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“Most readers will look forward to seeing a lot more of Angus” – Publishers Weekly, November 2016, about The Next One Will Kill You. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


1 – Disturbing Events
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THE BULLETS DIDN’T pierce my Kevlar vest, but they hit me with enough force to fracture a rib. Even now, two months later, I can still feel the occasional ache in my shoulder and chest.

Everyone said I was lucky. The bullet that hit my stomach could have gone into my arm or leg, damaging nerves or muscles. A difference of a few inches in the trajectory of the second bullet, the one that caught the bottom edge of my vest, and I could have bled out through my femoral artery.

I had to rest in bed for a few days and be careful when I began to exercise again. When I returned to work as a Special Agent at the Miami office of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, I was assigned to a team that visited local colleges to discuss the ways vulnerable young people could be approached by foreign governments. I showed a video about a case we had investigated where a student studying in China had been hired to write position papers about how Americans felt about various issues. He had eventually been pressured to engage in espionage and was sent to jail.

When I spoke in community college classrooms, I could see the students’ eyes glaze over. The idea that they would have the opportunity to study and travel in China was as remote to them as being selected for a mission to Mars.

I stuck out the college program for over a month, meeting every week with a Bureau-approved psychologist to review my mental state. I didn’t tell her, or anyone else, that every time I heard a loud noise I flinched, whether it was a baby crying or the clatter of a dish hitting the floor in a restaurant. When I twisted too quickly, pain zinged under my left armpit—where the vest had pressed against a nerve.

The nightmares stopped but I still had trouble sleeping. I backed away from my roommate, Jonas, avoided my other friends, and broke up with the guy I’d been dating. My instinct was to hibernate until I felt better, but at the same time, I hated my assignment and longed to get back to real duty.

That wish came true on a Monday morning in mid-January. Roly Gutierrez, a senior agent I’d worked with in the past, buzzed me and told me to meet him ASAP in the main lobby of our office building. “I need you, Angus,” he said. “Another face-eating zombie. And this one’s on federal property.”

There had been a couple of cases in the news where otherwise ordinary guys overdosed on synthetic drugs, which did crazy things to their bodies and minds. It caused their core temperature to rise, forcing them to shuck all their clothes, and something short-circuited in their brains, leading them to attack innocent citizens and begin gnawing at their faces.

Even for Florida, where the crimes are wacky and the criminals wackier, this was extreme.

Roly hung up before I could ask for any details. He had been my mentor on the case when I’d been shot, and he was my best hope to get off the college engagement team and back into the field. I was glad to jump when he said to. On my way out of the office, I grabbed a couple of evidence bags, in case there was something we needed to collect.

When I got to the lobby, he was on his cell phone. He was a Cuban-American guy who’d been in the Miami office for a dozen years, turning down promotions to stay near his family. Like most days, he wore an immaculately tailored suit—black with a charcoal gray pinstripe— and a red tie patterned with American eagles.

He ended his call and I followed him outside. “911 got a call about twenty minutes ago about a naked man on the premises where the Department of Labor has its local office,” he said. “He attacked a woman in the parking lot and tried to bite her face. The Broward Sheriff’s Office is on site and has him cornered.”

As we walked to the garage where his SUV was parked, he said, “We need to respond because it’s a federal building, and in case there’s some terrorist component. Doesn’t sound like one, but you never know. And this gives us a chance to have a chat. How’s your current assignment working out?”

“Confidentially?” I asked, and he nodded. “I hate it. The promotional copy for the college event is misleading, so the students and faculty who attend get confused because they don’t learn what they expect. I know it’s important to reach out to the community about what we do, but this particular project feels like a waste of time.”

“I’m not surprised. Most of the agents who end up on that detail are ones who’ve been shunted off the main track, either because they screwed up or because nobody wants them on a team.”

“Did I screw up?” I asked. “By getting shot?”

“Not at all. You been seeing the department shrink?”

“I have,” I said, making sure that my voice didn’t waver. I wasn’t going to give Roly, or anyone else at the Bureau, the idea that I wasn’t fully recovered. “She says I’m ready to jump into a case as soon as someone needs me.”

“Good to know. Depending on what we find at this site, I may need your help.”

There were enough police and fire vehicles in the parking lot of the Department of Labor building to handle the arrest of a dozen suspects and the medical treatment of a dozen victims. However, most of the officers stood on the shore of a man-made lake behind the building, along with about thirty or forty people who probably worked in the building. They all watched as two officers in scuba gear stood in the middle of the shallow lake and tried to wrestle a naked man back to shore.

I could see why it was taking them so long to get the guy out of the water. He was skinny, but looked awfully strong, and the way he growled and clawed at the officers reminded me of one of those Animal Planet programs where park rangers tried to subdue an angry predator. As the scuba officers dragged the man closer to shore, another pair in uniform waded in to help out.

Roly went off to confer with a guy he knew from the DEA, and I walked over to a Broward Sheriff’s Office deputy I knew, a broad-shouldered Haitian-American guy named Hercules Dumond. “Hey. You know what happened here?” I asked.

“Way I heard it, this white guy comes charging out the building, buck naked,” he said. “Grabs this woman coming in for a job interview, knocks her to the ground, and starts chewing on her face.”

“That is the creepiest part of these cases—the face-chewing part.”

“I got you, brother. Couple of guys from this financial services company across the way spotted him, pulled him off her. One of them got scratched up pretty badly. Ambulance took away the woman and the guy who got scratched a few minutes ago. Then, the crazy man jumped into the lake and started splashing around.”

The officers were finally able to wrestle the man out of the water. The guy’s erection made the scene look like it was something from a porn movie, and I wondered if the drug enhanced sexual desire, too.

Because I wanted to prove to Roly that I was more than ready to come back to work for him, I started showing my badge to onlookers and asking if they knew who the man was. When I reached a stylishly coiffed African-American woman in her mid-thirties, she said that his name was Brian Garcia, and that he worked in her office.

I called Roly and told him I’d found someone who could ID the zombie, and he joined us a moment later. The woman’s name was Shirley Thomas, and she was a supervisor in the Department of Labor. Garcia was a wage and hour technician, a staffer in her office who responded to complaints about wage inequities.

“Do you know what set him off?” I asked.

She shook her head. “I can show you his cubicle if you want. Maybe there’s something there. We’re on the second floor.”

I turned to Roly and asked quietly, “Do we have grounds for a search?”

“An employee in a federal office has no expectation of privacy with regard to his workspace. So this is just like a house. If she’s responsible for the area, and she agrees to let us look, then we can. This is a federal facility, so we can assert jurisdiction if we choose. When I spoke to my buddy from the DEA, he said he’s got five different investigations into local distribution of drugs that could have caused this situation, and he’s happy for any help we can provide.”

I nodded. “What do you want me to do?”

“Secure his workspace and then talk to his colleagues as they come back inside. Figure out what happened here and see if you can identify what he took and where he got it from. I’m going to make some calls to follow up with the victim and see how the zombie’s doing at the hospital.”

I was back on Roly’s team. It was the opportunity I’d been waiting for and I was psyched.

I followed Ms. Thomas up to the room on the second floor where Garcia worked. All six of the cubicles were empty, as everyone seemed to have gone outside to watch the circus. Ms. Thomas provided me with Brian’s home address. “He lives with his father,” she said. “I think his mother died a few years ago, and his father’s sick with something, I’m not sure what.”

I thanked her and went to Brian Garcia’s cubicle, trying to put myself into his shoes. I didn’t need to see rainbow flags to know he was gay—the sexy postcards from Provincetown and Key West that were pinned to the fabric walls told me that. I sat behind his desk and looked around. He had a huge plastic tumbler with a couple of ice cubes in it beside his computer monitor. Condensation dripped down the sides, pooling on a stack of government forms.

Overheating was one of the symptoms of an overdose of the synthetic drugs that had been implicated in the previous attacks. It made sense that Garcia would have tried to drink ice water to cool down.

I made a note to find out how fast those drugs took effect. Had he taken something the night before—or this morning—and still been suffering from the effects? In that case, might there be traces in the cup? I put it in an evidence bag to take back to the office.

I heard voices as Brian’s coworkers returned. I started with the woman across from him, who had the clearest view of his cube. I showed her my badge and asked her to describe what she’d seen this morning.

“Brian looked exhausted when he came in, and I asked him if he’d been out late at a club last night. He said yes, and that this morning he was feeling empty. I thought it was a strange word to use, empty.”

“Do you know which club?”

She shook her head. “I told him to get some coffee, but he said he had something better. I said that he shouldn’t be messing with drugs but he insisted he knew what he was doing. Then I saw him about a half-hour later and he looked like crap. He was pale and sweaty. I asked why he didn’t take a sick day and go home but he said he didn’t have any banked.”

“He give you any indication of what kind of drug he was going to take?”

She shook her head. “I sat down at my computer, and the next thing I knew Brian was standing up, fanning himself. He said something about going outside to cool off and then he took off.”

The other staffers had little more to add. Brian was a quiet guy, a good worker. He’d never shown signs of drug abuse, though most of them agreed that he was pretty raw on Monday mornings. “Never this bad,” an older Asian man said. “He’d usually just swig a couple of those power drinks and be OK.”

Garcia had a personal laptop in a case beside his desk. The rules for law enforcement searches are pretty clear—I was allowed to search his laptop without a warrant only if there was evidence on it, and if that evidence was in danger of being erased.

I made a decision. Roly had directed me to find out what Garcia had taken, and where he’d gotten it from. The evidence might be in a message from one of the services that regularly deleted posts, like Snapchat, or in an e-mail in his trash folder. Depending on the way he’d set up his account, his trash could be emptied regularly by his server. That meant the evidence was in danger of disappearing, right? And finding out what he took, and when he took it, could potentially help the doctors in the emergency room save his life.

It was a stretch, and I ran the risk that if the case ever came to court, a judge could rule my search inadmissible. But I decided to take that risk, and I opened the laptop, hoping that he hadn’t protected it with a password. I was in luck, because it came right on and I was able to access his social media accounts, to figure out where he’d been and who he’d been with.

At ten o’ clock the night before, Garcia had “checked in” on Facebook at Cosmopolitan, a gay dance club near the Fort Lauderdale airport. He had also uploaded a couple of photos of him and a group of friends. I didn’t recognize any of them, and I’d never been to that club myself. I saved and forwarded the photos to my Bureau e-mail account in case I needed to find those guys in the future.

I logged into his Gmail account—fortunately, he’d saved the password. I scanned through quickly, looking for any messages that might indicate what he was on, or where he got it. It was slow and tedious work. Brian wasn’t big on spelling or punctuation, and I felt like a teacher of remedial English as I read his complaints about work, his plans for hook-ups, and so on.

Then I came to a thread of messages between Brian and someone whose address was ohpee@hotmail.com. The subject line was “high as a kite.”

According to the message, Ohpee lived in a house where there were lots of drugs, and at the time he was writing, he was high—on weed, though. Someone in the house was selling flakka, one of those opiates that had caused previous zombie attacks, and had given him some to try, but he didn’t want to take it.

“I’ve taken flakka before and it’s great. Gives you this high that lasts and lasts,” Brian had written in response. “You don’t want it, send it 2 me.”

Ohpee had about an ounce of the stuff in a zipper-lock bag, and he had offered to mail it to Brian, who’d supplied his address, in Hialeah. “In the mail today,” Ohpee then wrote. “P.O. lady says only a day from Lauderdale to you.”

The most recent message was from two days before. Brian had written to thank Ohpee for the flakka. “I owe you big time, dude,” he wrote. “Any time you need something, just ask.”

Was that what Garcia had taken? I did a quick Internet search and discovered that flakka was part of a group of drugs called bath salts, because that’s what they looked like. The main ingredient in the compound was alpha-PVP, a chemical that blocked the brain from absorbing the overflow of dopamine, the feel-good substance that is generated when you enjoy anything, from a piece of music to a lover’s kiss.

That meant that your brain was awash in good feelings—but it also might mess with your fight-or-flight instincts, leading you to excessively violent behavior.

All that made sense in light of what Brian Garcia had done. He was feeling down, and according to his coworker, took a drug to perk him up. Flakka was often mixed with other drugs like tranquilizers and anti-psychotics, so you never knew exactly what you were taking. Even though Garcia had taken flakka without adverse effects before, this batch could have caused the overheating and the violent behavior he’d displayed.

I went back to the chain of messages. After Garcia had written to thank him, Ohpee had responded that he was unhappy where he was living, and he might need Garcia’s help to get out.

“At first it was cool to live here in the house and get paid to have sex,” Ohpee wrote. That surprised me. So Ohpee was one of those exhibitionists on webcam sites? No wonder he had to get high a lot.

“I’m creeped out about all the guys out there watching me, getting off on the fact that I’m not even sixteen yet,” Ohpee continued. “But where could I go? My dad died when I was five years old, and with my mom dead now, too, I got no other family. Guess I have to stick it out here.”

I stopped cold. Not only had Ohpee supplied the flakka to Brian, he was fifteen, and being forced to have sex online. From his post office message, it appeared he was living in Fort Lauderdale—maybe even near where I stood, or where I lived.
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I CLOSED BRIAN’S LAPTOP and placed it back in its bag. I verified with Ms. Thomas that I could take it with me, along with the tumbler from Garcia’s desk. Then I called Roly and arranged to meet him at his SUV. “I’ve got a couple of pieces of evidence that need more evaluation,” I added.

When I linked up with Roly a few minutes later, he was with a guy he introduced as Colin Hendricks from the DEA. Hendricks was about my age, late twenties, skinny, in jeans and a T-shirt that read: “Brains are awesome! I wish everyone had one.” His forearms were covered with tattoos and his dark hair had been shaved close around the sides, leaving a big mop at the top.

“Don’t mind the undercover look,” he said, as he shook my hand. “I was in the middle of something else when I got called out here.” He nodded toward the evidence bag I was carrying, and Garcia’s laptop. “What have you got there?”

I explained, and reluctantly offered to turn over what I had to his custody. He shook his head. “You hold onto it, see what you can get from it.”

“Garcia’s at the hospital,” Roly said. “It’s going to take a while to test his blood, hair, and urine to confirm what he took, but all the indications point to flakka. They’ve put him in a medically induced coma to minimize the danger of a stroke or heart attack and preserve his kidneys, so no one can talk to him for a while.”

I was pleased that I’d been able to figure out that Garcia had taken flakka myself. “There’s a message on the laptop from the guy who supplied the drugs to him.”

“Forward that to me,” Hendricks said. “This isn’t the first case where someone either took too much of the stuff and moved into overdose territory, or took something purer than expected, or ingested a bad mix of flakka and something else. I’m working an investigation into local manufacturing and distribution and I’m seeing more and more cases like this.”

“You found out where he got the stuff that quickly?” Roly asked me.

“I searched through his e-mails.” I explained my rationale, that his server might be deleting messages regularly and that therefore there was an expedient need for me to look into them. Roly looked doubtful but he let me continue.

“Looks like he got the flakka from someone who says he’s a fifteen-year-old who does online porn for a gay sex site.”

“That’s a new twist to me,” Colin said. “But it’s so damn easy to get flakka if you have access to the dark web. You click a couple of buttons, find a supplier in China, and then wait by the mailbox.”

I’d heard the terms “dark web” and “deep web” used interchangeably. An analogy I read compared the Internet to an iceberg. Only about 10 percent of all networked material was accessible through search engines and web crawlers. Techies called that the surface web. The rest included password-protected sites for illicit activity, as well as things like your bank account information—anything that wouldn’t easily show up in a search engine.

“It’s pretty easy to get into the dark web, isn’t it?” I asked. “Just get the Tor Browser, right?”

Using the Tor Hidden Service Protocol, your surfing requests stay within the Tor network so you maintain anonymity. You don’t know where the server you’re accessing is, and it doesn’t know where you are. It’s perfect for political activists in repressive regimes, and for people who want to share and/or sell illegal materials—like drugs or kiddie porn.

“Too easy. You know how to find this kid?”

“Not yet. But he mentions that he mailed the flakka to Brian Garcia from a post office in Fort Lauderdale. There are a lot of personal details in the e-mail chain, and I believe that if I follow them I can find him, and then whoever is dealing drugs from the house where he’s living.”

“Any dealer we can put out of business is progress. If you guys take point on the gay porn angle, I’ll go through my usual sources, and we can connect in a day or two.”

Roly agreed, and Colin walked away. “Be careful what you assume, Angus,” Roly said, as we drove. “You know as well as I do that strippers and porn performers and sex workers lie as easily as they breathe. This ‘kid,’ as you called him, could be in his twenties, stringing Brian Garcia along for money.”

“I don’t think so. They really bonded. They’re both Cuban-American, they went to the same middle school in Hialeah, though Brian is ten years older, and both of them were molested by family friends when they were young.” I took a deep breath. “This kid sounds like he’s in real trouble—and if I can find him, maybe I can help him out, and we can track down a flakka supplier.”

“This is the most fired-up I’ve seen you since you got back from being shot,” Roly said. “I’ll request you back on my team and I’ll give you some leeway to do your research. But you’ve got to come up with real, verifiable data quickly. I know you want to save this kid, but don’t get sidetracked. Focus on the drug distribution. That’s where we have jurisdiction.”

“I’ll work my ass off,” I said.

On our way back to the office we discussed approaches I could take. “I’m glad to see you back in the saddle,” Roly said, as we walked into the building. “I’m sure it was tough getting shot the way you did. But remember that it’s a rare occurrence for an agent to be wounded in the line of duty.”

“Uh, Roly?” I pointed to the electronic display in the lobby as we passed it—a computer program that showed all the agents who had died while working for the Bureau.

“I’m not denying the job can be dangerous. But you’re an accountant by training—run the numbers. Consider how many agents have been with the Bureau since it was founded in 1908. Then see what percentage of them are on that screen.”

“I know. And I worked through all that stuff with the shrink.”

He stopped as we reached my office. “You’ve got to tread lightly with this investigation, Angus,” he said. “Be aware that you might get a reputation as only being able to work cases in the gay community.”

I was the only openly gay Special Agent in the office. Though there were other LGBT employees in supporting roles, I’d been able to leverage my knowledge during the last investigation I’d worked with Roly, where I was able to get information and make intuitive leaps that a straight agent might not have been able to.

I was glad to crack that case, even though it had left me with those bullet wounds. “Would that be so bad?” I asked. “I want to be the best agent I can be, attack every case I’m given with all the skills I have. But there’s something to be said for protecting my community. If no one else is going to step up and do it, then I will, and I won’t give a damn what anybody thinks.”

He laughed. “You remind me of myself. You know my background, right? I’m a first generation Cuban-American. When I graduated from Quantico I was assigned to New York and my first assignment was to go undercover and investigate a protection operation being run by Cuban émigrés. One of the guys in charge reminded me of my own abuelo. It freaked me out.”

He leaned against the doorjamb. “I wondered how come they’d put me in this position. I was reporting on my own people. It was like they were exploiting my background. But I recognized that they put me there not just because I could speak the language, but because I fit in. That my job was to uphold the law and protect the people—some of them Cuban-American, some not—who were being victimized.”

That was how I felt, too.

“You may be forced to investigate, or arrest, other gay men. You have to be able to make that separation between your personal life and your career.”

“I can do that,” I said, though even then I recognized my arrogance. How would I know until I was faced with a situation?

“Good. Then you’ll succeed no matter what kind of case you’re assigned to.”

I appreciated Roly’s faith in me—but it was time to demonstrate his faith was warranted. This case was my ticket off the academic team and back to being a real FBI agent. But more importantly, it was the chance for me to be the big brother to a boy who might not have someone to look out for him.

One of my high school classmates, Tommy Carlton, was an overweight effeminate boy, and other kids made fun of his mannerisms and called him every kind of nasty name. They beat him up after school, gave him chocolates that were actually laxatives, and generally made his life miserable.

I was afraid to stand up for him because I didn’t want anyone to know I was gay, and I didn’t want to make waves that could upset my new stepfather. So I did nothing, and during our senior year Tommy committed suicide by shooting himself with his father’s rifle.

Our high school staged a memorial service, and I could see that the kids who’d bullied Tommy felt bad. But I was gutted because I worried that if I’d done something to help him, I might have prevented his suicide.

Now maybe I had the chance to make up for it.

I dropped the cup I’d brought from Garcia’s office at the lab and asked to have it checked for flakka. Then I took Garcia’s laptop to the evidence locker and checked it in. The guy in charge raised an eyebrow at my explanation of how it came into my possession, but I filled out the paperwork, then carried it back to my office.

Before I went back to the laptop, I wrote up an FD302, the field report used to summarize interviews with subjects. I began with the people I’d spoken with at the Department of Labor office and followed the standard conventions, putting the first and last name of each person I spoke with in all capital letters. When I came to the bottom of the page, I inserted the date and the location of the investigation, the file number and the date created. It always gave me a thrill to type SA Angus Green on the last line.

When I’d finished that, I set up Brian Garcia’s laptop and went back to the e-mail chain from Ohpee. The easiest and quickest thing to do was to send an e-mail to Ohpee from Brian’s account. “Took the flakka this morning,” I wrote. “Really messed me up. Don’t take any of that shit yourself.”

I hit “send,” and almost immediately I got a response back from the Gmail mailer-daemon that the account had been closed.

I could put together a subpoena to Gmail to get whatever details they had for the account, but it was pretty easy to set up one of those accounts, and if Ohpee was into porn and drugs he had probably used false information. So I went back to the e-mail chain. There had to be a clue that would lead me to the site where Brian had first encountered him. And from there, I could get Ohpee’s face, maybe his name.

As I read, I realized that Ohpee also performed in videos—Brian mentioned one that he’d seen with Ohpee and another guy. “Were u really in locker room @ Hialeah racetrack?” Brian had asked. “That was so hawt.”

Ohpee had responded that the producer had shot the exteriors at the racetrack, but the locker room where they’d filmed the scene was at a gym near the house after hours.

I opened up a browser and searched for “gay porn Hialeah racetrack,” and got 21,600 results—most of them missing one or more of my search terms. I slogged through two pages of links before I hit pay dirt, a free preview of a porn movie that began with a sweeping shot of flamingos taking flight from a pond in front of a grandstand at a racetrack.

Quickly the scene shifted to a jockey in purple and white racing silks walking into a locker room. He was a short, skinny guy, with a rounded face and no facial hair. He tossed his cap onto a bench in front of a locker, then pulled off his jersey, revealing a hairless chest. I leaned forward, trying to get a view of his face, but he sat down on the bench and the camera focused on him removing his knee-high boots.

He stood again, this time dropping his white breeches, revealing a purple jockstrap the same color as his jersey. He began to peel off the strap—and then the preview ended with a pop-up window that offered me the chance to see the whole movie if I signed up for a membership with the website.

It had to be Ohpee, right? What were the chances that there were two gay sex flicks with the same setup? I’d seen my fair share of porn, with all the common tropes—student/teacher, coach/athlete, job applicant/interviewer, and so on. But I’d never seen one with a jockey before, and certainly the addition of the Hialeah track made it unique.

But I couldn’t see the guy’s face or establish his name. And the website that wanted me to sign up was a well-known one that didn’t produce videos, but instead collected them from many sites.

The movie had been produced locally—I was sure of that from Ohpee’s e-mail. I didn’t know anyone who acted in or produced porn locally, but I knew who to ask, starting at Lazy Dick’s, the gay bar where I’d hung out a lot with my roommate Jonas before I got shot.

He had tried to drag me out to Lazy Dick’s nearly every weekend once I was off the pain meds and could drink again, but I resisted. It seemed frivolous to go out partying when I’d had a near-death experience. But now, it was different. I had a mission.
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THE FBI OFFICE IN MIAMI is in Miramar, in the southwest corner of Broward County. It’s a long hike from there to Wilton Manors, the neighborhood of Fort Lauderdale where I live. I often wondered, as I sat in bumper-to-bumper traffic, if I’d be better off moving closer to work. But that would mean giving up the gay-centric community where I had begun to feel at home.

The long drive usually gave me a chance to shift gears from Special Agent Angus Green to off duty mode, but that afternoon I kept thinking about my case and wondering what I could find out at Lazy Dick’s. I doubted anyone would admit to watching underage porn, but a lot of good-looking guys hung out there, and I one of them might have been approached to act in something, especially if the production facility was local. It was also possible someone might know about the existence of this house through a friend or a casual trick.

I was finally able to exit the highway at Sunrise Boulevard, and then drove past a wasteland of used car lots and fast-food operations. The sun was glaring off the rear of the car ahead of me, and rap music blasted from a low-rider with heavy-duty speakers.

It was a relief to turn onto Wilton Drive, where the trees made a canopy over the street. I knew I was home when I started to see bars advertising drag nights, rainbow flags on nearly every storefront, and a cluster of brand new buildings, full of businesses ready to exploit the pink dollar.

Lazy Dick’s was a landmark, a gay bar by night and the go-to restaurant for Saturday and Sunday brunch. The sprawling low-rise building was surrounded by shaded patios. Jonas and I had spent a lot of time hanging out there, drinking and chatting and looking in an idle way for Mr. Right—or perhaps Mr. Right Now.

I pulled into the parking lot, took off my suit jacket and laid it carefully on the front seat, then removed my Penn State tie and folded it. I undid the first two buttons of my white oxford-cloth shirt, pulled tail out of my shirt to cover the thumb holster at my waist, checked my hair in the mirror, and I was ready to go.

The patio bar was hopping that evening, with lots of guys in the same kind of work drag I was wearing, along with a mix of older, retired men in Hawaiian shirts and jeans. Kelly Clarkson’s “Heartbeat Song” was playing on the speakers and I felt the rhythm moving in me.

After working my way through college at an Italian restaurant with an active bar, I knew that the best place to start when looking for information was with the bartender. A good one knows his clientele—not only what they like to drink, but whether they want to talk, and if they do, what they’re interested in. And despite the noise and activity, the bartender often overhears more than the patrons assume.

But there was a line at the bar, guys eager to get cheap drinks before happy hour expired, so instead I started a circuit of the room. I recognized a lot of the regulars and I jumped into conversations with a bit of banter.

A few months before, I had investigated the death of one of the busboys at Lazy Dick’s. I’d come out as a Federal Agent to the denizens of the bar and though there had been an initial buzz and some predictable jokes, eventually my job had ceased to matter to anyone. I was no different from the Lauderdale cop with the ripped physique and lots of body art—or the travel agent or the marketing exec.

I asked everyone I knew about companies that might be filming porn in the area, but got nothing more than vague memories. “I saw a call for guys a few months ago,” one of the men said. He was a beefy man in his forties with a pelt of dark hair that peeked above his shirt. “But I’m not exactly porn material so I didn’t pay attention.”

“Hey, there are lots of sites that would take you,” his friend said. “Just hunt for fat guys fucking.”

“If I wanted to see guys like you, I could search for tiny dicks fucking,” the bear said.

I left them to their squabbling and moved on. Finally, the crowd around the bar cleared and I could get in. The bartender on duty that evening was a rail-thin Trinidadian with cocoa-colored skin, a smooth island accent, and the habitual runny nose of a coke addict. He was in his early twenties, and wore a skin-tight tank top with the Lazy Dick logo. “Hey, Raj, what’s going on,” I said as I slid onto a bar stool.

“Green Hornet,” he said. “Good to see you, mon.”

Raj had a nickname for everyone, usually a riff on the person’s real name. When he learned my last name was Green, he’d come up with that reference to the super hero. At least he didn’t call me Angus Cattle.

“I’ll take a Rum Runner.” Because it came out of a machine it was watered down enough that one wouldn’t even begin to get me drunk.

“Coming up. Long time you been away. You better now?”

From what Raj said, I realized that the gay grapevine had been working during the time I was gone, spreading the news of my shooting. It was probably Jonas’ fault—talking about me gave him something to say, a reason for better-looking guys to talk to him.

“Yeah, back to work. Say, you know any companies making porn locally, Raj?”

“Why you ask, mon? Uncle Sam not paying you enough?”

I could have told Raj about the flakka, but questions about drugs often cause guys to shut down. I thought I’d get more information by focusing on Ohpee. “I got a tip that there might be an underage guy performing for one of those sites, based here in Lauderdale. Trying to track him down and make sure he’s not being victimized.”

“I haven’t heard of nobody filming locally. If they do it, they on the down low. And for sure nobody using kids.” Raj sniffed and wiped his nose. “Still tough being a gay kid these days,” he said. “You see all this stuff in the paper, kids coming out early, joining queer clubs and all. But still a lot of trouble for so many of them.” He shook his head, then went on to the next customer.

I did another circuit with no result, and I was draining the last of my Rum Runner when I spotted Jonas. “I’m surprised to see you here,” he said. “I thought you’d given up on the bar scene.”

I explained about the case, but he didn’t know anything about flakka, or about anyone making porn in the area. “That’s creepy, taking advantage of a kid like that,” Jonas said. “I ever tell you about the guy who approached me at the beach?”

“No. Somebody wanted you to act in porn?”

“You don’t have to look so surprised,” Jonas said. “I was skinnier then and I wasn’t so hairy. Plus, I looked really young. One day—I was fifteen—I was online and I read something about the gay nude beach at Haulover.”

I’d been to Haulover Park only once, briefly, because of my fair skin and tendency to burn quickly. I’d walked out to the long sandy beach and past the sign at the northern end that warned novices that they might encounter nudity beyond that point. Most of the men were ones you didn’t want to see naked, but it was still a forbidden thrill to be in the middle of so much casual nudity.

“You went to a nude beach when you were fifteen?” I asked.

He nodded. “I hadn’t done anything more than fool around with a friend, and I had this idea that I’d go to the beach and meet some kid like me, and we could be boyfriends.”

He looked down.

“I wish I’d had a place like that when I was a teenager back in Scranton,” I said, thinking of myself and Tommy Carlton. “You were lucky.”

He shrugged. “I took three buses to get there from my house and then I had to walk a long way from the bus stop.” He got a wistful gaze. “It was amazing, Angus. All these naked men. I got hard right away and that made me too scared to pull my clothes off. I finally managed to pull my shorts down and lay down on my belly. But almost as soon as I did, this guy came over to me.”

“Another kid?”

“An old guy. Now that I think of it, he was probably only in his forties, but he was like my dad’s age and I kind of freaked. He sat down on the sand next to me and started talking. Casual stuff, you know, like what a beautiful day it was, how great it was to go into the water and cool off after lying in the sand.”

“What did you say?”

“I didn’t say anything at first. He asked me what my name was, how old I was, where I went to school. Then he asked me if I’d ever wanted to be in movies. He said I had a sweet ass and it was almost a crime not to share it with other guys. I thought he was kidding at first, because I didn’t have muscles or anything, but he was serious. He told me I could make a lot of money to be naked in front of a camera, and he asked me to turn over so he could see me from the front.”

“Did you?”

“I told him I didn’t want to because I was hard, and he said that was OK, that I could turn on my side and he’d be the only one to see.” He smiled. “He said all kinds of nice stuff, and he gave me his card and told me that whenever I wanted to make some money, I should give him a call.”

“Did you?”

He nodded. “A couple of weeks later. He gave me his address and I said I’d go over there on a Saturday afternoon. I found the right bus route and rode almost all the way there, but at the last minute I chickened out. I wonder what would have happened if I’d had the balls to get off that bus.”

“I think it took bigger balls to stay on it,” I said. “You realized that you had too much respect for yourself.”

“That’s nice of you to say, but I was just scared. Though he hadn’t said anything I knew there was going to be more than taking my clothes off for pictures and I wasn’t ready for that.”

“However it happened, I’m glad you didn’t let someone take advantage of you. This kid wasn’t as strong.”

I should have hung around the bar for a while longer, asking more guys about local porn producers, but I had triggered something in Jonas and I had a responsibility to look after him. I shifted the conversation to his day at work, and after a while, we walked across the street to a take-out Mexican place. We got a couple of wraps and then drove home and ate at the kitchen table.

The house we shared was a run-down ranch in a rapidly gentrifying part of Wilton Manors. The huge oak tree in the front yard kept the grass from growing, and the exterior walls were painted puke green, but it was home. Our rent would probably go up a lot when our lease was up, if the landlord didn’t sell the place as a tear-down.

Inside, the furniture looked like it had either come from a thrift shop, or belonged in one. Mismatched metal chairs sat around a linoleum kitchen table, with an overstuffed couch and a couple of easy chairs in the living room, beds and dressers in the bedrooms. At least Jonas had brought an oversized plasma screen TV with him.

As we ate, we settled down together to watch TV. About halfway through, a commercial came on for a local car dealership called Exotic Imports. The owner was a strange old man with white hair. He had a pet cheetah on a leash. In the ad, he strolled around the lot, pointing out the Jaguars, Ferraris, and Lamborghinis. Sales people stood beside the cars, as if they were ready to sell you one right away.

Jonas peered forward at the TV and pointed to a tall, dark-haired guy beside a midnight-blue Porsche Spyder. His muscles bulged out of his logo polo shirt. “Look at that guy,” he said. “I’m sure I’ve seen him at the gym. You think he’s gay?”

“Well, the gym we go to probably has the highest percentage of gay guys of any in town. Why don’t you ask him the next time you see him?”

“If I do, I’m definitely mentioning this commercial. That’s a good way to start a conversation, right?”

“Absolutely.”

I could tell from the glow in my roommate’s eyes that he was already planning his wedding to the hunk—or at least a hot date.

When I left my bedroom the next morning dressed for the gym, I wasn’t surprised to see that the guy in the commercial had motivated Jonas to accompany me.

Jonas had never been much of an athlete, and he’d only joined the gym as a way to meet cute, fit guys. Since he rarely exercised, that wasn’t working out for him. But a couple of weeks before, he had started eating a healthy diet—no more late night fast food binges or buckets of fried chicken. The cafeteria at his office building had a good salad bar, and he’d been grazing there at lunch.

If it took seeing a guy on TV to get him to work out, it was all good, right?

As Jonas drove us to the gym, he asked, “You want to go to Lazy Dick’s on Saturday night? They’re doing dollar margaritas all night.”

“I’ll see.” When we walked into the gym, I pointed at the line of machines. “Where do you want to start?”

He looked around, and then turned back to me. “It’s him!” he said in a loud whisper. “The guy from the commercial. I was right! He’s here!”

“Put your tongue back in your mouth.” It sure looked like the same guy we’d seen the night before in the Exotic Imports commercial. “Well, you were going to tell him you saw him on TV. Give it a try.”

Jonas shook his head. “He’d shoot me down.”

“You never get anything you want if you don’t try. Offer to spot him while he lifts.”

Reluctantly, Jonas walked over. The guy wore a T-shirt that read RUN MORE THAN YOUR MOUTH in block letters, and his pecs and biceps strained against the fabric. I watched as Jonas approached him and spoke. The guy shrugged, then got down onto the bench and began lifting. Jonas stood beside him as the guy began his reps.

He had a lot of weight on the bar, and I hoped he wouldn’t need Jonas’s help because I was sure my roommate couldn’t manage it.

I got onto a treadmill and set the timer. I wasn’t working my upper body much because I still felt the occasional twinge from the muscles damaged when I got shot, and I didn’t want to overdo it.

As I worked my calves and thighs, I thought about the way Jonas and I had both grown up, and how lucky we’d been.

My dad had died when I was ten and my brother Danny five, and my memories of him were growing hazier with time. I remembered sitting on his lap with the atlas open, him pointing to all the exotic destinations he wanted to visit. He had a thing for island chains—the Azores, the Seychelles, the Abacos. I hadn’t been to any of those places yet, but I’d gotten out of Scranton, which was more than he’d ever been able to do.

Once my mom married my stepdad, we moved into a bigger house where Danny and I each had our own room. We always had food and clothes, and I mowed lawns and washed cars for spending money. I was able to get an academic scholarship to Penn State, where the LGBTA Student Coalition enabled me to come out in a supportive atmosphere, and though my mom and stepdad weren’t thrilled to learn I was gay, they didn’t abandon me or try to force me into therapy. I’d been able to stay in school, thrive, and build friendships and personal relationships that helped me succeed.

Jonas’s story was similar to mine. His parents were divorced, and he’d come out to his mom when he was in high school. She had immediately joined PFLAG, the group for parents and allies of gay people. He was embarrassed about how enthusiastic she had been, but her support had been crucial to his adjustment.

What might have happened to me if I hadn’t had the opportunities I had? Suppose my stepdad had discovered I was gay while I was still living under his roof, and he’d kicked me out? Where would I have gone? There weren’t a lot of social services for LGBT teens in Scranton, so I’d probably have gone to either New York or Philadelphia.

The thought of being an outcast on my own in one of those big cities was frightening. I could have turned to prostitution, been raped, infected with HIV or other venereal diseases, or gotten addicted to drugs.
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“Angus Green [is] the affable hero of this brisk series launch set in
South Florida...readers will look forward to seging a lot more of Angus.”
~Publishers Weekly on The Next One Wil Kill You
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