downtown Bristow, next to the Indian casino—easily the smallest casino ever built, smaller even than the gas station.

			“It’s called the Kum & Go. You can’t miss it.”

			“The what? The Kum & Go?” I asked.

			“Right. The Kum & Go. It’s like a fixture in Bristow, but they have this really good breakfast sandwich there. Hurry up and we’ll break a little bread with a few.”

			“Great, Andy. Looking forward to it.”

			It wasn’t lost on me that he was still at home and not at work as it crept toward noon. But as I had no Plan B, I had no choice. I had the single option of playing along and seeing where it went. Good due diligence—had I done it—would have ferreted this out. I would have had other options, other places I could go. Instead, I skipped it all. I was in a hurry, for no good reason other than having something bottlenecked inside me, something that made me need to get a deal done.

			With Oklahoma blowing past me at seventy-five miles per hour, I was rushing all over again, this time rushing to find a way out of the mess my hurry-up had put me in. I didn’t have the resources to weather a fight, either. I had self-funded my deal, because I didn’t want to go begging for money or dilute myself any more than I already had. Everything I owned I had leveraged, right down to the second mortgage on my oversized, underfilled house.

			I coasted off the Bristow exit and onto Main Street, through its five or six stoplights, and passed the police station that would soon enough become familiar to me. Things couldn’t be as bad as they seemed, I was thinking. These were reasonable people. They had all presented themselves as reasonable. Surely they had to be.

			Maybe I was just overreacting.

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Kum & Go

			Bristow, Oklahoma

			I had met the older brother, Bill, four months back, when he made a last-minute trip up to Pennsylvania. Right off the bat, my partners decided they wanted him to build our trucks. A month after that, I flew down to Tulsa to see him and his little brother, Andy, and to look over their operation at Sooner Fleet Service, Bill’s long-established oil-field build-and-repair shop and the new home of STIM SOLUTIONS.

			Had I not been so out of my league, I would have immediately seen Sooner and its little tagalong, STIM, for the abhorrent shithole they were: sharing an open-air, three-sided shop packed full of junk motors and pumps and a scattering of parts that were no better than scrap. The surrounding yard was filled with stripped-down trucks, engines on pallets, power tongs, pumps, transmissions, trailers, tanks, and other pieces of iron oxidizing into red piles of rust. Being such a cipher, I didn’t know that fab companies shouldn’t look like this. Reputable places are generally clean and well-kept, with an apparent sense of order. They have a “picked-up” look, with shelves and sheds and employees who meet your glance with a nod or a smile. Not so at Bill’s. There, you were ignored by averting eyes and stoop-shouldered gloom.

			With thirty minutes to kill before meeting Andy, I decided to take a drive past STIM and have a look, the entire point of jumping on a plane in the first place. As I came upon it, I saw the familiar, rusted-out perimeter fence, hoping to God my trucks were inside it. If they weren’t, I was going to have real problems, lawyer problems. But then I saw them for the first time. My two brand-new International Paystar chassis parked right there, right behind the fence, giving me the feeling for the first time that I had done something right. They were enormous, hulking pieces of equipment, every bit the same as a semi-tractor but bigger. What started three months back as a deep blue, almost purple paint chip, was suddenly real.

			But my feel-good moment faded as quickly as it came on. The trucks may have been delivered, but on second glance nothing had been done. To Andy’s point, the trucks were sitting in the same place they had been dropped off. The long, black frame rails were absolutely bare on both trucks. These were the rails to which $1.5 million of frack equipment was to be bolted—the ones with a due date five weeks away.

			Andy had told the truth. The two trucks were months and months away from being finished.

			Not wanting to be seen—not with what I suspected Andy was about to drop on his brother—I rolled past Bill’s ratty office trailer and what I suspected was his pickup truck, then spun around and headed back to town. A few minutes later I found the Kum & Go and saw Andy’s shiny black truck parked in the side lot, hard to miss with the STIM SOLUTIONS logo emblazoned on the doors—way cooler than my white Chevy back home with crank-up windows and manual door locks.

			I parked and consciously patted the keys in my pocket, remembering where they were in the event of a quick exit. Then I sucked in a breath of cold Oklahoma air and walked into the Kum & Go.

			The place had the look of any other gas station in America. Hotdogs spinning out grease on a revolving carriage. Lottery tickets and cigarette lighters with etched-in pot leaves and Confederate flags packing the countertop.

			And then there he was: Andy, hunched over and eating something in an orange, plastic-laminated booth that bore a strange resemblance to an orange Creamsicle. You could see he was a tall man, but he looked smallish in a coat that was two sizes too large for him, the collar creeping up over his neck, looking as if it might swallow him whole. Catching me between bites, he was immediately on his feet and coming at me with an outstretched hand.

			“How are you, Dan? So glad to see you,” he said, grinning through a mostly full mouth.

			“You, too, Andy. You, too,” I said as we shook hands like two men who wanted to be with each other.

			Impossibly polite, Andy wanted to know how my flight was, if I wanted a cup of coffee, maybe one of the Kum & Go’s famous sausage-and-egg biscuits?

			“I love this place,” he said, choking down the last of his, likely bought on my dime. “You sure you don’t want one?” When I said no again, Andy went on, “I’m so glad you came down. You kinda surprised me, but you couldn’t-a come at a better time. Everything’s just crazy, you know,” he offered as we sat. “I just want to work, and my brother started playing these games and…” Andy trailed off as his attention wandered past me to the counter. “I might get another sausage-and-egg, you sure you don’t want one?”

			“Pretty sure, but thanks. Don’t let me ruin it for you, though.”

			“I better not,” he said patting his stomach. “You wouldn’t think a gas station could make such a good croissant,” Andy said, making it sound French, until he gave up on the sandwich. “I can’t work with Bill anymore. I’ve really tried. It’s impossible. He just doesn’t care. He sort of cared in the beginning, and then he just stopped caring. He doesn’t care about anybody but himself. Now he’s saying he’s got to do all the ‘real work,’” Andy said, making air quotes, “so why’s he only getting half? That’s just him. He’s always been just like that.”

			“But you’re trying to work it out with him? Right?”

			“I tried. God knows I tried. It’s just, how do you fix someone that threatens to shut you down?” Andy asked, anxiously watching a customer open the counter-mounted heating cabinet and pull out a handful of breakfast sandwiches. 

			“It seems that shutting the one company down to start another—it seems like a lot of unnecessary effort,” I offered. “Can’t you just work out some other arrangement with Bill? Like a consultant or something. We still kind of need him, right?”

			“That would never work. He’s not like that. He always has to have all the control.” Andy stood abruptly. “You mind if I go and get that sausage-and-egg?” he asked, not really looking for an answer. “They only got like one left.” Andy pushed ahead like a runner in a set of starting blocks and grabbed the last sandwich. He paid for it and was inhaling it by the time he sat back down. “I already told you,” he said through a full mouth, “Bill said he’d run STIM right into the ground. He says he’s got his reasons, which means he thinks he can do it all on his own. So, now I’m thinking that’s what he’s going to do.”

			“But what do you mean? You still have my trucks to build. Right?”

			“Bill says he’s done, so he’s done. He’s not going to build your trucks. Did I tell you about his customer in Denver? Bill still hasn’t finished his cementer, and it’s been like a year. He’s not going to build your trucks, Dan. I’m telling you. Because the way it is with him, I can’t build them, either. They’re at his shop. There’s no way he’s gonna let me build them there, and he’s not gonna build them there, either!”

			Andy mistook my idle panic as me being a sympathetic listener. He lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Besides, he can’t,” he said. “He’s been writing himself checks from the STIM account. There’s nothing left,” he added, forgetting it was my money.

			“What do you mean, ‘nothing left’? What do you mean, he’s ‘writing himself checks’?”

			“I’m only saying—”

			“You’re out of money? You can’t be out of money! I just gave you—”

			“Dan, Dan, please,” Andy cautioned, alarmed by the embarrassment of an outburst but not so much by the money gone missing.

			“Fine. Fine,” I said trying to calm myself. “What’d he take the money for, Andy? Please tell me it was for my trucks.”

			“He took it to buy parts off himself. He’s supplying most, most of the parts from his other company. It’s just he’s buying things off himself we don’t need yet.”

			“Like what?”

			“Well, like everything.”

			“Jesus, Andy. You have everything, then? At least you have all the parts, right?”

			“Yes. Well…no. Yes, and kind of no. Some things are still coming. Mainly like the pod.”

			“How much was that?”

			“That was sixty thousand dollars.”

			“Sixty thousand dollars? Is that what you agreed to?”

			“Well, Bill agreed to that part. It was his pod. But, yeah, pretty much, yeah.”

			“You’re getting it, though, right? I mean, Bill’s going to make good on all this? You don’t think he’s ripping me—I mean us—off?”

			“No, no. Absolutely not. Maybe. I don’t know. Some things have gone up in price that he’s selling to us.”

			“What!? How’s that? What? What’s gone up in price?”

			“The transmission.”

			“How much?”

			“For the transmission?”

			“Yeah, the transmission.”

			“That was like thirty thousand more than what he and I discussed, you know, back when things were better.”

			“Thirty thousand more? Thirty thousand dollars more!? You shitting me, Andy?” 

			“I know—”

			“You gotta be kidding me!”

			“It’s doesn’t help, you getting mad, Dan.”

			“This is crazy, Andy. I mean…I don’t…we got to talk to him, Andy.” I made a move to stand up. “Let’s go talk to him. Now. Right?”

			“I don’t know if you’ve been hearing me, Dan,” Andy cried, panicked. “You don’t understand my brother.”

			“Understand what?”

			“That you don’t want to get him mad.”

			“You mean like he might kill you, like that part?”

			Andy said nothing, resigning himself to how absurd his email sounded in the light of day.

			A wave of nauseating hopelessness caved in on me. Our government doesn’t have social programs to help entrepreneurs pick up the pieces of their lives. Congress isn’t out lobbying for life support on behalf of us. They know you can’t help yourself, so why intervene with legislation? So I did what I always do. I punished myself. I’d failed myself, my wife, my infant twin daughters. The rest of the world would soon know what I already knew about myself. That I was bullshit, a ne’er-do-well, a failure. That’s the bottom for me. It’s not living in a car or on floors. I’ve done that. It’s failing and giving away my freedom to two other entrepreneurs hell-bent on stealing my money, my future, my family, my second mortgage.

			“Dan, this is a blessing in disguise.”

			“Really?” Still in my stupor. “How could that be?”

			“You’re gonna be the first customer of my new company. That’s what I’m hoping for, anyways. If you’ll, you know… Bill was never really as essential as you thought. He had me kind of overselling his abilities before. It was the engineering I brought in that made the difference. Not Bill. And the trucks, Dan, they can be—no, they will be—they’ll be in my new shop within a few hours, with your blessing. Together we can do this. It’s a blessing, I’m telling you. You gotta see that!”

			Dumbfounded, just too dumbfounded to respond, I simply nodded as Andy rattled off reasons why my luck had just changed. Logic would dictate that I concentrate, that I listen closely, that I hear him out. But I’d hit some sort of muddled saturation point. Everything Andy said sounded like the cacophonous adult chatter in a Peanuts cartoon. Nothing made any sense.

			Sure, Schlumberger was flying Bill to Eastern Russia’s oil fields to pull rabbits out of his ass, but now, skeptically, he was no longer needed at STIM SOLUTIONS. His once vaunted mechanical skills were suddenly replaceable. Instead, Andy had a very talented hydraulics engineer onboard. He had sourced every item going on the trucks. He had arranged to rent a building down the road. He had what it took. He had the team—four good Christian men.

			Looking at my lousy options, I was steeling myself for the fact that Andy and his merry band of Christians would have to get some of the work. It was that or place all my faith in Bill, the guy who was ignoring me. But still, I needed to get with Bill. I had to get his side of it. Broken contract or not, he could block this, too. For all I knew, the two of them could have taken my money and bought a weekend cabin down on the lake together. 

			I couldn’t see it. I couldn’t see a way to make a clean—and cheap—break from STIM. What was another builder going to do with all the parts I bought, with their inflated prices and peculiarity—parts that made a vortex blender that no one else built? But sticking with Andy: My God! What a choice! He wasn’t even the key man. I had aligned myself with the weaker partner, the runt of the Brennan litter who had never in his life even worked on a frack truck, let alone built one.

			“Work will begin immediately, tonight even—as soon my team gets out of their day jobs,” Andy continued.

			“Their day jobs?” I heard myself saying as I woke from my fog. “Your employees have other jobs?”

			“Well, yes. I told you. This is a start-up! I can’t just go in whole hog. There’s no money. We’re going to have to talk about a deposit, too, so I can get going.”

			“What do you mean, a ‘deposit’? I already paid you a deposit.”

			“What deposit?”

			“What do you mean, ‘what deposit’? You’re joking, right? The two hundred fifty thousand dollars, Andy. The deposit deposit. Remember? I get credit for all my deposit, right?”

			“That’s been spent. I told you.”

			“Right, but do I get credit for it? All the parts come over with you? This isn’t going to cost me a dime more, right? Like you said—no matter what Bill charged. Like you want to start over, but all in, everything, this is going to cost the same one-point-five million? Right?”

			“You mean total?”

			“Yeah, I mean total! Everything. Between both your STIMs. You’re going to live by our deal? The one we have right now?”

			“I told you. Everything will be the same if you stick with me.”

			“So, that’s a yes?”

			Andy paused, like he was thinking it over. “I told you I’d cover everything. Even what Bill took, if you think that’s what’s fair.”

			“Yeah, I think that sounds pretty fair, Andy.”

			“So, you’ll do it, then?”

			“Come on, Andy,” I responded. “I don’t know… What if you just let me walk away? What about that? I have every right, Andy.”

			“That’s exactly my plan!” Andy lit up. “You tell Bill he hasn’t lived up to the contract, so you’re pulling out, then I come in and agree to shut down STIM.”

			“Yeah, right, Andy. Bill’s going to go for that.”

			“Bill’s not going to build your trucks, Dan.”

			“You already said that. And it still doesn’t make any sense.”

			“And there’s another thing. He doesn’t like you.”

			“What do you mean, ‘doesn’t like me’? What’s that? Why would he not like me?”

			“You promised him a bigger deposit. He says you changed the deal on him.”

			“That’s right. I did. Thank God I did. Otherwise, he’d have stolen it all. Thank God, in hindsight, right?”

			“Well, that’s how he feels.”

			“What a bunch shit, Andy—”

			“I’m just telling you, Dan—”

			“That was my bank’s call, to change up the deposit. Thank God for my bank, right? With all this bullshit, at least I got title to the engine and pump. That’s like another four hundred thousand dollars. With all this going on with you guys—thank God the bank didn’t just hand it all over to you and Bill, and made me go direct, instead.”

			“I know, but he still says you made a deal.”

			“So, the guy who’s ripping me off is offended? That’s really something! This is crazy. It’s just crazy. It’s like…like…” Stammering, I floundered for words. “You’re putting me right in the middle of this. Second, don’t you think your brother is going to see right through it?”

			“How would he know? I’m not going to say anything. And you have every right. It’s right in the contract—I wrote it! You have every right. Nothing has been done on your trucks. You have the right to pull them, or you have the right to exercise the penalty option. And Bill hates the penalty option. This is the only way, Dan. It’s this, or let your trucks sit and rot. And believe me, he’s gonna keep telling you you owe him more money! You gotta go see him and tell him you’re taking your trucks back. He’s not gonna make his deadline. Tell him nothing’s been done on the trucks. And he’s only got five weeks to go before the penalties start. I’ll come in after and let you out of the contract. I’m the president of the company! I can do that.” 

			Andy took a long expectant breath. “Dan, listen to me. Bill’ll be happy to be rid of STIM. Trust me. He’s already sold me all the parts. There’s nothing left for him to make any money on. I mean, not without having to work for it.”

			“And now I’m right in the middle of it. You’re putting me right in the middle of it, Andy.”

			Andy shrugged. “It’s the only way.”

			“And you’re not going to come along with me, are you?”

			“That would ruin everything. I mean, that would only make Bill suspicious.”

			“Yeah, okay, Andy. We sure wouldn’t want to make it look like you’re up to anything.”

			“It’s the only way, Dan. You’ll see. Bill’s bark is worse than his bite. When you go in there, just don’t get alarmed by anything. Okay? He’s got a big bark, is all. All intimidating and all-a that. I’ll come along right away, but just don’t get alarmed if he does anything—”

			“Alarmed at what?”

			“Just Bill being Bill, is all.”

			“What does that even mean, Andy? What do you mean, ‘Bill being Bill’?”

			“Like just stupid stuff, like, say, he pulls a gun on you.”

			I stared at Andy. For a long while. I didn’t think I’d heard him right. “You say a gun?”

			“Yeah, but he won’t actually use it,” Andy added as a quick consolation.

			“But a gun? You mean like a gun, gun?”

			“Yeah, but he’s not gonna shoot you with it or anything.”

			“He’s going to pull a gun on me? Your brother’s going to pull a gun on me?”

			“Yeah, just like a little gun. Like, it might not even be loaded.”

			“You gotta be kidding me!”

			“Well, no—”

			“For what?”

			“It’s just his way, Dan. It’s just how he kids around.”

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			The Setup

			Reno, Pennsylvania

			A little less than a year before, my twin daughters had been born, and instantly, right at the hospital, my reaction was magnitudes beyond any expectation I had. A spirit awakened within me, a sense of gratification—love, I would guess—that I never could have otherwise comprehended. But there was more to it. Equally alarming was being struck with the feeling that I needed to do better, that I needed to make a better life for my wife and daughters.

			The company I had started ten years before had topped out and was no longer growing or capable of growth. We were at the top of our class, but our industry had run straight into a Warren Buffett maxim: “Better to be a mediocre business in a strong industry than a strong business in a mediocre industry.” Being the latter and running a sideways business, with two infant daughters, took on a profound sense of unacceptability. Sitting still felt like I was shirking my duties as a newly minted father. But there I was—stuck and static—and crawling out of my own skin.

			Lightspeed Grip & Lighting was the company I was bemoaning, a Pittsburgh-based grip and lighting rental company that I had started ten years before, with an unsecured $5,000 loan from a big-hearted banker. Lightspeed rented lights, cameras, rigging, portable power, and trucking to the film and television industry. All our revenues came from the film industry and from long-established print and broadcast ad agencies. After years of old-line stability, upstart digital agencies were suddenly running circles around their precursors by producing cheap and precisely targeted internet ads. Money was fleeing expensive broadcast television and its blitzkrieg approach, which was in turn starving out suppliers like my grip and lighting company.

			I began casting about for opportunities. When nothing came my way, I created one by convincing myself I could start a frack company. Forget that I had never worked for a frack company. I also hadn’t fracked a well in almost twenty years, back when I was raising money and drilling wells in Colorado, Pennsylvania, and West Texas, in what seemed like another life. I had studied geology in school and had drilled wells way back when. I had even been around plenty of frack jobs, but that hardly made me knowledgeable, let alone an expert that financing would require. Add twenty years, and I had forgotten everything; yet I had talked myself into it, and that was that. It became something I had to do, at first for me, then, I convinced myself, for my family, too. Such a leap of faith was a worrisome habit of mine. Like any other naïve and ill-advised entrepreneur, I felt as though I could always land on my feet. Incredibly, the enormous, outsized risk of it all didn’t even give me pause. My abject stupidity wouldn’t allow it.

			So I made the most impractical, capital-intensive decision I could. I’d move ahead and start a frack company. Shortly thereafter, I signed off on a highly leveraged $1.7 million loan, which in time would prove to be far short of the final cost. But I was nostalgic for the oil and gas business, and that won out over a fear of debt. The only thoughtful decision I made at the time was deciding I couldn’t do it all on my own. Even in my wet-behind-the-ears blitz to get something done, I needed operational help and started to think about some brothers I knew in Oil City, Pennsylvania. I wondered if I approached them, if they might just listen.

			These were the Kane brothers, drillers and frackers who also had their own oil production. They were hard-as-nails fixtures in the Northwest Pennsylvania oil fields. Back when I was raising money, drilling my own wells, and contracting out the frack jobs to Halliburton and Dowell (later to become part of the Schlumberger empire), my driller suggested I try a couple of upstarts in the frack business, brothers Eli, Wallace, and Daniel Kane. They had a set of trucks and were catching more and more jobs. So I gave them a try, and they got it done in a no-frills kind of way. 

			Years later, finding the Kanes wasn’t easy. Independent oil men don’t advertise. Most don’t even put a company name on their pickup trucks, let alone have websites, media presences, and all the other marvels of look-at-me branding. Eventually, though, I did find them, and when I got through to Eli on a twenty-year-old phone number I found in a notebook, we picked up right where we left off, reminiscing about his old Camaro and the girls who used to drive by my well sites looking for him—back when he had a full head of hair. He filled me in on who had come and gone and who was still around. It was old times all over again, Eli treating me like an old friend, and me feeling the pull of something I needed. Talking to him reminded me that I didn’t leave the oil business because I didn’t like it. The oil business left me and hundreds of thousands of others when it went into a decades-long decline through almost all of the ’90s.

			We finally got to it, and I asked Eli if he was still in the frack business. He told me he was but wasn’t. He and his brother Wallace still had the service rigs that stand over a hole, but they were out of the frack-truck business. Their trucks had gone through a flood, a rollover, a punishing decade of low oil prices, and a severely deficient maintenance program. But what they wanted, what they talked about all the time, was getting back in. 

			Kismet, karma, or coincidence, it was music to my ears. I enthusiastically explained my thoughts to Eli. I told him I was thinking about fracking, too, and that we should meet. I’d fill him in on my thoughts when we saw each other, and that was probably intriguing enough for him to say yes. A few days later, I jumped into my dented white Chevy shop truck and raced north to the tiny town of Reno, Pennsylvania, just south of Oil City where the Kanes had settled. This was the area I used to run around in when I was just out of college, in an old family station wagon, chasing rumors and oil and gas leases.

			All along the way I had expectations of making a deal. I suspected Eli did, too. In the rush of excitement to get something done, I never once questioned why I was in such a hurry, why I was hauling ass up to the same woods I had walked out of nearly two decades before, when the market turned against me.

			But twenty years later, oil was hitting all-time highs, with Wall Street calling for more, and I wanted to be a part of it, just like I did back when I was a kid wanting to get in. Like everyone else with oil on the brain, I was looking forward and not back. I was pushing down on the pedal, thinking the only risk was to risk missing out. FOMO had corrupted my thinking, filling all my thoughts, pushing out any sense of prudence or circumspection. Never get in on the highs is what should have been going through my mind. Let things settle down—wait, just wait—don’t be the guy that jumps in on market tops. Let the private equity guys do that.

			Patience. Patience. Sure, but there was just no time for patience. Not with babies at home and a frivolous need for more.

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Sooner Fleet Service

			Bristow, Oklahoma

			I felt sick at the sight ahead. I’d driven through Bristow and its vaguely familiar pockmarks of industry and was coming up on its eastern horizon and the unavoidable presence of Bill’s fenced-in yard of oil-field junk. I fought the impulse to box it out, mash down on the accelerator, and escape into the false hope of hiding. Yet I had to keep moving, but moving against my will. Because this is how I would be judged. If my clock were to stop right then, it was going to stop on an incomprehensible level of idiocy, and that is how I would forever be remembered. 

			Being at Bill’s place for the first time was being at the headwaters of my stream of unforced errors, of trusting because I didn’t verify, of being so pathetically green and taking on the single-celled form of a pleaser, because my operating partners—the ones safely ensconced in Pennsylvania—had to have a vortex blender, and I had to dutifully oblige them. Be careful of being a pleaser. You’ll end up a doormat on a dirty trailer floor in Oklahoma—or dead cold with a bullet in your head, forgotten and buried out on the dusty plains.

			Like the team player I had become, I turned left through a break in the cyclone fencing, fearing that my fool’s errand would end with a terminal jump into the obituaries—me, another martyr in the history of humans knowingly walking into their own destruction. 

			I rolled straight up to Bill’s ratty office trailer and spun around and parked so that my grille was pointing straight out. If I were in a hurry to get out, I’d want to be ready, but, lamentably, my Nitro had no ass. I could get away faster on a bicycle.

			Stepping onto the stoop of Bill’s office trailer, moving to the beat of my own thumping heart, I saw my hand rise in slow motion in front of me, as involuntarily as a breath of air. Then, without prompting, my clenched fist knocked on the grease-stained trailer door and pushed it open. Right in front of me was Bill’s secretary, sitting at her desk wedged in behind the door.

			“He’s on the phone,” she said without greeting or surprise, speaking up to be heard over Bill roaring into his phone in the back of the trailer.

			That was it. There was nothing cordial like “have a seat” or “there’s the coffee.” Nothing.

			Trying not to look bothered or confused or terror-stricken, I made my way along the narrow corridor between her up front and Bill in back. A few chairs were arranged in front of his desk, but that seemed like too much, impolite even, so I stood back by what looked like a schoolhouse desk lodged between a few file cabinets. That was Andy’s desk, I would come to learn, ground zero of STIM, when STIM wasn’t operating out of his kitchen. I pretended to busy myself with my phone as Bill jabbered on in the submarine of a trailer. He was in no hurry, which meant he’d already begun negotiating with me, letting me know he was a busy man, that the pecking order had me on the bottom.

			I spun around when the trailer door swung open behind me. Filling the doorway was a guy in blue Schlumberger coveralls, instantly chatting up Bill’s secretary, who was now a perfectly amenable, gregarious, fun gal. Once their flirty banter ran its course, the Schlumberger man brushed past me without so much as a nod or even an eyeball. He took one of the two seats at Bill’s desk without any of my hesitation, seemingly without any concern for propriety or good breeding. Given my heightened state of paranoia, I wondered if Bill had filled him in on me, the wet-behind-the-ears prick from up in Pennsylvania who had shorted him half a million dollars on a deposit.

			Bill hung up and gladly engaged with his paymaster, Schlumberger. There was a relationship there he obviously intended to keep, given that he was screwing them, too. They just didn’t know it yet. Neither did I, though soon enough I would. So I continued to wait, a discarded idiot standing in the middle of a fifty-foot tube—yet somehow ignored—as I surreptitiously listened in on shit-heel Bill entertaining oil-field powerhouse Schlumberger from his throne.

			Nothing I ever saw in the Harvard Business Review, back when I had the money to buy it, covered what to do if a maniac pulls a gun at a business meeting. Not that it’s a very erudite thing to do, to pull a gun; but likely it’s just too far out of the purview of the elites up in Cambridge, people unlikely to even conceive of anything so out of balance as this.

			But on my side would be reason and righteousness, as Andy explained it. STIM’s self-imposed penalty, a rolling 2 percent per week against the $1.5 million contract cost—$30,000 per week—was too much for Bill. He’d bend, Andy was sure of it, so long as I played the pawn. That left me squeezed into a trailer in the middle of a budding war between a needling con artist and a hairy, fat, feral man with a gun and my money, waiting my turn and thinking about how exactly was I going to get my trucks, my 15,000-pound deck motor, my 12,000-pound triplex pump, and all the rest of my parts out of Bill’s shop. 

			The trailer door opened and, true to his word, in walked Andy. Too soon was my first thought as I watched his short exchange with the secretary, looking for some sort of tell, something conspiratorial between them, maybe a shared glance my way, a raised eyebrow, anything indicative of a setup. I didn’t see it. But that didn’t convince me it wasn’t there. Then Andy pretended to see me for the first time, grinning and buoyant and feigning a first meeting as he raced in with an outstretched hand and a big, winning smile.

			“What are you doing here, Dan? You didn’t tell me you were coming! Holy cow!”

			“I was in the neighborhood,” I answered stiffly.

			After a few “what a surprise” comments and perfunctory questions about my flight down, the same questions I just endured at the Kum & Go, Andy rambled on about missed timelines and vendor difficulties, just loud enough for his brother to hear in our little dog and pony show. He was playing it as he said he would. Nothing about it suggested collusion, just the flimflammer levering his brother out of the deal. 

			Fortunately, even Andy exhausted himself and gradually trailed off into silence. When I turned down his offer to take a seat, he instantly folded himself into the little desk between the file cabinets—STIM SOLUTIONS’s global headquarters—where he quietly remained while his older brother made money twelve feet away.

			Eventually the dick from Schlumberger left, and Bill’s concentration on everything other than his brother and me came to an end. Acting as though he was surprised, Bill magnanimously waved us two losers over like a throned king greeting two court jesters. Obediently, we approached in small steps, and I shook hands with Bill, eyeing him and his brother for some kind of tell. As with Bill’s secretary up front, I didn’t pick up on anything other than the sense that Andy might have been honest after all. He truly was scared stiff of his brother. And, right then, so was I.

			“How’re you?” Bill asked. “Didn’t know you were coming. Good to see you.”

			He was buoyant and convivial, and I was stumped. This was not the Bill I expected. After a back-and-forth about my partners in Pennsylvania and their well-being, Bill wound down on his charm offensive, and Andy and I were invited to sit. 

			“So, what is it brings you down, Dan? Andy didn’t mention you coming.”

			“I didn’t know, either,” Andy interjected and turned to me, “did I?”

			“No. Just an unannounced visit.”

			“Well, good,” Bill said, leaving it at that.

			“Yeah.” I turned to Andy, who was staring into his lap. I didn’t sense any backup there, so I stepped out over the ledge on my own. “I just wanted to see how it’s going down here.”

			“Good, good. Plugging along, you know.”

			“I was just out looking at my trucks…. It doesn’t look like a whole lot’s been done.”

			“It doesn’t?”

			“Not really. I haven’t seen any of the progress pictures I was supposed to get, but I’ve been getting progress-payment requests, so I thought I’d come down and have a look at what, you know, could have been in the pictures.”

			“Okay. Well, what do you think?” Bill said, boring a hole in me in an unspoken challenge.

			“It looks like nothing’s been done.”

			Bill laughed uproariously, “That’s because nothing can be done, Dan.”

			“Oh. Okay. But why’s that?”

			“Because I’m still waiting on parts,” Bill smiled. “I can’t get started until I’ve got everything I need on hand. You understand that much, right?”

			“Yeah. I get that, Bill,” I said, ignoring his shot at me. “But you can’t set the engine? Or the pump? They’re out there sitting on the ground.”

			“Not without the driveline.” Bill turned to Andy. “You got that ordered, right?”

			“I did,” Andy said defensively. “Back in October.”

			“Everyone’s busy. I can’t do anything about back orders. It takes a lotta time, Dan. This’s nothing out of the ordinary, just typical oil-field bullcrap.”

			“You can’t set them off a measurement?”

			“I wouldn’t. You might, but I wouldn’t.” Bill laughed.

			“How about the subframes? You at least get them made?”

			“Not until everything’s here. It wouldn’t make any sense. Besides, my best welder’s off on a job. You wouldn’t want anyone but him, so why push ahead with anyone else?”

			“So only one guy in your shop can weld up the subframes?”

			“He’s the best and I figured you’d want him.”

			“How about at least the bumpers or the manifolds? You build those? You don
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