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Chapter One

I’m Anthony Provati. Please don’t call
me Tony. That was my father’s name, and I’d rather not be reminded.
You probably noticed my deviated septum, a souvenir from a stint in
Golden Gloves. Seems like I’m always making trouble for myself.
Makes me think that I inherited my uncle’s genes. He’s a mob
underboss.

I’m separated from my artist girlfriend,
Nori. Looking at the wallet photo of her holding our baby Angelica
makes me sad. During an earthquake, a chunk of ceiling struck Nori
and put her into a coma. We didn’t know she was pregnant. Confused
when she awoke, she soon gave birth. Later, she became depressed
with what the Greek doctor diagnosed as a sort of PTSD. When she
announced she needed space and left with Angelica to join an
artists’ group in Lisbon, I was devastated. The doctor assured me
that nurturing Angelica would aid Nori’s recovery, and I’m longing
for her to give me the okay to visit them in Portugal.

My shoebox size art gallery in Greenwich
Village is closed while I’m in Greece helping my mentor and friend,
Hektor Christos, at his shipbuilding company, Hellas Marine.

Music lessons, a gift from my mother’s
hairdressing tips, eventually became jazz piano gigs. In Athens I
played at Club Maenad in the Plaka. The cabaret’s interior featured
a neon-backlit array of multi-colored bottles and my rendition of
“Take the A Train” accompanied “Yassas” toasts of cloudy
ouzo-filled glasses. The owner, Kakos Zatakis, pudgy,
silver-haired, constantly fingering his komboloi string of
beads, reeked of illicit side interests, and was never without his
Albanian bodyguard, Faton, a six-foot-six brute who sported a
red-dyed mohawk and a scorpion neck tattoo. When Zatakis learned I
sailed, he approached me to transport his cocaine shipments from
Albania.

“A private vessel can travel under the Coast
Guard’s radar. I’d pay thousands for the service,” he’d said.

I prevaricated, not refusing his offer, and
simply claiming difficulty in accessing a boat. I didn’t want
Zatakis to think revealing his drug trafficking had made me a
security risk to him. Faton’s hulking presence was testament to the
fact that Zatakis’s business included violence. At the time, I had
no urgent need for funds.

Another gift from my mother was to send me to
Brooklyn’s Paedergast sailing school. Through the Greek owner’s
connection with Hektor, she arranged me to fly standby to Athens,
and I spent high school summers working as a shipwright apprentice.
Hektor and his wife Katarina treated me like the son they never
had.

When Hektor entertained prospective buyers, I
crewed and eventually became a competent enough seaman that he had
me deliver boats. Sailing solo on a turquoise sea under a golden
sun, I became acquainted with ports from Barcelona to
Alexandria.

I continued to spend summers with Hektor.
Unfortunately, Greece’s decade-long economic malaise hung on like
ringworm, crushing his business. One afternoon, he pulled me aside
and his eyes welled. “Anthony, I can’t afford to pay you.”

At his pained expression, my heart sickened.
“I could never repay you and Katarina for what you’ve given me. We
can keep going as before.”

He grasped my shoulder. “If I don’t get an
order this month, I’ll need to close for good.”

That was an unsettling surprise. Although I
knew boat sales stalled, I hadn’t realized Hektor’s finances were
so precarious. “What would you live on?”

Hektor ran a hand through his gray hair. “Up
until now I’ve shunned black business, but to avoid picking through
dumpsters, I’d contemplate the unthinkable.”

I couldn’t sit idle as Hektor and Katarina
sank into poverty. Zatakis’s cocaine smuggling offer flashed into
my head. Maybe I should’ve thought about Nori and Angelica, but at
that moment, I felt like I couldn’t let Hektor and Katarina down
when I had a chance to save them.

“I may have access to some quick cash.”

“What?” Hektor’s voice rose. “Now you’ll take
care of me? I don’t want charity.”

“Helping family isn’t charity.”

His tone softened. “Katarina and I love you
too.” He eyed me and asked warily, “How can you suddenly come up
with money? Something illegal? I won’t have you risk yourself for
me.”

I took a reassuring tone. “You taught me.
Sometimes we employ an expensive bait to catch a fine fish. I need
the Bavaria Vision 42.”

Tied up at the dock, a gleaming white 42-foot
sailboat had been sent to Greece by the German manufacturer for a
publicity shoot.

“She’s lent to me on consignment,” Hektor
said, gazing at the boat. “If she’s wrecked or impounded by the
Coast Guard, I’d owe money I can’t pay, and my reputation would be
destroyed along with Hellas Marine’s.”

“What option do we have?”

He said in a determined tone. “I won’t drag
you down with me.”

I projected more confidence than I felt,
saying, “I’ll have her back in a week.”

 


~ * ~

 


While on break at the Maenad, I asked Zatakis
if we could meet in his office.

“If your offer’s still open, I have access to
a sailboat.”

Zatakis leaned forward. A miasma of putrid
breath hit me. “A delivery of cocaine from Durres, Albania has been
pending available transportation for weeks.”

“If I carry cash, the smugglers could kill
me, steal the euro, and keep the drugs.”

Zatakis’s smile revealed discolored teeth.
“Smart boy. I’ve contracted with the supplier for years. I pay in
advance.”

“Okay. What’s the plan?”

“You arrive in Durres at a particular slip,
my contact transfers the drugs onto your ship, and you return home.
Simple.”

“What’s my share?”

“Twenty-thousand euro, paid after I offload
the drugs in Athens.”

The only way I’d take the risk was if Hektor
and Katarina’s financial jeopardy was eliminated. “Fifty-thousand,”
I countered. “In advance.”

Zatakis’s face hardened. “That’s brazen.”

“You’ll profit plenty.”

“If you have the gall to insist on
fifty-thousand, you have the balls to cheat me.” His eyes narrowed
with suspicion. “The last courier demanding up-front payment
claimed he’d been confronted by the Greek Coast Guard near the
island of Zakynthos and dumped the product into the Mediterranean.
I learned he offered the cocaine to a Naples camorra clan.
Unfortunately, for him, they were business associates of mine. Now,
he’s swimming with Poseidon.”

“I’m not foolish enough to steal from
you.”

“You might think you can disappear into the
States, but I assure you the world will become much smaller if you
betray me.”

“Like I said.”

“If I pay in advance, no excuses. Deliver or
face the consequences.”

The threat should’ve given me pause but
didn’t. “When will I receive the money?”

“Tonight. You’ll leave Friday.” He rose to
access a combination wall-safe hidden behind a painting of Pentheus
being torn apart by Maenads.

Zatakis counted out strapped packs of
one-hundred-euro notes and handed me the fifty thousand inside a
zippered black bag. Once I’d left Club Maenad, I regretted my
decision. All the ways the venture could fail surfaced in my brain.
The Albanian or Greek Coast Guards might confront me at any point
on the voyage. After delivery, the drug smugglers could hijack me
to recover the cocaine, allowing them to retain Zatakis’s payment
while burying me at sea - the witness to their double cross. A
luxury sailboat piloted by a single man was vulnerable to pirates
plotting to sell the ship on the black market. I shook my head at
the idea of returning the money. Zatakis didn’t strike me as a guy
with a forgiving nature once a deal had been agreed. Despite the
gnawing in my gut, my only option was to complete the job.

As Hektor counted the cash, his eyes widened,
then rose to meet mine. “Dear God, for this much money, you’re
doing something dangerous. I shouldn’t have complained about
finances to you.”

I expected he’d try and talk me out of the
scheme, but I’d committed myself with Zatakis. I disguised the
angst in my belly with a confident tone. “I leave on the Bavaria
tomorrow. I’ll need provisions for a week.”

Hektor hesitated, then said softly, “Katarina
will never forgive me if you’re hurt.”

I continued my façade, putting on my bravest
face. “We’ll stay in touch over the radio.”

Hektor grabbed a wad of hundred-euro bills
from the bag. “This screams drug smuggling.” He stared at me.
“Who’s your source?”

If I mentioned Zatakis’s name, Hektor might
try to return the cash, putting himself in danger. “Better I keep
you out of it.”

“You’ve taken their money,” he said in a grim
tone. “They own you.”

I’d rashly swept that risk aside.

Hektor’s eyes flashed with an insight.
“You’re transporting drugs from Albania?”

He was no fool, but I wasn’t about to admit
anything.

“Drug traffickers cut throats for sport,” he
said tersely.

A danger that occurred to me. “I’ll take a
pistol, just in case.”

Hektor had another idea. “No. I’ll go. You
take care of Katarina.”

I gave him a wry smile. “I appreciate the
offer, but you know that won’t happen.”

He extended the bag toward me. “Give the
money back.”

I shook my head. “It’s too late for
that.”

His shoulders sagged, and his voice was
tinged with concern. “Keep the stuff inside a net that you can
jettison the moment you spot the Coast Guard. Use the anchor as a
weight so the drugs will sink. Emergency dumps are the cost of
doing business. Your client will understand.”

I nodded, not telling him that Zatakis would
abide no excuse for failure to deliver. If I jettisoned the
cocaine, he’d dispatch Faton to end me.

The next morning, we met on the dock. Before
Hektor could raise new concerns, I asked, “Did you bring the
gun?”

He nodded, seemingly resigned to my leaving,
then handed me a Glock G43 subcompact pistol. “It’s unlicensed. If
you see the Coast Guard, drop it overboard…along with the
drugs.”

“I’ll be okay.”

He didn’t look convinced. When we embraced,
his brow was deeply furrowed, like an anxious father sending his
son to war.

“Don’t worry,” I said.

His eyes became sad. “How do I accomplish
that?”

I kissed him on the cheek. If I didn’t leave
immediately, I feared I wouldn’t. I jumped aboard and fired up the
Bavaria’s forty-horsepower engine and motored out of port, not
looking back, knowing Hektor wouldn’t leave the dock until I was
out of sight.


Chapter Two

Piloting the wheel, I chugged away from the
Hellas Marine dock. Reaching open water and under sail, I hugged
the coast, heading for the Isthmus of Corinth. I poured a libation
of morning coffee into the sea, asking the wind god Aeolus for
favorable breezes and good weather. In a violent storm, the
Mediterranean could drag an ocean liner to a briny grave. Less than
one hundred kilometers from Athens, I skirted two floating wrecked
ferries before spotting the entrance lights and control tower for
the Corinth Canal. Significantly shortening the trip from Athens to
Durres, the canal looked as if Zeus had carved out a three-mile
long, twenty-five-meter-wide groove in the rock connecting the
Aegean and Ionian Seas and converting the Peloponnese into an
island.

I radioed passage control, Isthmia Pilot, and
received permission to tie up at the pier alongside an array of
European flags. I hid the Glock on the Bavaria before stepping onto
the concrete dock and entering the office. With just the illegal
pistol aboard, my palms dampened waiting for my application’s
acceptance. I’d considered lying and listing a Greek town rather
than Durres as my destination port but decided that maintaining a
casual air and honesty would garner less suspicion. I debated
sailing around the Peloponnese on the return voyage, but that would
significantly lengthen the trip time and my exposure to the Greek
Coast Guard. I hadn’t taken multiple round trips to Durres, which
might’ve raised eyebrows, so I assured myself the authorities had
no reason to suspect anything. Nonetheless, when I carried cocaine,
the return Isthmia Pilot stop would be a pinch point, and I’d need
to navigate it while holding onto my nerve. The key would be
avoiding anything that would provoke an inspection of the
Bavaria.

Back on board, I received the radio call:
“Ten minutes to transit.” Finally, a blue flag signaled the Bavaria
had permission to enter the canal and I went over the gate. Like
slicing across the blue-green Mediterranean between Scylla and
Charybdis, I sailed through a canyon of tiered limestone cliffs
that loomed to a height of ninety meters. About thirty minutes
later, another lowered hydraulic gate marked the canal’s exit. I
entered the Corinth Gulf, plotting a course to Durres and thanking
Aeolus for a twenty-five-knot wind speeding me along.

On a broad reach, rigging stretched and
groaned as the Bavaria cut through the azure sea, sunlight glinting
off wave peaks. My hair blew around in the salt-scented breeze.
Briny air tickled my nose, and I rubbed a forefinger against my
deviated septum. At night, under an infinity of stars, the lights
on Greece’s west coast seemed close enough to touch, and the moon
reflected off the black-glass sea. I made the last turn toward
Durres. Sitting in the ship’s cockpit, I engaged the electronically
powered winches controlling the Bavaria’s mainsheet and jib. The
working sheet released, and the boom slipped to port. The lazy
sheet automatically winched trim until the telltales lay straight
out. No need for a wrench to turn the crank, the Bavaria
practically sailed itself.

At dawn, I approached the port of Durres, an
ancient Roman military and naval base, sailing past whitewashed
vacation homes with salmon-colored roofs dotting gray-green hills.
Beige-and-glass hotels featured clusters of lounge chairs and
multi-colored umbrellas arrayed on the gray sand like a Roman army
testudo formation. Durres’s commercial port hosted massive
white-and-blue cruise ships docked beside orange container cranes
with vertical arms lined up like soldiers at attention. As Zatakis
directed, I motored to an area dotted with fishing boats. I glided
into an empty slip smelling of dead fish with 48 stenciled
in black before cutting the engine.

Ashore, I spotted a slim man with a black
mustache watching me, shading his eyes. He had a bulge in his
jacket. My G43 lay within reach, but I decided to leave it. He’d
assume I was armed. No reason to make him nervous by seeing me
reach for the weapon. He approached the Bavaria as I tied up.

Before he spoke, he produced a snub-nose
revolver pointed at my midsection.

My heart rate ratcheted-up as I raised my
palms. I was about to protest when his raspy voice uttered the code
phrase Zatakis had provided.

“I’m a dark child from a bright father and
when born, I vanish into thin air.”

I replied, “You’re smoke.”

He flashed me a crooked smile. “Beautiful
boat. Yours?”

“On loan. Why hold me at gunpoint? You’re
giving me the product.”

He lowered the pistol. “This business doesn’t
attract pacifists.” He boarded and together we made a quick survey
of the cabins and saloon below decks. Returning topside, he pointed
to a café just off the beach. “Go have a coffee. Come back in an
hour.”

Under a red awning at one of the Gurra Café’s
outdoor tables, I indulged in a baklava, a sweet heritage of
Ottoman rule. The white-shirted waiter served me a black
ekspres coffee, an influence from Italy’s World War II
occupation of Albania. Afterward, as I strolled the beach, a wispy
blue sky blended with the aqua Adriatic. Rippling waves rose as
white foam and curled up the sand like wood shavings. Thrusts of
rocks poked up from the sea. Trees along the shore cast black
shadows, and the scent of ocean spray filled my nostrils.

Returning to the Bavaria, I spotted the
mustached man ashore, awaiting my return, standing in the shadows
just beyond the wood-planked pier. He nodded. By the time I’d
climbed aboard, he’d disappeared.

Below deck, I discovered rectangular
plastic-wrapped bricks of cocaine lying on the bed of the master
cabin. Now that the Bavaria would be carrying contraband, the
dangerous leg of the journey was beginning. My options were to
either follow Hektor’s advice to carry the cocaine inside a
weighted net, ready to be jettisoned at the first sign of danger,
or conceal the drugs and if stopped by the Greek authorities, hope
for a cursory inspection. I recalled Zatakis’s warning, No
excuses. Deliver or face the consequences. The Bavaria had
ample storage space, and I stuffed the white bricks into a
compartment, covering them with life jackets and rope, a
concealment that would pass a casual inspection but would be
obvious in a thorough search.

Once I’d left Durres and was under sail, I
weighed the Glock in my hand, deciding if I should give it a watery
farewell. If caught, I certainly wouldn’t shoot it out with the
authorities, but pirates could appear unexpectedly. The thought of
the smuggler I’d just left gave me pause. If my mustachioed friend
wanted to steal the cocaine back, I’d be murdered and tossed over
the side. My palms sweated at the prospect. The Coast Guard would
discover the Bavaria floating at sea, and Zatakis would never know
what went wrong, but he’d want the fifty-thousand euro returned.
Hektor and Katarina would be at risk. Rather than save them, my
actions would sink them. A scary thought. I tucked the Glock safely
under a cushion and watched the horizon, vigilant for the
possibility of an approaching vessel.

On the trip to Durres, I’d passed commercial
ships but hadn’t seen any Coast Guard. The cover stories I’d
considered if stopped were either that I intended delivering the
Bavaria to a client but at the last minute, financing fell through,
or that I chartered for some German tourists in Corfu for a luxury
sail and snorkel around the island. Neither story would hold up
under close questioning, so I decided that as part of Hellas
Marine, I’d claim to have taken the Bavaria out for a shakedown
cruise.

I considered pulling into a Greek port for a
night’s sleep, but decided the less time I held the cocaine the
better, so I pressed on, engaging the Garmin autopilot, balancing
the helm and setting course, allowing the ship leeway to move with
the waves while I slept fitfully at the wheel, holding my wallet
photo of Nori and Angelica.

By the time I arrived at the Corinth Canal,
my fatigue felt like a physical presence, pulling me down as I
tried to stay upright. After I called Isthmia Pilot and received
permission to dock and pay the passage fee, I stepped into the
office. Inside, at a glass-topped desk, I confronted an official in
blue with white stripes down the sleeves. My gut churned as he
peered at my application.

“A Bavaria Vision 42. I’ve not been on one.
Do you mind if I come aboard and look around?”

Damn.

“Of course not,” I said. “You’re most
welcome.”

He introduced himself as Stavros, and as we
proceeded to the Bavaria, I considered my options. If he discovered
the cocaine, could I disavow knowledge the drugs were aboard? I’d
used gloves to stow the bricks, so my fingerprints weren’t on the
wraps, but where could I place the blame? On the mustachioed
smuggler? Thin, not convincing.

Could I cold-cock Stavros and make a run for
it? Doing what with him? Murder wasn’t my style, plus he’d be
immediately missed, and I’d be stopped before traversing the
canal.

As my mind spun, I allowed him to step ahead
of me onto the boat’s aft swim platform, then on board.

He beamed. “Gorgeous. May I go below?”

Refusing would raise suspicion. He had the
right to search the ship and was just being polite. Sweat prickled
on my back. I hoped the odor didn’t translate into a fear he could
detect. “By all means,” I said.

I led him down the three-step companionway
into the mahogany-appointed saloon and galley. The Bavaria
possessed two sleeping cabins facing each other, fore and aft. I
kept my eyes away from the storage compartment that held the
cocaine. At least, he didn’t have a drug sniffing canine. Stay
calm. His curiosity is about a luxury boat, that’s all this
is about. If the deity existed, I would’ve said a prayer to the
patron saint of drug runners. I took diaphragmatic breaths to
control my heart rate. He entered the aft cabin, then the
staterooms, muttering praise about the appointments.

“I bet this ship has storage aplenty.”
Without warning, he leaned over and snapped open the compartment
holding the cocaine.

Oh shit. My breathing stopped.

He lifted a red lifejacket and peered
inside.

My heart pounded.

Just then, his radio chirped, a man speaking
Greek. “Stavros, come in.”

He straightened as he responded. “Yes.”

“We need you in the office.”

Stavros sighed, then closed the storage
compartment. “Thanks for the tour.”

“My pleasure,” I said, trying not to sound
relieved.

I went topside with him, and once he’d
stepped off the Bavaria, I cast off and motored the sailboat away
from the dock. My pulse didn’t settle until I’d cleared the canal
and was under sail.

As I neared the Flisvos Marina in Athens, I
radioed ahead. Faton stood like a red-tufted lighthouse on the dock
when I pulled into a slip. He motioned to a couple of burly men
with him, and they scampered aboard. I showed them where the
cocaine was stashed, and as I left the ship, Faton stiff-armed me
to a halt.

“I had a side bet with Mr. Zatakis that you’d
lose your nerve and return empty-handed. If any of the product’s
missing,” he flashed a weird smile, “I’ll break your piano-soft
hands.”

Obviously, not a music lover. I chose to
ignore his bluster. “Another time,” I said as I walked away, trying
to remain steady on legs rubbery from sea travel. I’d tucked the
G43 pistol under my belt in the small of my back. After Faton’s
threat, it was my new best friend.


Chapter Three

Did I really think Zatakis would be satisfied
with one drug delivery? Although I suppressed the thought, I
should’ve anticipated that a kill only whetted a wolf’s appetite.
His next demand came a week after I’d returned from Durres.

At the end of one of my sets, Faton summoned
me to his boss’s office. I’d begun carrying the G43 in a pocket
holster, and the weapon’s weight comforted me as I took a seat
across from Zatakis.

He folded his arms like a potentate, sitting
behind a desk with carved bas relief images of Greek gods. Framing
Zatakis, hung a fresco picturing Hades abducting Persephone.

He didn’t waste time on pleasantries. “I have
a job for you.”

“Durres happened because of a financial
emergency,” I responded in a polite tone. “I’m not interested in an
encore.”

Zatakis produced his discolored-tooth smile.
“You work for me.”

Polite didn’t do the trick, so I spoke
firmly. “Only as a jazz pianist.”

“Perhaps I’ll inform the authorities you
smuggled drugs.”

The unexpected threat caught me off guard.
“You’ll implicate yourself?”

“I’ll plant cocaine in your flat, and you’ll
be clapped into prison. You’re a foreigner, not a Greek who can
navigate the system. A piano-playing pretty boy. You wouldn’t
survive a week.”

My stomach soured at Zatakis’s threat, but I
feigned indifference and countered. “What if I trade immunity for
information on your activities?”

“You’re right. Killing you immediately might
be the easiest route.” Zatakis possessed a surprisingly
high-pitched laugh. “Faton would happily cut your throat. I don’t
think he likes you.”

My hand slipped over the G43 in my pocket.
“He’s big. I’d see him coming.”

Zatakis perused the manicured fingernails of
his right hand. “Then, there’s the safety of Hektor and Katarina
Christos to consider.”

Anger flushed my face. “Harm them, and I’ll
kill you.” It was stupid, but I meant it.

Zatakis sounded bored. “So much fuss. Why
don’t you just do what I ask?”

I responded tersely. “I’m listening.”

“A young woman from Stockholm, a tourist,
came into my possession. A member of a United Arab Emirate royal
family, not important which, appreciates blondes, so she is being
delivered to Beirut. Once she arrives, the sheik has arranged to
smuggle her to his private compound. Transport her with the
Bavaria. The sheik will purchase the ship, you can fly back to
Athens, and you’ll profit from both of us. A good deal, don’t you
think?”

Human trafficking. Hektor and Katarina at
risk. Goddamn. Zatakis’s depravity sickened me, but his
threat was credible. I needed a way out. If I tipped off
authorities about the kidnapped woman’s location, she’d be rescued,
and the task would disappear. “Where’s the girl now?”

“You didn’t ask what I’d pay.”

I played along. “How much?”

“Another fifty thousand euro. Half before you
leave. Half upon delivery of the woman in Beirut. The sheik’s a
generous man.”

“When can I see her?”

Zatakis’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. “When
she’s aboard the boat.”

I needed a reason to learn her whereabouts
and tried a thin ploy. “How do I know she’s in good health? If I
deliver damaged goods, the sheik will renege on the deal.”

“That’s my concern, not yours,” he said
curtly. “Sail Saturday.”

He wouldn’t allow me to see her. My mind
whirred through my options. A refusal would get me murdered. Could
I pull the Glock and flee? How would I protect Hektor and Katarina?
I hesitated, indecision crippling me.

While I stewed, Zatakis opened his wall safe
and counted out banded packs of one-hundred-euro notes, plopping
them onto his desk in front of me. “The first twenty-five-thousand.
Do this for me, and I’ll keep Faton leashed. You and the Christos
can safely walk the streets of Athens.”

I needed time to think. I stuffed the money
in the Tyvek mailer he provided.

“Dock the Bavaria at the Flisvos Marina
Saturday evening at eight. Faton will bring the girl.” Zatakis
pointed in a bullying manner. “Don’t try to be clever.”

 


~ * ~

 


When I consulted with Hektor, his mouth gaped
open. “Human trafficking? You can’t go through with it.”

“Of course not.” I grimaced. “But I’ve put
you and Katarina in danger.”

He thought for a moment before he said, “This
will stop only if Zatakis and Faton are in custody.” He put his
hand on my shoulder. “Go to the police.”

“I’m not sure the authorities can protect
you.”

He waved away my concern. “We’ll stay with
family in our home village near Mount Pelion.”

The equivalent of Greek witness protection.
“How long can you hide?”

“Hellas Marine hasn’t been flooded with
customers. We’ll close for a while. The money you gave us solved
our financial problems. I’ll tend goats with my cousins. My family
won’t permit me even to pay for a coffee.”

The anxiety I felt eased a bit. “I don’t
know.”

Hektor spoke in a reassuring tone. “If Faton
showed up in our village, he’d stick out like a giant rooster.”

 


~ * ~

 


A couple of years earlier, my libido almost
killed me when I foolishly flirted with a Russian mob boss’s
mistress while performing at one of my Greenwich Village gigs. He
exploded like Chernobyl and sent one of his henchmen to break me in
two. I escaped but knew the Russian would murder me at his next
opportunity. Surprisingly, the woman contacted me. She felt trapped
and wanted to be free of him. Eventually, she exposed his
involvement in a potential act of terrorism. Through a cop friend,
I was introduced to an FBI contact in New York, Agent Gerald
Blander, and tipped him on the plot, which was ultimately foiled.
Although I wouldn’t exactly call us friends, he was someone I could
call. When he answered, I imagined him tugging at his satyr-like
goatee, his nervous habit.

“What’s up?’ he asked.

“I’m in trouble.”

“I’m shocked.” He chuckled. “Tell me.”

“A Greek bastard wants to involve me in human
trafficking. A Swedish woman he abducted for shipment to the Middle
East.”

Blander took a moment to respond. “Your Greek
is running an international kidnapping ring?”

“He may have done this before. I don’t
know.”

“We must get the authorities involved.”

“The reason for my call.”

“You certainly create variety in your
problems. What’s his leverage over you?”

“My and the Christos’s lives.”

His voice rose. “How the hell did you get
involved with this person?”

“Complicated,” I said, hoping he wouldn’t
press for details. “I need a contact in the Hellenic Police who
won’t sell me out.”

“Once a case opens, expect leaks,” Blander
said. “The Greek economic crisis breeds police corruption.”

“That’s reassuring.”

“Just so you know what you’re stepping
into.”

“I’m already covered in shit.”

“Makis Agathos. He’s part of a Greek task
force cooperating with the DEA trying to disrupt the Balkan Route
for drugs into Western Europe. I’ll contact him after we hang
up.”

Zatakis’s threat to implicate me in cocaine
running entered my head. I’d need to navigate around that. “Make
the call,” I said.

 


~ * ~

 


Makis Agathos was gray and barrel-chested. He
knew Zatakis and wanted his ass in prison. “How did you get mixed
up with this character?” he asked.

“I play piano at Club Maenad,” I answered,
hoping that’s all I’d need to say.

He frowned with suspicion. “Why did he think
you’d be willing to engage in human trafficking?”

“Carrot and stick,” I said, skirting any
mention of drug trafficking. “A big payoff, or harm comes to me and
Hektor and Katarina Christos. They’re like family.” I put the Tyvek
mailer with the twenty-five thousand euro onto his desk. “Here’s
evidence.”

Agathos gave me another doubtful stare.
“Piano playing is your only business connection?”

If Zatakis told police I smuggled drugs, he’d
be admitting culpability, which made it unlikely he’d report me.
Nonetheless, I needed Agathos’s trust. Better to confront the
matter now. Still, I measured my words. “He might accuse me of
delivering cocaine for him.”

He tilted his head emphasizing the question.
“Did you?”

“About a week ago, I cruised to Durres on the
Albanian coast. Zatakis might claim that I returned to Athens with
drugs.” I sounded ridiculous and knew it.

“I see.” He repositioned a pen on his
desk.

I raised my palms in a reassuring gesture.
“He has no proof.”

“Mr. Provati, you’ve been foolish,” he
muttered.

“Practically every day of my life.”

He spread his hands. “What’s Zatakis’s plan
for the girl?”

Finally, the crux for my coming, and I
answered quickly. “I’m to deliver her to Beirut. He wouldn’t let me
see her. She’ll be brought to the boat on Saturday.”

He pointed. “I’ll have you wear a wire. Get
him to talk about the kidnapping.”

I shook my head. “It’s too late for that. If
I engage him in contrived conversation, Zatakis will know, and
you’ll find me floating in the Saronic Gulf.”

Agathos thought a moment before asking, “Will
he be present at the girl’s handover?”

“Only his goon Faton. And I’m sure they’ll
ensure there’s no police around.”

Agathos leaned forward, clasping his hands on
the desk. “What do you propose?”

I’d anticipated that question but had no
perfect solution to offer. “Let me leave Flisvos. You can intercept
us at sea.”

“That would leave Zatakis to kidnap another
tourist and repeat the process,” he said. “Plus, if you’re not
arrested, he’ll know you informed because the girl just…disappears
from your boat?”

“I’ll return to New York.”

Agathos looked doubtful. “Zatakis has
connections with numerous criminal enterprises. His reach extends
to the States.”

My gut soured at his statement.

“What about catching him moving drugs?” he
asked.

“Transporting the girl is my next
assignment.”

“We’ll save her and arrest Faton at the port.
That leaves Zatakis free to come after you.”

I didn’t want that. “Can you get his DNA off
the money?”

He waved dismissively. “He’ll claim he gave
you a loan.”

“What about getting Faton to flip?”

Agathos gave me a skeptical look. “We can
try. I can arrest them both, but the evidence won’t keep Zatakis in
jail.”

“And he could grab the Christos, forcing me
to surface from the States.”

“I’ll assign officers to protect them.”

Like I figured, not a perfect
solution. I played my last card. “What if I testified that I
ran cocaine for Zatakis?”

“You have proof of his involvement?”

I puffed in frustration. “No.”

“Whether you testify he’s a drug runner or a
human trafficker, it’s your word against his.”

“You’re telling me that while Zatakis is
alive, I’m in danger.”

He shrugged agreement.

My mind conjured up a vision of me entering
Club Maenad and shooting both Faton and Zatakis.

Agathos must’ve read my mind. “You’ve acted
foolishly. Don’t compound your mistakes by doing something insane.
Allow us to recover the girl and go from there.”

 


~ * ~

 


Saturday at dusk, I piloted the Bavaria out
of Hellas Marine, sailing into the Saronic Gulf toward Flisvos
Marina. Agathos and I discussed having a police presence onboard,
but in case Zatakis had me followed, we decided intercepting the
girl at the marina after she’d been transferred onto the sailboat,
was our best option. Arriving at Flisvos, I tied up in a secluded
section of the port. Agathos promised he’d have eyes on the scene,
but I observed no surveillance. Dampness stuck the shirt to my
back.

Thirty minutes passed. I wondered if Faton
spotted the police and called off the girl’s transfer. I didn’t
dare call Agathos, since I was probably being watched.

I looked up at the sound of a car and saw a
black Mercedes Benz hearse pulling in. It stopped across from the
Bavaria and Faton emerged from the passenger side. Two henchmen
dressed in black got out of the back and scampered to the hatchback
of the limo, sliding out a wooden coffin and lugging it toward the
Bavaria. Faton strolled behind the thugs as they struggled onto the
swim platform and deposited their burden on the deck.

Faton gave me an ominous smile.

“You put her in a coffin?” I asked,
incredulous.

“She has air holes,” he said
dismissively.

Evil prick.

“The girl must be petrified. Open the damn
lid.”

Faton nodded and the men opened the casket.
The woman had been gagged and bound inside a straitjacket. Blonde,
beautiful, she looked about eighteen. She struggled, pulling on her
restraints, blue eyes as wide as the moon above.

“What the hell did you do to her?” I
asked.

I bent to remove her gag and unstrap her
bonds. Faton grabbed my arm and pulled me up.

“Wearing that, she’s easy to control and
you’re only one man,” he said. “The sheik specified that she
shouldn’t be bruised. Only remove the gag when you’re out to sea.
She has the scream of a siren.” Faton laughed and his colleagues
joined in.

Sons of bitches.

“You expect me to keep her in the coffin for
the entire trip?” I asked.

Faton smirked. “Sail fast.”

Cruel bastard. Agathos, where are
you? My sweat smelled like vinegar.

Faton waved. “Bon voyage.” He jerked his head
toward his two men, and they followed him off the Bavaria. Before
they made it to the hearse, three blue-and-white Hellenic police
cars sped into the marina and squealed to a stop. Agathos and five
other cops sprang from the vehicles, guns drawn.

Faton and his two subordinates made no
attempt to resist. Before he was cuffed and shoved into a police
car, Faton glared at me – the look was as effective as him drawing
a forefinger across his throat.

Two female cops jumped onto the Bavaria and
freed the girl. She shuddered with tearful relief as they ushered
her back to a vehicle.

Once the three kidnappers were secured inside
the police cars, Agathos approached me. “We arrested Zatakis at his
club, but I doubt we’ll be able to hold him. Make yourself scarce
quickly.”

My only stop before the Athens airport was
Hektor’s home in Halandri.

“Time to leave for your village.”

When I hugged Katarina goodbye, her eyes were
wet.

I turned to Hektor. “I didn’t tell Agathos
where you’re going, so there’s no risk of a leak, but that also
means you have no protection. If you think anyone’s following you
or something strange happens, call me, and I’ll be on the first
plane back to Athens.” I returned the Glock G43. “Better you have
this.”

“Will you go to Nori and Angelica in
Lisbon?”

“Zatakis doesn’t know about them, and I won’t
chance him finding out. I’m headed for New York.”

“Will you be safe there?” he asked.

“Absolutely,” I said, pretty sure I was
lying.







Valentina

Brooklyn, New York

 



Chapter Four

Valentina didn’t know her birthday. As an
infant, her mother stuffed her into a turnstile at the Brooklyn
Monastery of Our Lady of Mount Carmel, the nuns’ main interface
with the outside world. Maybe she gave the delivery bell a tug
before she fled, or maybe the sisters heard a baby’s sobs. All
Mother Superior remembered was that it was raining. The girls who
knew their birthdays received sugarcoated almonds. Valentina
received hers on the anniversary of her abandonment. Stale and
chalky, she tossed them when backs were turned.

Some of the girls suckled at their mothers’
breasts, the most important thing in her life, and been orphaned
when she died. In the monastery, they’d become souls to save,
guided more than loved, and they longed for a mother
replacement.

Valentina hadn’t been important enough to
keep. Some priority trumped her – shame, poverty, drug addiction,
or the convenience of her mother’s latest lover. Was she her
mother’s gambit to wrangle marriage from her father? If so, it was
clear now that he didn’t want her mother, at least not with a baby.
Perhaps her mother was Catholic and believed relinquishing a child
was the lesser sin. She wondered how many half-brothers and sisters
her father bred along the way.

Valentina grew up amid damp, chilly, thick
stone walls and stained-glass images that dimmed sunlight. She
allowed her black hair to grow long, in contrast to the nuns, some
of whom shaved their heads. Scrawny in her early years, her figure
developed as she got older, and she sensed the stares of nuns who
averted their glance when she turned.

In her teens, she fielded subtle suggestions
from the diminishing number of cloistered women in brown-and-white
habits to join their vocation. The nuns knitted quilts, selling
them to support the monastery. They weren’t allowed to access
social media, which could draw them away from prayer and tempt them
out of the cloistered life. Computers and smart phones were also
forbidden to them. Valentina was assigned to keep their records on
a donated Apple Macintosh. Internet access became her spyglass on
the outside world, and she spent hours at the terminal, even
discovering the Dark Web.

At fifteen, she attempted her first escape.
The exhaust filled air of the Brooklyn streets smelled like
Paradise. Sleeping in a carboard box that night, she got picked up
among the other homeless. The cops told her she was lucky to be
found and brought back. The nuns scolded her naiveté - for deciding
to confront a dangerous world on her own.

At seventeen, she fled and didn’t return. She
found a maid’s job with a broom closet-sized room provided off the
books at the Wayfarer Motel, a greasy-sheet joint that rented by
the hour. She took the surname of Esposito, “exposed” in Italian,
the name assigned to abandoned infants in Italy. When asked about
her parents, she changed the subject.

In the evenings, she wandered Flatbush, East
New York, and Bensonhurst, fantasizing that she was conceived in
one of the brownstones. She imagined finding her mother, older,
regretful, throwing herself at Valentina’s feet and begging for
forgiveness. Except that Valentina resided in the monastery a long
time, and her mother never showed up.

How does a person abandon an infant and never
look back? They were callous, incapable of love. One day she’d find
her mother and ask her. The worst part? Valentina worried she’d
become hard, just like her.

She lost her virginity at the Wayfarer when a
client in his thirties, blond with a crooked smile, had lingered
when she arrived to clean his room.

“Hi, beautiful.”

Flattery got her into bed, the twenty dollars
he left on the dresser triggered thoughts of supplementing her
income. The motel manager demanded a kickback from her tricks.
After her first, she insisted the johns use protection. Pregnancy
would’ve been disastrous, would have forced her to answer the
questions: Would she be nurturing to make up for what she never
received? Like her mother, would she put the child up for adoption?
Was she even capable of love? That was her mindset before the
incident with her last trick.


Chapter Five

Valentina knocked before entering the ground
level room, announcing “maid service” as she inserted a rubber stop
to keep the door open. Air from the parking lot helped refresh
mustiness, but she also wanted a quick escape option. Once, a crazy
bastard with scraggily hair crouched behind a bed waiting to ambush
her. She’d fled screaming through the open door, and he ran off.
Normal guests would shout through the door, “Come back later,” or
simply weren’t there when she knocked. Johns she often found
sitting in bed, sometimes naked under the sheet, with lustful
grins, and money already atop the room’s crude wooden chest of
drawers.

When she was two steps inside this room, a
tall, well-muscled thirty-something emerged from the bathroom,
fresh out of the shower, a white towel wrapped around his
waist.

His leering smile displayed crooked teeth.
“My man, Teddy, told me you’re about to make my day.”

Apparently, one of his buddies had been
Valentina’s client. At least the dude had showered. She said,
“Fifty dollars.”

The smile faded. “Teddy told me twenty.”

She huffed. A negotiator. Not her first.
“Teddy misremembered. Fifty.”

“There’s twenty on the dresser.”

“I’m not eBay.”

His face showed anger. “You better be nice to
me.”

A yellow light flashed in her brain. She
couldn’t always tell the violent ones by appearance. A baby face
blackened her eye just for fun. After that, she carried a stiletto
tucked into her white uniform. If she got nervous about a guy,
she’d brandish the knife until she could escape. This guy looked
fit and quick. Producing the knife might just make him angrier. She
gave him her best smile. “I’m extremely nice for fifty
dollars.”

“I got something you’ll like.” He let the
towel hit the stained purple and brown rug. His self-satisfied look
indicated he thought he’d closed the deal.

Valentina tried not to sound bored. “Fifty
dollars.”

“Close the door. Strip and come here.”

“Fifty or get dressed.”

His fists balled. “Don’t disrespect me.”

She gulped. Time to flee. She backed towards
the door, but before she reached it, he shot forward, grabbed her,
and threw her onto the bed.

He muffled her second scream for help with a
hand over her mouth, as he ripped open her blouse. He’d easily
overpowered her. She couldn’t move.

He said, “Bite it, and I’ll break your
face.”

She could barely breathe from the pressure of
his knees on her chest. Her arms were pinned. She couldn’t get to
the knife.

Suddenly a forearm the size of a two-by-four
wrapped around the guy’s neck and yanked him off her, flinging him
against the dresser like he weighed nothing. His head smacked the
corner, opening a bright red gash.

The colossus pressed a huge boot on the man’s
neck. “Get lost or die. Your choice.” He waited a beat then removed
his shoe and the guy scampered to his feet holding his head, blood
dripping down his cheek. Scowling, he quickly donned his pants as
well as his shoes, grabbed his shirt, and took off.

The pressure from the john’s knees had
bruised Valentina’s chest and the press of his hand caused her
teeth to cut the inside of her mouth. She tasted blood as she gazed
up at her savior. He was ruggedly handsome with a scar above each
eye and short dark hair. He wore a bulging muscle shirt with the
words, Italian and Good Looking. Where will it end? His
brown eyes glanced at her ripped blouse. She gathered her wits. She
wasn’t wild about having that much man on top of her.

“Cover yourself.” He spoke calmly, despite
his burst of violence.

She complied, pulling together her torn
blouse. “Thanks for stepping in.”

He nodded.

She sat up on the bed. “I’m Valentina. What’s
your name?”

“Basso.”

Her eyebrows rose. She presumed only
celebrities went by a single name. “Just Basso?”

“Yeah. You Italian?” he asked.

She deflected questions about her personal
life. “If that’s what turns you on.”

He ignored her teasing and asked, “How old
are you?”

“Twenty-one.”

He scoffed. “Bullshit.”

Why all the questions? What did he want if
not sex? “Does it matter?”

He shrugged a shoulder. “Just curious.”

“Okay. Eighteen.”

He gestured. “You’re coming with me.”

“Close the door. We can do it here. Unless
your weight collapses the bed.”

He beckoned with some impatience. “Let’s go.”
He spoke with the confidence of a man experienced at giving
orders.

Although Basso had just saved her from a
rapist, trust wasn’t in her nature. “Why?”

He pulled out a wad of bills tucked inside a
gold lion’s head money clip, peeling off two hundreds and placing
them on the dresser.

Instinctively, Valentina’s hand went to the
stiletto. “What’s that for?”

“Nothing sexual is involved.”

“Are you one of those deviants who gets off
when a woman hurts them? I’ll kick you in the balls for free. Just
leave me alone.”

“The money’s supposed to give you confidence
I won’t take advantage of you.”

“Give me a break,” she said dismissively,
“money is always used for an advantage.”

“You’re not doing this anymore.”

“Why?”

“Nobody should be doing this.”

Her tone became defensive. “What’s it to
you?”

“The Lady of Mount Carmel’s Mother Superior
called.”

Valentina was surprised that Mother Superior
still worried about her. Since leaving the cloister, Valentina
hadn’t thought much about her. But why Basso? “You don’t look like
the type nuns have on speed-dial.”

“I grew up at the boy’s orphanage. She
learned what you were doing and asked for my help.”

Mother Superior knew she’d turned prostitute.
Valentina covered her embarrassment with a disdainful tone. “What
are you, the morality police?”

Basso’s smile turned weird. “Sort of. I kill
bad guys.”

The statement gave Valentina a chill. She
stood from the bed and pulled her knife. She knew she couldn’t
overpower Basso and her blade probably wouldn’t even penetrate the
slab of muscle he was, but she wasn’t being kidnapped without a
fight.

Basso blew out a breath before dialing his
mobile. “Yeah, it’s me. Tell her she’s fired.”

As he moved to hand her the phone, Valentina
raised the knife, so he threw it on the bed. “The motel manager
wants to talk to you,” he said.

Valentina didn’t take her eyes off him as she
grabbed the phone.

The motel manager said, “Valentina. You’re
fired.”

“Why?”

“Go with Basso.”

What the hell was happening? She threw the
phone back and said with some annoyance, “I’m not leaving.”

Basso sighed and took a chair that creaked
under his weight. “When you’re hungry, we’ll get something to eat.
You like pasta? My mother owns a trattoria.”

Another surprise. “You were adopted?” she
asked.

He nodded. “You’ll be staying with us.”

Her life was hardly ideal, but she was done
with being confined and told what to do. She responded defiantly.
“I’m not going anywhere.”

Basso leaned back, closing his eyes. “I’m in
no hurry.”


Chapter Six

The sun had almost set. Without a job,
Valentina had also lost her motel room. What was she going to do?
Work a corner? Sleep rough? Those cops who picked her up after she
ran away the first time had been right: the streets were dangerous.
She wondered if they were more dangerous than going with Basso.
He’d sat patiently for hours, plenty of time for him to do
something sinister. Boredom and hunger made her decision.

“No bull, you’ll take me to your mother?”

Basso sat up straight. “Absolutely.”

“We’ll get something to eat?”

“My favorite pastime.”

“I’ll need to get my stuff before we go,” she
said.

He was on his feet. “No problem.”

She grabbed the two hundred dollars off the
dresser and shoved the bills into her uniform pocket.

Basso stood outside while she changed in her
room, putting on tight jeans and a red pullover, leaving the torn
maid’s uniform on the bed. Everything she owned fit into a shoulder
bag. When she dropped the key at the front desk, the motel manager,
pig-faced, spotted Basso and fled to the back office, out of
sight.

Basso led her to his vintage blue GTO with
black leather seats and red trim.

She gawked. “Cool ride.”

Basso displayed the hint of a smile. “A
classic.” He opened the door for her before he squeezed behind the
wooden steering wheel, the bucket seat barely containing him.

“How fast is this thing?” she asked.

He smirked, pushed the silver-ball gear shift
into first and floored the gas. The tires squealed as they shot
from the motel’s parking lot. For Basso, speed limits were only a
suggestion, and he took corners like he was auditioning as a stunt
driver. Within fifteen minutes, they’d arrived at a Brooklyn
neighborhood restaurant with Mama Millie’s Bar and Trattoria
inscribed in red neon above a picture window. Two green garbage
containers had held the GTO’s parking spot. As they approached, a
swarthy guy deftly moved them to the curb, and Basso pulled in.

Valentina trailed Basso as he entered the
restaurant, stepping into a muted interior. To their left, an oak
bar with a long mirror extended through the space, with a series of
black leather stools hosting a raft of animated male drinkers.
Valentina and Basso’s entry evoked a few, “Ciao Basso,” then
“Whoa, who’s this?”

She shook her black mane and strutted toward
the restaurant area, bag over her shoulder, staring straight ahead
like a fashion runway model. She knew what men wanted.

Basso silenced the catcalls with a glare and
the men sheepishly returned to their drinks.

The rear opened into a wide seating area of
wooden tables and booths with red and white checkered vinyl
tablecloths. Hung along the walls were large photographs of various
Italian motifs, a Positano hillside, a Lake Como mansion,
Portofino’s harbor, Rome’s Colosseum, and Michelangelo’s David.
From overhead speakers, she could hear Dean Martin singing
“Memories Are Made of This.” Tableware tinkled. Diners’
conversations were spiked with loud outbursts and included waving
arms and gesturing hands.

As Valentina took in the scene, the kitchen
door opened, and she heard a booming woman’s voice. “She’s
here.”

A woman with an ample bosom and dyed-red hair
moved speedily for her girth, stripping off an apron, which she
tossed to Basso. “Take over the cooking,” she said, her eyes not
leaving Valentina.

He smiled and obeyed.

The woman said, “You’re beautiful.”

Before Valentina could speak, she was
enveloped in strong arms and squeezed close. The woman was warm and
smelled of the grill. Valentina felt like she’d been wrapped inside
a thermal blanket. The speed of the encirclement trapped her arms,
or she would’ve instinctively hugged back. As she released her, the
woman pressed a wet kiss against her cheek. Valentina noticed she’d
teared up. In her fifties, she had a deep white chin scar from a
badly stitched wound. Her forehead furrows and the lines around her
hazel eyes indicated her life hadn’t been filled with dress-up
dolls and spa treatments.

Holding her at arm’s length, she said,
“Valentina, I’m so glad you’re here. I’m Millie, but everyone calls
me Mama. Are you hungry? You must have something to eat. Basso’s
making spaghetti frutti di mare, seafood pasta, his
favorite.”

The nuns occasionally served pasta with
canned red sauce. Borderline edible
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