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I was listening to the radio on my way to work at the FBI headquarters in Miramar, Florida, when I heard the report that would shift the direction of my life for the next month.

“The U.S. Coast Guard has stopped at sea over 3,000 Florida-bound Cuban migrants fleeing deteriorating economic, safety and political conditions in the Caribbean nation since October — more than the last five fiscal years combined,” the correspondent announced. “Prominent Republican donor Alvaro Vela Romero has presented the governor with a list of Cuban refugees he wants released from the Krome Detention Center immediately. Included are political activists, former government employees, and three women jailed for selling cafecitos in Havana’s Plaza de la Revolución without permits.”

Because this is South Florida, the correspondent, a woman of Cuban extraction herself, pronounced cafecito and Revolución flawlessly. I was studying Spanish myself with an online app, and as I pulled into the parking garage I repeated those words several times until I thought I had the pronunciation correct.

By the time I reached my office, down a warren of narrow hallways, my cell phone was ringing. With a sinking heart I saw the display read “Jesse Venable.”

“I just got into the office, Jesse,” I said, in lieu of greeting. “I can’t talk now.”

“Just hear me out, Angus,” he said. “It’s about this gay kid at Krome. You gotta help me get him out of there.”

When the universe sends me two messages within minutes about the same topic, I listen. I dropped my shoulder bag on my desk and sat down. “Talk.”

“His name is Yulirus Diaz, and until a couple of weeks ago he worked at the Museum of Decorative Arts in Havana.”

A bell rang in my head. “Would he have been a government employee?”

“Christ, I don’t know. I got a friend from the time I spent in prison who was close with one of the guards, if you know what I mean.”

I knew. Like me, Jesse was gay, though that shared kinship hadn’t stopped me from arresting him for receiving stolen goods two and a half years before. And his friend, and the guard, were probably gay, too, even if only situationally.

“What’s this have to do with me?” I asked.

“My friend’s friend is now a guard at Krome, and he got to know this kid Yulirus. He’s a good guy, a sweetheart, and he left Cuba on a raft because somebody was trying to kill him there. He’s afraid they’re going to send him back, where he’s as good as dead. And I’m scared that nobody’s going to care about one gay kid when the governor is putting pressure on releasing these people who have political pull.”

“I don’t have anything to do with immigration, Jesse. Right now I’m up to my ears in spreadsheets for a series of barbershop robberies.”

I joined the FBI first as an analyst, based on my master’s degree in accounting. Then after taking the training course at Quantico, I’d been made a special agent and shipped to the Miami office to get some experience under my belt.

It had been a tumultuous time. Jesse Venable was small potatoes compared to some of the other crooks I’d faced down. But I felt sorry for him because he was a very persuasive guy, in his sixties, alone, and a survivor of prostate cancer.

“But you’re the FBI,” Jesse said. “You guys can stick your fingers wherever you please.”

“You know that’s not true. Especially for me. I work for a senior agent and he’s the one who tells me what to do. And he’s going to be pissed if I don’t finish these spreadsheets.”

“Please, Angus. Just keep your eyes open. See if you can do anything to help this kid.”

I sighed. “I’ll do what I can, but I can’t promise anything.”

I hung up and knuckled down to work. By lunchtime I’d finished entering all the data we had collected about a series of barber shop robberies that spanned several counties in South Florida and I was staring at the rows of information looking desperately for patterns. I gave up temporarily and navigated the maze of hallways to the cafeteria, hoping some protein would stoke my brain.

My boyfriend Lester is always on me to improve my diet. Just the other day he’d said, “Proteins help neurons within the brain communicate with each other through neurotransmitters that are made from amino acids.”

“What does that mean in English?” I had asked. Lester had a degree in physical education and had been a personal trainer for a couple of years before landing his current job.

“It means you need to eat meat and drink milk to be the best G-man you can be.”

That was one of his refrains. He pushed me to exercise, practice yoga, and manage my nutrition so I could outrun and outthink the bad guys. Maybe he was right, or maybe going along with him was part of learning to be in a relationship.

I chose a plate of chicken salad that balanced out protein, leafy greens and heirloom tomatoes, and a can of my favorite pineapple-flavored soda, called Jupina.

Little by little I was becoming a Floridian. We never had pineapple soda when I was growing up in Scranton.

I saw Miriam Washington sitting by herself at a table and asked if I could join her. “Of course. Have a seat.”

She was a decade older than my twenty-eight, and held a PhD in art history. In addition to her regular responsibilities, she was a member of the Art Theft Task Force, and I had worked with her on a couple of cases, though in all but one I’d compiled data for her rather than being out in the field.

She was a statuesque African-American woman who favored business suits in bright colors—that day’s was a deep maroon, the color of blood. She always made me look ordinary, in my dark blue suits. But my hair was red, and I had a tendency to freckles, so to keep people from thinking I was a teenaged Archie pretending to be a special agent, I stuck to boring.

“What are you up to these days?” she asked.

“Robberies at fifteen different barbershops in inner-city neighborhoods from Overtown in Miami up to Riviera Beach in Palm Beach County,” I said. “Same MO in each case. Man comes in just before closing with a little boy, insists that the kid needs a haircut for an awards presentation the next day. Gives the last barber left a big sob story, and the barber agrees. By the time the hair cut is finished the shop is empty, and the man pulls a gun and cleans out the register.”

“Lots of those inner-city operations are heavy cash businesses,” Miriam said. “I can see they’d be worthwhile heists. You have any leads?”

I shook my head. “I’m just compiling the data, looking for any patterns we haven’t found yet. The report is due tomorrow afternoon, which means I’ll be working all day tomorrow to wrap up the last details.”

I took a couple of bites of my chicken salad. “What are you working on?” I asked.

“I met with the SAC this morning,” she said, and frowned. “You know that saying about how shit rolls downhill? A pile of it landed on me.”

The SAC was the Special Agent in Charge, otherwise known as our boss. 

She took a sip of her coffee. “A rich donor has been bugging the governor about releasing more of the Cubans held at Krome. He was born in Havana himself, though he came to the US as a child with his family.”

“I heard about that on the radio this morning,” I said. “It sounded like there were a lot of them. Are they all your responsibility?”

“No, I’ve just got one at the moment. He says he knows about a Spanish Old Master painting stolen from a church in the Cuban countryside.”

“His intel sounds good?”

“I have to talk to him first. But I doubt it. The refugees at Krome are desperate people. They’ve already risked their lives to get here, and for most of them there’s no going back. Either they’ve sold everything they own to pay for passage, or they’ll be arrested when they get off the plane.”

She sat back in her chair. “I feel terrible for them. But you know how our hands are tied unless the governor decides to grant a blanket amnesty. Which is not going to happen while he’s running for reelection.”

“Or for president,” I said.

“So I’ll drive down there and interview Mr. Diaz, and then most likely my name goes on a letter back to the governor telling him there’s no reason to grant the man amnesty.”

I remembered my conversation with Jesse Venable. “Do you mean Yulirus Diaz?”

“I didn’t realize they’d released the names of the rafters we’re investigating.”

“I got a call about him this morning.” I told Miriam what I’d heard from Venable.

“The fact that he’s gay won’t matter in asylum decisions, because Cuba just passed that law allowing same-sex marriage.” 

“Jesse says he’s scared that he’ll be killed if he goes back,” I said. “Ordinarily, Jesse shouldn’t even want to talk to me, since I was part of the team that put him in prison. So for him to contact me means he’s very sure of his information.”

I leaned forward. “Can I come to Krome with you? Talk to this guy, help you look into the information he has?” 

Miriam didn’t say anything. 

“Please, Miriam? So far every case I’ve worked on has already been evaluated by someone else. I’d love to see the way a case gets started and how we make judgments about the quality of information.”

I was fascinated by art theft and Miriam was a great mentor, and I wanted very much to continue my association with her. “I can help you verify the information from Jesse. Maybe this guy is in danger because he knows something about the stolen painting.”

She blew out a breath. “All right, if Vito says he can spare you.”

I couldn’t stop smiling. “That’s awesome. I’ll ask him as soon as we’ve wrapped up these barber shop robberies. When are you going down there?”

“Tomorrow at two o’clock. Which means I need to leave by one.”

It felt like my head sunk down to my shoulders. “No way I can finish by then. Can you wait an extra day?”

She shook her head. “Not with the SAC and the governor on my back. Don’t worry, there will be other cases. There always are.”

She left, and I finished my lunch and walked back to my office. Crap. When I signed up with the Bureau I understood that my work would mainly be behind-the-scenes information gathering and analysis.

I looked at the clock. It was two in the afternoon, and I’d planned to work until at least seven. Lester’s current gig was as a sales rep for a line of high-end whiskies, and he was running a product demo that night at a bar in Fort Lauderdale. I had thought about stopping by on my way home, hanging out with him for a couple of hours, but I hadn’t said anything to him.

If I stayed at work, maybe I could bang out my analysis in time to go to Krome with Miriam the next day. I knew little about the place, other than that it was where illegal immigrants were housed and processed before being sent back where they came from. Yulirus Diaz was on the governor’s list because of the interest of a wealthy Cuban donor. That position might be a negotiating chip toward a green card for a young gay man in trouble. I was intrigued.

Damn, I wanted to join Miriam. But daydreaming about it wasn’t going to get my work done. I went back to my statistics, and as is often the case, I got caught up in the zone, where all my attention was focused on my project, and I hardly noticed time passing. I didn’t realize it was quitting time until my boss, special agent Vito Mastroianni, stopped by my office. “Don’t work too hard, rookie,” he said.

I looked up. He was a big guy, his shirt buttons always threatening to burst through their buttonholes. “Say, Vito. If I get this data crunched by one o’clock tomorrow, do you think I could go to Krome Detention Center with Miriam Washington?”

“That’s a hellhole of a place,” Vito said. “Why do you want to go there?”

“Miriam’s investigating the case of a guy on the governor’s list. I could learn about how an investigation kicks off.”

“I need whatever magic you can work on that data,” Vito said. “We have no leads at all. That has to take precedence.” He paused. “But if you find something by tomorrow you’re okay by me to go with Miriam.”

I thanked him and went back to work. Something gnawed at me as I went back and forth from sheet to sheet on my spreadsheet. In every case, the boy who accompanied the man got a haircut. Yeah, that was part of the MO. But it couldn’t be the same boy, could it? A kid’s hair didn’t grow fast enough to need a haircut every two weeks. After a couple of cuts the poor boy would be nearly bald.

Yet the boys were always described as about the same age. I went back to the statements field agents and local police had taken from the barbers. The boys were always between four and six, and they were all Black, as was the man with them. But I began to dig a few details out of the statements.

One boy could have “passed the paper bag test,” I read. I had a couple of Black friends at Penn State, and I had heard the term there. If you held a paper grocery bag up to the boy’s skin, it would have been lighter than the paper.

Another boy, however, was described by the barber as having very dark skin, like an African. No one else had commented on skin color, but it was clear that there had to be at least two different boys involved.

The barber in Lauderhill remembered the boy whose hair he had cut wore a bright blue T-shirt with a logo of clasped hands. A barber in North Miami recalled the boy wearing a bright purple basketball jersey that was way too big on him. Other than that, the kids had been dressed like kids. 

What else could I tease out of that information? I went online and searched for clasped hand logos and found almost nine million results. I narrowed my search to Florida, to kids, to images, and got nothing. And yet an idea kept teasing around the edge of my brain that made me feel like I knew that logo. I closed my eyes and tried to visualize it, and it suddenly came to me.

The Kids’ Club of Scranton. My dad died when I was ten, and my mother sent my brother Danny and me to events there so we could hang out with other boys and their dads and role models. I opened my eyes and jumped onto the computer and started typing.

What popped up was a blue and white logo of clasped hands, which I learned had been adopted by the group after a national competition in 1978, years before I was born. The logo was still in use. 

On a hunch, I Googled purple basketball jerseys, and found that a Kids’ Club in Miami used those for its pre-teen ball club.

What if the robber recruited boys from the Kids’ Club? He could be a father to one of the boys, or a volunteer there. Especially with so many single moms looking for role models for their sons, I could see it would be easy for him to take a boy on an outing—including a robbery – and bribe him to keep his mouth shut.

The local police had come up with a composite sketch of the robber, but because he operated in such a wide geographic area they hadn’t had many opportunities to show it around.

I went back over my data again, looking for additional clues, but found nothing. It was nearly ten o’clock and I was exhausted. I typed up my report, and a recommendation that the police canvass the Kids’ Clubs in the areas where the robberies had occurred. Then I placed my report in an online folder for Vito to review, and called it a night.

The next morning Vito called me in. “Where’d you get this idea about the Kids’ Club?” he asked. “My nephew in Jersey City used to go there.”

I explained about the haircuts and the T-shirts. “The robber needs to recruit boys for haircuts,” I said. “Since two kids are connected with the club, maybe he’s a volunteer there or goes there to look for kids he can use.”

“Interesting idea. I’ll pass it on to the local cops to do a canvass of the two clubs you cited.” He leaned back in his chair. “Guess this means you want to go to Krome with Miriam, and then work on whatever case she’s got.”

“I do, if you can spare me.”

“If the cops come up with any data on possible suspects I may need you to do more crunching. But it’s Friday afternoon and there’s nothing new on the horizon, so for now you can head to the ass end of nowhere with Miriam. But don’t blame me if you get caught up in something you don’t want to be a part of.”
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When I got back to my office I looked up the Krome Detention Center on the map. It was, as Vito had so eloquently put it, at the ass end of nowhere. About a forty-minute trip south and west from our office in Miramar, to the edge of the Everglades.

I texted Miriam that I’d be able to go with her, and then did some research on Krome. The technical term was the Miami Field Office, Krome Service Processing Center, though the website breadcrumb trail led from the Immigration and Customs Enforcement site to a section for detention centers.

Friends and family could only visit evenings and weekends, based on the first letter of the detainee’s last name, but that was the advantage of being in law enforcement—we could stop by whenever we chose, though I imagined Miriam had already made an appointment with the appropriate authorities.

It was strange that this recent immigrant had come in contact with Jesse Venable. For a previous case, I’d had to befriend Jesse, then betray his trust in order to arrest him and those he worked with. My involvement with his case had ended when he was arrested, though occasionally I had learned through various documents about his trial and sentencing.

Then a few weeks before, he’d called my cell. 

“Angus? It’s Jesse Venable. I’m in trouble and I need your help.”

“I have nothing to do with your case anymore,” I said then. “You need to contact your attorney.”

“My case is over. Finished, finito, wipe your ass with it and throw it away. I did my time and nearly died in the process.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“They made me sell my businesses before I went to prison, and while I was sick I couldn’t focus on paperwork, and now it’s all a big mess. You’ve got to help me clean it up, Angus. You owe me.”

I didn’t owe Jesse Venable anything. He was a criminal; he had owned a chain of pawn shops and gold buyers and used them as a front for illegal activities. As part of my investigation, I had done some freelance accounting work for him and convinced him to like me.

But I did feel guilty about taking advantage of him. He was a heavyset man who had lost his prostate to cancer and liked watching cute young guys in tight bathing suits—and naked. I’d leveraged my good looks as part of getting him to trust me.

“What’s the problem, Jesse?” I asked.

“The problem is that my knees have gone and I need an aide to hoist me up out of bed or my easy chair. The problem is that the doctor has me on so much medication I can barely concentrate. The problem is that I’ve lost track of what bills need to be paid and how much money I have in my accounts.”

“I can’t help with the heavy lifting but I suppose I could take a look at your paperwork,” I said. “Just to get you organized again.”

“You’re an angel, Angus. Bring that hunky boyfriend of yours and you guys can go skinny dipping in my pool if you want.”

“Jesse, Jesse,” I said. “I’m not coming over to flash my family jewels at you, or my boyfriend’s. Just to help with your accounting needs.”

“You never get anything you don’t ask for.”

That was how I got back in touch with Jesse, which had led to his phone call the day before about Yulirus Diaz. Funny how the universe played its cards.

I was staring into space, thinking about the ramifications of getting involved with Jesse Venable again, when I heard Miriam Washington’s voice.

“Ready to go?”

I looked up to see her in my office doorway. She wore a black pants suit, no jewelry beyond a watch, and carried a black leather attaché case. If I didn’t know her well, I’d think she looked scary. Beside her, I looked cheerful and friendly.

Miriam drove us through the westernmost of the commercial suburbs, where corporate headquarters in gleaming glass buildings were interspersed with gated housing developments, and then turned south on Route 27. Miles of sawgrass marsh stretched to our right, glinting golden in the afternoon sun. It was almost completely flat, broken only occasionally by hummocks, small islands of low trees. The horizon was endless.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Miriam asked.

“It’s amazing that there is this huge natural area so close to Miami,” I said. “You’d think they’d have built all the way over to Naples by now.”

“They may. They keep trying to push back the urban development boundary—the line in the muck that stands between the Everglades and big business.”

Something flustered a group of swallow-tailed kites and they took off in a swarm to our right. For a long time there was nothing but empty space on either side of us, and it felt like we were on a journey to somewhere very foreign. Soon after we crossed the border into Miami-Dade County Miriam turned off onto Krome Avenue.

Then in the distance a towering hotel rose, looking as out of place as a spaceship. “What’s that?” I asked.

“Miccosukee hotel and casino,” she said. “We’re coming up on the Tamiami Trail, Southwest 8th Street, which used to be the main way from the east coast to the west. The Miccosukees live out here, and they were smart enough to get the right to build a hotel and casino on their land before anyone else did.”

“All the way out here?”

“Outside of rush hour, it’s only about a half hour from downtown Miami,” she said. “And you know what gamblers are like. They’ll travel for the chance to lose their money in slots and casino games.”

We passed the entrance to the hotel and continued a short distance farther on Krome Avenue. The detention center was as unassuming as the casino and hotel were gaudy. A couple of low-rise buildings, painted an institutional tan, surrounded by a barbed wire fence. At least they’d planted a palm tree on either side of the entrance.

We parked by the administration building and saw a cluster of inmates in orange jumpsuits heading out to a basketball court. “See those empty diamond-shaped pads?” Miriam asked. 

I looked in the direction she pointed, and nodded. 

“This was originally a missile base, ready to protect us from attack by Cuba.” She frowned. “Now the only quote unquote attacks come from immigrants looking for a better life.”

She pointed in the other direction. “Over there, that’s the transitional unit. Detainees who come into the country with behavioral problems are monitored and treated there before they can join the general population. It’s the only transitional unit for detainees in the country, so they come in from all over.”

“You know a lot about this place,” I said.

“I’ve worked a couple of cases that involved detainees,” she said. “I studied French in college and learned Haitian creole when I went on an internship in Port-Au-Prince. So I get tagged sometimes for Haitian cases.”

I was envious of her facility with languages. My younger brother Danny was studying Italian in college, and I had met him in Venice the previous summer. I was impressed at how well he could communicate. Though I’d taken the required courses in French in high school, and then at Penn State, my ability to speak was woefully limited to a few awkward phrases and the ability to ask where the bathroom was. My Spanish was only a little better, developing through reading highway billboards and paying attention to the way people I knew mixed Spanish words in with their English.

Miriam navigated us through the campus of low, white-roofed buildings. “People have this idea that Krome is a prison, but it’s a short-term center for detainees ICE views as a flight risk or a danger to society. Most of them are here from thirty to ninety days, and they can wait up to three weeks before they have an opportunity to present a defense to deportation before an immigration judge.”

“What about the guy we’re here to see?”

“Detainees are segregated into three different categories based on their criminal history. Since Yulirus Diaz has none, he’s in the most liberal part. But he’s still an illegal immigrant, so he has to make a case why he should be allowed to stay here.”

She sighed. “He and a dozen other refugees landed on Ramrod Key a couple of weeks ago,” she said. “The others had family members who bonded them out, but he has no one in the States to take responsibility for him.”

I felt sorry for the guy without even seeing him. How would I feel in a similar situation, fleeing to a foreign country and then getting locked up in a prison?

“There’s no legal requirement for immigration judges to appoint a lawyer for foreign nationals who cannot afford one, but he was lucky in that he’s Cuban,” Miriam continued. “He met with an attorney from a non-profit group that works with Cuban refugees, and he told her that he had information about artwork being stolen from Cuban churches and museums. Somehow word got to the governor’s office, and the governor added him to that list you heard about on the news.”

We went through the metal detectors, showed our IDs, and Miriam said we were there to interview Yulirus Diaz, and gave his alien number and booking number. 

Diaz was younger than I expected, barely older than I was. He wore his dark hair in a ponytail, though that might have been because it was easiest in the detention center, and he had piercing dark eyes and high cheekbones. He was a couple of inches shorter than my six feet, and had a slim build and muscular arms.

Because we were law enforcement, rather than family or friends, we were able to meet him in a private interview room. Miriam began in Spanish, but quickly ascertained that Diaz spoke good, if heavily accented, English, and switched to that language. “I understand you have some information about art theft,” she said. “Why don’t you tell us first about your background, and then we’ll get to what you know.”

He nodded. “I received my Masters of Art History from the faculty of arts and letters at the University of Havana,” he said. “For three years now, I work at the Museo Nacional de Artes Decorativas, the Museum of Decorative Arts, in the Vedado neighborhood of Havana.”

That jibed with what I’d heard from Jesse. At least the kid was keeping his story straight. The word ‘straight’ reminded me of one of the reasons Miriam had brought me. Did Diaz ping my gaydar?

It was hard to tell at first. When I was coming out of the closet at Penn State, I’d learned a couple of things to look for. First, look at a man’s overall features and the way they fit together on his face. There were a number of studies that looked at the matching length of a gay man’s index and ring fingers. Gay men tended, according to those studies, to walk with more of a sway than straight men.

And of course if you were at a bar and a man made direct eye contact, that was a clear signal.

Recognizing the signs was harder in Miami than in Pennsylvania, though. Many of the straight Latin men I’d met spoke with a sexual rumble to their voices, and they were more effusive about hugging and kissing than their Anglo counterparts. But despite the fear that was evident in his body language, I saw several indicators that Jesse was right in identifying Yulirus as gay.

Miriam took a couple of notes as Yulirus spoke. She hadn’t asked me to do so as well, so I just listened.

“I have a friend, from my program at the university,” he said. “His name is Elpidio López, and he did not graduate, because they catch him cheating on exams. But he know much about art.” He took a deep breath. “Six weeks ago, he ask me to come out to the countryside with him. He found a painting in a barn, he says, and he wants to know what I think of it.”

“Where in the countryside?” Miriam asked.

“Outside Santa Clara, an old colonial city,” he said. “Three hours from Havana, in the center of the country.”

She nodded and made a note. “What did you find?”

“A Spanish Old Master, centuries old,” he said, with awe. “A beautiful painting in an ornate gold frame. Right away I am suspicious. What is such a painting doing in a barn? My friend, he says he travels around the countryside looking for abandoned artwork like this he can sell overseas. But he recognizes this is special and he want my opinion.”

“Why you?”

Diaz shrugged. “Because he knows I am expert. He asks me to research the painting, tell him what I think. So I took many photos with my phone, and then back in Havana I looked in many dictionaries of art. Even I was surprised at what I found.”

“Which was?”

“Do you know art?”

I expected Miriam to tell him about her PhD, and her experience working in galleries before joining the FBI, but she simply nodded.

“I think artist is Bartolomé Esteban Murillo, one of the greatest of all Spanish Old Master painters,” he said. 

She asked him why, and they quickly devolved into art speak, talking about the paint, the canvas, the brush strokes. I could see Miriam warming up to Yulirus Diaz and I wondered what that meant about his information, and why the FBI would care about a Spanish painting in a barn in Cuba.

“And the subject?” Miriam asked.

“Jesus and his father, Saint Joseph. Murillo has painted these two in several different scenes, from Saint Joseph holding the baby Jesus, with Mary in the background, to Jesus as a young boy with his father beside him. His earthly father, that is.”

“You don’t have any of the pictures you took with you, do you?”

“They take my phone,” Diaz said. “But if you can get it I can show you.”

Miriam looked at me. “Angus? Want to give that a try?”

I stood up. I had to jump through several hoops, including signing a release for the phone and a promise to return it before we left Krome. It took nearly an hour, and by the time I returned to the interview room Miriam and Yulirus Diaz had completed their bonding process, and were talking animatedly about various other paintings.

Diaz tried to turn on the phone, but it had run out of charge since his escape. He looked ready to cry but Miriam opened her attaché case and began to bring out various chargers and cords until one of them fit. Diaz’s hands shook as he plugged the charger into the wall and the cord into his phone. His body relaxed dramatically when the phone began its startup sequence.

I was impressed that Miriam carried all those chargers with her, and I remembered that she’d been to Krome before, and had probably run into a similar problem before. She was indeed a smart cookie, as Vito would say.

When the phone finally powered up, Yulirus showed Miriam a photo he had taken of the painting. I looked at it over her shoulder. To the left side stood an older man, who looked somewhat like Diaz himself, with an oval face, wavy dark hair and a beard and mustache. With one hand, he held the hand of a boy about ten years old, wearing a lavender tunic that hung to his ankles. The boy’s head was surrounded by a golden aura.

The scene reminded me of the man or men who had taken boys in for haircuts at those African-American barbershops. This boy’s hair was a light brown, and he could use a trim.

A cluster of cherubs amidst the clouds looked down on the man and boy. “May I send this to myself?” Miriam asked Diaz. He agreed, but his phone didn’t have a SIM card that was compatible with US carriers. So she opened her briefcase once again and pulled out a slim laptop. She had a variety of different cords in a pocket of the case, and she used one of them to connect Diaz’s phone to her laptop. She discovered he had a whole folder of pictures there, and copied them over.

While we waited for the copying process, Miriam asked, “What made you decide to leave Cuba?”

“When Elpidio try to kill me.” His voice shook and he appeared on the verge of tears again. If he was an actor, he was a damn good one.

“Excuse me?” Miriam asked. “The friend who showed you the painting?”

“Yes. We spent two hours in that barn, looking at the details of the painting. I am not expert on Murillo, but I studied many Spanish Old Master paintings in graduate school so I knew what to look for. I give him my opinions, and then he drive me back to Havana.” He frowned. “I think that is the end. But then one day I am crossing the street near where I live, and a car pull out and try to hit me.”

He began to shiver, and Miriam reached out and took his hand.

“I am saved by chicken,” he said. “I cry out, and startle this bird pecking at the sidewalk. She flew up and distracted the driver, and I jump out of the way.”

“Did you get a look at the driver?”

Diaz shook his head. “But I recognized the car. It was the same one we drove to see the painting.”
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3: False Friends
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Diaz went on to explain how he had become very frightened and decided to leave Cuba. “Right away I sell everything. My few pieces of furniture, my record player and all my vinyl records.” He had a faraway look on his face for a moment, then recovered. “Sorry, there is no music here, no art. My soul, it is starving.”

Miriam and I both waited for him to continue. “I start to ask around, very carefully, you understand. I don’t want the wrong people to hear I want to leave. Eventually my cousin’s friend tell me about a man with a boat at the port city of Matanzas, east of Havana.”

“Direct route to Key West,” Miriam said. 

Diaz nodded. “It cost me nearly every centavo for the ride. He say he know secret harbor north of Key West. Many tiny islands, hard to patrol.”

I tried to imagine how I would feel under those circumstances. To give up everything and flee to another country, leaving behind friends and family? I couldn’t do it. My mother, my brother, my boyfriend—they meant more to me than anything. I would stay and fight. But everyone has a different story, and I couldn’t judge Yulirus Diaz against my own priorities.

“I only take one small backpack with clothes and personal things,” Diaz continued. “I take two buses to Matanzas, and then walk miles to the marina. There were twelve of us, men and women, one couple with two small boys. The boat was tiny but we all climb in. Some sit on benches, others on the floor. I find a corner and sit there with my pack between my legs.”

I could visualize Diaz there in the corner, by himself, and my heart continued to hurt on his behalf. Down the hall from us in the interrogation room, someone began yelling in Spanish, and there was the sound of a fight, people banging into walls and falling to the floor, and a man crying in pain.

Diaz’s hands shook as he continued. “We leave when darkness fall and go very fast through Straits of Florida. After time we begin to relax. It was so dark outside I could see more stars than I ever see before, even the Milky Way. If I was not so scared I would be filled with wonder.”

Miriam’s laptop beeped to signal that the process of copying Diaz’s photos was finished, and she and I turned to look at the screen. Because Diaz was stationed across from us, we had to figure out what we were seeing. Miriam skipped through a couple of photos of some festival in Cuba, and then stopped on a shot of a large canvas leaning against a wall inside a barn.

The only light came from behind the photographer. Each shot got closer, until we saw the subject matter. Much of the right side was a light-colored sky with puffy clouds. In the front center of the painting, a boy of about ten sat on a stone. He had curly brown hair, and the light was such that it illuminated his face as if he was favored from above. Diaz had described it as a halo, but it was not so simple.

To his right stood a man, perhaps in his forties, in a loose sort of toga, with sandals on his feet. He had a short beard and dark hair.

Diaz must have noticed as we leaned in. “The style is similar to that of The Good Shepherd,” he said. “Maybe 1660? Same angelic look on boy’s face. Same background. The largest difference is the figure of Saint Joseph to his right.”

“It’s beautiful,” Miriam said.

“Even more when you see it in person,” Diaz said. “The small details, like the shine on the apple the boy Jesus holds in his hand. The amused look on the face of the sheep in the background.”

We looked at several different shots Diaz had taken, closeups of the boy, his father, even the face of one of the sheep, which was charming all by itself. “Interesting,” Miriam said, and she closed the screen of her laptop. “But you were telling us the story of how you arrived in Florida.”

He nodded. “Just before daylight, boat begin to slow, and we all cluster to one side to look out. Land, with many small inlets of mangroves. Later they say we were on Lower Sugarloaf Key. There was no place to tie the boat, so we had to jump into the water and wade through the muck. As soon as all of us are in the water, the boat goes away, and I am lost and alone. But at least I am free.”

He took a deep breath. “The other people cheer and cry. We fight through the mangroves to reach dry land, getting cuts and scratches on our arms and legs.”

He looked up at us. “All other people had family in Miami to contact, but I had no one. I guess I think there will be someone to meet the boat and take us into Miami, but I was wrong.”

I could only imagine how he must have felt then. 

“When we finally reach the road, the husband and wife and the two boys call their cousins. Everyone else split up by families, leaving me on my own. I walk down a street called Sugarloaf Boulevard, as tourists headed to charter boats for deep-sea fishing. I try to keep my head down and look like I belong there.”

The fight outside had subsided, leaving behind an eerie quiet.

“Just one block before the A1A highway, a police car pull up beside me and I see two of the men from the boat in the back seat.”

After a quick interrogation the officer had determined that he had no papers, and delivered him to the station. Eventually he had been taken to Krome for processing.

“This is all very interesting,” Miriam said, when he had finished. “And we certainly appreciate all that you have done to get to the United States. It must have been a terrifying time, worrying that your friend was trying to kill you, and then leaving everything behind.”

Diaz nodded.

“But I don’t know what you expect we can do for you,” Miriam said kindly. “The FBI doesn’t handle refugee issues, and the only crime you have mentioned so far is the alleged attempt on your life in Havana, which would be a matter for the Cuban police.”

“But I can tell you where the painting is,” Diaz interrupted.

Miriam shook her head. “You can tell us where you saw it last. And by your own admission, you are not an expert on Murillo. It could be a competent fake, or something by one of his students.” She turned to me. “In art terms, we call that the school of Murillo.”

I leaned forward. “To claim asylum, you would need to demonstrate a threat against your life back in Cuba. Did you report the accident to the police?”

He shook his head. “In my country, it is better not to involve the police in anything.”

I took a breath. “Would you be in danger if you went back to Cuba?”

“From Elpidio, for sure.”

“But not because you’re gay?”

He shrugged. “I don’t go to clubs, I don’t have boyfriend. There is nothing to charge me with.”

“What about political activity?” Miriam asked. “Have you joined any protests? Signed any petitions?”

He shook his head. “I am only focus on my job.”

Miriam sighed. “You may have heard from people in Cuba that it’s easy to get amnesty in the United States,” Miriam said. “And for many years, because of the animosity between your government and ours, it was.”

A smile began at the edges of Diaz’s face.

“If you had some history of activity against the government, we could report back on that. If you had evidence that you’d been persecuted for your sexual orientation, that’s another thing we could put in our report. But without either of those, all we can do is indicate that you allege you know the location of a painting—one that hasn’t even been reported as stolen.”

Diaz’s eyes grew wider and that smile disappeared.

“Your name came up on a list that the governor sent to our agency, asking us to investigate each case individually,” Miriam continued. “Ordinarily, you’d never have the opportunity to meet with someone from our agency, the Federal Bureau of Investigation. We have a very specific charter to guide us in what we investigate, and immigration and amnesty are not in our portfolio.”

Miriam looked at me and frowned, then put her laptop back in her attaché case. “But I’m sorry, without either of those, there is nothing we can do.”

Diaz’s eyes grew wild. “I cannot go back to Cuba! He will kill me!”

“You will have to convince the immigration judge of that.”

Diaz’s shoulders sagged as he understood that we would not be able to help him.

My brain was buzzing with everything Diaz had told us. I held up my hand to Miriam. “Hold on a minute.”

I turned to Diaz. “You said that your friend looks for artwork he can sell overseas,” I said. “Do you know where he gets what he sells?”

Diaz shrugged. “Once we talk about security in museums, and he ask me many questions about alarm systems and security guards. But in my country, there is no money for these things except in Havana.”

I leaned in close. “Do you think he steals these pieces?”

“Sometimes he brag about how easy it is to walk off with paintings or pieces of sculpture,” he said. “He watch when the guard go to smoke. Or he take big backpack with him.”

I was very familiar with the charter Miriam had mentioned, and trafficking stolen art across international borders was definitely in our purview.

“Do you know where he sells the art?” I asked. I looked into Diaz’s eyes, hoping he was smart enough to understand where I was going.

He did, because he smiled slightly. “Some go to Spain, but I know he tell me he find art for a man in Miami. Once he deliver the painting himself, but he also fly to Antigua to meet this man when he was on a cruise.”

That was what we needed. I turned to Miriam and spoke in a low voice. “Diaz is in the United States now. Suppose he contacts his friend and asks if he can help deliver the Murillo to someone here.”

“If it is a real Murillo.”

“Even if it’s not, that’s still smuggling, right? And it’s a case for us.”

She spoke in a similar quiet voice. “Angus, I understand you feel sorry for Diaz and want to help him. I do, too. But we can’t manufacture a case where there is none.”

I took a deep breath and was about to plead with her, but she turned back to Diaz. 

“If you have direct knowledge of artwork being smuggled from Cuba to the United States, we can look into that, and ask that you be given temporary status to remain while we investigate. Do you have such knowledge?”

Again I looked directly at Diaz. He began to smile again. “I do.”
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