
    


       

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    


    


      RIO INSIDIOUS CONNECTIONS

      Copyright 2025 © by Richard Grace and Printed Word Publishers.

      All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the author Richard Grace or Printed Word Publishers. 

      Contact: Printed Word Publishers
PO Box 2345
Acton, MA 01720

      This is a work of fiction inspired by real events. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author. The author has neither witnessed nor participated in any criminal activities portrayed in this story.

      Cover photo courtesy of and copyright Free Range Stock.
Cover design by RG and Printed Word Publishers. 
Interior design by Lance Buckley

      First edition: 2025

      ISBN: 979-8-9917681-0-8 (ebook) 
ISBN: 979-8-9917681-2-2 (paperback)
ISBN: 979-8-9917681-1-5 (hardcover)    

      Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data has been applied for.

      Printed in the United States

      10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1

      RichardGraceAuthor.com

    




      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    


		
			In honor of those who have illuminated my path:

			Eleanor Grace

			Dick Grace

			Doreen Grace

			Rita Grace

			My extended Kenyan brothers and sisters:

			Mercy and Sammy Maina

			John and Agnes Mungai

			

			A special thank you to:

			My Carioca brothers

			Anita Mbabazi

			James Njuguna

			Joan Webster

			Christine Taylor

			Ken Kate

			Grace Murugu

			Dick Mambo

			Angela Escalante

			Kate Fitzgerald

			Paul Austin Ardoin

			Louise Homer

			And my editors:

			Amelia Beamer

			Michael McConnell

		


		
			
​1

			Fire meets blood, beauty meets danger, passion meets despair, 

			wealth meets poverty, celebration meets violence. 

			Soulful rhythms speak a language that binds its people, 

			reveals their secrets and ignites their spirits. 

			In Rio—expect the unexpected.

			—Richard Grace

			author of Rio Insidious Connections

			

			New York City, December 1991

			“Damn it,” I muttered, patting down my pants pockets as we strode into the VASP Airlines departure terminal.

			“What happened?” Steve asked, watching my frantic gestures like a spectator at a magic show.

			“That cabbie take off?”

			“He’s long gone. Don’t tell me you left your passport?”

			“My sunglasses—I could’ve sworn I hooked ’em on my collar.”

			Steve shook his head. “Thinking it and doing it...” He let out a short laugh. “Two different things.”

			“Yeah, thanks for that, Dad.”

			“How are you gonna find your ‘Girl from Ipanema’ now, squinting through that blinding Rio sun?”

			“When did you become the Albert Einstein of travel screw-ups?”

			“Today.”

			I jabbed a finger toward the sky. “I’d still have ’em on my head if that damn sun hadn’t pulled a Houdini.”

			“Yeah, you would.”

			“They were Vuarnet. Expensive as hell.” But there was nothing I could do about it. We had a plane to catch.

			After checking in and snagging our boarding passes, we hoisted our carry-on luggage and made our way to the nearest watering hole, at the terminal’s far end. From there, we could watch planes arriving and departing.

			“Hello, gents. What’ll it be?” The bartender grinned, flipping the pom-pom of her red Santa Claus hat from her face, weighed down by a small brass bell.

			“A round of Buds,” Steve declared. “That’ll do the trick.” He slammed his fist down on the bar like he owned the place.

			“You boys must’ve been naughty.” A smirk crossed her face as she began filling two frosty mugs. “Coal in your stockings, huh?”

			“Perhaps we were bad boys.” I flashed a grin. “Or perhaps we need this adventure to see how bad we can get.” I pointed at the game on the TV next to the rack of empty beer bottles behind her. “Looks like Santa’s pissed. Our Celtics are getting pummeled by the Knicks.”

			I turned to her. “What’s your name?”

			“Destiny.”

			“For real? It’s not a nom de guerre?”

			“Destiny it is.” She slid the frosty mugs in front of us. Her eyes flicked to the window, where the snow swirled like the blizzard of the decade. “Wouldn’t want to be caught out in this mess. Heading someplace warmer, I hope?”

			I nudged Steve in the ribs. “Mr. Twinkle Toes, the tango dancer, kept insisting we fly to Buenos Aires. Not me. Rio all the way, baby.”

			“That’s a lot of you-know-what.” Steve laughed, poking my side. “This character was set to ‘Rock the Casbah’ on the ‘Marrakesh Express’ right into Morocco.” 

			Turning my attention to the snow-covered tarmac, I envisioned the glistening white sands of Copacabana and Ipanema beaches, the sun dancing on the water, the beautiful women strolling, and the promise of freshly concocted caipirinhas. My girlfriend and I had just broken up, and I needed an adventure to feed my mind. I was ready to move on.

			Destiny tossed her head flirtatiously. “A little early for New Year’s revelry.” Her jingle bell jangled.

			“Won’t be if our flight gets delayed,” I said, raising my glass and clinking it against Steve’s. “Cheers!”

			A voice crackled over the loudspeaker: “VASP flight One-Zero-Six-Zero to Rio de Janeiro is now boarding at gate thirty-two.”

			“Shit!” Steve slammed his glass on the bar.

			“Easy, boy. We can down these and still make it to the gate in plenty of time.”

			Steve shook his head, gesturing to the TV. “Ewing just dunked over Parrish. We got blown out.”

			

			“All right. Destiny, we’re outta here. What do we owe ya?” I asked, sliding off the bar stool.

			“Fifteen bucks—don’t forget the tip.”

			“I got it, Steve,” I said, yanking a wad of cash from my pocket.

			“Not a problem, Destiny.” Steve slapped a fifty on the bar, his smile wider than a jack-o-lantern’s grin. “My friend here’s a little slow with the cash. Think he dropped half of it on the floor.”

			Steve was proud he’d beat me to the punch.

			“Change, boys?”

			“Merry Christmas!” Steve said.

			“You boys be careful in Rio.”

			I shot her a look. “With this guy?”

			Steve smirked.

			“USA Today reported roving gangs, AIDS, and assaults on tourists—all at a yearly high.”

			“Hopefully, that’s not our destiny,” I replied.

			“Nice pun,” she said.

			“Unintended.”

			We guzzled our beers with the urgency of thoroughbreds exploding through the gates at the Kentucky Derby. Glasses down. We pushed toward boarding. As we approached, murmurs of concern rippled through the crowd.

			“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, and Merry Christmas,” the attendant announced. “VASP flight One-Zero-Six-Zero is full.”

			I stared in disbelief. “You gotta be kidding.”

			“We’re getting on that plane!”

			“No shit! We came all the way from Boston last night. We’re on our way now.”

			“Even if they have to drag us off, we’re getting on.”

			“Look around. Everyone’s thinking the same thing.”

			The attendant offered to comp a future flight to passengers willing to relinquish their seats. We dismissed the offer without a second thought. With the determination of Genghis Khan heading into battle, I advanced to present my ticket and passport.

			

			The attendant’s voice landed like a detective’s interrogation.

			“Where’s your visa?” she demanded, her tone slicing through the murmurs of the crowd. Passengers around us fell silent, hoping their seats weren’t overbooked.

			“I... W-what visa?” I stammered. My voice cracked, and my heart skipped. I felt like a prisoner begging for mercy before the review board. 

			She pressed her scrutinizing gaze closer. A hint of her perfume—a sultry blend of amber, vanilla, and something spicy I couldn’t place—lingered as she examined the pages of my passport. Each entry and exit stamp testified to my nomadic existence.

			I stood defenseless, my shoulders slumped, stripped of the armor I’d worn just moments before. My swagger—gone. I was a warrior without a sword, my bravado crumbling under her unwavering scrutiny.

			I should have known better.

			“Next in line.” She motioned me toward the side wall.

			“I guess it doesn’t bode well for me either. I’m in the same boat,” Steve muttered, shaking his head in disbelief.

			“Without an oar,” I blurted. “Steve, what the fuck! That travel agent never said anything about a visa.”

			“Nothing. It’s too late to sort it out now, but when we return, I’ll get money back for the screw-up.”

			“Ya think? This trip should be on them.”

			“Forget about it. What’s done is done.”

			Two other passengers, victims of the overbooking, were quickly ushered back into line. We wouldn’t even get the free tickets.

			“Isn’t this perfect? Just the right time for the shit to hit the fan,” I quipped, raising my hands in mock surrender.

			“Maybe we should break through?”

			“To the other side?”

			We gathered our bags and headed toward the exit.

			“Guess Destiny had a damn good reason to worry,” Steve said. “We haven’t even left, and we’re screwed.”

			

			“Yeah, coal in our stockings, for sure.”

			Old Mr. Claus had it out for us this Christmas night. The Brazilian Consulate was closed until Friday.

			“Looks like we weren’t good little boys after all,” Steve said. “And two days to kill.”

			“Don’t worry—we’re in the Big Apple, brother.”

			“The city that never sleeps.”

			“Exactly. Why start being good when naughty is nice.”

			We spent Wednesday and Thursday nights at a notorious strip joint, swallowed by the neon glow of debauchery. The interior walls were plastered with poster-sized shots of international talent, each one promising a sizzling performance. One poster showcased a sultry dancer in a sheer sequined outfit, sexy librarian glasses perched on her nose, her come-hither gaze daring us to step closer.

			“You won’t need those fancy sunglasses to find your ‘Girl from Ipanema’ in here,” Steve joked, poking me in the ribs.

			“Probably not.”

			“This will take the sting outta that damn breakup.”

			“Yeah, wouldn’t mind finding someone during this trip.”

			“You will.”

			“Let’s grab that marble-topped table a few rows back.”

			Steve struggled to hear over the blaring tunes. I waved him ahead. As we settled in, a sultry voice slipped through the noise and found us.

			“Evening, boys.”

			“Why, hello,” Steve replied.

			“You guys want company?” she asked.

			I couldn’t resist. “My friend here, Mr. Twinkle Toes—sorry, Señor Buenos Aires—only snaps his heels together when the dance track’s right. But trust me, when he does, it’s magic.”

			“So, I could be that lucky lady?” She lifted her bare heels, rising and dropping on the balls of her feet.

			Steve donned a mischievous grin; a sparkle lit his eyes. But he didn’t budge from the seats we’d just claimed.

			

			“Whenever you’re ready, just signal.” She blew a kiss before wandering off to entice another patron of the arts.

			I nodded. “Sounds good, thanks.”

			Steve smiled at my slice of humor. “Mr. fucking Twinkle Toes, cut the bullshit!”

			Over the years, Steve had convinced himself he moved and grooved like John Travolta in Saturday Night Fever. In reality, he resembled Willy Wonka squaring off with Father Time in a nursing home dance contest.

			Steve scanned the bustling club. “Did you expect this many people?”

			“It looks like a few sordid souls with nothing better to do.”

			A bevy of dancers drifted by, offering company. We let most pass, but if they had that exotic South American flavor, we’d take notice. It was damn hard, but we were hell-bent on holding out for someone who captured Rio’s untamed spirit. In the words of Lou Reed—we were ready to take a walk on the wild side.

			“Speak of the devil, a Ricky Martin song. Looks like your chance to get to the plate.” I grinned.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Your girl’s waving.” I nodded toward the enthusiastic dancer vying for his attention.

			Steve turned and caught sight. “Maybe I’ll take a swing.”

			“Don’t forget your Louisville Slugger.”

			He returned her wave.

			“Maybe you can hit one out.”

			Like rock stars, she and another dancer wove their way through a throng of ardent admirers.

			Steve smiled. “A two-for-one special’s headed our way.”

			Scoping out the talent was a challenge, but these knock-outs hit like a hammer. Killer looks—dark eyes that sucked you in, skin that lit up like smooth caramel, and confidence that was sexy as hell.

			

			“About time you boys had company,” Steve’s girl declared with practiced charm. 

			“Hey, tough choice, but surrendering to you two?” I said with a wry smile. “Let’s get it on.”

			They were working us, no doubt, but damn, they were hot.

			They introduced themselves as sisters from Caracas, Venezuela, seasoned veterans of the striptease circuit. Their smiles, as polished as their routine, were a testament to their professionalism. With flirtatious posturing honed over the years, they enticed us deeper into their world, setting the stage for what was to come.

			“What are your names?” a sister asked.

			“Richard.”

			“Steve.” He leaned back, catching himself before he tipped over.

			“Thought you were Mr. Twinkle Toes?” The other sister shot Steve a playful glance, her laughter dripping with poise. “I’m Tempest, and this is Vixen.” 

			“Double trouble,” I said.

			“Clever, Richard,” Tempest replied, slapping me a hard, high-five. “And that Boston accent, I love it,” she added with a teasing grin. Her words were as rehearsed as their stage routines.

			As the song wound down, the sisters hastened to keep the hustle alive, eager to sustain the momentum of their performance.

			“You boys...” Vixen purred.

			“Yes?” Steve leaned in, his tongue sweeping his lips.

			“The VIP room’s etched into your foreheads.”

			“Damn, that sounds torturous,” I teased. “Got a mirror? I’d like to take a look—though I feel fine.”

			With that, we rose to our feet, holding hands with our new friends as they led us to the VIP room, like two lemmings heading straight for a financial cliff.

			Forty-five minutes and countless drinks later, we’d finally had our fill. We bade farewell to our Venezuelan Angels, thanking them for the scintillating show. 

			

			“Damn, they were hot!” Steve exclaimed, adjusting his crotch with a satisfied grin as we left.

			“Next level, my brother.” I mirrored Steve’s adjustments. “If we spent any more time with them, we’d be broke before leaving the States.” 

			After leaving the club, we searched for a cab to the hotel, only a mile away. 

			Steve froze, flipped his pockets inside out. “Come on! You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” He groaned, head back, eyes to the sky like he’d been possessed.

			“What’s going on, brother?”

			“That Venezuelan swiped another five hundred. It was folded up, hidden in this little pocket.” He kept rummaging through his pants in disbelief. 

			Steve’s impulse was to rush back into the joint and make a scene, but I demanded he write it off. Little did we know, a storm was brewing south of the border, one that would teach us lessons far beyond stolen money. 

			—

			Monday morning hit like a hangover. We dragged our sorry asses into the Brazilian Consulate, nursing the bitter taste of our delayed vacation. The stern representative at the helm issued a series of reprimands that left us shaking our heads. To get the documentation we needed, we had no choice but to play by the rules. She instructed us to get two passport-sized photos and return by noon. Fortunately, a shop on the first floor could handle that. We zipped into the elevator to complete our task. 

			I noticed a USA Today left behind as we entered the store to get in line. “This must be the article Destiny warned us about.”

			“Let me see it,” Steve said.

			In big, bold letters the headline screamed, “AIDS, Drug Gangs and Assaults on Tourists!”

			

			“And this is where we’re headed?” Steve mused. “Maybe those golden sands of Copacabana and Ipanema are just there to lure tourists, so locals can rip them off.”

			“You just got taken for five hundred big ones in NYC.”

			“How many times you gonna remind me?”

			“What do you think will happen in Rio?”

			“It sucks getting ripped off, but I’m over it.” Steve shrugged.

			A young guy behind us interjected. “Don’t pay too much attention to that article. Every city has its issues. Rio’s spectacular. Its people, food, ambiance, and culture are irresistible. Just take it all in, let it spread through your senses. But remember, like many cities, there’s a cautionary tale lurking within its magnificence. You’ll see things you’ve never seen before.”

			“Damn, guy, you sound like T. S. Eliot,” I said, impressed by his vivid portrayal.   

			“One of my favorite poets, along with Emily Dickinson and Sylvia Plath.” 

			“That poetry crap is above my pay grade. What about the women?” Steve asked.

			“The finest in the world, my friend.” He proudly flashed a passport-sized photo from his wallet. “Meet my wife, Tatiana.”

			Curious, I asked, “What are you doing in line here?”

			“I need to renew my visa. Haven’t gotten my Residência Permanente yet.” 

			“Sounds like a pain in the ass,” Steve said.

			“I can’t argue with that.”

			Despite my extensive travels across Central and South America, where laws were scarce, corruption rampant, and gringos met with less than exuberance—I found myself second-guessing our next move. The newspaper and that guy’s mixed signals had me questioning everything. But hell, it was Rio—exotic and unpredictable. Romance, adventure—everything we craved. It deserved a spot on the bucket list.

			We were young. Rio was a chapter we couldn’t leave unwritten.
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			We stood at New York’s JFK International Airport, visas in hand, Rio beckoning like a long-lost hidden treasure waiting to be discovered. Adrenaline ripped through our veins, but a nagging unease lingered. What loomed ahead?

			 —

			The atmosphere in the plane was relatively calm, aside from restless Brazilian kids struggling to endure the nine-hour flight. Unbeknownst to us, some airlines still allowed passengers to smoke on board, and the Brazilian airline VASP was one of them. Cigarette smoke pervaded the cabin, hovering like clouds on a windless, hazy day. We coughed. Our eyes watered. This had better be worth it. 

			At 5:30 the following morning, the pilot announced, “We’re forty minutes from landing at Rio de Janeiro’s GIG Airport. The weather is partly sunny, ninety-eight degrees, with the chance of torrential downpours.”

			We had no clue what was coming. Portuguese was a mystery, the Brazilian culture even more so. But that didn’t matter. Our mission? Ignite romance, fuel adventure, throw caution to the wind, and above all, savor every wild second.

			

			We navigated through the intricate maze of the Rio de Janeiro Galeão International Airport (GIG) and joined the queue for customs. Two hours later, we stepped into the heart and soul of Brazilian life.

			Customs spat us out into a tornadic swirl—blaring horns, barking voices, and grasping hands clawing to pull us in. Money changers, taxi drivers, and limo hustlers closed in like hungry lions circling wounded prey. We brushed them aside, refusing to be sucked into their bullshit.

			Brazilian women weren’t just beautiful—they were hypnotic. An effortless allure draped over them, woven into every glance, every movement. Their style, their presence, the way they carried themselves—it wasn’t just captivating, it was a force. We couldn’t look away. Hell, we were hooked, and we hadn’t even stepped outside the airport.

			Inquisitive eyes locked onto us, tracking our every move like radar cutting through a fog-choked night. We weaved through the chaos, searching for an exit. But our restless eyes, out-of-place attire, and clueless sense of direction made us easy marks. We might as well have had first-timers in Brazil stamped on our foreheads.

			Steve pointed near the exit doors. “The currency exchange window.”

			“Good idea. Grab some quick cash—we can find a better rate in the city later.” I clutched my dollars, ready to convert them into Brazilian reais. “Shit!” I felt the absence of something that should’ve been in my pocket.

			“What?”

			I froze, my head bowed. “My safe traveling companion—my watchdog—it’s gone.” 

			“Who’s that?”

			I shook my head in disbelief. “My Saint Christopher medallion. My dad wore it on Okinawa like it was fused to his chest—through bombings and kamikaze attacks, through wounds, through hell, just to stay alive.” I paused. “Probably lost it at the bar in NYC when I grabbed cash from my pocket to pay the tab.”

			“You’re two for two.” Steve smirked. “At this rate, you’re a shoo-in for the Oscar of bone-headed travel blunders.”

			Money in hand, we stormed out of the terminal and plunged straight into the chaos of taxi negotiations. It was an epic battle—drivers jacking up prices, shoving for more as we pushed back with equal force. My patience snapped. This wasn’t just a deal—it was a war of wills, and neither of us was backing down.

			“Steve, get in this cab.”

			“But this guy’s taking us for twenty-five bucks.”

			“Screw him! Our bags are in this clown’s trunk.”

			“How’d that happen?”

			“No friggin’ clue. I was thinking about the sunglasses, my dad’s medallion. I turned, and there they were, in the trunk. I’m tired, man.” We had no choice but to get in the taxi or risk never seeing them again.

			“Look at this piece of crap. It looks like something from the Flintstones,” Steve said.

			“So try not to stomp—we might end up in Bedrock.”

			The windshield was cracked in two places, and the dashboard was missing the small black box with red neon LED lights that displayed the fare.

			“To the beach,” I said.

			No response.

			“Didn’t you bring a Portuguese phrasebook?” I asked.

			“I did.”

			“Well!”

			“Well, what?” Steve played the smart-ass.

			“This would be the perfect time to pull it out.”

			“It would, but it’s in the trunk.”

			Thrown into the mainstream of Rio’s daily grind, we endured the stench-filled, claustrophobic cab as it lurched into the unknown. Music blared from a single dashboard speaker, its deep gash transforming a good song into static-filled annoyance. The harsh reality of a hillside ghetto smacked us in the face as we sped toward Copacabana.

			“Look at the smog,” Steve said.

			“Worse than Los Angeles.” It draped itself over the entire landscape like a blanket thrown over a bed on a cold New England night.

			The stench was inescapable—open sewers and piles of trash, abandoned like relics of a collapsed civilization, poisoned the air. We craved even the faintest hint of AC. From the back seat, Steve jabbed at every button on the dashboard, but most were broken or missing entirely. Our driver didn’t give a shit about our comfort. Later, we learned that cabbies in Brazil saved gas by ditching air conditioning altogether.

			Trying to get the gruff, chain-smoking driver’s attention was like shouting into a hurricane. We spoke English; he spoke Portuguese—need I say more? The effects of the airport Budweisers and Captain and Cokes had worn off, leaving behind a dull headache that throbbed like distant war drums. The alcohol-fueled adrenaline had faded, leaving us trapped in this disgusting cab with a lunatic.

			Sweat poured as the stifling heat and suffocating humidity clouded my senses. Exhaustion, or maybe just the oppressive air, had me questioning reality. Were we driving in circles? It felt like we were trapped in some endless loop, passing the same buildings, caught in a maze of unfamiliar streets. The cabbie jabbered in Portuguese, wired like a caffeine junkie, pausing only to drag on his cigarette to blow smoke like a busted exhaust pipe.

			“This fucking guy’s a clown. Tell him to stop so I can grab the phrasebook.” 

			“What’s the word for stop?” Steve smirked.

			—

			

			I thought about Terry Anderson, the American journalist released from captivity by Hezbollah in Lebanon and wondered what it would feel like if we were in the Middle East. We could’ve been the perfect gift for Islamic terrorists looking to make a statement—a couple of dumb-ass gringos stuck in a cab with a whacked-out driver, headed God knows where. Still, we found humor in it. 

			Giving up on the word for “stop,” we shouted “Copacabana!” It needed no translation. No phrasebook.

			“You’re gonna lose that arm, hanging it out the window like that,” I said as the cab sped along at a NASCAR pace, swerving between lanes with no regard for other vehicles. Motorcycles zipped by at breakneck speeds, like wild beasts unleashed after days of captivity, their revving engines punctuated by sharp whines.

			“Shit, that was a close call. Those buffoons must be going a hundred miles per hour,” Steve said, his voice lost in the rush of wind and noise from the passing stunt riders.

			“That was Schwarzenegger chasing John Connor and the T-1000.” It was like we’d stumbled into an out-of-control action movie. But this was no scripted adventure. This was Rio de Janeiro, slapping us in the face with the dangers of everyday life. The last thing we wanted was to put our lives in the hands of a half-baked cab driver in the heart of South America. But we had no choice. We were in for the ride, clinging to anything we could—with no means to escape.

			Finally, the breakneck pace eased as we rolled onto Copacabana’s bustling beachfront. Cars and pedestrians jammed the streets like flamingos flocking at Lake Nakuru in Kenya along the endless stretch of two-way roads. 

			“Everyone’s out today,” I said, admiring the stunning women at every street corner. 

			“It’s like a Victoria’s Secret fashion show,” Steve said, his voice rising, eyes locked on the women strutting the strip in a kaleidoscope of colors. “Copacabana was quite the scene back in the forties. Any spots from back in the day still around?”

			

			We stopped at a red light.

			“Right there,” I said.

			“Where?”

			“The place with the fancy entrance—that’s the Copacabana Palace Hotel.”

			“From that song?”

			“What song?”

			“Her name was Lolah... at the Colo, the Colobanana. Something like that.”

			“Colobanana?” I snorted. “What the hell are you thinking—shoving a banana where the sun don’t shine? It’s Copacabana, jackass. Barry Freakin’ Manilow. Nightclub in NYC—not a fucking fruit-filled colonoscopy.”

			“That song’s about a nightclub in NYC?”

			I nodded.

			“You sure ’bout that?”

			“Listen, Twinkle Toes,” I said, “I’m positive. This hotel opened in 1923. It was the hotspot for celebs—Orson Welles, Princess Diana, Winston Churchill—they all stayed there.”

			Steve nodded, learning on the fly. “I can see why people liked the place. Pretty cool. Any other star attractions?”

			“Just look out the window.”

			“Where?”

			“Keep looking, you’ll see ’em.”

			Steve flashed a mischievous grin. “All right, Mr. Britannica, hit me with a juicy story from back then. You know so much, except how to talk with this cabbie.”

			“You got me there, big boy. Marilyn Monroe and JFK slipped into the Copacabana Palace unnoticed by the Secret Service for a weekend rendezvous. She was caught topless poolside, flirting with several pool boys while Kennedy was sleeping off a hangover.”

			“No shit? That’s the kind of story I’m talking about. Think we can get lucky like those pool boys?”

			“Maybe, but...”

			

			“But what?”

			I couldn’t stop laughing.

			“What’s so damn funny?”

			“I made it up.”

			“Asshole.”

			The pounding rhythm of Brazilian music reverberated along the beachfront, stirring even the most sluggish souls into motion. Its infectious beat compelled movement—I found myself swaying. Street vendors threaded through throngs of people, their voices blending with the crowd as they hawked their wares. The aroma of popcorn mingled with the tang of sea salt, creating an intoxicating blend.

			“Man, this place is alive,” I said. “I’m loving the vibe.” The cab driver twisted awkwardly as the car kept moving. “Vocês querem ir a um hotel?” (Do you both want to go to a hotel?)

			“Buddy, could you wait a fucking minute? Let me grab the phrasebook,” I said.

			“Huh?” he responded.

			Stopping wasn’t in the cards.

			The only word we understood—hotel. Thank God, with the endless expanse of high-rises, tropical trees, and beaches, there were plenty to choose from. We pointed to the tallest, most brightly colored hotel, midway from where we’d entered Copacabana. The cab eased into the entrance and came to an abrupt stop.

			“Welcome,” the steward greeted with an inviting smile.

			I grinned. “Things are looking up.” Within moments, our bags were in the bellhop’s hands and delivered to the registration desk. The driver paused his relentless chain-smoking, which had plagued us for the forty-five-minute ride.

			“Noventa reais,” he snorted, shaking his head.

			“Buddy, noventa this,” I said, scratching my nose with my middle finger.

			

			Whatever “noventa reais” meant—the “final price”? Puzzled, we moved toward the reception, hoping someone spoke English. After that horror show, we had no intention of overpaying.

			A brisk tap on my shoulder stopped me before reaching the front desk. The cabbie was the glue that couldn’t let go. He babbled in Portuguese more assertively.

			The stunning young woman behind the desk translated the verbal assault. He wanted ninety reais, about thirty bucks. That seemed fair, so we paid it.

			“Obrigado,” he murmured, grabbed another cigarette, and disappeared into the street.

			I turned. “Nice riding with you buddy—not.”

			The desk clerk chuckled.

			“We could’ve saved five bucks with that other cabbie,” Steve teased.

			“Sure, and our luggage would’ve ended up in Timbuktu.”

			—

			We checked in for our twenty-one-day stay. Then, with receipts and credit cards in hand, we followed the bellhop, passing through the lobby to the elevator.

			Lush flowering green plants billowed over decorative clay pots sitting atop the most incredible marble floors we’d ever seen. This hotel was in stark contrast to the stench-filled ghettos we passed on the ride in, highlighting the divide between wealth and poverty.

			We hurried to catch the bellhop.

			“Damn, dude, watch where you’re going,” I said as Steve nearly tripped over himself, lost in a sea of beautiful women.

			“Blame it on Rio.”

			Everywhere we looked, young, middle-aged, and older Brasileiras (Brazilian women) were drop-dead gorgeous.

			“It’s outta hand. There’s no doubt about that.”

			Steve sounded as though he’d discovered something nobody was aware of. “Everything’s hotter in Rio.”

			

			“Well, Captain Obvious, you might be on to something.”

			Our room on the eighteenth floor overlooked the immense expanse of Copacabana Beach. We’d been traveling for days and were pretty beat. Steve opted to snooze, but I couldn’t resist the urge to explore a little.

			Leaving the air-conditioned comfort of the lobby, the suffocating humidity coiled my torso like the relentless squeeze of a python, making each breath a struggle against its tightening grip. Despite the fading adrenaline from the ride in, I trudged toward the iconic Copacabana boardwalk, the black-and-white tiles stretching out like some fantasy postcard I’d only seen in magazines and movies. I moved at a snail’s pace, as if a first-time marathoner after a grueling twenty-six miles.

			Like an angelic vision of flowers blooming in winter, two mesmerizing young women caught my eye, their smiles dripping with anticipation—clearly, they wanted me to introduce myself. Their mocha-toned skin gleamed with a velvety sheen under the blazing sun—I swear my mouth hung open a second too long. Slightly intimidated—first by their sheer beauty, then by my fumbling ineptness in Portuguese—I froze, grinning like a clown who’d forgotten his red nose.

			“Hello,” one said, her voice smooth, almost teasing. “How are you?”

			Exhausted but sparked by the charge of the moment, I forced my tongue to cooperate. “Fine. How are you?”

			“American?” the other asked, her eyes fluttering just enough to make my pulse kick.

			I hesitated—“German” or “Canadian” would have been a safer answer, less likely to draw the kind of attention Americans get abroad. But my brain was too fogged by fatigue to concoct a cover.

			“Yes, American.”

			“What city?”

			“Boston.”

			

			After a few minutes of small talk, their sights locked like a laser, and it was as if a trigger was pulled in slow motion.

			“The club across the street?” One gestured toward it. “HELP. It’s a disco. Meet us there tonight?”

			“Absolutely.”

			I couldn’t believe my luck.

			With a final lingering glance, they said, “Tchau,” and melted into the crowd. I tracked them until they were swallowed by the mass of people. The tingling buzz of the encounter still rippled through me. Hungry for more but too spent to fight the exhaustion, I turned toward the hotel. Hooking up later tonight? What more could a guy ask for?

			Back at the room, Steve stirred, wrestling his own fatigue.

			“What’s with the grin?” he asked.

			I leaned against the door, savoring the moment.

			“Spill it,” he pressed.

			I let the anticipation hang a beat, then with a shit-eating grin, said, “Wait and see. You won’t be disappointed.”

			—

			Nine hours later, we were up and ready to roll. We showered, shaved, dressed, and rushed to the lobby. To the right of the hotel, a small outdoor café we’d noticed earlier caught our eye. We stopped for a drink and a bite to eat. An abundance of exotically dressed women circled the tables like hawks on the hunt. 

			“Working girls?” Steve asked.

			“Without a doubt.”

			“Going rate?”

			“We’ll find out. I’d rather stumble into my ‘Girl from Ipanema,’ not one punching the clock.”

			“Until then, working through this lineup won’t kill you.”

			It wasn’t the kind of thing I normally entertained, but with vacation adrenaline coursing through me, I couldn’t deny the temptation. I knew I wouldn’t be able to resist if things played out accordingly.

			“True.”

			Finally, a server came over. “Vocês querem alguma coisa?” We looked at each other and laughed—we had no clue what he’d said, but we guessed it was along the lines of Do you want something?

			“Hey, pull out that Portuguese phrasebook already. Let’s figure out what this guy’s babbling.”

			The translator that would never see the light of day.

			“Who needs that?” Steve gestured with his hands as if holding a glass, then pointing to a mug of beer on the table next to us and flashing two fingers at the server.

			Moments later, he returned with two cold glasses of beer.

			“Looks like you’ve mastered the language,” I joked.

			He smiled.

			Our conversation shifted back to the captivating women near our table.

			“They’re not shy, are they?”

			Curious, I motioned one over. She approached with an inviting smile. 

			“Hi. Do you speak English?” I asked.

			“Yes.”

			“Can we buy you a drink?”

			“Sure.” She sat down beside me.

			“I’m Ricardo, and my friend tapping his feet like Fred Astaire is Steve.”

			“Luciana.”

			Steve leaned forward. “You work here every day?”

			“Most days. I need the money.”

			“Why’d you start?” I asked.

			She hesitated, then took a deep breath. “I got pregnant at sixteen. I’m twenty-one now. My mother takes care of my kid while I work.”

			Steve exhaled through his nose. “Where’s the father?”

			

			“Once my belly grew, he split. If I didn’t work here, we wouldn’t survive.” 

			I shook my head. “Doesn’t sound easy.”

			“It’s not, but I like it for the most part. I can pick and choose who I spend time with, and the money is great. Some guys even send me gifts after they leave.”

			“Gifts?” Steve asked. “Like what?”

			“Mostly money, but our refrigerator broke a few months ago, so one of my regulars bought us a new one. Stuff like that.”

			“Do you get home much?” I asked. It must’ve felt like a job interview to her.

			“Not as often as I’d like, but I know my family’s well taken care of. My little sister’s going to school because of me.”

			Her story hit hard. The reminder of the economic realities and personal sacrifices many of these girls are forced into felt like a slap in the face.

			“You guys looking for company?”

			“Not now,” I replied.

			“Okay, thanks for the drink. I gotta get busy.”

			“Understood,” Steve said, watching her rise and walk away.

			“She was cute,” he added.

			“Yeah, she was.”

			We weren’t in any rush for company. Nine o’clock was nothing. In Latin America, the real action didn’t start until after midnight.

			It didn’t take long before several other girls approached our table, drawn in by a few exchanged glances. We welcomed their sudden intrusion like a gift from above. They were insanely beautiful. One spoke decent English, making conversation easier, while the other smiled and laughed, mirroring our reactions. Another invitation to the discotheque followed, confirming it would be the same scene as the café.

			“A far cry from Boston’s Combat Zone,” Steve said.

			

			I chuckled. “That’s for sure. Would you rather have a prostitute working seedy, drugged-out street corners, dressed like bums, or one working a prime oceanfront dressed like your girlfriend?”

			They were meticulously groomed, adorned in elegantly designed attire, like something from Oscars red carpet.

			We were going to have fun tonight.
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			Our first night roared to life like a chaotic symphony of endless possibility—each note a pulse of anticipation, rhythm dictated by laughter, clinking glasses, and negotiations unfolding. In front of the discotheque, another lively outdoor café buzzed with energy—tourists and prostitutes mingling in a primal pursuit of two things—money and sex. We snagged a table for a few drinks, soaking in the electric glow of the disco’s neon, as garish and unapologetic as a Vegas strip joint.

			Around us—a kaleidoscope of humanity—faces and voices from every corner of the globe. Accents clashed, languages collided, yet somehow it all harmonized in the hot-as-hell Copacabana night.

			“Those chicks at Meia Pataca didn’t hang long,” Steve said. “What was their deal?”

			“You’ve gotta move fast, my fine-feathered friend. They’re not there to shoot the shit. They want to get down to business—negotiate for their services and move on.”

			“You’re a know-it-all.”

			“And you’re a funny fucking guy.”

			

			The caipirinha—a lethal Brazilian marriage of freshly squeezed limes, sugar, and a fortified Cachaça, Brazil’s answer to Tequila—kept us well entertained. Its smooth kick lulled us in with every sip, creeping up like a slow-burning fuse, and then boom. It tasted like summer, crisp and refreshing, but packed a knockout that could drop a grown man where he stood.

			This café sprawled across almost an entire block. Standing-room-only patrons spilled onto the surrounding boardwalk. The salty breeze off the Copacabana waters tangled with the sharp scents of aftershave and floral perfume. Men in tailored suits and flashy hats sat beside Venice Beach types, flaunting expansive muscles with shirts to match.

			In one section, a group of Hells Angels wore their colors like armor, patches daring anyone to look twice. It was a twisted fusion of styles and histories, drawn together by a single, irresistible force—Brazilian women, who moved with a purposeful, methodical grace, silently stalking their prey. They were hunters, and this café was their savanna.

			Patrons around the table to our left spoke Italian. Directly behind us, a group conversed in Norwegian and Russian. To our right, the chatter resembled Mandarin or Japanese. We were surrounded by an international crowd, all seeking the same thing.

			A young Jewish kid, mentioning his leave from compulsory military service, leaned toward our table with the gleam of a kid on Hanukkah unwrapping a brand-new bicycle. “Palestinians and Israelis might find common ground here.”

			I crossed my arms. “You think?”

			“It could lead to a conciliatory resolution.” He sounded like a diplomat on steroids, or a kid who’d had too much to drink.

			Steve grinned, ear to ear. “Excellent idea.”

			“I second the motion,” another patron chimed in.

			“Wait, wait... I’m not done.” He knocked back a swig of beer. “Warring factions worldwide should replace the United Nations.”

			Steve chuckled. “Replace the UN? With what?”

			

			“HELP Disco, of course.”

			“That’d lead to a few strange bedfellows,” I said.

			“And a means for peace,” the kid suggested, banging his fist on the table like a politician pushing through a key issue in Congress. We burst into laughter, slapping him high-fives for his creativity.

			We leaned back, taking in the Hollywood spectacle before us. The tables buzzed with more bullshit than a Jerry Springer brawl.

			I pointed to my chest. “Did you hear that bozo behind me?”

			“No.”

			“He’s telling that girl he’s best friends with Pelé, inviting her to party on his yacht in Guanabara Bay.”

			“Whatever it takes, Ricardo. Maybe, he’s aiming for more than a one-night stand.”

			I shook my head.

			“That’s nothing. Listen to this table,” Steve said, nodding to his left.

			“Did he mention hang gliding naked over the Tijuca Forest?”

			“Yeah, then partying with gang members at an underground samba club in the Rocinha Favela.”

			We were amazed by the lengths these guys went to, all in an effort to impress girls only interested in money for their services. Maybe, as Steve suggested, they were hoping to turn these working girls into full-time girlfriends or wives?

			At midnight, a loud gong signaled the last chance for free entry to the disco.

			“Hey, let’s get in there early,” I said.

			“Counting your dollars already?”

			“I wanna to get in before these dudes so we have our run of the place.”

			We signaled the server, but in Brazil everything moved at an agonizingly relaxed pace. After several failed attempts, he strolled over with a tab far beyond what we’d consumed.

			

			“Here we go,” I muttered, my voice rising as I scanned the charges. “Buddy, you’re screwing us!” I shoved my face right into his.

			He stepped back. “No English, no English!”

			“No shit, no English,” I snapped, waving the bill in his face. The situation underscored the tension between locals maximizing tips and tourists demanding fair treatment. We couldn’t remember how many drinks we’d had, but it was clear we were being taken for a ride.

			“Give me the bill.” Steve snatched it from my hand.

			“You gonna let this punk play us for dumb-ass gringos?”

			Steve fished money from his pocket. “Are we here to screw with this guy or meet chicks?”

			“You didn’t give him a tip, did you?”

			“You wanna wait for the change? Be my guest.”

			“This nimrod thinks we’re fucking court jesters he can walk all over.” I was aggravated as hell. “We didn’t have more than five drinks, and this motherfucker doubled it to ten. I can’t stand getting played like a fool.” The servers owned the home-court. “Fucking asshole,” I muttered, making sure he could hear.

			We’d planned to make it clear we wouldn’t be taken advantage of, but hormones got the best of us. As we left, I fired one last shot—laced with the finest Boston vernacular I could spit—and made damn sure he knew this was the only night we’d swallow that kind of abuse.

			We reached the entrance, trailing a parade of women who looked like they’d just stormed a Versace runway—fierce, flawless, and hungry to devour the night. Unfortunately, our heated exchange with the server cost us the free entrance by five minutes, so we bought our tickets and climbed the long flight of stairs to the dance floor. The music throbbed, vibrating through the air as the perfect backdrop to scope out the available ladies. From the top of the stairs, we surveyed the room, where bright, multi-colored lights flashed and swirled, syncing with every beat of the music.

			

			“Seventies disco,” Steve said.

			“Watch out, Twinkle Toes. You and John Travolta might create quite the spectacle.” I couldn’t stop laughing at the image. Single women had arrived early to dodge the entrance fee, while those with men outside had them cover the cost later. My sixth sense pegged the crowd at 95 percent tourists and working girls. Many of the women who’d left with men earlier were back, primed for round two.

			You felt like a kid in a candy store, praying your pockets were deep enough to satisfy your sweet tooth. Though I’d never set foot in New York City’s infamous Studio 54, where celebrities once flocked, I imagined HELP resembled it on a grander scale. Here, anyone could slip into a new identity and immerse themselves in a freshly crafted persona, like patrons mingling with celebrities at Studio 54.

			“You’re grooving to the tunes, Twinkle Toes. Might be time for you to hit the dance floor.”

			Steve shot me a look.

			I couldn’t resist. “Strut those moves, baby.”

			“You’re jiving well yourself, big boy.”

			“You gotta move.” I hit a one-two step. “The music’s got rhythm—it just won’t wait.”

			We maneuvered along the dance floor’s outer edges as the crowd grew more boisterous. Steve nudged me, nodding toward a group of tourists engaged in a heated exchange. “Watch your step,” he warned, weaving through the throng.

			I sidestepped a dancer’s wild twirl. “Yeah, it’s getting tight.”

			Burly, bad-ass Hells Angels, identified by their country-of-origin rocker panels, guarded their designated corner of the room. Steve eyed the bikers. “Don’t wanna screw with them.”

			A nearby tourist, nervously surveying the motorcycle club, looked at us. “Excuse me, are they always here?”

			I shrugged and offered a reassuring smile. “They’ll keep to themselves. Just don’t push your luck by getting too close.” Another guest interrupted. “Yeah, stay clear. A few nights ago, several drunks crossed their imaginary line.”

			“Damn, ’bout time the music mellowed,” Steve said, leaning in. “Now I can hear what you’re saying. What happened?”

			“They were tossed headfirst like rag dolls into tables, bottles shattering and chairs breaking along the way.” He pointed to the aftermath a few feet away.

			“Looks like the crimson tide—and I ain’t talking Alabama.” I nodded toward the blood-drenched rug.

			Our new friend continued. “During the melee, the Brazilian cops blitzed the disco, guns blazing.”

			“How many?” I asked.

			“A lot of ’em. Several dozen at least.”

			“Damn,” Steve said.

			“Yeah, shots pierced the ceiling as they encircled the Hells Angels, parading them outside before loading them into vans and driving away.” 

			“Let’s hope things stay chill tonight,” I said.

			“Cops don’t mess around, huh?” Steve asked, shaking his head.

			“Nope,” our friend replied. “Brazilian cops are in-your-face when it comes to social unrest. Excessive force is the nature of the beast, especially in the favelas.”

			“I’ve heard stories of troublemakers murdered in broad daylight.”

			“Not long ago, a favela kid was accused of robbing a store in Rio...”

			“What happened?” I asked.

			“Vigilantes arrived in a white van, grabbed the kid, shot him in cold blood—right in the street.”

			“Stop it,” Steve said, brushing his hair back.

			“Shit like that happens. Retired cops, vigilantes—they’re hired by shopkeepers to keep troublemakers away and make sure their stores stay safe.”

			“Shopkeepers pay for that?” Steve’s eyebrows shot up as he stepped back.

			

			“You guys just roll into town?”

			I nodded.

			“Don’t worry. The longer you’re here, the more likely you’ll see something. I’ve been coming to Rio over two decades. I’ve seen it all.”

			“You make it sound like the Wild West.”

			“As beautiful, mind-blowing, and exciting as this city is, it can feel like that,” he said. “These vigilantes, known as pistoleros, are seen as symbols of peace and prosperity by the wealthy, even though they’re violent as hell. They believe it keeps the streets safer, and their businesses secure.”

			A tad nervous, like a school kid anticipating a scolding, Steve asked, “So, anyone causing trouble is fair game?”

			“Tourists like you guys might get set up to pay a bribe, but for the favela kids, it’s a different story. They’re seen as miscreants, causing trouble and disrupting business when they venture outside their favelas. They’re the ones who end up on vigilante hit lists.”

			“Man, that’s fucking harsh,” Steve said, distracted by the smoking-hot women surrounding him.

			“That’s how things work here. It’s a different world,” our friend concluded before walking away.

			Steve slapped me on the back.

			“Ricardo, time to get back to work.”

			That meant one thing, it was time to find love. I was surprised he was so into to that guy’s story with the bevy of beautiful women around us. It was like placing cheese in front of a mouse and telling it not to eat it, impossible. Yet Steve had seemed captivated by the tale.

			As we strolled around, I spotted the two angels I’d chatted with on the beach, but they were coupled up.

			Before long, we got separated. I still felt uneasy and didn’t want to let my guard down. Anything could go wrong in the blink of an eye, pickpockets, fights, a drug setup, or worse. Sticking together was crucial, but Steve had other ideas. His singular mission? Find the hot girl, no matter the cost.

			Steve was a mix of uncontrollable enthusiasm and outright tenacity. He could be dying of starvation or stranded in the desert without water, but throw in a couple of beautiful women, and he’d turn it into a Hugh Heffner–style resort.

			“Shit, he might even be dumb enough to challenge the Hells Angels,” I mumbled to myself. “Nah, he’s not that stupid.”

			Still, his approach often rubbed people the wrong way. His recklessness could escalate into conflict, and it became my unofficial duty to defuse potential disputes before they spiraled out of control. As drinks flowed, my priorities could shift, and I’d often find myself careening towards trouble right alongside Steve.

			The night wrapped up without a hitch. The drinks numbed us enough to help us forget our bad luck. We didn’t score, but we got the lay of the land. Another night, another chapter—ending in a whisper, our only company the clothes on our backs and the sheets on our beds.
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			Rio is a party town. There’s no denying it.

			But, it’s also a city of great poverty and the crime

			that goes along with that. It’s a city of contrasts.

			—Anthony Bourdain

			American chef and travel documentarian

			“Man, my head feels like it got run over by a parade float,” Steve groaned, rubbing his temples.

			“Yeah, yeah, but we’ve got a beach to conquer.” I tossed him the Advil. “Pop some of those bad boys, you’ll bounce right back.”

			We showered, shaved, and dressed for the beach, bracing for the inevitable swarm of peddlers. Descending to the lobby, we bulldozed our way through the thick crowd of people, while cars paraded outside the hotel. Crossing the street was a whole other game—here, cars ruled.

			“Steve! Watch out!” I yanked him back by the arm. “You’re gonna end up as someone’s hood ornament.”

			

			After dodging speeding cars and reaching the safety of the beach, the onslaught began. It felt like Fenway Park, Sox-Yankees, seventh inning stretch—hawkers slinging beer, peanuts, and popcorn. Except here, it was chairs, cold beers, umbrellas, and sunglasses. “Cadeiras, cervejas, guarda-sóis, e óculos de sol,” they shouted as we passed.

			One vendor bumped into Steve.

			He jumped back. “Later, amigo.”

			The salesmanship was overwhelming. We kept walking, but another wave swarmed. We ducked under a nearby tent to escape the dizzying horde.

			“This place is nuts,” Steve said.

			“Yeah, watch your wallet,” I cautioned, eyeing the menu-less tent, known locally as a barraca.

			Amid the madness, Steve’s irresistible charm, ghostly pale skin, and clueless naïveté drew a throng of bikini-clad women, all vying for his affection. His mouth hung open for a beat as he stood there, wide-eyed, like a kid seeing magic for the first time.

			“Looks like you’ve got some admirers,” I teased, nodding toward the group of women heading our way.

			Steve flashed his signature grin. “Guess I’ve still got it.”

			“You’ve still got it all right. It’s called a fat wallet.”

			They circled, looking him up and down.

			“Hello, ladies!” he said, puffing out his chest like the cover of a romance novel. 

			“Você quer cerveja, bonito?” one asked, her smile sweeter than sugar, conniving like a fox.

			“You with us, handsome?” another whispered, with the promise of something more.

			Blinded by flattery, Steve strolled right into the trap of the cunning beach hustlers. His head swam with their compliments:

			“You handsome.”

			“So strong.”

			“Come with us. We make you happy.”

			

			They all drowned out the warning bells in his mind. He never saw it coming—how could he? It happened so fast. He believed in the good in people, never realizing they’d see him as the gringo goldmine he was about to become. Oblivious to the tab climbing higher by the minute, he was already in too deep—up to his neck, and soon, he might drown.

			There were many thieves among us.

			“More incoming seagulls.”

			Holding up his wallet, he grinned. “I’ve got plenty of food.”

			Did he realize it wasn’t his charm?

			“Be careful, brother.”

			More women circled like predators.

			“They’re parasites. Once they find a willing host, they’ll devour you.”

			“Like bait in a shark frenzy?”

			“That analogy works.”

			He shrugged, enjoying the attention. “No problema.”

			“A Portuguese word?”

			“Gotta learn the lingo, Ricardo.”

			“Impressive, considering your struggle with English.”

			“Miracles do happen.”

			The money-hungry pursuit expanded. Some of the women had even brought small children, looking for something to eat.

			“And here comes the marching band,” I said, noticing a group of four musicians heading Steve’s way. He turned to catch a glimpse, inadvertently spitting beer onto the women’s legs as they encircled him. Unable to contain his laughter, he was blissfully unaware that he was the butt of the joke.

			“Looks like they’ve crowned you king of Copacabana,” I teased, playing the role of his impromptu court jester.

			“Come on, celebrate! This is my coronation.”

			I hung back to avoid any confusion about who’d settle the final tab. I wasn’t cleaning up his mess this time. It was a comical display, even drawing the locals’ attention as Steve reveled among twenty micro bikini-clad women, gyrating and contorting in sexually explicit movements.

			It was obvious these Cariocas, Brazilians from Rio, worked together, executing their specialized forms of deception. Their coordination was remarkable.

			One local explained, “You see, amigo, these girls don’t work directly for the barraca owner. It’s a common setup.”

			“I saw this coming a mile away.”

			“You’re the smarter one.”

			“Can you tell him that?” I pointed to Steve. “Look at that dummy, waving money around like he’s King Tut. He’s a fucking fool.”

			“When they’ve cornered a willing victim, like your friend, they order drinks and food for themselves, their kids, and anyone else they’re with.”

			“I get that. It helps the barraca owner, right?”

			“You got it. He gives them a commission based on what they added to the final tab.”

			“Everyone involved gets a cut?”

			“Yes! And they eat well.” He smiled.

			The shark frenzy analogy hit the nail on the head—this scene mirrored it to a tee. The small fish—the beach hustlers, lured tourists into racking up their tabs. In return, the shark—the barraca owner, let them feed on the day’s take in exchange for a cut.

			Everyone enjoyed drinks and food at Steve’s expense, while the barraca operator profited from the sales. Other vendors, selling bikinis, sunglasses, and trinkets, also benefited from their own sales, when they conned Steve into buying them. It was a simple yet effective microcosm of an economic and social system at work.

			As the sun dipped, beachgoers trickled away, and other barraca owners packed up their wares. Our tent owner had recorded a flurry of numbers in a small spiral-bound notebook, preparing to present the tally to Steve. I shouldn’t have felt any compassion for him, yet a twinge of empathy kicked in as he repeatedly tapped Steve’s shoulder, trying to get his attention.

			“Steve—listen,” I urged, catching a faint song carrying on the wind.
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