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      “The most interesting part of the book concerns Angus’s developing friendship with an older gentleman, Tom, who becomes integral to solving the case. Most readers will look forward to seeing a lot more of Angus” – Publishers Weekly, November 2016

      

      “Neil S. Plakcy’s The Next One Will Kill You is best described as exhilarating, escapist entertainment. The novel’s exciting and fun nature generates from the fact that it never takes itself too seriously and the fact that Plakcy manages to avoid allowing the players to sink to stereotypical caricatures is a testament to his faith in the original concept.” – BOLO Books, October 2016.
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            UNEXPECTED AUDIENCE

          

        

      

    

    
      I was determined to help my brother, even if I had to strip naked in front of a crowd of rowdy drunks to do it. Which was why I had laid out a range of clothes on my bed, from my baggiest sweatpants and a XXL T-shirt an old boyfriend had left behind, down to a pair of boxers and a jockstrap.

      “What’s the matter, Angus? Can’t make up your mind what to wear?” my roommate Jonas asked as he stuck his head into my bedroom.

      “No, I’m wearing all of it,” I said. “I signed up for the gay strip trivia contest at Lazy Dick’s tonight. My little brother has a chance to go on a study abroad program to Italy next summer, and I want to win the thousand-dollar prize for him.”

      “You’re crazy,” Jonas said.

      “I’ve been boning up on gay trivia ever since I found out about the contest,” I said.

      “Boning up.” Jonas giggled.

      “Go on, get out of here,” I said. “I’ve got to get dressed.”

      When I finished I looked in the mirror. I have a skinny frame, and the bulk the layers of clothes gave me was flattering. I’ve been told I have a friendly, open face. It gets me a lot of attention at gay bars. Or maybe my pecs, which I work on religiously, are the key. Either way, I usually drink for free.

      I drove over to the club in my brand-new Mini Cooper. I had never owned a car before, scrambling around Penn State on foot, by bus, or hitching rides with friends, and I still couldn’t believe it was mine. My friends had told me to buy the convertible model, but with my fair skin I’d be a walking sunburn.

      Lazy Dick’s is a sprawling bar right in the heart of Wilton Manors, a suburb of Fort Lauderdale that is gay central for Broward County. A covered patio with large tables surrounding a dance floor wraps around the front of the single-story building. The younger guys—and the older men chasing them—hang out on the patio, under a grass roof festooned with Mardi Gras beads, beer ads, and pinups of whoever is appearing at the local strip clubs. When I pulled into the parking lot I could hear Cher blasting from the speakers and smell the beer and testosterone.

      I walked inside, where it was darker and more intimate, with cozy booths for two. The lighting was dim and flattered those who hadn’t had work done yet. I found the emcee, a plus-sized drag queen named Helen Wheels, and signed in with her.

      I waited nervously for the call to the stage, sweating under all those layers of clothing. Then I heard someone say, “Finally, a familiar face in this joint.”

      I turned around to see Vito Mastroianni, a fellow special agent from the FBI field office in Miami. He was with Roly Gutierrez, another agent, and I was stunned to see them there. As far as I knew, both guys were straight, which meant this wasn’t a recreational visit. Roly worked on the Joint Terrorism Task Force, while Vito and I were assigned to the Violent Crimes Task Force, though not to the same cases. Was there some kind of international or domestic terrorism going on at Lazy Dick’s? Was I right in the middle of the action?

      I remembered a clause in some paperwork I’d filled out when I first joined the FBI. Something about sexual behavior of a public nature which reflected a lack of discretion or judgment. If I lost, could I get away without shucking my jockstrap?

      Vito and Roly couldn’t be there to warn me from entering the contest. How could they have known I’d be in it anyway? It wasn’t like my redheaded mug had been in any of the ads. And I was sure they both had better things to do on a Sunday night than make sure I didn’t wag my weenie in public.

      So what the hell were these guys doing at Lazy Dick’s?

      “Need your help, rookie,” Vito said. “We were supposed to meet a source here and he hasn’t shown up, and nobody’s willing to tell us squat about him.”

      “A source? What kind of source?”

      “Angus Green!”

      I looked over, and Helen Wheels was waving in my direction. “We’re ready to go on.”

      “I have to… I’m supposed to…” I stuttered.

      “Go on, we’ll wait,” Roly said. I watched them return to a table in the front row as I got in line behind Helen, and the other contestants and I trooped up behind her like ducklings following Mama. The Sondheim tune playing in the background stopped abruptly and the spotlight came on – but a few feet to the left of Helen. “Hello! Over here!” she called, and the light moved to her.

      She introduced each of us, to accompanying applause and catcalls. There were ten of us in the competition, from a couple of older men to the guy on my right, a bodybuilder with glazed eyes who was probably just there to show off his amazing buffness.

      I was right; he flubbed the first question, about which gay icon’s death in 1969 was alleged to have played a part in the Stonewall Riots. “The rainbow flag?” he asked.

      Well, that was a gay icon, all right, but rumors of its death have been greatly exaggerated.

      The audience buzzed him with raspberries. “No, I’m sorry, that’s not correct,” Helen said. “It’s time to lose an article of clothing.”

      The guy shrugged and pulled off his T-shirt, and the crowd cheered to see his washboard abs and bulging pecs. He performed a couple of body-builder poses, and someone in the audience called, “Work it, baby!”

      Helen primped her black bouffant hairdo and passed the question to me. I answered, “Judy Garland.”

      At the end of the first round, I was still fully clothed and sweating under the hot lights. Helen said, “Let’s have a round of tequila for our contestants,” and Kyle, the blond twink bartender, walked down the row handing us shots.

      I wasn’t about to flub my chance to win by getting drunk. Fortunately I had begun to tend bar once I legally could, and I’d learned how to take a shot without drinking it. I waited until everyone had shots in hand, and we all leaned our heads back at the same time. I covered my shot glass with both hands and tossed the glass back—just to the right of my mouth, so that the tequila went flying behind me instead of inside me.

      The crowd was too busy cheering to notice my trick. Unfortunately, the questions got harder as the rounds progressed, and within half an hour I’d kicked off both shoes and both socks, pulled off my oversized T-shirt, and even dropped my baggy sweats.

      It was hard to focus on the game knowing that Roly and Vito were in the audience. I’d been out and proud since my first days at the Bureau but there was something different about looking like a fool in front of two FBI veterans. What would they think of me? What would they say about me at the office? And what kind of source could Vito and Roly possibly be meeting at a gay bar in Wilton Manors?

      Once there were fewer of us on stage, I couldn’t pretend to drink the tequila shots anymore and I had to begin downing them. After more rounds passed, I was left on stage with a brainiac named Andrew. He was a trivia machine, and there was no way I was going to beat him. I could see the prize money fluttering away from me. Second place was only a hundred bucks, which would only buy my brother a couple of pizzas in Italy.

      I thought about quitting before I embarrassed myself any further. Stumble off the stage, find Vito and Roly and jump back into the role of newly-minted FBI special agent, one I had worked hard to achieve.

      We went through another couple of rounds, and Andrew began to falter. I could still win. But could I hold onto my job, too? I really wanted to be able to give that thousand bucks to Danny. Give my little bro the opportunity to roam the hills of Tuscany, absorbing the culture and flirting with the belle ragazze.

      “Angus?” Helen asked.

      I looked over at her. Andrew had flubbed a question while I was freaking out. His hand was in the waistband of his briefs, ready to drop them and cede the cash to me if I could get the question right. I was wearing only a jockstrap by then, so if I failed I’d have to pull it off and expose my goods to the crowd—and my colleagues.

      “You have an answer?” Helen asked.

      “Can you repeat the question?”

      Helen sighed theatrically, and her fake boobs threatened to jump out of her dress and assault Vito and Roly in the front row. “What lesbian or feminist symbol was first used in the Nazi concentration camps? If you get this right, Angus, you’re our winner. Get it wrong, and you go into sudden death with Andrew.”

      My first thought was the pink triangle. But was that just for gay men? I closed my eyes and concentrated. And then I remembered a lesbian I had known through the Rainbow Roundtable at Penn State. She’d had a black triangle appliquéd to her backpack, and I’d asked her about the significance of it.

      I opened my eyes and smiled. Looking right at my FBI colleagues, I said, “The black triangle.”

      The audience was quiet, until Helen said, “That is correct. You are our winner!”

      Kyle handed Helen a lavender sash and a paper crown, and she kissed me on both cheeks, then draped the sash around my neck. It was cheap polyester and made my bare chest itch, but I didn’t care. She put the crown on my head, and I blew kisses to the crowd. I was so excited—I’d won the money for Danny.

      When I finished bowing and pirouetting, the house lights came up. The glare was startling, and as my bar buddies came up to congratulate me, I struggled to get my eyes to focus. After all the kissing and hugging was done, I pulled on my shorts and T-shirt, and carried the rest of my crap over to the table where Roly and Vito sat, empty beer glasses in front of them.

      It was funny to see them out of their normal FBI drag—dark suits, white shirts, power ties. Vito wore an XXL New York Jets T-shirt, while Roly, a lot slimmer, advertised his allegiance to the Miami Dolphins. Straight guys in a gay bar. Of course they’d wear football shirts, as if they were proclaiming their heterosexuality. Didn’t they know that some gay guys were sports buffs? With that curl of black chest hair coming out of the top of his shirt, big, beefy Vito screamed “bear,” and I could see a couple of guys eyeing him.

      I took the third seat. “Roly. Vito. How can I help you find information on this source you were supposed to meet?”

      “Not while you’re drunk,” Roly replied. “Monday morning, we’re going to have a meeting. The three of us. Then you can get started.”

      They both stood up. Vito said, “Yo, rookie, there’s no rule that you have to carry your weapon with you when you’re off duty, but most of us do. Doesn’t look like you are, unless you’ve got a Glock 22 in your shorts. ” He snickered.

      They walked toward the door. I looked after them, and I could see those twenty weeks of training at the FBI academy in Quantico go out the window, along with my job in the Miami field office and my dream of doing something more exciting with my life than preparing tax returns. I ran for the bathroom, reaching the toilet just as I let go all that tequila.
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      I was too drunk to drive home, so I hitched a ride with Jonas, and I had him stop at the bank so I could deposit the cash I’d won. After I took a long hot shower, I transferred the money from my account to Danny’s. Then I went back over what Roly and Vito could have been doing at Lazy Dick’s. What kind of information could their source have been able to provide?

      I’d spent years working in bars and restaurants and knew all kinds of criminal activity that could go on in one. Managers who skimmed the register to pay off gambling debts, bartenders who served up everything from marijuana to steroids along with drafts and cocktails, and a sous chef who had walked off with whole slabs of beef and bottles of pricey champagne, which he sold to the restaurant down the street.

      Was any of that important enough to merit FBI interest? There were always rumors that bars, particularly gay bars, had ties to organized crime. Hell, that had been news back in the days of Stonewall. But was it the case in Wilton Manors?

      More importantly, how would Roly and Vito handle seeing me at Lazy Dick’s, participating in the strip trivia contest? I’d never lied to the FBI about being gay. Any cursory investigation would have turned up my role of treasurer to the Rainbow Roundtable at Penn State, and a host of other activities I’d participated in.

      I knew both Roly and Vito, but just to say hello to. There was no reason why they’d be picked to spy on me. And it wasn’t like I was delivering strip-o-grams dressed in FBI gear or anything. I hadn’t violated any laws. Hell, I hadn’t even shown my three-piece set up there, though the jockstrap had been pretty revealing.

      Though most of my time in the Miami office of the FBI was spent behind a desk, I loved it when I had the chance to go out in the field. There were bad guys out there, and I was doing my part to stop them. I was doing a good job, and every day I was learning something new. Had I thrown it all away in a few moments of near-nudity?

      As I was struggling to fall asleep, my phone beeped with an e-mail from Danny, thanking me for the cash. At the end he wrote, “Gotta talk to you soon, bro. Things going on up here.”

      Things? What kind of things? School things? Girlfriend things? Danny was as resolutely hetero as I was homo, and movie-actor handsome. Since puberty he’d been surrounded by a coterie of adoring females. He was smart, too, and though he had a part-time job at the same restaurant where I’d worked, I made sure he stayed focused on school.

      Our father had died when I was ten and Danny was five, and our mother remarried about five years later. Our mom’s second husband was an okay guy, but he refused to give either of us a penny to go to college. I’d worked my way through a bachelor’s and a master’s in five years at Penn State as a waiter and bartender, accumulating a boatload of student loans because I had to cover what the school thought Mom and Roger should. I wanted to make things easier for Danny.

      Danny looked up to me, and I’d always taken care of him. After our dad died, I let him cry, let him sleep in my bed, walked him to and from school every day holding his hand. When I hit puberty and realized I was attracted to guys, not girls, I freaked out, worried I might infect Danny or something, but when he was ten I caught him making out with the little girl next door, and I relaxed.

      I looked at the clock; it was one a.m. Should I call him? Or wait for him to call me? I’d wait. It might turn out to be nothing, or work itself out.

      When my alarm went off at seven I didn’t feel like I’d slept at all. I was at my desk reviewing weekend surveillance reports when Roly came to my office door. “Conference room,” he said. “Now.”

      Roly was a Cuban-American guy who’d been in the Miami office for a dozen years, turning down promotions to stay near his family. He was a snazzy dresser, always wearing tailored suits. He’d brought a machine into the office to make Cuban coffee and he often brought tiny cups of it he called cortaditos to meetings.

      I followed him down the hall, figuring that he and Vito would fill me in on their investigation. Vito was Italian-American, a career FBI guy who had moved around the country, getting a promotion each time. Like every male agent, he wore a dark suit to work, though he often switched the standard white shirt for a pale blue or green one. He was heftier and taller than Roly, but they were both the kind of guys whose looks screamed “federal agent.”

      I hadn’t mastered the FBI look yet. I bought my suits at a warehouse store and my white shirts at Sawgrass Mills, the big outlet mall. When I looked in the mirror after getting dressed, sometimes I felt like a little kid wearing an adult costume.

      My adrenaline level soared when we reached the conference room and I saw the Special Agent in Charge in the conference room talking to Vito. Had the SAC vetoed my chance to help Vito and Roly when he discovered I’d taken my clothes off in order to win a measly thousand bucks?

      I hesitated in the doorway as Roly slid into a chair next to the SAC, a middle-aged guy, neatly trimmed hair, ordinary suit. “Come in, Agent Green. Sit down,” the SAC said, motioning to a chair next to Vito. He looked like any attorney or accountant you’d run into on the commuter trains in the northeast. “You’re working on the armored car detail, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, sir,” I said as I sat.

      “I’ve heard you’re doing good work there. They’re going to be sorry to lose you.”

      My mouth dropped open. “You can’t fire me for taking my clothes off. I wasn’t even naked.”

      The SAC’s eyebrows rose. “Nobody’s firing you,” he said. “Though you should be careful where you’ve been taking your clothes off. Roly and Vito have asked to have you transferred to a case they’re working. Any problems with that?”

      I shook my head, my stomach churning and my head spinning. “No, sir.”

      “Good.” He stood up. “Young agents need good mentors. You’ve got two of the best here. I expect you to learn from them.”

      “Yes sir.” I waited until he had left the room to turn to Roly and Vito and say, “Now will one of you please tell me what the fuck is going on?”
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      “What’s going on is that you got yourself right in the middle of a tip that came in,” Vito said, leaning back in his chair so far that I worried the buttons on his white shirt might burst over his stomach.

      “An interesting one that has come to a dead end,” Roly said. “We’re hoping you can use your unique talents to give us a jump start.”

      I slumped back in my chair. “I thought I was getting fired.”

      “Yeah, that was kind of fun to watch,” Vito said.

      I glared at him. “You’re going to mentor me, you might try being nicer.”

      “Niceness is not Vito’s specialty,” Roly said. “So. Call came into the tip line and it got routed to me. Take a look at the report.”

      He slid a manila folder across the table to me. I opened it and saw a single sheet of paper inside, the contact form we filled out each time we spoke with an informant or did any investigation. “Paco?” I asked. “All you got was Paco? Isn’t that a common Spanish nickname?”

      “Read the material, rookie,” Vito said.

      Paco, whoever he was, had called our tip line from a number that couldn’t be traced and said that he had information on a possible breach of homeland security.

      Well, he hadn’t said it in those words, but the operator had figured that out and routed his call to Roly as a member of the Joint Terrorism Task Force, one of nine FBI squads under the broad umbrella of counter-terrorism. The JTTF included thirty-eight participating agencies with over a hundred and fifty personnel, many of them from local law enforcement agencies detailed to work with us full-time on domestic terrorism.

      Roly had taken careful notes on his conversation with Paco, who had worked for a food vendor at the Miami Beach Convention Center and knew all the back entrances and where security was stationed. He gave specific examples. “These true?” I asked, looking up.

      “Would we have been waiting around at a gay bar if it wasn’t?” Vito asked.

      I was still pissed about the way I’d been tricked. “I don’t know anything about your personal life.”

      Vito scowled. “Watch it.”

      “Boys. Play nice,” Roly warned, but there was a hint of a smile on his face.

      I was being invited into a case that might be a lot more interesting than sitting behind my computer analyzing data. Time to stop acting like a child and be professional.

      I continued to read. Someone had paid Paco a thousand bucks to draw a diagram of the convention center and identify all the security breaches he knew about. He didn’t know what was being planned, but he was worried they were going to do something to hurt people. That was why he had come to the FBI.

      Roly had asked him a series of questions, and the end result was that it didn’t look like terrorism, but a plan to rob some of the jewelry wholesalers at an upcoming trade show at the convention center.

      “This trade show,” I said. “The wholesalers coming from outside the state?”

      “All around the country as well as a few international dealers,” Roly said.

      That was why Vito was involved; the Violent Crimes Unit handled a whole range of criminal activities, from those on the high seas—cruise ships and container ships—to theft of art, jewelry, or other high-priced items. Pretty much anything that was a violation of the Hobbes Act, which governed interstate commerce. So any theft that occurred at the Convention Center could technically be considered a Hobbes Act case, giving the FBI jurisdiction.

      “The show kicks off in mid-October, a week from this Thursday,” Roly said. “It’s one of the biggest in the country, and attracts buyers and sellers from around the world. Over a hundred million dollars in precious gems will be there.”

      He shot back the cuffs on his immaculately tailored black suit and rested his forearms on the conference room table. “When I spoke with Paco on the tip line, I made arrangements to meet him last night at that bar but he never showed.”

      I was curious about the choice of a gay bar for a rendezvous. “Did Paco pick Lazy Dick’s, or did you?” I asked.

      “He did,” Roly said. “He said he was a busboy there, and that he’d slip us more information about who he had drawn the map for, and what they were up to, when he was clearing our table. But after a while with no contact, we asked our waiter if Paco was there. He said Paco hadn’t showed up for work.”

      “Running into you was our only piece of luck,” Vito said. “We didn’t know it was a gay bar or we would have sent you in the first place.”

      So they knew I was gay, even when they hardly knew me. “Seriously?” I asked. “A bar in Wilton Manors. Called Lazy Dick’s. You guys had no clue the clientele would be gay? Doesn’t say much for your intelligence-gathering abilities.”

      “I live in Miami,” Roly said, as if that explained it. “You tell me a bar on South Beach, sure, I wonder if it’s one of the gay ones. Vito here is the Fort Lauderdale expert.”

      “I know there are gay guys in Wilton Manors,” Vito said defensively. “But I didn’t realize the bars were so, you know, segregated. We have a gay couple lives across the street from us in Cooper City. They go to the same restaurants and stores we do.”

      “Be that as it may,” Roly said. “You saw the way Vito and I stood out in that bar. Nobody was going to talk to us. You, though, they’ll talk to. Find Paco, and find out what he knows. Then come back and tell us, and we’ll figure out how to proceed.”

      “You want me to go in there and start asking about a jewelry heist?”

      “No, rookie,” Vito said, adjusting the shoulders of his plus-sized suit. “We want you to go in there and be your charming self. Chat guys up. See if Paco comes back to work, and if not, find out who he hung around with, what he might have known. And remember, intelligence is like milk. It goes sour after a couple of days.”

      “When you find anything, run it past me or Vito,” Roly said. “We’ll be around, but this case is yours from now on.”

      “You’re not working it with me?”

      “You pull us in when you need resources.”

      I nearly tripped over my feet in my eagerness to get back to my desk. The first thing I did was a search on the trade show. But I couldn’t find much online except the contact information for the show’s organizers. I called the number from the website, introduced myself, and asked to speak to whoever was in charge of security.

      A guy came on the line and introduced himself as the event manager. “We contract out for our security,” he said. “Why is the FBI interested? Have you heard something?”

      “I’m just doing background. That’s why I want to talk to your security guy.”

      “The company’s called SecurEvent, and our contact is Navillus Sullivan.”

      I wrote the information down, then looked at it. “You realize his first name is just his last name spelled backwards.”

      “Doesn’t bother me,” the guy said.

      I called SecurEvent and spoke to Sullivan. I figured he already knew the backwards spelling thing so I didn’t mention it to him. He told me if I drove up to his office in Hollywood he could walk me through their security precautions.

      It was a gorgeous day, sunlight glinting off the retention ponds around our headquarters – which also served as a deterrent for a vehicular attack on the buildings. I rolled down my windows and got onto the highway with a light heart. I hadn’t been fired, and I’d been given my own case. Now all I had to do was not fuck it up.

      I found SecurEvent’s office in a modern complex on Hollywood Boulevard a couple of blocks off I-95, surrounded by the kind of tall palm trees that were everywhere in South Florida. Sullivan was a tall, rangy Jamaican in his mid-forties, with coffee-colored skin and a buzz cut. His mellow accent was a contrast to his brusque demeanor.

      We sat down in his office, and he passed a sheet of paper toward me. “This is a list of all the registered vendors,” he said.

      I looked at it. “Any idea who would be most vulnerable? Who’s bringing the most money, or the most gemstones?”

      “No way to know that. These guys are very close-mouthed.”

      “Tell me what you have planned in the way of security.”

      He handed me a glossy brochure. “We begin by meeting with the client to assess any possible security risks. We consult with our clients to create a staffing and deployment plan that is tailored to meet the venue's specific features.”

      “I can read that in the brochure,” I said. “Talk to me about this particular show.”

      “This is our first year handling security for this show. So I spent a lot of time walking around the convention center, evaluating ways in and out—where the dealers will park, what hours people will be around before and after the show, and so on.” He handed me a map of the building. “You’ll see everything marked here. A lot of the dealers bring their own security, so we had to establish a credentialing procedure. And I’ll have undercover agents on the show floor as well as uniformed operatives at each entrance.”

      He handed me another sheet. “These are the personnel we’ll have on hand. I have personally reviewed every single one, checking references. We’ll also have a fully stocked facility with a nurse practitioner on duty in case of medical emergency.”

      He walked me through the procedures he had in place for the show’s setup and takedown, as well as the days when it was open to the public. After two hours, my eyes were crossed and I couldn’t see any flaws in his plans.

      He walked me out to the front door. “If you come up with any information about threats, you’ll share it with us, won’t you?” he asked. “We have a good working relationship with the Miami Beach Police Department.”

      “Most likely we’ll work directly with MBPD, and then they can choose what to share with you,” I said. “Remember, we don’t have any concrete information about a threat to the show or anyone who’s attending. This is just background.”

      He frowned. “You’ve got the Bureau line down well.”

      “Thank you for your cooperation. I’ll be in touch.”

      As I walked out to the parking lot, I saw the sign for one of the big discount stores across the street, and remembered that Helen Wheels worked in the garden center there. Time to turn on the charm. I would show Vito and Roly that I could get the inside information they couldn’t.
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      I found Helen Wheels with a hand-held mister, spraying trays of purple and white pansies. He looked a lot different in his red apron, his head shaved, with a pair of reading glasses on a chain around his neck. “Hey, cutie pie,” he said. “What brings you up here? Want to buy a nice cactus?” He pointed at a display of appropriately phallic succulents.

      “No thanks. I’m here on business. Can we talk somewhere?”

      “Sure. I’ve got a break coming.” We walked through the store to the small café, where I bought him a cup of coffee. “So, what business are you in, cutie pie?” he asked.

      “It’s Agent Cutie Pie,” I said, showing him my badge.

      He fanned himself. “Oh, my. So adorable, and a special agent too. I am 100 percent at your service.”

      “You know a busboy at Lazy Dick’s named Paco?” I asked.

      He looked at me closely. “This some kind of immigration thing?”

      I shook my head. “That’s a whole different agency.”

      “Because I wouldn’t want to get anybody in trouble.” Helen sat back. “But Paco’s probably screwed already. He didn’t show up for work on Saturday.”

      “Tell me about him.” I pulled out a leather portfolio with a lined pad inside and uncapped my pen.

      “Don’t know his last name,” Helen said. “And Paco? That’s probably not his real name anyway.”

      “Tell me something you do know.”

      “There’s a whole crew of Latinos behind the scenes at Lazy Dick’s. The owners, they don’t look too closely at papers, if you’re willing to work. Paco was one of the busboys, there maybe six months or so. Nice guy, chatty, but straight as a board. Had a wife and kids back in Mexico somewhere.”

      “What did he chat about?”

      Helen shrugged. “Don’t know. It was mostly in Spanish.”

      “You know where he lives?”

      “With a bunch of the other busboys and waiters in a house somewhere in Wilted Flowers. Don’t know the exact address, but they’d have it in the office.”

      Wilted Flowers was the local nickname for Wilton Manors, because the area attracted a lot of older gay men—many who had been handsome once, but whose looks had faded with age. “Remember anyone he was particularly friendly with? Somebody I could talk to?”

      “What’s your interest in Paco, anyway? If this isn’t about immigration.”

      “I can’t say. But he’s not in trouble, at least not from us. We just want to talk to him.”

      “Yeah, that’s what they all say.” Helen stood up. “I’ve got to get back to work. Thanks for the coffee.”

      I felt weird when he left, like I’d come out of the closet yet again. I hadn’t told anyone at Lazy Dick’s that I worked for the FBI. Knowing what a big mouth Helen had, the news was going to be all over the bar before the bell rang to signal the end of happy hour.

      That meant that if I expected to get any information, I had to get up there before Helen did. I looked at my watch; it was closing in on three o’clock. I got onto I-95 heading north, dodged through traffic, and was just pulling into the large parking lot when my cell phone rang, Elton John singing “Daniel, my brother.”

      “This isn’t a good time, Danny. I’m working.”

      “I’m in trouble, Angus. I really need your help.”

      “What’s the matter?” I parked in a spot near the front door.

      “The police came to the restaurant yesterday just before the dinner rush. They think one of us is stealing credit card numbers from customers.”

      Danny had started at Penn State a few months after I graduated, and I’d gotten him a job at the same restaurant where I’d worked, an Italian place called La Scuola, Italian for “The School.” It wasn’t high cuisine, mostly pizza, calzones, and sub sandwiches with cute names connected to the university—the Nittany ‘Zone was a round of salted dough stuffed with mozzarella and ham, folded over into a half-moon and baked in the pizza oven. The Joe Paterno, named for the legendary football coach, was filled with tiny meatballs, and guys used to ask for Joe’s Balls—until that whole pedophile scandal knocked him from his pedestal.

      “You didn’t get arrested, did you?” I asked.

      “No. They asked us all a bunch of questions and threatened us, said if we were holding out we’d be in big trouble. I didn’t do anything, Angus, I swear.”

      “You know who might be responsible?” I asked.

      His voice wavered. “I don’t have a clue. Angus, what if they think it’s me? I don’t want to go to prison.”

      “You’re not going to prison if you’re innocent,” I said.

      A big black Lincoln eased into the parking lot. A butch older guy with an unlit cigar in his mouth got out, then checked himself out in the side mirror. “Listen, I’ve got to get into this place and ask some questions while I can,” I said. “Here’s what I want you to do. Write down everything the cops said to you, as much as you can remember, and e-mail it to me. I’ll call you later and we’ll talk about it, all right? There are a lot of possibilities.”

      “I’m freaking out here, Angus. You can’t leave me hanging.”

      “I know, Danny. I’ll call you back. I promise.”

      I ended the call and followed the cigar guy inside, past a display of shirts and other merchandise spangled with puns and sexual innuendos. He turned left, toward the restrooms, and I went into the bar.

      Jimmy Buffett was singing on the stereo system about his lost shaker of salt, and two white-haired men down at one end of the outdoor bar looked like they knew just what he was talking about.

      The bartender was a rail-thin Trinidadian named Raj 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—a penis in a lounge chair, with a straw hat over its head and a pair of hibiscus-patterned board shorts over its balls. “Hey, Raj, what’s going on,” I said, sliding onto a bar stool.

      “Green Hornet,” he said. “Don’t usually see you here so early in the day.”

      Raj had a nickname for everyone, a riff on the person’s real name or appearance. When he’d 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 ordered a virgin strawberry margarita and asked, “You know a busboy here named Paco?”

      “Straight,” he said. “Wife back in Matamoros.”

      “Yeah, I don’t want to fuck him, I just want to talk to him. He around?”

      Raj turned to the fruity drink dispenser behind him and filled a plastic cup. “Whip?” he asked.

      “Do me,” I said, and he swirled whipped cream on top of my drink, topping it with a maraschino cherry.

      Britney Spears was singing in the background now, asking someone to hit her one more time. When Raj handed the drink to me, I said, “So, Paco?”

      “What you want to talk to him about?”

      It was time to come out. I pulled out my badge. “I work for the FBI, Raj. I need to talk to Paco.”

      “You’re out of luck. He hasn’t been to work in a couple of days.”

      I had a sinking feeling it was Paco who was out of luck. But I said, “I heard he lives with a couple of guys from the bar. You know who?”

      Raj hesitated. To my right, shards of afternoon light crept in between the window blinds and I could see dust motes flickering in the air. The bar was quiet except for the low music and the clatter of one of the busboys clearing a table.

      “I’m not the ICE man,” I said to Raj. “Not looking to send anybody back home. I just need to find Paco and talk to him.”

      He leaned in close. “You didn’t hear it from me. But talk to Usnavy.” He nodded his head toward the noisy busboy, a stocky guy in his mid-twenties with an unruly mop of black curls. The guy hoisted a plastic bin full of dirty dishes and headed toward the kitchen.

      Soon after moving to Miami I’d discovered that Usnavy—pronounced “us-navvy”—was a common name for both men and women from Puerto Rico, where the US Navy ships were so prominently docked.

      The two older men at the other end of the bar signaled for another round, and Raj went to pull their beers. I sat there sipping my drink, listening to the laughter of a group out on the patio, until I saw Usnavy come out of the swinging kitchen door carrying his plastic bin, now empty.

      He started wiping down a table, and I got up and walked over to him. “My name’s Angus,” I said to him. “I’m looking for Paco. You know where he is?”

      His eyes darted from left to right. “No,” he mumbled.

      “But you live with him, don’t you?”

      “I have to work,” he said, his accent heavy as the burden of a lousy job in a foreign country. He picked up his washcloth and bin.

      I pulled out my ID again. “I’m from the FBI. Not ICE. I’m not trying to deport you or any of your roommates. But I need to find Paco.”

      He put his stuff down and looked at the table. “He leave Saturday afternoon, say he going to work, but he never show up. I not seen him since.”

      “Any idea where he went?”

      He shook his head. “He don’t know nobody. And he got no money to go back to Mexico.”

      That didn’t sound good. “Come on, sit down,” I said, sliding into the booth and motioning across from me. “Tell me about him. What’s his last name?”

      He sighed deeply, but slid into the booth. “He say Gonzalez, but I don’t think that true. But he a good guy, Paco. Work hard. Always sending money back to his familia.”

      “How long have you known him?”

      “Six months, maybe. He work on Miami Beach for long time, then get fired. We used to have guy here, Ricardo, he live in the apartment with us. He knew Paco, help him get job here, and move him in with us. Then Ricardo talk bad to customers one day and get fired. He move out then, but Paco stay. He talk a lot, but mostly just junk. Nobody else that friendly with him.”

      “What did he talk about?”

      “His wife, his babies. He try to make sure everybody know he straight. But you know something? He suck a few dicks for money, like everybody else.” He lowered his voice. “Paco do almost anything for cash.”

      “Anything else?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “Sometimes he talk about place he used to work, convention center in Miami Beach. How he so important there, but then he get fired because he have no papers.”

      “That must have made him angry.”

      “Yeah. He always talk about how he gonna get back at the man who fired him.”

      I looked around the restaurant for inspiration, and saw a wall of photos of customers and staff. “His picture up there anywhere?” I asked.

      Usnavy stood up and walked over to the wall, and I followed him. He looked up and down, until he picked out a snapshot of a couple of staff with some of the customers, taken at the Labor Day party a month before. “That him,” he said, pointing to a round-faced guy with dark hair and a five o’clock shadow. “And there, that Ricardo.”

      The man he pointed to, at the other end of the group, was a sallow-faced Hispanic with bad acne scars. And right in the middle of the lineup was my roommate Jonas.
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      I reached up and unpinned the photo. “Thanks, Usnavy,” I said.

      “You look out for Paco. He a good guy.”

      I was about to say, “Only the good die young,” but I didn’t know for sure that Paco was dead. I just had a bad feeling about his chances of survival.

      Usnavy picked up his washcloth and bin and disappeared back into the kitchen. A mixed group of men and women walked in, a couple wearing polo shirts with the crest of Fort Lauderdale High, down the street, and Raj got busy serving them.

      I couldn’t take Usnavy’s and Raj’s word for it that Paco wasn’t there. I had to check for myself. So I followed Usnavy through the swinging doors.

      “Hey, no customers in here,” a bald cook in a white apron said.

      I held up my badge. “FBI. I’m looking for Paco Gonzalez.”

      “Not here,” the cook said. “Hasn’t been here for a couple of days. Didn’t even call.”

      I walked around, looking at each of the five guys in the room. None of them matched the photo of Paco. I ended with the cook. “What’s your name?”

      “You want to see my papers?”

      The kitchen had ground to a halt as everyone stopped to listen to us. I smelled onions, grease, and a stinky aroma I recognized as Brussels sprouts sautéing with bacon.

      “No, I just want to know who I’m talking to.”

      “Eddie. Eduardo Réal. I got my driver’s license in my wallet, in my locker.”

      “Don’t need to see it. When was the last time you saw Paco?”

      Eddie looked around. “Friday?” he asked.

      There was general assent.

      “Know anywhere he could have gone?”

      Dead silence. I opened my wallet and started passing out cards. “If any of you hear anything, see Paco, whatever, call me.”

      “There a reward?” Eddie asked.

      “Service to your country,” I said. “And you never know when you can use a friend in the FBI.”

      “Like I need that kind of friend,” Eddie muttered.

      “Maybe you don’t,” I said mildly. “But somebody else might. I have a feeling Paco could use a friend right now.”

      Nobody said anything more, so I walked back out through the swinging door. My half-finished virgin daiquiri was still sitting at the booth where I’d spoken with Usnavy, but I’d lost my appetite for it.

      I knocked on the door to the office. The butch older guy I’d walked in behind answered. He looked at me and said, “Auditions for dancers are on Thursday afternoons.” Then he tried to close the door.

      I held up my badge. “FBI,” I said. “Thanks for the tip about the auditions, but I’ve got some questions about one of your employees.”

      He peered at the badge. He was wearing a sweatshirt with the sleeves rolled up, and his graying chest hair poked out around his neck. He looked back at me. “You look familiar. You sure you haven’t auditioned before?”

      I shook my head. “I won the strip trivia contest Saturday night.”

      “That’s it,” he said, stepping back. “Just didn’t recognize you with your clothes on. I’m Barry Weiner. General Manager. How can I help you?”

      I avoided the obvious joke about a guy named Weiner working at a gay bar. “I’m looking for Paco Gonzalez. What can you tell me about him?”

      “He gave me a valid Social Security card. That’s all I know.”

      “I’m not from Immigration,” I said, for about the fifth time that day. “You have an address on him?”

      He turned to a file cabinet and pulled out a folder. Inside were photocopies of Paco’s ID card and Social Security card, along with a job application. I wrote down where he lived, along with the information on his wife in Matamoros. “This his current address?” I asked.

      “Far as I know. He lives with a bunch of the guys from the kitchen.” He sat down in a worn wooden chair. “If you’re not looking at him for an immigration violation, what’s he in trouble for?”

      “He made contact with the Bureau himself,” I said. “Said he had some information to share. But he didn’t show up for the appointment. So I’m looking for him.”

      “Information about what?”

      I wasn’t about to tell him, so I said, “I’m just the errand boy. Nobody tells me why I’m doing something, just to do it.”

      “Yeah, I know what that’s like,” Weiner said.

      I gave him my card. “If he shows up, or you hear anything about him, will you give me a call?”

      “Sure thing.” I turned to walk out and he said, “Hey, if Uncle Sam isn’t paying you well enough, you can always come back for those auditions,” he said. “You showed off a good body at strip trivia on Saturday night. You a natural redhead?”

      “If I had a quarter for every time a guy asked me that at a gay bar, I wouldn’t need to work for Uncle Sam,” I said as I walked out.

      I sat in my car and called Roly and told him what I’d found so far. “You have a contact at the morgue?” I asked. “I figure that’s the next place to look for Paco.”

      “Yeah, talk to an assistant ME there named Maria Fleitas. She can help you out.” He gave me her phone number.

      I dialed and asked to speak with Dr. Fleitas, and sat there on hold in the Lazy Dick’s parking lot for a while. Palm fronds danced in the light breeze, and a steady stream of traffic cruised down Wilton Drive, everything from beat-up pickup trucks to a bright blue Bentley convertible so new it still had its temporary tag. Eddie Real came out the back door of the kitchen, hopped on a green scooter, and took off, and I wondered where he was going. Was his shift over, or had I spooked him?

      When Maria Fleitas came on the line, there was noise in the background, something like a saw. I didn’t want to think about what was being cut open. “How can I help you?” she asked.

      I identified myself and said that Roly Gutierrez had given me her name. “I’m tracking a missing person. Thought he might be spending some time with you. Hispanic male, thirty, born and raised in Mexico.” I looked at the photo. “Dark hair, round face, about five foot six or so. Sound familiar?”

      “BSO brought in a floater yesterday that matches that general description,” she said. “You have next of kin to do an ID?”

      “Not yet. How about if I come over and compare him to a picture I have?”

      “Always happy to get an ID on a Juan Doe,” she said.

      Before heading to the morgue, I detoured past the address Barry Weiner had given me. It was a small apartment building on Andrews Avenue, a few blocks down from the gay and lesbian community center. Two stories, with a rusted railing along the stairs to the second floor. A dying palm tree stood out front, its fronds brown and drooping, coconut husks and dog poop around its base.

      I walked up the stairs and knocked on the door of apartment eight.

      No answer. I knocked again, but I hadn’t expected anyone to be there.

      I had turned to go when the next door opened, and a skeletally thin man with oxygen tubes in his nose stuck his head outside. “Nobody’s home there,” he said. “They’re all at work.”

      “Thanks.” I showed him Paco’s photo. “You seen this guy lately?”

      He shook his head. “Not since Saturday afternoon. Drove off with a friend of his.”

      “You know the friend?”

      “That one there.” He pointed at Ricardo in the picture. “Used to live in the apartment,” he said. “Don’t know his name. Can’t keep all them straight anyway.”

      He laughed, and the laughed devolved into a cough. I didn’t know what to do—pat him on the back, call 911, or wait it out. I settled for the third option. “Sorry,” he said, when he finally stopped. “Crack myself up sometimes. Ain’t none of those guys a hundred percent straight.”

      “Not even Paco? I heard he has a wife back in Mexico.”

      “What the wife don’t know don’t hurt her,” he said. “Not that I know personally. Nobody’s giving it away to me for free these days, and I can’t afford to pay. But I hear them talking, see men come and go. I ain’t so old I’ve forgotten what a man looks like when he’s eager and horny, and then what he looks like after he’s got his rocks off.”

      “You know what time it was on Saturday you saw Paco leave?”

      He thought for a minute. “’Bout three, I think. Usually he rides his bike to work. Blue one, with purple Mardi Gras beads wrapped around the handlebars. He was gearing up when his friend showed up. You know his name?”

      “Ricardo, I think.”

      “Ricardo pulls up in a big black SUV, loads Paco’s bike in the back, then Paco gets in with him. Haven’t seen him since.”

      “Thanks.” I hesitated. “You need anything?”

      “If it weren’t for all these meds, I’d tell you what I needed,” he said, cackling again. “Been a long time since a sweet-looking boy like you made me an offer.”

      I blushed.

      “You go on,” he said.

      I handed him my card. “If you see anything,” I said.

      He took the card, turned around, and shuffled back into his apartment.

      I went back to I-95 and headed south, dodging big rigs and slow-moving tourists. It seemed like it was always rush hour on the highway, no matter what time of day. There was always some hotshot darting between cars, eager to reach his destination an extra minute earlier, and more and more lately I saw cars moving slowly, their drivers intent on cell phones, either talking or texting. Made me think about switching my little Mini for a big honking SUV with side-impact air bags.

      Following the directions on my phone, I got off the highway at Griffin Road and turned west, then made a quick left at the animal shelter. With my window down, I could hear the yips and barks of abandoned dogs desperate to find someone to love them.

      I passed a lake filled with small sailboats, the water choppy in the light breeze, and then turned down a street that ran parallel to high-tension wires. To my right were block after block of manufactured homes, compact but nicely landscaped. It was a whole different side to Broward County, far from the pricey waterfront condos or the vast western suburbs of big houses in cul-de-sacs.

      It started to rain lightly, the drops splattering against the windshield in what looked like tiny paw prints. The street dead-ended at the ME’s office, a collection of single-story buildings and trailers next to a sheriff’s station with a bomb squad truck parked in the driveway. By the time I pulled up it was closing in on five o’clock, but a morgue doesn’t run on normal business hours.

      It was my first time there, and I wasn’t impressed, even though I knew the ME had handled some high-profile cases, including Anna Nicole Smith’s death at the Seminole Hard Rock Hotel and Casino a couple of miles away. I darted from my car to the office, hurrying up a short wooden staircase.

      I waited in the lobby for a few minutes until Maria Fleitas was free. She was a short Latina with shoulder-length dark hair, bangs, and funky red-framed glasses. She wore a lab coat with her name embroidered on the left breast over light-green scrubs. “Agent Green,” she said. “You brought a picture of your guy?”

      “Yup.” I showed her the photo taken at the Labor Day party. “I’m looking for the round-faced guy in the middle.”

      “Well, you found him. Come on back.”

      I gulped. It was a big jump from thinking about Paco being dead to seeing his body. But if I was going to be an FBI agent, I would have to butch up now and then. So I did.
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      Dr. Fleitas led me down a hallway decorated for Halloween, with paper ghouls and goblins. The plastic skeletons dangling from the ceiling all had toe tags. “Coroner humor,” she said as we passed.

      We ducked out the back door and hurried across to a refrigerated trailer. She swiped her ID badge to open the door, then led me through a small operating room. The smell was awful, and I nearly gagged. She handed me a tub of Vicks VapoRub and said, “Put some of this on your upper lip.”

      It helped, a little. I followed her through the room to a refrigerated cooler. She opened the door and bent down to check the ID on one bed-like shelf. Then she slid the shelf out and pulled down the sheet covering the face.

      “This your Juan Doe?” she asked.

      My stomach jumped as I looked down at Paco Gonzalez. His eyes were closed, his lips sealed tight, and his skin had a bluish tinge. There were vicious scratches up and down his plump face, and it looked like part of his cheek had been cut away.

      Dr. Fleitas must have seen the look on my face. As she pulled on a pair of rubber gloves, she said, “Don’t worry, the scratches on his face are postmortem. He was dead when he was dumped in the water, but as he was pushed down the canal his arms, legs, and face would have dragged against the bottom.”

      “He didn’t float?”

      She shook her head. “Bodies are heavier than water. Once he was tossed in the canal, he sank. His body started to decompose, releasing gasses. Eventually the gas caused him to rise to the surface.” She pointed to his cheek. “See that? Scavenger. Once he’d been eaten away enough, or his body punctured enough to let the gas escape, he’d have sunk to the bottom again.”

      I focused on steadying my breathing as I compared the body to the photo. “Looks like he’s my missing guy.”

      “Hercules Dumond will be happy to hear that.”

      “Who’s he?”

      “He’s the BSO detective assigned to this case.”

      The Broward Sheriff’s Office investigated crimes in unincorporated parts of the county, and also had swallowed up a lot of local police departments.

      She picked up a notepad and scrawled a name and phone number. When she handed the page to me, I saw the logo of the Los Angeles County Coroner’s gift shop at the top, along with the outline of a dead body and the slogan “We’re dying for your business.”

      “You’ll call him, won’t you?” she asked. “None of this secrecy business?”

      “I’ll have to check with my boss and see what I can pass on,” I said. “What else can you tell me?”

      My stomach was still doing flip-flops. I had been to funerals, and seen corpses as part of my training at Quantico, but there was something so immediate, so visceral, about being in the autopsy suite. I hadn’t known Paco, but I knew people who had, and his death had become my case. That made it much more personal.

      She gently turned his head to the side. “Cause of death,” she said, pointing to a hole in the back of his head. “Single gunshot fired at close range. I recovered fragments of a steel-jacketed hollow-point, most likely from a .38 caliber handgun.”

      “Execution-style,” I said.

      She nodded. “From the angle of entry it appears that the victim was on his knees and that the gunman stood behind him. Because the hollow-point bullet expands after impact it was safer for the gunman and any bystanders—less chance of over-penetration.”

      I pulled out my notebook and started writing down information. If I focused on specific details, I could ignore the smell and the nausea. “Where was the body found?”

      She looked at a sheet of paper. “A couple of recreational boaters spotted him floating in the canal running parallel to I-75, about a mile west of the boat ramp at marker thirty-five.”

      One Saturday a couple of weeks before, Jonas and I had gotten in my Mini Cooper and gone for a long drive west. I-75 was a broad, bland highway that shot across the belly of the state from one coast to the other, with broad vistas of sawgrass prairies to either side. It was odd to be so close to urban Florida and yet see the horizon stretching for miles, broken only by the occasional hardwood hammock in the middle of the swamp.

      But dead bodies floating in the canal were a clear reminder of how close civilization—or what passed for it in South Florida—really was.

      “Can you estimate a time of death?” I asked, as she peeled her gloves off and led me from the room.

      “Hard to pinpoint because it’s unclear how long the body was in the water. But I’d say roughly seventy-two hours ago.”

      “So Saturday sometime?”

      She nodded. “You know the last time anyone saw the victim? That would help.”

      “One of the neighbors saw him leaving for work with a friend, around three o’clock on Saturday, but he never made it to his job.”

      I followed her into a small office. “That helps me narrow the time,” she said, sitting down at her desk. “Thanks.” She turned to her computer and began typing.

      “Did you run his fingerprints through IAFIS?” I asked. The Integrated Automated Fingerprint Identification System was the national fingerprint database maintained by the FBI.

      “Not yet. He degloved, which means the outer layer of the epidermis sloughed off. We have access to a scanner if we can’t make an ID of a corpse through normal means. Hercules asked for his prints, but we’re backed up, so I haven’t done it yet. You need his prints for your case?”

      “I’m not sure he was who he said he was,” I said. “Would be useful to know if he had a record, or an alias.”

      She nodded. “All right. I’ll work on it and call both you and Hercules tomorrow.”

      I thanked her and walked out into the narrow hallway lined with ghoulish decorations. I opened the outside door to the smell of mud and negative ions. The rain had slowed to a misty drizzle, and I wished I could stand in a downpour and wash away all traces of the morgue. Instead, I shivered and got into my car.

      When I was an accountant in Philadelphia, my dreams of an exciting job did not include identifying the dead. I didn’t like the smell, the creepy plastic skeletons on the wall, or the presence of so many bodies. Thank God the FBI didn’t normally investigate homicides, or I’d seriously consider changing agencies.

      Before I left the parking lot, I called Roly and told him what I’d discovered. “The ME gave me the name of the BSO detective handling the homicide. Guy named Hercules Dumond.”

      “Here’s a lesson for you in inter-agency cooperation. Paco’s death is a homicide. Because the body was found in an unincorporated part of Broward County, that means BSO is the lead investigative agency. But because Paco was already involved with the Bureau, we maintain our own investigation. For right now, at least, if Dumond calls you, you tell him to talk to me,” Roly said.

      “Will do.” I looked through the windshield up at the sky. Angry thunderheads were massing over the Everglades, getting ready to move east and deluge Fort Lauderdale.

      “What are you going to do now?” Roly asked.

      “One of Paco’s neighbors saw him leave on Saturday afternoon with a guy named Ricardo, who used to work at Lazy Dick’s. I want to track him down.”

      “All right. Check back with me tomorrow.”

      I hung up as a clap of thunder shook the car. I needed to get moving to outrun the storm but I wanted to make a couple more calls before I got on the road. As I dialed the number for Lazy Dick’s, a flock of blue herons swooped past, fleeing the oncoming wind and rain. “Can I talk to Barry please?” I asked whoever it was who answered.

      I sat on hold while Barry Weiner pulled Ricardo’s job application. The palm trees bent in the wind, and pebbles from the driveway pinged against the trailer and the side of my car. “His last name is Lopez,” he said, when he came back on the line. “Only address I have is the one with the other guys.”

      Did I believe Usnavy, that Ricardo had moved out? The neighbor had backed up that story. But where had he gone? Considering how many Lopezes there were bound to be in South Florida, it would be tough to find him.

      I thanked Barry and hung up, then pressed one of the favorites on my phone. “Hey,” I said. “You want to split some fried chicken with me?”

      “Sure,” Jonas said. “I think we’ve still got some beer left in the fridge.”

      I snapped the phone shut. A couple of beers in him, and Jonas would tell me everything he knew about the Mexicans working at Lazy Dick’s. Probably more than I wanted to know.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 7

          

          
            A REGULAR FBI GUY

          

        

      

    

    
      Jonas was sitting on the sofa in the living room when I walked in. “Dude,” he greeted me.

      “Dude.” I decided I wouldn’t waste time with preliminaries. “You know these guys?” I asked, showing him the photo. He looked at it while I dropped the bucket of chicken on the table along with my briefcase. The chicken smell had permeated my car and removed almost every trace of my visit to the morgue. I was even starting to feel hungry.

      “Yeah. So?”

      “So Paco’s dead. And I’m trying to figure out why.”

      He looked up at me, and his face was pale. “Dead? But he was such a sweet guy.” He picked up the photo and peered at it, as if there were some kind of aura around Paco that indicated he would die soon.

      “Did you fuck him?”

      “Not my type. He was strictly gay for pay, and I haven’t sunk that low yet.” He pushed the picture back to me. “How come the FBI is handling a homicide? And why you? I thought you were a number-cruncher.”

      “I’m a special agent, just like the rest of the guys,” I said, pulling off my tie. “Well, maybe a little more special than most. Remember how I told you those other agents from my office were at Lazy Dick’s on Saturday? They were there to meet with Paco. But he never showed up. So I got tasked with finding him.”

      I pulled a Sea
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