
Tale of Two Boats
by
Eyes Right 
Aboard Conch Too, FL – My primary goal for traveling to Florida was to do some deep sea fishing in the Keys.  It did not begin well.  My initial two flights to Miami were cancelled due to bad weather in south Florida.   By the time I arrived, one of my planned seven days was now gone.   Then the bad weather continued with extremely heavy thunderstorms in the Key Largo area featuring dramatic lightning - not good for any adventure on the water!   So, I decided to proceed south on U.S. 1 to its southernmost point here in Key West.
Upon arrival, I soon learned that in order to obtain a booking on one of the charter boats this time of year, you have to book at least a day ahead….another day lost.  Jessica, the woman at the desk of my hotel, listened to my woes, but said, “Don’t worry, I know a fellow who can get you a seat tomorrow.”   She handed me a card for Thomas Cavaluzzi, who it turns out, is something of a “shill” for several boat captains.  He introduced himself on the phone with “Just call me Tommy.  I make stuff happen.”  When I explained that I was looking for a half day fishing trip in the Gulf (of Mexico), he immediately responded, “I make stuff happen.”   Tommy then rather excitedly told me that he had “a friend” going out at 8 in the morning for a 6-hour trip and that he could “probably” get me the last seat.   
“So how much is this going to cost me, Tommy?”
“I can make it happen for $250.   You got a credit card handy?”
I grimaced, but gave him all the information.  He then told me that I was all set…just show up at the charter boat docks at 8 AM near Captain Conch Charters and bring along the email that he was about to send me.
I arose early, grabbed a bagel at a deli near my hotel and was at the docks by 7:30 AM.  A rather grizzled fellow in mostly dirty clothes introduced himself as Captain Craig and told us that a fellow named Ross would be our Mate.  There were 5 others who showed up by 8 to be my fellow fisher people, 2 men and 3 women.  I soon learned that if I had made the reservation directly with Captain Craig at the dock, the cost would have been $50 less.  Tommy, my “I make stuff happen” fellow, had obviously received 50 bucks vigorish.  We were given no safety instructions, but did leave the pier promptly at 8.   It was a beautiful calm morning with pleasant, warm temperatures enabling me to put Tommy’ s vigorish aside and enjoy the 40 minute ride to our first fishing spot about 8 miles off shore.
Ross, the Mate, was a very thin fellow of maybe 35 (who looked 65) who immediately impressed me with his skill set at setting 4 lines, two with outriggers and two astern.  He placed different bait combinations on each.   On the way to sea, Ross had each of us draw a domino with a single number on it to determine the order in which he would hand us a rod to fight the fish once it was hooked.  I drew number 4.  Almost immediately after the lines were set, a mackerel was snagged.  One of the three women aboard, a newly-wed named Allison, was number one and reeled it in.  When my turn took place, I also caught a mackerel.  Our final haul consisted of several more mackerel, some Marjack, and a very impressive Wahoo.
Around noon the Captain and Ross both spotted a small raft, barely above water, with 4-5 people aboard.  Ross told us that they were Cubans attempting to make their way to the U.S. as refugees.  We did not go alongside to offer a tow, as this would have been against the law.  One of the other charter boats did swing by to throw some bottles of fresh water to assist those on the raft until they hopefully reached shore.  Ross explained, “We see these boats all the time.  It’s sad, but we’d lose everything if we tow them.   We never call the Coast Guard to report these guys, because they will seize the raft and fly the people directly back to Cuba.  None of us want that to happen after all they’ve been through on this water out here.  This one looks like it may have one of those small Russian outboards to sputter it along.  They may make landfall tonight, and, if the Coast Guard doesn’t catch them, they’ll be OK.”
On the way back to Key West, I kept thinking of those Cubans in a nearly swamped raft compared to us affluent Americans aboard Conch Too.  We had iced drinks, shelter from the sun, a mate doing everything for us, and obviously sufficient discretionary money to pay a handsome sum for a few hours of fishing.  The Cubans had no shelter, probably very little water, and no certainty that their small craft would safely navigate the 90 plus  miles across the Gulf to a new life.  All they had was literally a hope and a prayer.  
 My hope and prayer was that they made it safely.  I told Ross to keep my fish and donate then to someone needy.
I thought you might like to know.
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