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The 42-foot long Hatteras sport fishing
cruiser tipped violently to the right followed by a crack as loud
as a sawed-off shotgun blast.

The two women sitting on the sofa were
pitched forward off their cushions. Across the salon, the six foot
two, 225 pound man flew backward off his barrel swivel chair like a
rag doll and slammed into the railing behind him. The cruiser
righted within a few seconds.

Picking herself up off the deck, Jane
Freeman shouted, “What in the hell was that?”

Josh Freeman jumped up and helped his
wife Mary to her feet. “It was just a rogue wave. Seas are starting
to act up. Nor’easter wasn’t supposed to come in until tonight or
tomorrow morning at the earliest.” He reached over the sofa to
securely latch the window that had slammed closed with a loud bang
just 30 seconds before. He jumped up the steps to the helm and took
manual control of the fishing boat.

Following him in a flash, Jane hurtled
up the three steps. Steely eyed with a noticeable tic in her right
eye, Jane got right in her father’s face. The 19 year old unleashed
a pent up tirade at Josh. “What kind of a father takes his daughter
out on the sea when a storm is coming up? What kind of husband puts
his wife in danger? This really sucks! You’re a worthless creep and
a bastard!”

“Come on, Jane, lighten up. Everything
is going to be all right,” said Josh. “I need you to get your act
together… you may need to help out here.”

“Get my act together! Screw that! You
put us in this freaking place and I’m not helping you get us out of
it!” scolded Jane.

The next wave hit the sportfisher
broadside and washed over the left side railing, knocking the
auxiliary 25-gallon marine ice chest loose and slamming it into the
fighting chair. The roiling blue green water funneled out the rear
deck side drains and the open rear transom door. A few hours
earlier they had pulled in a schoolie bluefin tuna weighing in at
about 80 pounds, hauling it through the transom door. Somehow the
door had failed to latch properly and was swinging back and
forth.

“I’m fed up with you two going after
each other’s throats!” Mary shouted. “I’m heading down to the rear
deck. It’s a mess and we can’t afford to lose those new Shimano
fishing rods and reels overboard. You know, the ones ‘you couldn’t
live without.’ I’m going to put your thousand dollar toys away in
the rod locker.”

“Damn it, don’t go back there!”
retorted Josh. “The sea is tossing us around like a washrag! It’s
too dangerous to be out on the rear deck!”

“Too late! You should have thought of
that before you started fighting!” And then he saw the back of her
brunette head bouncing down the steps from the salon.

Josh had to fully concentrate on
guiding the sportfisher through the menacing grey green waves that
were becoming nastier by the minute. The sky had turned a dark
charcoal hue in the past 15 minutes and the wind had picked up to
over 20 knots. The ominous blackening clouds started to spit a cold
rain. Even though they were a mere seven miles due east of the
Montauk, New York, lighthouse, he knew he would need a steady hand
to keep them out of trouble. It was early November and there
weren’t many boats in the area, so he couldn’t count on help in a
hurry.

He looked back and down past Jane
sitting with her arms crossed on the sofa in the salon. She had
“pompous little bitch” written all over her tightly screwed-up
face.

Down on the fighting deck, Mary was on
her hands and knees trying to pry open the rod locker built into
the hull under the right side railing. She had both of the large,
unwieldy Shimano rod and reel combos under her left arm as she
fought with the door. Finally it popped open and she shoved the
first fishing outfit into the holder.

Josh turned his eyes forward again to
pay closer attention to the worsening seas. He turned the pilot
cabin windshield wipers to high as the rain started to come in
sideways against the glass.

The rear deck was slippery and
treacherous from a combination of tuna blood, rainwater and wave
remnants. When the next wave rolled into the boat, Mary lost her
grip on the second fishing rig and it flew back toward the rear
railing of the boat past the fighting chair. She scuttled on all
fours to grab the rod. Just as she made contact, a solid wave hit
the left side of the boat, roughly lifted it and deposited a couple
hundred gallons of cold briny saltwater on the fighting
deck.

The wave caught Mary unaware and the
surging water pushed her out through the open transom door. She
screamed at the top of her lungs but her cry was drowned out by the
howling wind. “Oh, my God! Help me, Josh!” she screamed. Somehow
she was able to grab onto the top of the transom outer ladder with
one hand. Her feet were dangling in the Atlantic.

Josh glanced back again and saw Mary
hanging out the transom door precariously holding the ladder. He
instantly flew out of his captain’s chair and bolted down the steps
to the salon. He grabbed Jane and thrust her toward the controls,
yelling in her face, “Steer into the waves just like I taught you!
We need you at your best! Do it now!”

Crossing the salon in two bounds, he
took the steps to the rear deck in one leap and landed in a heap
next to the fighting chair. He used the bolted-down chair to regain
his balance and sprang toward the open transom as the boat rocked
back and forth like a hobby horse.

Mary was hanging on with all the
strength her wiry arms could muster. With a terrified look on her
face, she sobbed, “Josh, I’m scared! Help me! I don’t want to
die!”

“I’m here for you, baby! Hang on!” Josh
latched onto Mary’s right wrist with a grip like a vise lock. He
set his lower body, preparing himself for a solid pull to wrench
her back aboard.

At the controls, Jane saw the 25-foot
tall wave as it was building, and she tried to steer into it, but
it was too little, too late. The monster wave hit the Hatteras’
port side at full force. The wave was so powerful that the boat was
within a few degrees of capsizing.

When the massive wave hit and rolled
the boat, Josh saw what happened next like it was in slow motion,
although it must have taken only a couple of seconds. His body flew
up from the deck with Mary’s wrist firmly in his right hand. When
he hit the rear railing, he lost his grip on Mary and she was
launched into the churning dark blue sea.

The last thing Josh remembered was the
Igloo marine cooler sailing toward his forehead.

Josh leaped up in bed and let out a
bloodcurdling scream. His eyes were wide open and filled with
terror, his t-shirt completely soaked. It took him several seconds
to catch his breath as his heart raced out of control.

Another fucking dream, he thought. God
damn them. And he flipped on the light and reached for the bottle
of cheap Kentucky whiskey on the flimsy nightstand next to his
bed.
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The late model ebony
Escalade with pitch black tinted windows pulled up to the two-story
burnt red brick building and stopped with the engine running. On
the corner of Brighton Beach Avenue and 2nd Street in Brooklyn, New York,
the Samovar Tea House sat two blocks from the old Boardwalk and the
Atlantic Ocean. The myriad cracks in the masonry front were a sign
that the 110-year-old building was starting to show its age, but
the bright red awnings over the door and front windows were an
indication that there was still some life here. This was the heart
of little Odessa.

The driver of the SUV got out and made
his way to the rear passenger door closest to the curb. As he
opened the door, he picked up a strong salt smell from the Atlantic
even though he couldn’t see the water. It had been a warmer than
usual spring and the kids were already swimming in the
ocean.

Leaning into the open door, the driver
said, “There you go boys. I’m going to hang out here. The Boss
sounded really pissed when he told me to pick you up. Haven’t heard
him that pissed in a long time. Sounds like he wants to shoot
somebody… bang, bang, you know. ”

The first young man climbed out of the
back seat and immediately reached in his pocket for a pack of
Marlboros, shook out a cigarette, lit it and took a deep drag. The
second passenger pulled himself up by the door handle and stood
next to his colleague. Other than the cigarette in the first man’s
lips and the shade of their close cropped brown hair, they could
have been fraternal twins. Each was dressed in a navy blue Adidas
jogging suit with matching two tone suede leather running shoes. A
heavy gold chain hung around each man’s neck, resting on a white
muscle shirt.

“You worry too much, Yevgeny. If the
Boss shot one of us every time he was pissed off, there would be no
Brotherhood left here,” said the man around his clenched cigarette
as he crouched over to retie his right sneaker.

“Yevgeny, you know what Igor says is
right,” said the second passenger, stretching the kinks out of his
legs. “The Boss is always pissed. Keep your eyes open for cops… let
us know if any of those police bums come by.”

Igor pulled on the main door of the
Samovar Tea House and held it open. “I know the Boss is pissed,
Yuri,” he spoke quietly as his friend slid by him. “You don’t think
he will do something crazy, do you?”

“Nyet. Igor Vakovitch Fonaryov, you
know on the grave of your sweet Jewish mother that we’ll be all
right. No way. The Boss needs us. We are his lieutenants, his
leaders in training,” said Yuri Vinshtok in a calm, quiet
voice.

The two entered the main
room of the tea house which was decorated lavishly with burnished
rich red leather banquettes surrounding gleaming cherry wood tables
covered with crisply pressed linen tablecloths. Above each
banquette sat an enormous brass-plated samovar tea pot. The walls
were covered with good quality reproductions of late
19th century Russian impressionist paintings. Standing next to the
waiter’s station was a stuffed seven-foot tall brown bear with a
menacing face, snarling in a forever pose at the few patrons of the
tea house.

Igor and Yuri headed for a dimly lit
side room. They stepped through the doorway which was hung with a
curtain made of multi-colored glass beads and small brass bells,
which loudly announced their arrival. A giant of a man in a golf
shirt with arms the size of the bear’s limbs in the main room
approached them and ordered them to raise their arms.

“Sure, I know you’re only doing your
job, Gregor,” said Igor. “But it is disrespectful to pat us down.”
To which the giant responded, “I’m a bodyguard. I’m a bull and a
bull trusts no one.” The bodyguard removed a 9mm Glock
semiautomatic pistol from the rear band of Igor’s jumpsuit and a
.38 cal snub nosed revolver from a holster on Yuri’s ankle. “Spider
is waiting for you.” Gregor pointed into the room.

Dimitri Spider Solomon was sitting at a
cherry wood table across the dimly lit room. Above the table
suspended from the stamped tin ceiling was a knock off Tiffany lamp
depicting a hunter standing over a fallen deer. As the two men
walked up to the table, the light from the lamp played over Spider
with an eerie light.

Even sitting, it was clear that Spider
was a very tall man, as well as lean and wiry. The light red silk
sleeveless shirt accentuated his arms, shoulders and neck, every
square inch of which were covered with brightly colored tattoos, a
combination of animals, symbols and bands of color. His upper left
arm carried a tarantula squarely in the middle of his sinewy bicep.
The ink spider was facing upward staring into the eyes of a large
black rattlesnake that was coiled around his shoulder. The lifelike
creatures looked like they were preparing to do battle with each
other.

In front of Spider on the table was a
plate loaded with sturgeon; these fish had been caught, flash
frozen and air shipped from the Caspian Sea. There was also a small
bowl of pork loin and veal tongues. The only utensil on the table
was a long thin knife with a gnarled bone handle and an
exceptionally sharp pika blade.

“Sit down, you two, I need to speak
with you,” said Spider. They complied.

“Yuri Vinshtok, I hear we
have a problem at the warehouse over on West
15th in
Coney Island. Word is that federal agents have taken my cigarettes.
You promised me that we would have no problems. And now my
cigarettes are gone.” The man’s lean, hard face took on a steely
and menacing glare reminiscent of the spider on his left
bicep.

“Spider, we’ve got a problem. We were
guaranteed that the warehouse was a safe house unknown to the
federal agents or the locals. The cops are usually a real joke.”
Yuri spoke quietly.

“Silence! Don’t give me your excuses.”
Spider was seething. “There were 400 master cases of 50 cartons
each of Marlboros in the warehouse with a street value of $700,000.
You two punks cost me big!”

“We’re sorry,” pleaded Igor. “It was a
mistake and it won’t happen again.”

“Which one of you is going to pay for
this mistake?” said Spider, a look on his face similar to the face
of the hunter on the Tiffany lampshade. The two lieutenants made
eye contact in a flash and then looked away. Neither said a
word.

Like his trap door namesake, Spider
leaped forward and with one smooth motion, grabbed Igor’s left hand
and drove the bone handled knife through the exact center of the
back of his hand, driving it deeply into the cherry wood table.
Pinned to the table, Igor started to scream. He was silenced almost
immediately by the giant bodyguard who came up from behind and
whipped a plastic bag over Igor’s head, holding it firmly around
Igor’s neck so that no air could enter or escape. Igor’s neck
looked like a young sapling in the giant’s huge, meaty hands.
Igor’s eyes bulged in the bag and he struggled for nearly a minute.
On Spider’s hand signal, the giant removed the bag and cuffed Igor
on the back of the head. This revived Igor and he started moaning
quietly.

“Take this punk out of my sight. He’s
lucky I didn’t cut him up and use him for chum the next time I go
fishing.”

Yuri looked sick to his stomach and he
couldn’t stop shaking. Meekly he asked, “Boss, why did you make
Igor pay? Boss, I’m the one who made the deal for the
cigarettes.”

“Yes, you were guilty too,” said
Spider, his rage now under control. “But you owned up to it like a
man. Igor was weak. He was ‘sorry.’ There’s no place in the
Brotherhood for ‘sorry.’ But don’t worry, this is a lesson. If you
two cost me again like this, I’ll cut off your manhood and use it
for bait.”

Spider continued, “The Feds appear to
be close to the doorstep. Let us prepare our next plan of action.
Maybe it is time for a vacation. Or better, let us find some
willing young women and go on vacation.”
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The crowd was starting to gather at
Brasilia Beach in the late afternoon. The intense morning heat was
a distant memory and the mid-afternoon rain shower was replaced
with a cool breeze off the Baía de Guajará, one of the main fingers
of the convoluted estuary system of the Amazon River. Located less
than 10 miles from downtown Belém, Brazil, Brasilia was a small
river beach about 400 yards long and 150 yards wide with an
abundance of clean white sand. The mouth of the Amazon River was
about 60 miles away to the north by boat.

A line of ramshackle bars and snack
huts ran the length of the beach on the back edge of the sand.
Behind the flimsy wooden buildings was a long grove of mango trees.
It was early June and the fruit were a few months from harvest. The
fragrant trees were a reminder that Belém’s nickname was the City
of Mangoes.

About midway down the line of shacks,
Victor Santos stood in front of an open air bar with a plastic cup
full of cachaça, lime juice, sugar and ice, locally known as
caipirinha. The cold strong drink made from native sugar cane rum
was a welcome relief for Victor. He had driven his sputtering 100cc
dirt bike on a number of dusty roads to the beach from his home in
the shantytown of Condor on the south side of Belém.

Victor was dressed in camouflage
shorts, a white sleeveless t-shirt, flip flops and a University of
Miami Hurricanes ball cap. Twenty four-years-old, he stood no more
than five foot five inches tall, but he had the arms and legs of a
weightlifter. The expensive Ray Ban sunglasses had recently
belonged to a German tourist who was more than happy to give them
to Victor at their chance meeting in a public lavatory that morning
in the downtown Mercado Ver-O-Peso Market. Victor had clamped his
right hand firmly onto the German’s shoulder and reached for the
glasses with his left. The German handed the glasses over
immediately. Victor saw this as a good start to his day.

Victor was watching a group of three
young women leisurely stroll down the beach laughing and chatting
as they went along. They each wore a string bikini that looked more
like dental floss than cloth. He smiled and waved at them as they
passed by. “Como vai, gatinhas? How’s it going, babies!” He laughed
as they refused to make eye contact with him, rushing by and
picking up their pace. His eyes strayed to a familiar face on the
beach who was also admiring the scenery.

“Tudo bem? What’s happening?” yelled
Victor at his best friend and partner in crime, Geraldo da
Silva.

Geraldo waved as he walked toward
Victor. “Lindas mulheres! Gorgeous women! What else do you expect?
It’s early evening on Brasilia Beach.”

Victor replied, “Let’s get you a drink.
Cachaça? A beer?

“I hitched a couple of rides but I
walked too much between rides. I’ll have a cold beer.”

Victor strode up to the front of the
line of the nearest open air bar. “Give me an Antarctica,” he
demanded of the barkeep. Two of the young men in line started
protesting vigorously until Victor turned toward them, removed his
Ray Bans and glared at them with a remarkably wicked intensity. The
two immediately backed down, averted their eyes, and let Victor
finish his order.

Victor cradled the drinks and led
Geraldo to a battered wooden table on the beach where he sat down
on a low-slung sun-bleached plastic crate. “I have some business to
talk with you. It is time for the Ratos de Agua, my beloved Water
Rats, to make a big score.”

Geraldo’s eyes strayed to a lean,
statuesque, deeply tanned Venus passing close by their splintery
table.

As quick as a cat, Victor reached
across the table, grabbed the bill of the oversized New York
Yankees hat perched on Geraldo’s head and snapped his head towards
him. “Pay attention,” barked Victor. “This is
important!”

“Okay, okay,” yelped Geraldo, rubbing
his neck and taking a sip of his beer.

“Times are tough. The tourists are not
as thick as they usually are in the dry season. You can spend most
of a day and only pick a few loaded wallets,” complained Victor.
“And then there are the vigilantes.”

“Yes, the vigilantes are becoming a big
problem,” agreed Geraldo. “Did you hear two nights ago that Jose
Macedo was hit by the vigilantes? Jose was robbing a fat American
tourista coming out of a bar downtown near the Central Market. Two
guys with black hoods came up on motorcycles and grabbed Jose. They
took him into the alley by the bar and stomped him real good. He’s
on crutches now. The hooded guys told Jose that they were an
extermination team and next time he wouldn’t be so
lucky.”

“Bastards,” scowled Victor as he gulped
his caipirinha. “If I got my hands on them, I would make them
suffer for what they did to Jose. But payback on the vigilantes is
not the play.”

“So what do you have in mind, Boss?”
asked Geraldo.

“We need quick cash and for that we’ll
turn to the Amazon River,” continued Victor. “With the start of the
dry season, there will be many yachts coming to Belém filled with
fat Americans and Europeans with pockets full of cash.”

“And the tourists on the boats will
also have expensive cameras to photograph our parrots and monkeys!”
laughed Geraldo. “The cameras and gold watches and diamond jewelry
will be our fruit for the picking.”

“Geraldo, we’ll have to find the right
suckers. And catch them late at night on the water when they are
least expecting it. We’ll attack them when they think they are
safe.”

“In and out before they know
what hit them, Boss.”

“I need you to keep your eyes open,
Geraldo. Your cousin works at the Beira Rio Hotel bar on the south
side of Belém on the river. It is close to the Yacht Harbor. Tell
him to call you immediately if he sees any tourists flashing a lot
of cash. Or hears them talk about their big yachts.”

“I’ll see him tomorrow morning,
Victor.”

“And tell Reney to get that Yamaha
outboard fixed on his father’s big Zodiac. We’ll need it for our
score.” Reney da Costa, a long-time member of the shantytown pirate
gang, was a wizard at fixing maritime engines.

“Will do, Boss.”

“I’ll hatch this plan as we go along,
Geraldo. Call all the Ratos de Agua together for a meet tomorrow
night at the African Bar in Condor. I want Reney to join us. And
Ricardo Cardoso. Even Jose Macedo. Tell him I need him
healthy.”

“Sounds like a good plan, Victor.” And
as the sun was setting into the Baía de Guajará, the two young men
touched their plastic cups in salute to their new venture that
would make them both wealthy and turn around the fortunes of the
Water Rats.
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At exactly 9:00 a.m. on a glorious
morning in early June, Josh Freeman walked through the front door
of the Shagwong Tavern and immediately flashed on some good
memories at this funky dive just up the street from the Plaza
roundabout in what locals refer to as downtown Montauk. The owners
were good folks and always adding some new upscale wall hanging or
bronze antique to the Shagwong, but it was still a dive. That’s the
reason Josh liked the place. This is where he and his wife Mary had
come to chill out over the years and the location of his daughter
Jane’s 16th birthday dinner party.

Josh passed through the side hall to
the bar room and entered into a dimly lit world which was centered
around the massive and ornately carved cherry wood bar along the
back wall. The embedded carvings of mermaids and sea creatures were
masterfully done and very lifelike. Twenty five feet long and five
feet tall, the dark hued bar was well over 100-years-old and had
held up well through the years. It reminded him of the opulently
crafted Captain’s quarters on a sleek wooden Yankee frigate he had
seen at a maritime museum a few years earlier.

Josh made eye contact with Paulie the
bartender and lightly tipped his cap.

“Hey, Josh. Good to see you. Willie is
camped out at the end booth under the Disco Marlin.”

Josh turned to his right and headed
toward the far wall, the most prominent feature of which was a
homemade stained glass window depicting the sun setting behind the
famous local Montauk lighthouse, the iconic beacon that called to
fishermen from all over the world to test their mettle against the
famed waters off Montauk point for giant striped bass and chopper
bluefish. Hanging just above the window was the Disco Marlin, a six
foot long mount of a white marlin with day-glow anatomy including
an aqua-blue back, an orange and white face and a psychedelic pink
dorsal fin. To complete the 1970’s vibe, a lifelike painting of a
lithe, tan surfer hanging 10 graced the side of the
marlin.

“Welcome. Sit down, neighbor,” said
Willie Miles from the tall dark wooden booth directly beneath the
psychedelic marlin. Josh slid into the booth across from the man
who lived a couple of houses down from him on Star Island
Road.

“Thanks for… for agreeing to meet with
me,” continued Willie who was clearly agitated. His face was
flushed and he had trouble making eye contact.

“No problem. It’s been a while,” said
Josh with a smile.

Paulie interrupted them. “What’ll it
be, gents?”

After a short pause, Willie started.
“Two eggs-over easy, bacon, white toast. Coffee, black.”

Josh said quietly, “Just a tall bloody
Mary for me. Double shot, on the rocks, no extra crap.
Thanks.”

As Paulie headed for the kitchen,
Willie asked Josh, “When did you fall off the wagon? None of my
business, mind you.” Still there was no eye contact.

“Again, no problem. Guess it was when I
gained consciousness after being knocked out as Mary went overboard
back in November.”

“Jeez, I’m sorry, Josh. I didn’t mean
to offend you. I can only imagine the pain you’re going
through.”

“No offense taken.”

“Are you still running your fishing
charter service?”

“I’m taking a bit of a sabbatical, but
I’ll get back to it someday.”

“I understand that you’re a man that
can take care of himself.”

“What do you mean, Willie?”

“Mary once told me that you used to be
a Swift Boat machine gunner back in Viet Nam. And that you were a
private investigator in New York City before you moved to
Montauk.”

“The Mekong Delta is an eternity ago,
man. And it’s been years since I chased after lowlifes in the City.
So let’s get to the point. How can I help you, Willie?”

Paulie interrupted them with the
breakfast plate and the tall Bloody Mary. Josh hoisted the glass
and emptied half the contents with one strong pull. Willie pushed
the plate aside.

“I don’t want to pry, Josh. But I’m
between a rock and a hard spot here. You know my daughter, Sara. My
only kid.” After a long pause, Willie continued, “She ran away from
home.”

“What happened, Willie?”

“We’d been fighting on and off like
cats and dogs, ever since her mother took off. For a couple of
years now, Sara has one scumbag boyfriend after another. Each one
lasts a couple of months, they break up and then she brings in
another loser. The most recent one was a small time drug
hustler.”

“From Montauk?”

“Yeah, just a local kid. I blew my
gasket when I found a half pound of marijuana in her room. I knew
she has smoked pot and hash for years, nothing major. But this set
me off. That bag could mean serious jail time, even with our
Keystone cops around here.”

“Yeah, felony possession with intent to
deliver in New York could mean four years in the slammer or
more.”

“So I went a little crazy
and told her that she couldn’t stay in my house if she was going to
bring in illegal drugs. I ripped her a new one and said she
couldn’t come back until she got her act together. She stormed
out.”

“How long ago was that?”

“Two months ago. Early April. Not a
word from her since. I’ve left hundreds of messages on her cell
phone, which I still pay for. No response. I checked with the phone
company to see who she had been calling. Mostly calls to cell
phones that had been disconnected.”

“Were you able to connect with any of
the numbers?”

“Yeah, there were several calls to
Brighton Beach in Brooklyn. A place called the Samovar Tea House in
the Little Odessa neighborhood.” As he said this, Willie started to
noticeably squirm.

Josh knew the place from his days as a
PI. It was a Russian mobster hangout.

“And then yesterday I called Sara’s
cell line and it was answered by a young girl. She said that Sara
was in the bathroom, could she take a message. It was Jane, Josh.
She hung up when I identified myself.”

A cold blast rushed down Josh’s neck
and settled in his mid-spine. Josh hadn’t seen Jane since the day
of Mary’s funeral. He hadn’t spoken with his daughter since that
wickedly cold day in November. Her last words to him were, “I hope
I never see you again.”

“Josh, I’m worried sick about Sara and
Jane. Sara has jumped from penny ante crooks to the big leagues
now. And she’s brought Jane with her. I’ve got to believe that
those girls are mixed up with some really bad people. The stories
I’ve heard about those Russian mobsters. They’re ruthless. I don’t
know what to say. I’m so sorry I drove Sara out of my life. All I
want is to get her back home. Safe.”

Willie clasped his hands together so
hard the veins popped out. He lowered his eyes and sighed deeply.
After a long pause, Willie continued, voice cracking. “Please bring
our girls home. I’m begging you.”

Josh finished the bloody Mary with one
last gulp. He reached over and patted Willie’s shoulder firmly but
gently.

“Willie, I’ll go into the City and
check on the girls. It appears that they were okay yesterday. We
don’t know what they’re up to in Little Odessa. It could be
nothing. Pull yourself together. I need you to keep the
faith.”
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The water was as smooth as glass on
Dead Horse Bay along the breakwater at the entrance to Gateway
Marina in Brooklyn. It was a foggy morning with a heavier than
expected chill in the air for early June. Gateway was popular
locally because it had quick access to the Atlantic Ocean and it
could take boats of all sizes, although the owner who was also the
manager was known as a rip-off artist. Spider Solomon liked the
marina because it was only a short four miles from his headquarters
at the Samovar in Little Odessa.

Spider was at the controls of the
38-foot long Renegade patrol boat. As he powered down and came off
plane approaching the Gateway breakwater, the three 300-hp outboard
engines quieted from a scream to a loud and throaty rumble. The
boat was Spider’s pride and joy, constructed to the specifications
of the police patrol cruisers he had learned about in Colombia used
for chasing drug runners. The supercharged engines could fly over
the ocean. The central cabin was reinforced with bulletproof glass
and he carried 300 gallons of extra fuel. The sides of the craft
were a pearl gelcoat overlaid and crisscrossed with jet black
images of venomous spiders and their webs. Each side carried the
moniker “Spider’s Nest.”

Being close to the start of summer,
almost all of the slips were full with pleasure craft, but Spider’s
was the only boat moving on this early foggy Tuesday morning. As he
piloted the boat around the northern rim of the marina, Spider saw
Yuri Vinshtok standing on the pier at the foot of the slip he
rented to house his baby. Yuri waved as Spider dropped the engine
into neutral and the sleek boat came to rest against the dock
pilings. Immediately, two of Spider’s crew jumped off the boat to
tie it down securely.

Spider stepped out of the cabin and
waved Yuri aboard. “Come on in to the cabin,” said Spider. “Get out
of this cold. We’ll have a cup of tea together.”

“Sounds good. I can’t get rid of this
chill,” replied Yuri, reacting both to the cool atmosphere of the
marina as well as the tough conversation he knew he had
coming.

Pouring two cups of steaming tea from
the tall thermos on the formica table in the cabin, Spider gestured
for Yuri to sit down in one of the chairs surrounding the table. He
then walked to the main cabin door, waved his two deck hands away
from the entrance, and shut the door firmly. He returned to the
table with some lemon and sugar for the tea.

“Yuri, you look a little nervous. It
has been a week since the scene with Igor. Relax and enjoy the tea.
By the way, how is Igor doing?”

“Thank you, Spider. The tea is strong
and good. Igor’s hand is healing.”

“Remember I asked you to come up with
an idea for how to get us out of this tight spot with the federal
agents from Alcohol Tobacco and Firearms. And help us plan a
vacation. I have word that they will try to bust me soon. What,
pray tell, do you have to suggest?” Spider peered at him with
unblinking, bright eyes, reminiscent of a spider deciding when to
attack its prey trapped in its sticky web. There was no compassion
in those eyes. And Yuri was his fly.

“Well, Boss. My thought is to plan a
vacation that will also make us a truckload of money. It must be at
a place out of the reach of the federal agents. And there must be
little risk for us.” Yuri paused. Even though it was cool in the
cabin, he wiped sweat from his brow.

“Go on, I’m listening,
Yuri.”

Yuri took a sip of the strong tea and
cleared his throat. He knew he had to speak carefully but
effectively.

“Today you make a majority of your
income from drug deals. The prostitution is good as is the gun
business. But girls and guns are not reliable. The drug business is
the lifeblood, even though there are many hands out taking a piece
of the action. The demand for crack in Brooklyn is as strong as is
the desire for powder in Manhattan.”

“Yes, straying from what works well for
us has cost us dearly.” To emphasize his point, Spider took a pack
of Marlboros from his shirt pocket, shook one out and lit
it.

Yuri continued, “We get our cocaine
from the Russian freighters through the Port Authority of New York,
thanks to a payoff to my cousin who works there and looks the other
way when a certain specific cargo container is offloaded. The
Russian freighters pick up the product in Liberia, Africa. The
Liberians get the product by cargo jet from South America… usually
Colombia, Bolivia or Brazil. The Liberians package the product and
take 20 percent of the total profit.”

“You are trying to school me in the
drug trade, Yuri?” Spider sipped his tea and started to tap his
fingers impatiently on the table top.

“Here is where it gets interesting,
Boss. My cousin, Konstantin, had some drinks and a conversation at
a bar with a freighter captain who hails from the Bolshoi Port in
St. Petersburg on the Baltic Sea. My family has its roots in St.
Petersburg so they drank Green Mark vodka into the night and told
stories. Turns out the captain is related by marriage to my
grandfather. Turns out the captain also has a regular cargo route
between St. Petersburg, New York City and Rio de
Janeiro.”

“I see where you’re going, Yuri.
Continue.”

“We can cut out the 20 percent that the
Liberians charge for which they do very little. We cut out the
Liberians if we pick up the product in the city of Belém which is
on the northeast coast of Brazil. We transport the drug up to the
mouth of the Amazon and arrange for a meet with the Russian
freighter which is coming up the coast from Rio de Janeiro. We
cruise a few miles out to sea and deliver the cargo to the captain.
He continues on his route to New York City. My cousin pays the
captain the going rate out of his cut.”

A half-smile crossed Spider’s lips.
“Two questions. Who do you get the drugs from? And how do you
propose to get the product from Belém to a few miles out into the
sea?”

“I’m still working on the drug
connection but the guy that sold us the case of Kalashnikov rifles
last year, Ronnie, also has connections to the intermediaries for
the Colombians in Brazil. I’m working with him to find a reliable
source of powder in Belém.” Yuri paused and grinned.

“And what is your plan to get to the
freighter?”

“Ah, Boss, that is where the vacation
part comes in. I know you love the water and fine boats such as the
Spider’s Nest. I have located a company called Orion Charters that
rents luxury yachts all over Brazil. Once we make the deposit, they
will bring the yacht to Belém for us. We pick up the yacht, we make
the deal for the drugs, we deliver the cocaine to the freighter and
then we party in Brazil for a few weeks. The goods are delivered to
the New York Port Authority. My cousin delivers them under the
noses of the cops.”

“You have thought of just about
everything, Yuri. I like it. But what about the women? You know
that the Latin girls are beautiful, but they carry AIDS and
hepatitis.”

“I know how you feel about that,
Spider. I’ve made arrangements. Give me a minute.” And with that
comment, Yuri walked out the door of the cabin, continued to the
side railing and waved and whistled at the black Escalade parked in
the lot just off Flatbush Avenue.

The driver, Yevgeny Motova, jumped out,
opened the back door, and escorted two young women across the
gravel parking lot and along the marina’s wooden dock to the slip
holding Spider’s Nest. Yuri shepherded the two into the boat’s
cabin while the crew members ogled them conspicuously. The fog was
lifting off the channels in the marina and sunlight was breaking
through the moderately heavy clouds.

“Spider, I want you to meet these two
lovely young women.” Gesturing to the tall, curvaceous young blond
with a fine and delicate face, he continued, “This is Sara Miles
from Long Island.” And pointing to her shorter, brunette companion,
he continued, “And this is her friend Jane Freeman.”

Spider flashed a wide smile at the two
young women, his eyes lit by a ray of sunlight coming through the
cabin’s main window. “It’s a pleasure to meet you captivating young
women. You’re a welcome change for a cloudy day. And I see that
you’ve brought the sun with you. How would you like to go on
vacation with me?”
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The African Disco and Bar stood on
stilts not far from the Guama River in the shantytown or favela of
Condor on the southeast side of Belém. It was the largest wood
frame structure in the neighborhood and could safely and
comfortably hold up to 150 people. Every Saturday night, the
African packed in over 200 local revelers to drink, dance and
party. On the African’s dance floor, the excruciating poverty of
Condor was left behind for a few hours.

On this second Saturday of June, the
rain had stopped at dusk, but the broad plank walkway that led to
the entrance of the African was still soaking wet. A long line of
patrons led down the walkway and curled around the main elevated
pedestrian artery in this section of Condor. There was a flimsy
railing along the edge of the walkway and 10 feet below stood a
two-foot deep pool of rank, fetid water that was a reminder of the
recent rainy season. To an outsider, it always seemed like the
rainy season, but to locals, it was good to see the rains tail off
a bit at the end of May.

Victor Santos marched up the walkway,
past the waiting patrons to the main door of the Disco. He
disregarded the jeers, catcalls and threats from the assembled
throng. When he arrived at the door, he was confronted by a man
dressed all in black with a black cowboy hat and ostrich skin
boots. The man, whose sleeveless body shirt said “Boss” in large
bold white letters, stood at least a foot taller than Victor. His
arms were huge, each looking as big and as well defined as a
healthy leg.

“Que porra é essa? What the fuck is
this? What are you trying to do, little man?” shouted the bouncer
dressed in black. “Are you trying to cut in line?”

He had to shout over the deafening
cacophonous music emanating from inside the African. The 1980’s
rock music was shaking and bouncing the building up and down. It
was so loud the boards of the walkway under them were vibrating and
swaying.

“ É mesmo? Really?” retorted
Victor. “You want to try to keep me out of my own neighborhood bar.
You and what army?”

“Com certeza! Definitely! I’ll keep the
little man out. You’re not going to pull something at my bar!”
roared the enormous man clad in black.

“You’ll keep me out over my dead body!”
snarled Victor.

The bouncer paused for a few seconds
and started laughing uproariously. He pulled the Stetson off his
head and smacked it against his massive thighs in his tight black
jeans.

“Esqueça! Aw, screw it,” continued the
bouncer. “Enough playing around. Come here cousin. Give your
favorite blood relative a hug and a kiss!”

Victor cracked a broad grin from ear to
ear. “Come here, Cousin Jose. Yes, you’re my favorite cuz.” They
warmly embraced at the door which brought loud complaints from the
line of hopeful
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