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Author’s Note

The reader should know some names and identifying characteristics of certain people have been changed in order to protect their privacy. In some instances, I re-created dialogue to the best of my recollection and compressed events to best serve the overall story. However, like most people’s memories, mine is selective and at times, flawed. Although I’ve scoured court motions, transcripts, reports, and conducted multiple interviews in order to create an accurate account of my story, there is simply no way I’m as cool and funny as the guy described between the covers of this book; nor could my friendships have been this strong, my drug-induced highs this good, the sex as wild, the good times as good and the bad times as bad. But this is the way I remember it, and try as I have, I can’t describe it any other way.


Foreword

Generation Oxy is a monument to collective irresponsibility.

At several points in the story you will find yourself asking, “How did that happen?”

Of course, at the center of it all was Doug Dodd. It goes without saying that he made some terrible choices. We’d all agree that illegally obtaining thousands of OxyContin pills is reckless and irresponsible. Forming an interstate network of dealers to sell those pills isn’t the wisest move. And, in retrospect, Dodd probably should’ve partnered with somebody, anybody, other than Lance Barabas, a self-destructive, wild man who seems genetically constructed to defy authority in all its forms.

But Doug Dodd’s story is not possible without the moral and ethical failings of society’s most important institutions.

First, the state of Florida, which from everything I can see, is a lawless swampland. The negligence of state politicians and regulators is astonishing. They enabled, and continue to profit from, the OxyContin epidemic.

There’s FedEx, a company that, according to a 2010 US Justice Department report, “knowingly delivered drugs to dealers and addicts.” FedEx was indicted again in 2014 for distributing controlled drugs online. No arrests were made.

There’s the medical malpractice of doctors who knowingly overprescribed OxyContin and the pharmacists who knowingly filled addicts’ prescriptions in the name of greed. Pharmacy giant CVS was indicted in 2010. No arrests were made.

Then, sitting atop of the irresponsibility pyramid, the Sackler family, the owners and operators of Purdue Pharma, the creator of OxyContin. In 2012, the US Justice Department found Purdue Pharma contributed to thousands of deaths by intentionally “misleading the public about OxyContin’s risk of addiction.”

Of course, no arrests were made.

In fact, in 2015, the Sackler family, founders and owners of Purdue Pharma, were added to Forbes magazine’s “America’s Richest Families” with a net worth of $14 billion dollars.

So when you find yourself asking, “How did that happen?” …

That’s how it happened.

—Mark Mallouk

July 2017


Prologue

The two kids and their crew were making millions of dollars … illegally moving OxyContin and Roxicodone pills to a network of dealers spread out across the country—Tennessee, Alaska, South Carolina, New York.

—Rolling Stone

It was Saturday night at the Round Up, a popular country dance club located just outside Tampa’s city limits. The place was packed with blue-collar workers and drunken southern belles line dancing underneath the disco balls to Blake Shelton’s “Redneck Girl” and “Trashy Women” by Confederate Railroad. There were sleeved-out dirty southern boys doing shots at the bar while watching half-naked strippers in Stetsons seductively slow riding the mechanical bull; your typical Florida honky-tonk. My high school buddies and I had been drinking rum and Coke and snorting oxys most of the night. I was seventeen years old and more than buzzed, dancing with a twenty-something raven-haired beauty, sporting a tramp stamp and silicon implants. That might have been why I didn’t notice the hulking bouncers pulling my friends off the dance floor until one of the country boys tapped on my shoulder. “You!” yelled the bouncer over the music. I reeled around to see this massive Hulk-like guy in a black T-shirt that read SECURITY on it. “You’re outta here!”

He escorted me outside with my friends, and asked for my ID. “Not a problem,” I said, and handed him twenty-three-year-old Alejandro James Diaz’s Florida drivers license.

The bouncers held the license up and his eyes darted between Diaz’s photograph and myself—Douglas Chantz Dodd. We were both thin and roughly five foot eight inches tall with green eyes and dirty-blond spiked hair. Regardless, we weren’t twins. “Nah,” grunted the Hulk, “this isn’t you.”

“You’re crazy,” I replied, as a Pinellas County Sheriff’s cruiser pulled up to the club’s entrance just behind me.

“We’ll see,” chuckled the bouncer, motioning to the deputy exiting the patrol vehicle.

Between me, my best friend Lance Barabas, his brothers Landon and Larry, and our buddy Richard Sullivan, our group—which prosecutors would ultimately dub “the Barabas criminal enterprise”—was making millions, shipping hundreds of thousands of oxycodone pills throughout the country. Federal prosecutors would later call us one of the largest suppliers of the ever-increasing oxycodone epidemic. And I had roughly one hundred of the powerful painkillers in a metal vial hanging from the chain around my neck, barely covered by my shirt—a fifteen-year mandatory minimum sentence in the state of Florida.

“Shit,” I hissed under my breath. Fifteen years in Florida state prison was not a part of my plans. I slowly glanced toward the group of massive bouncers surrounding my friends and then to the deputy closing in on my right.

The officer noticed my shifting eyes and growled, “Don’t even think about it.” My fight-or-flight instinct kicked in and my adrenaline spiked. I bolted past my friends and across the parking lot, with the deputy and two of the bouncers on my heels. The pounding of their feet and screams faded into the background as I shot into four lanes of traffic on Hillsborough Avenue, causing a dozen vehicles to swerve and lock up their brakes. I could hear screeching tires, crunching steel, and cracking taillights. But I didn’t look back, I just kept running. I raced behind a building, yanked off my necklace, and stashed it in a tree. My heart was pounding, adrenaline surging through my veins as I scaled the chain-link fence of the Oldsmar Flea Market and hid in a maze of rusted storage units.

Within seconds, the sheriff was looking for me in the alley behind the building. “I need a coupla dogs ASAP,” he said into his shoulder microphone. The K-9 unit’s German shepherds arrived minutes later. They quickly found my vial of oxycodone hanging from a tree branch, and tracked my scent to the flea market. “I’ve got around a hundred oxycodone,” he said into his shoulder mic. More than enough for a trafficking charge. “Get me a helicopter up here, now!”

I had just caught my breath when I heard the K-9s barking and snapping on the other side of the fence—less than a hundred yards away. Then I saw the blue lights of several cruisers at the entrance of the open-air market. They were closing in. So I jumped the back fence and crawled through a muddy field as sheriff’s deputies swarmed the market.

That’s when I heard the helicopter and saw the spotlight converging on my location. Drenched in mud and sweat, I sprang to my feet and ran into a nearby shopping plaza where over a dozen tractor-trailers were parked. I quickly crawled underneath one and laid between its massive tires.

I called Lance and told him where I was as the beam of the helicopter’s spotlight passed over the trailer. “Bro,” I whispered while two deputies walked by, haphazardly shining their Maglites underneath the trailers, “you’ve gotta come get me.”

“Sit tight,” said Lance; one of his brothers and a friend had been arrested. Another buddy had backed Lance’s Dodge truck into a Mercedes and the remaining friends were screaming at one another. It was complete chaos. “But we’re coming to get you.” He ended the call and told everyone they needed to pick me up immediately. Most of them wanted to get out of the area before they were arrested for trespassing or underage drinking. “Well, we’re not leaving him!”

At roughly the same time, several sheriff’s deputies spotted Lance on the side of the highway. Due to my and Lance’s physical similarities they encircled him with their patrol vehicles, jumped out of the cruisers, and drew their weapons. “Get on the ground!” they yelled. “Get on the ground!”

Lance dropped to his belly as multiple K-9 unit officers approached the area with their German shepherds. A portly deputy jammed his knee into Lance’s back and snapped a pair of cuffs on his wrists. “What were you doing in the flea market?” barked one of the K-9 unit officers, while two of the dogs growled and snapped their razor-sharp teeth inches from Lance’s face. He could feel the dogs’ breath and saliva on his cheeks.

“I wasn’t at the flea market!” replied Lance. “I’ve been here—”

“What’re you doing with all them pills?!” snapped the deputy, as he yanked Lance off the asphalt. But the teen didn’t respond. “Boy, you’re fucking with the wrong officer!” then he shoved him in the back of the cruiser.

Over the course of the next hour—while I waited for Lance to pick me up—I went from sweating and dry heaving to shivering in the cold night air.

As two patrol vehicles pulled into the parking lot across the street, I slyly began to work my way down the shopping plaza, ducking behind bushes and blending into the dark areas, until I made it to a 7-Eleven. I scouted the area and then called Lance’s cell for an update. “Who am I speaking with?” asked an official voice on the other end of the line.

“Doug,” I replied. “Where’s Lance?”

“I’ve got ’im in the back of my patrol car. But I need to release him to someone. Where are you at?”

“Sir, I’m seventeen years old. How are you going to release him to me?”

“Listen kid,” growled the officer, “if you don’t tell me where you’re at, I’m gonna book your little pal here. What do you have to say to that, smartass?”

“Tell Lance I love him,” I chuckled, “and I’ll bail him out in the morning.” I disconnected and walked into the convenience store covered in dirt and grass, and grabbed a soda out of the beverage cooler. The clerk gawked at me—I was filthy from head to toe—as I tossed some cash on the counter and exited the store. It was after two o’clock in the morning when I called my cousin and said, “Come get me. They arrested Lance.” Then I popped the top and gulped down my ice-cold Orange Crush. You know, I wasn’t born a drug dealer. I became one.


Chapter One

The Land of Opportunity

Painkiller overdoses … exceed the crack cocaine epidemic of the 1980s and the black tar heroin epidemic of the 1970s combined.

—The Guardian

I was born in 1988—just after Ronald Reagan declared “the war on drugs”—in New Port Richey, Florida, not far from the Tampa Bay/Clearwater Beach area; it’s a small coastal town on the way to nowhere with a stagnant population of around fourteen thousand Floridians struggling to stay lower-middle class. Downtown is peppered with dated strip malls and pawn shops. Lots of fishing boats and packing warehouses. There’s no shortage of bars and strip clubs.

I spent most of my childhood running around the playgrounds and trailer parks, barefoot and dirty. Despite how it sounds, I never considered myself poor white trash, although what you’re about to read might have you think otherwise.

My mother, Sylvia Drupe, is a functioning alcoholic; a career waitress who loves Budweiser and marijuana brownies. I love her, but she’s never exactly been the nurturing, motherly type.

My dad, Douglas Dodd, is everything my mother isn’t: mild mannered, conservative, and nonconfrontational. Unfortunately, he’s got a thing for waitresses, and as a restaurant manager, it eventually became an issue.

In 1993, I was a skinny little five-year-old kid, oblivious to how fragile my parents’ marriage was, when a man approached my mother during her night shift at Chili’s. “Ma’am,” he said, “you don’t know me, but my wife’s a waitress at Bob Evans [the restaurant where my father worked], and your husband’s fucking her. They’re at your house, right now.”

My mother caught the two of them parked in our driveway. My dad was nailing Brandy, my future stepmother, in the back seat of our family’s Pontiac Trans Am, when my mom yanked open the passenger-side door. “You fucking whore!” screamed my mother, as my dad and Brandy struggled to shimmy into their clothes. “This is the last time, you cheating shit!” she screamed at my father, “we’re through!”

Between my father’s affinity for waitresses and my mother’s addiction to Bud Light, their marriage was doomed. They divorced in early 1993. I’ll never forget standing at the front door, barefoot and shirtless in my gym shorts, as the movers loaded the last of our furniture into my mother’s U-Haul truck. From the television to the couch, she took it all. We had nothing left. “Dad,” I remember saying, “she took the TV!”

“I know, buddy. I know.”

Just after the divorce was final, my mother told me, “Dougie, your cheating father only married me because I got pregnant.” I was five! Then she clenched her jaw tight and growled, “I could’ve taken him for everything. Full custody and child support. But I’m not that kind of woman.” As far as I could tell, she had already taken everything she could. The truth is she didn’t want, nor could she handle, the responsibility of a five-year-old. My father was awarded custody during the week and my mother got me on the weekends. She could barely handle that. Neither of them seemed to be able to afford me.

I went from being a symbol of their loving union to a painful memory of it. They bickered and fought over every dime it took to feed and clothe me. By the time I entered Calousa Elementary School, I had outgrown most of my clothes and all of my tennis shoes. I ended up attending the fifth grade in cowboy boots. They were only an issue during recess. When we played soccer, the boots caused me blisters, and I ended up bruising several of the other kids’ shins. My homeroom teacher made several calls to my parents in an attempt to get them to buy me a pair of tennis shoes. My mother told her clothes were my “cheating” father’s responsibility—they weren’t, but she always said that. My dad turned around and requested my mom split the cost with him, which she refused to do. After getting the runaround for a couple weeks my teacher broke down and bought me a pair of Wilson tennis shoes. My parents should’ve been humiliated, but they didn’t even notice. They were too wrapped up in their new lives.

After the divorce, my mother became a regular barfly for about a year.

She dragged home a succession of losers, but eventually married Gary Park, an alcoholic warehouse laborer. I dreaded the weekends with them. They fought constantly. I remember sitting in my room and crying, listening to them scream late into the night as they threw beer cans at one another. I was eight years old and didn’t know what else to do.

In 1998, one of their arguments turned violent. They had been drinking most of the night, arguing about money—they were always arguing about money. My stepfather slapped my mother or she slapped him—depending on who you ask. Regardless, my mother grabbed the phone and dialed 911. When they asked her, what’s your emergency, she screamed, “Help, he’s going to—”

Gary snatched the receiver out of her hand and told the emergency operator, “Don’t bother sending anyone, she’ll be dead by the time they get here.” Then he yanked the phone out of the wall and started throwing her around, slamming her into the walls and knocking over furniture. The entire double-wide was shaking when I was jolted awake by my mother screaming for help.

By the time I came out of my room they had moved to the front yard; lit by the motion-sensitive floodlights, red-faced and drunk, pushing each other. I exited the trailer just in time to see Gary slap my mom to the ground and kick her in the head with his steel-toed boots. At nine years old, I grabbed a Rubbermaid garbage can and hurled it at my stepfather. The can hit him in the upper back and burst open, sending garbage everywhere.

“Dougie!” screamed my mother while struggling to stand, “get the neighbor!” I ran next door and told them to call 911. When the police arrived, my stepfather was arrested for domestic violence and served with a one thousand–foot restraining order. My mother ended up divorcing Gary and marrying another abusive prick named John Tripper, her third husband, a handyman who grew hydroponic marijuana on the side. My mom’s arms were constantly bruised. I remember showing up one weekend and she had stitches running through her eyebrow, along with an implausible story about hitting her face on the bathroom sink. I’m not sure where she found these guys, but she never seemed to run out of them.

I was ten years old when my seventeen-year-old cousin, Eric Dodd, moved in with me and my dad. Dad was working sixty hours a week at Leverock’s Seafood Restaurant, and my cousin was selling pot out of the house. One day after school, Eric and I were sitting in the living room playing PlayStation’s Street Fighter when he asked, “You wanna get stoned?”

“Sure,” I replied. I had smoked pot once before, with a girlfriend and her older brother when I was in fourth grade. But this time was different, there was something about lighting up the bowl and sucking in the smoke; the sensation of the THC rushing to my head. The artificial sense of serenity. It didn’t take long before I was getting stoned with my buddies before and after school.

On the weekends my mother worked, I would stay with my Aunt Maria. She had recently been arrested in late December of 2000 for selling over a dozen ecstasy pills to a confidential informant and was currently awaiting sentencing. When Aunt Maria wasn’t watching me, I would hang out with my sixteen-year-old cousin Roberta. We would go to Dimensions, a popular teen club, and get high, or play on their trampoline and ride dune buggies through the woods.

But once my aunt was sentenced to a year in Florida state prison, and my uncle started working double shifts driving trucks, all semblance of parental supervision disappeared. That house turned into a straight cannabis club with a dozen neighborhood kids hanging around smoking at any given moment.

That’s when I first spoke to Kathy Fisher, a beautiful, curvy five-foot brunette cheerleader with a hard body and amazing legs. She had caught my eye at Dimensions weeks earlier. We had shared a couple flirtatious glances, and I got this strange feeling in my stomach. But she was sixteen years old and dating a senior on the football team. I didn’t have the guts to talk to her.

My cousin Roberta and her boyfriend knew I was crushing on Kathy hard, so they invited her over one weekend. We were all sitting around the sectional, smoking and grinning at one another. It took me half a dozen hits to build up the courage to talk to her. I wasn’t exactly a thirteen-year-old Don Juan, but after about an hour of smoking weed and flirting, we were French kissing and grinding away at each other. Eventually someone suggested the four of us relocate to my aunt and uncle’s Airstream in the back yard and “get naked.”

Kathy gave me a shy half grin and asked, “You want to?”

I had never wanted anything more in my life. Five minutes later, we were lying in the sleeping area tugging at each other’s clothes. I had seen some Internet porn and a couple of Playboy magazines, so I felt I had the situation under control. But when Kathy shimmied out of her blue jeans and slipped off her tank top, revealing two perfect breasts, I thought, I’m totally unprepared for this.

By the time I was fumbling with the condom and Kathy’s panties, my cousin’s boyfriend had Roberta completely naked and they were going at it right next to us.

Kathy, who was obviously more experienced than I was, was doing all the right things. Within minutes we were dripping with sweat from the sauna-like condition inside the camper. At one point she pulled her nails across my back and whispered, “It hurts sooo good.” I may not have known what I was doing, but Kathy damn sure did. It was everything I had hoped sex would be. But I’m certain my performance isn’t among her top ten sexual experiences. Whose first time is?

It wasn’t long before we were doing it every Friday, Saturday, and Sunday. I would call Kathy up and say, “I’m gonna be at Roberta’s this weekend.” I could feel her smiling through the phone when she giggled, “I’ll be there.”

I wouldn’t refer to it as dating—she had a boyfriend. We were more like fuck buddies on those weekends her beau was at football practice or off fishing with his friends. I was a thirteen-year-old stoner getting laid on the regular by a hard-bodied cheerleader with zero inhibitions—life was good. My biggest fear was that my newest abusive stepfather would figure out I was stealing Trojans out of his dresser and hydroponic weed out of the Igloo he kept in the freezer.

Keep in mind that virtually everyone I knew was selling drugs or doing them. Aunts, uncles, cousins, friends, parents, and stepparents. On my mother’s side, Uncle Tony was serving an eight-year federal sentence for trafficking marijuana. So, when John’s Igloo eventually ran dry, I asked my Mexican buddies Alejandro and Joseph Diaz, “Do you guys have any pot?”

They glanced at one another and laughed. “Yeah,” said Alejandro, “we’ve got some.” They walked me out to a detached two-car garage behind their house and pulled back a weather-resistant tarp. The Diaz brothers’ stepfather was one of the largest suppliers of marijuana in the Hudson/New Port Richey, Florida area. There, lying on the concrete floor was a large rectangular fifty-pound bale of Mexican brick weed. I had never seen anything so exhilarating in my entire life. “Scrape as much off as you want.” Score, I thought as I filled up an entire sandwich bag.

Around a month later, on May 9, 2002, several friends and I got stoned on the bus, on our way home from Gulf Middle School. I thought I was so cool pulling out my pipe and weed. It never occurred to me that one of my fellow students might turn me in.

The following day, I was in history class listening to the teacher describe the effects of the Opium Wars.

“The opium epidemic continued virtually unchecked until the 1950s,” said the teacher, “when the Chinese Communist Party of Mao Zedong ceased all opium production, forced ten million addicts into compulsory treatment, and publicly executed tens of thousands of dealers.”

That’s when I noticed our lanky principal walk in and scan the room student by student. I never imagined he was looking for me. “Dodd!” he barked, and pointed down the hallway to the administrative wing. “My office now!”

There was a Pasco County Sheriff’s Deputy waiting for me in the principal’s gray and tan office. He searched my bag, sifting through my textbooks and notepads, until he found a small amount of marijuana in a Ziploc bag along with a glass pipe. When the deputy pulled the baggie out of my backpack, I thought, My mom’s gonna kill me.

The principal made me listen to a lengthy lecture on how drugs would ruin my life, while the deputy glared at me. “Marijuana’s a gateway drug. You keep it up, you’ll be doing heroin before long,” he said, sitting behind his desk, pointing a bony finger at me. “It’s poisoning your mind; imagine how much better you’d be doing in school if you weren’t smoking this crap.”

“How much better could I be doing?” I asked with a shrug. “I’ve got straight As.”

The principal gave me a skeptical smirk and pulled up my record on his desktop computer, revealing my 4.0 GPA. “I’ll be damned,” he grunted underneath his breath. Then he turned to the officer and said, “I’m finished with ’im.”

The deputy grabbed me by the wrists and snapped a pair of handcuffs on me, then walked me down the hallway filled with several hundred of my fellow middle schoolers, all gawking and whispering. It was all I could do to hold back the tears. I felt so humiliated and embarrassed. My stomach was turning, and I was a little frightened of what the outcome would be. I knew I messed up and was in for a serious whooping when I got home.

The Pasco County Juvenile Holding Facility was a utilitarian dump with adult-style cinder block prison cells. Once I was fingerprinted and photographed, a deputy asked, “Who do you want me to call, your mother or your—”

“Dad!” I snapped. “Call my dad, please.” I knew they would both be angry with me, but I was one hundred percent sure that if my mother didn’t kill me, she would thoroughly embarrass me.

My father was more disappointed than angry. On our way home he kept saying, “You’ve gotta start making better choices, Dougie.” But, by this point my stepmother, Brandy, had caught my dad sleeping with another waitress, Debbie—future stepmother number two—so it was kind of hard to take any advice he gave me seriously.

When my mom found out about my arrest, she bitched a little, but what could she really say? My stepfather was growing hydroponic marijuana inside their house.

I was expelled from Gulf Middle School and sent to Schwettmen Alternative School for troubled juvenile offenders. Roughly a month later, the juvenile court judge barked something like, “A straight-A student getting high. That was a pretty dumb thing for you to do, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, sir,” I mumbled, while staring at the carpet. Then he sentenced me to an intervention program and drug treatment. I had to meet with a social worker twice a week for six months. Plus, I had an after-school curfew and an old-school pager. But it was more about peeing in a cup and keeping my grades up than drug counseling.

My father and stepmother’s fights were getting more and more vicious all the time. “You never even loved me,” I remember Brandy saying during one of their many arguments. “You only married me ’cause you needed me to take care of Dougie, but I guess he’s old enough to take care of himself now,” she spat, “so now you’re ready to trade me in for a newer model. Is that it, asshole?!”

“I wouldn’t say a new model,” my dad shot back, “I’d say a better model.” Brandy went absolutely ballistic. She moved out shortly after that and took all the furniture. Loaded it into a Ryder truck and drove away with everything. “She took the TV,” I griped. “You lost another TV.”

“Don’t worry,” he said, “Debbie’s got one.” She moved in shortly after, along with her daughters.

Just after my intervention program ended, my father and new stepmother decided to move to upstate New York. Debbie’s grandmother had passed away, presenting the opportunity to fulfill Debbie’s childhood dream of buying her grandmother’s house. She and my father knew it would be a great area to open a bed and breakfast. So, they sold their house in Hudson, packed everything, and moved thirteen hundred miles away. But I refused to go. All my family and friends lived in Florida.

“I can’t believe your father’s making you choose between your family and friends and him!” spat my mother when she found out about the move. “We both swore we’d never leave Florida. Typical!” She never missed an opportunity to bash my dad. My mother had just kicked out my latest stepfather, and she wanted me to stay with her. At the time, it seemed like a good idea, but it didn’t take long before cracks started to appear. After a couple of beers my mother became a pretty mean drunk; she would start complaining about my curfew, my chores, and my music—typical teenager-parent stuff. The truth is, she just liked to get drunk and argue. Hence, the three husbands and multiple restraining orders.

As time went on, the living situation became more and more stressful. On occasion, it was unbearable. In a way, it seemed like my mother’s lack of control in her own life manifested itself in her desire to dominate my life. Nothing ever seemed good enough for her.


Chapter Two

Dirty Southern Wrestling

“Better-behaved Cobra emerges as a contender. [Lance Barabas] knows he wants to study psychology and wrestle. His ultimate dream, though, is the Olympics.”

—St. Petersburg Times

I started Hudson High School in 2003; it was your standard public school building—heavy on function, but light on imagination. Lots of fluorescent lights and low ceilings. Go Cobras! The student body was mostly populated by lower-middle-class kids driving dated pickup trucks and muscle cars. There were lots of rednecks, jocks, and cheerleaders. I met Lance and Landon Barabas the first day of wrestling practice, along with their buddy Richard Sullivan. They were a bunch of blond-haired, blue-eyed, wisecracking rich kids surrounded by a pool of the underprivileged. Despite our differences, we hit it off right away.

We smoked weed between classes, wrestled during the week, and partied on the weekends. It didn’t take long before we became inseparable, hanging around after school and carpooling to wrestling practices.

The first time Landon picked me up, he showed up in this huge Ford Excursion. Landon said we had to stop by their house and pick up something. I remember Lance and Landon arguing on the way home about who was going to put gas in Landon’s car—a brand-new, fully-loaded Excursion on twenty-inch rims. Landon was driving while Lance was in the passenger seat and they were bickering back and forth like a couple of little kids on why the other needed to fill the tank. Lance said Landon needed to pay for it because he had filled the tank up last time.

“Well, I’m driving and that means you should pay for it,” said Landon.

Lance came back with, “Well, get the hell out and I’ll drive then.”

“I’m not paying for it twice—it’s your turn, Landon!”

“Okay, fine,” said Landon, “but I don’t have any money on me.”

“How do you not have any money? Mom just gave you money yesterday! What did you do with it?”

“I spent it.”

“Unbelievable, un-fucking-believable. I’m telling you right now Landon, you’re paying me back! You’re paying me back!” said Lance as he flicked a twenty-dollar bill at his brother.

A couple of minutes later, he pulled the Ford up to Holy Ground, a homeless shelter with multiple commercial buildings and a church. There were two dozen vagrants in tattered clothes hanging around the facility’s entrance. “You live here?” I asked.

“Yeah, our mom owns it,” laughed Lance, “but we don’t live in the shelter.” Ms. Barabas was what I would call “redneck rich.” She and her boys all drove expensive vehicles, wore designer clothes, and had plenty of money, but lived in a double-wide trailer in front of the facility.

Regardless of our economic differences we were a tight group of friends.

Lance, “the Little General,” was a control freak. Since the age of ten, he had been running around his mother’s shelter, telling grown men to make their beds in the morning, and screaming, “Bed time!” at night. Then he would flip off all the TVs and lights. I loved him like a brother, but he was an alpha-male gun nut with a big mouth, a Napoleon complex, and ADHD. To top it off, he didn’t like to take his Adderall, which was the only thing keeping him somewhat under control.

Lance’s older brother Landon was a “Pretty Boy” with Captain America good looks. He thrived on attention and was so vain he couldn’t pass a reflective surface without looking at himself. He would have carried around a compact if we’d let him, the narcissist.

Then there was Larry, the oldest of the Barabas brothers, Larry “the Lineman,” was a massive four-hundred-pound football player who had blown off a full scholarship to FSU to stay close to his family and high school sweetheart.

And of course, our buddy Richard. His goal—in preparation for his future career as a porn star—was to sleep with as many women as possible. He was rumored to have contracted multiple STDs and had been dubbed “Hazardous” by Hudson High’s female student body and “Shit Dick” by me and Lance. A wild child and a big drinker to say the least.

Regardless of how it sounds, they were a great group of guys. But as close as we were, I always felt like the odd man out. Their families owned restaurants and bars, assisted living facilities, and homeless shelters. They had all the options in the world, and I was struggling to survive on the Pasco County free-lunch program.

The Hudson High School wrestling team consisted of roughly two dozen members, spanning twelve weight classes, between 103 pounds and 265 pounds. Lance and I fluctuated between the 119- and 125-pound weight class; Landon and Richard both wrestled at the 172-pound weight class.

We practiced Monday through Friday, from 2:30 p.m. until 4:00 p.m. We worked out and dieted all week long. If we weren’t preparing for the upcoming season, we were going to football games or mixed martial arts (MMA) matches.

Sometime in mid-2003, the four of us were at the University of South Florida Sun Dome watching a couple MMA fighters smash it out in the octagon. The place was packed with thousands of pumped up Muscle & Fitness types wrapped up in tight T-shirts and tribal tattoos, cheering as the fighters slammed one another onto the bloody mat. We were all drunk on beer that Richard had bought with his older brother’s ID, gawking at the models holding the round card high above their heads and prancing around in their bikinis and body glitter.

Richard was hitting on these two platinum blonde cougars in their late thirties or early forties by playing dumb and shy. He told them he was a sophomore at the University of South Florida and one of the women was actually buying his bullshit act. Between rounds, Richard went for more beer and she turned to Lance and said, “Your friend’s a real cutie.”

“Yeah, he’s a great guy and all the chicks at our high school say he’s hung like a horse,” replied Lance, trying to suppress a grin. “But if you don’t wanna be shelling out two hundred a month for Valtrex the rest of your life, I’d make sure he wears a condom.” She scrunched up her nose and reared back. We all burst into laughter.

Minutes later, the reigning champ took down the contender using a double-leg take down and we were all screaming how “sick” that was and chattering about fighting in the UFC someday; all except Richard, who couldn’t figure out why he was getting the cold shoulder from the cougars. Lance turned to him and said, “After graduation, you and Landon should try out for the UFC trials.”

“Fuck that! Two years from now I’m gonna be shooting bukkake and giving pearl necklaces, not rolling around with some sweaty UFC fighter.”

About two months later, the arguments with my mother started to escalate. At one point, I came home after wrestling practice—slightly after my 7:30 p.m. curfew—and she was waiting for me at the front door with a Budweiser in her hand. “Where’ve you been?!” she screamed, and went on a twenty-minute rant about “My house!” and “My rules!” That was no big deal; I had heard it all before. But when she screeched, “I hate you! I wish I’d never had you!” I said, “I’m done.”

At the time, I was fifteen, and I knew that my living situation was abnormal and would only get worse. I called my dad the following day after school and we talked about the ongoing issues with my mother. I told him I couldn’t take it anymore and I was thinking about moving in with him.

He was remorseful about the situation with my mother but ecstatic about me coming to live with him. Weeks later, my bags were packed and I was boarding Delta Airlines. Final destination: New York.

I moved in with my father, stepmother, and three stepsisters in Richfield Springs, a rural Podunk town upstate. It was the northern equivalent of Hudson, Florida—not a thriving metropolis. I enrolled in Richfield Springs Community School, which encompassed kindergarten through twelfth grade, and immediately joined the football and wrestling teams. I started dating Susan Artum, a petite brunette with a great body and Angelina Jolie lips. But I spent most of my time with my new stoner buddies Bobby—a sophomore in college—and Andy—a high school dropout. They were running a large-scale weed operation in the middle of the woods, growing fields of marijuana—tons of it. We would sit around, smoking a bong, and process the harvested weed.

I ended up skipping a postseason football game that the school claimed was mandatory and they axed me from the wrestling team. Richfield Springs has a policy that states if any student doesn’t finish out a season in one sport that they would be banned from participating in any other sports for that school year. They felt it would be more educational if their students were roaming the streets instead of participating in structured school activities.

It really tore me up, but I eventually got over it. My grades dropped to Bs and Cs, and I started partying all the time. I got into the full swing of the grow operation, and it wasn’t long before I was selling bags of pot right out of my school locker.

It was about that same time that my puppy love relationship with Susan turned into full-blown true love. My first love. We were inseparable. If we weren’t cuddled up watching movies together or on a four-wheeler adventure in the thick wilderness, we were on the phone talking.

In hindsight, though, we weren’t right for each other. She needed constant attention, and it could sometimes be exhausting. She also had a handful of guys chasing her, vying for her affections, and I couldn’t be with her every minute.

While I was smoking blunts and falling in love in upstate New York, Lance “the Little General” was down in Florida and went off his meds. As a result, he ended up cursing out his science teacher because she asked him to stop talking in class. Then he slammed a door in her face—it came close to knocking her out cold—and almost got himself charged with assault and expelled from Hudson High. But Ms. Barabas talked the teacher out of pressing charges and talked the school board into limiting her son’s disciplinary action into a month-long suspension. Several weeks after he returned to school—still refusing to take his Adderall because he complained that it made him feel tired, unsocial, and too focused on schoolwork—Lance got into an argument with his physical education teacher and yelled, “Motherfucker, I’ll blow your fucking head clear off!” That didn’t go over well.

After that, the principal told Ms. Barabas her son would have to take Adderall daily, “or find another high school to terrorize.”

Once properly medicated, Lance leveled off, stopped arguing with his teachers, and pulled his grades up. He started focusing on wrestling, and college recruiters started watching him.

Sometime in late 2005, I was supposed to meet Susan at a house party, but when I got there she was gone. Someone told me she and this guy Mike had been making out at the party, and they had left to go back to his house. I went nuts.

An hour later, when Susan walked in with Mike, I scooped him up, slammed him on the ground, and started pounding on him. It took four football players to pull me off him.

Susan spent the next several weeks begging me to take her back. She started calling a dozen times a day. Sometimes she would sneak into my room in the morning, get naked, and slip underneath the covers. Other times she would ride the bus home with me from school. Her strategy was to stalk me into forgiving her. Her constant presence only made things worse. Just the possibility of Susan in bed with that guy, moaning in ecstasy, pissed me off. I knew she was really drunk that night, but I didn’t care.

She was my first real girlfriend, and I was utterly crushed by her betrayal. I moped around like a sick puppy. I couldn’t eat or sleep. I couldn’t look at her. It was pathetic, and eventually I decided I couldn’t be in the same school with her anymore.

I moved back to Florida and picked up in the middle of my junior year at Hudson High. I moved back in with my mother and her new boyfriend, this one a cokehead. After a couple of months, he graduated to smoking crack and my mom kicked him out.

Lance picked me up that first weekend to go spearfishing. He asked me, “How was New York?”
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