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Linus stood watch over the boat’s bow as the Leg Bus cut through inky night waves to the port of Baracoa. 

Cuba awaited a hundred miles in front of him, while clouds of cigarette-boat exhaust disappeared behind him. The boat’s bobbing V-shape wobbled while cutting through the water, with the weight of cargo sitting on the rear deck, two tons it hadn’t been designed to carry. The boat had gotten used to it, Linus thought, as had Linus himself, standing watch, driving the boat, doing business. Transport. Shipping. 

Leg Bus. Legitimate businessman. Which he was. In a manner of speaking.

He savored the salt aroma mixing with gasoline exhaust and pulled his smartphone out of his pocket and glanced down at it for the last text messages to arrive before he left Verizon’s reception area. A message from Adam wishing him a good voyage—that guy was smart enough to get a bootleg internet connection in Havana, and then again smart enough to use that internet connection to send instant messenger messages to foreign cell phones. 

Linus could not reasonably fear that Adam wasn’t smart enough for the business. All he could fear was that Adam was too smart—and Adam and the hunch that for partners in crime, knowing too much was worse than not knowing enough.

Adam would be at the usual place at 5 A.M. They’d drive the merchandise onto the beach, eat paella and ropa vieja cooked by Adam’s mom, hand over the cash, make small talk, fuel Adam’s boat, and bring the car to the warehouse for another mission well done. Then Linus would set off to Miami, as was the inevitable ending of his every Cuban voyage. For the return trip he could afford to cruise like a Carnival captain, confident in his rights to be where he was: a U.S. citizen in a U.S. flagged boat going out on a little nighttime run—and on the return trip there would be no possible questions of “why the hell is there a car loaded into your cigarette boat?” and Linus’s only worry would be keeping the thirty thousand in cash dry in his pocket. 

Moonlight blessed his keel through the salt spray it kicked up at thirty knots, lonesome lunar illumination like a lonely nocturnal streetlamp through falling snow. Everything else, dark. He kept the boat’s lights off—engineering the hack was something he’d entrusted to Cindy, because who else—and the only navigational aid he allowed himself was GPS on the smartphone in his pocket. And looking at Polaris, Ursa Minor, just to make himself feel more like a noble mariner than like a car smuggler, although like many parts of his criminal enterprise, that was just for show. He didn’t know shit about traditional navigation, other than following what the computers said. The smartphone, maps downloaded for offline use and GPS not yet subject to the Guantanamo blackout, was enough, just barely enough, to navigate. Any more light, any more electronics, any more noise, any more people, would’ve been attracting undue attention. 

Linus thought himself a submarine, one that ran above the surface. He’d learned even long before this venture that with some things, many things, it’s better to stay under the surface. Why announce yourself? He hadn’t actually watched those black-and-white submarine movies, but he filled in the holes in his head well enough, and he imagined himself a million miles below the surface, carrying precious cargo, maybe radioactive cargo, or maybe just a 2001 BMW 330i for a Havana underground club DJ with a sizeable cash income and no other good idea for spending it. 

Lights off, radios disconnected, hunched in silence, not even allowing yourself any tunes on the stereo—can you really be sure you’re not underwater? At night, how can you be sure you’re on the surface? When it’s too dark to even see yourself, do you ever know, can you ever be sure you’re on top of the water and not under it, until the moment they find you?

He boated like he lived, staying under the radar. Social events were not his thing. Gay venues were especially not his thing, full of men, dastardly men, devious men, violent men, untrustworthy men, violently vengeful men. He’d mostly had enough of men at home and on the streets. Alone was better. And piloting a cigarette boat to Cuba was as alone as it got, just him and the boat and the ocean at night—deadly ocean, silent deceiver, but something he could deal with.

Out on the water, he’d never had any encounters with them, meaning Cuban patrol boats sent by various branches of the Cuban military and police. Neither the Cubans or the Americans were expecting anything coming toward Cuba; they spent almost all their energy catching people trying to leave Cuba. But Linus was well aware that for some Cuban navy admiral, a dot on radar was a dot on radar, no matter which way it was moving, and Linus didn’t want to take risks, even if he carried ten thousand in cash with him should he be intercepted by the Cuban side, and a humanitarian sob story about getting a car for his nonexistent dying uncle in Havana should he be caught by his fellow Americans.

Criminals were supposed to be geniuses, but Linus always felt like a dumbass, doing what he was doing. Moving cars on the back of a go-fast pleasure boat wasn’t particularly smart. His craft hadn’t been outfitted for carrying anything more than a few buxom beauties. Loading a car on the rear deck and setting off for eastern Cuba, or for anywhere, certainly wasn’t safe. But where else could Linus make twenty-five thousand dollars in a night, net of his only expenses, which were a few thousand dollars for the car, plus three hundred gallons of fuel for his boat and a couple hundred RedBulls for himself?

He’d gotten into the gig because career opportunities were scarce for a former Miami rentboy without much of a formal education and with some sort of social anxiety that scuttled the few office-job interviews he’d been able to land. He’d been introduced to some Cuban guys at the coffee counter at Versailles in Little Havana; they said they needed some help with a Cuban import-export business and Linus expressed interest. By the time he found out the import-export wasn’t exactly of the legal sort, he didn’t exactly care.

It went like this: Cars were illegal to import into Cuba. Illegal to buy or sell or own in Cuba. And, of course, illegal to export from the US to Cuba. And like this: Cubans were car-crazy, and more than a few of them were willing to pay twenty thousand,  thirty thousand, sometimes  fifty thousand for some past-its-prime German luxury jalopy brought in from Miami. And Adam was their man: blue-eyed Adam who wore linen suits and made a point of speaking English whenever possible to his countrymen, impressing upon his customers that by buying a smuggled car they’d announce to all Cuba that they’d made it. Adam handled the end-customers, but Adam couldn’t do anything without Linus bringing the cars actually over for “importation, coo-bahn style,” as Adam relished calling it.

Adam ate up Linus’s stories of the difficulty of buying multiple cars in America. Linus regaled him with tales of inquisitive government officials asking why none of the cars Adam had bought had ever been registered, even of reporters knocking on his door and asking him what happened to all the cars he’d bought. In his own stories, Linus was always cool-headed, dispatching police inspectors with a few witticisms, with a citation of an obscure law, or with a palmed Benjamin. 

And then there were Linus’s tales of the sea. In that regard, he couldn’t fib too much, because Adam had been on boats, and Adam couldn’t claim that boating in US waters was all that different from boating in Cuban waters. But he could tell stories of being tailed by the Coast Guard, the FBI, even the Miami Police, but outmaneuvering them all, all that with a large luxury sedan sitting on his boat’s rear deck. 

Entirely fictitious sea adventures. Who gave a shit. It worked. And it kept Adam from getting any inkling of being able to do this business himself, or being able to get a cheaper or more pliable replacement for Linus.

If Adam had only known how easy it was. Nobody gave a fuck on the U.S. side how many cars Linus bought or what ultimately happened to them. Unthinkable in Cuba. Here was a guy buying at least a car a month. Then never registering or insuring it, and indeed, never being seen with that car ever again. Ever. In America, if he was dumping the cars into the ocean, or storing them in an underground bunker, or launching them into space, well, so be it, as far as the authorities went, as long as he wasn’t disturbing any manatee habitats. The less seen of his cars, the better, from a legal perspective, anyway. In Cuba, the national security police, the all kinds of police would’ve been very suspicious. What happened to all the cars, where, what, how, and why? In America, of course, who cared? In Cuba, they cared so much that the cars that people bought from Linus and Adam never existed in the first place, as far as Cuban law went.

Adam wasn’t stupid, but he wasn’t American either. How could he know the details of American law, and how easy it was? Adam wasn’t stupid, but Linus could get away with fibbing to him a little bit. There was no reason to be completely honest with anybody. Linus knew that nobody was completely honest with him.

He was an hour away from the comforting outlines of sighting Cuba’s eastern fringes. Cruising in the dark night, only following a vague heading on his smartphone screen, reminded him of how odd running at night with a car stashed on the back of the boat used to feel until he got used to it, and made him nostalgic about how he had gotten into it all in the first place. Linus started mentally rehashing the business from his beginnings. 

This was his sixth time doing this, the sixth car in six months. The first few times, Cindy had stolen the car for Linus. That was stupid. A criminal venture should only be as illegal as it needs to be, and no more illegal than that. It would be a 1990s Mercedes or Lexus that Cindy would casually steal from a side street near the Miami airport—a side street where would-be savvy consumers tried to outsmart paid airport parking, only to find that Cindy had outsmarted them instead. The owners were by definition always out of town, and so the cars weren’t reported stolen until at the very least days later, sometimes weeks later, by which time they’d be cruising around Havana.

As genius as it was, after Linus did the numbers, it was an unnecessary bit of risk in an otherwise extremely low-risk venture. Who needed to have Cindy be seen sneaking into a parked car with a backpack full of hotwiring tools and a laptop, who needed to drive a stolen car down to Key Vaca to load it onto the boat, who needed to risk a felony grand theft arrest, who needed all that bullshit, and most of all, who needed to deal with Cindy, always simultaneously eager to please and emotionally so draining—Linus could just buy the car as a decent upstanding citizen would do, and have the whole “theft” thing erased from his list of potential complications. 

Let Cindy keep the genius car theft ideas for her and her own gang. Linus’s venture wasn’t that sort of thuggery, and he didn’t need to steal cars to earn a profit. Adam paid Linus a flat price of thirty thousand dollars at each delivery. As far as Adam had known, Linus or his crew had stolen the car, and spirited it onto the cigarette boat in the dark of night. Actually, they’d bought the car from Craigslist or Ebay, and spirited it onto the cigarette boat in the dark of night. And as far as Adam knew, Linus faced a dangerous minefield of law enforcers and other obstacles in buying the car, shipping it, and carrying it to Cuba. It was all sea stories Linus told Adam, to prevent him from possibly getting the idea that he was being taken advantage of on the price. The major constituent of the price, of course, was shipping and handling, and the more sea stories Linus could tell Adam, the more Adam was confident he was getting his money’s worth and couldn’t do the same cheaper.  Adam had no idea how easy it was for Linus.
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