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			People are just as happy as they make up their minds to be.
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			Prologue

			Present

			Orlando.

			Tourism on steroids. Florida’s mutant chromosome with mouse ears.

			One of the newer attractions is an air-conditioned dome over a sprawling, man-made replica of the state’s natural landscape.

			They bulldozed nature to build it.

			Outside the dome, a dragnet tightened.

			An endless string of harsh, red brake lights stretched to the horizon. Evening traffic snarled on Interstate 4 through theme park country. An unmarked Crown Vic with police antennae whipped into the breakdown lane and sped past crawling minivans and station wagons. Its passenger-side tires slipped off the shoulder, kicking up a cloud.

			A cell phone rang.

			“Agent White here.”

			“We got him!” said Agent Lowe. “We finally got him!”

			“Serge?”

			“That’s the man.”

			“Don’t mess with me.”

			“I can’t believe it either. After all this time.”

			“I’m more amazed he hadn’t been nailed earlier. How many years? How many murders?”

			“Dozens.”

			“Years or murders?”

			“Take your pick.”

			“I still don’t see how it’s possible he could remain so active for so long, with nearly every agency in the state after him.”

			“It’s Florida. He blended in—and had a lot of luck. But now it’s finally run out.”

			“Who broke the case?”

			“Agent Mahoney.”

			“Mahoney? That nut job?”

			“Apparently he got better. How far away are you?”

			“Twenty minutes. I’ll be there in ten.”

			My name’s Serge.

			The LSD just kicked in.

			I can tell because my legs are walking away. Come back here! Legs don’t listen for crap.

			This isn’t my first trip. And I don’t even do drugs.

			My name’s Serge.

			Last time I accidentally got dosed by Lenny. This time Coleman.

			And what am I doing in handcuffs? Have I been arrested? Dear God, they’re taking me to jail! ... Or maybe it’s just this drug—fight the hallucination.

			My name’s Serge.

			Damn you, Coleman! That boob must have gotten it in the onion dip again. And I can’t resist potato chips. Ruffles. Wise. Lay’s. Cheetos, Fritos, Doritos. Aren’t snacks fucked up? ... Snack, snack, snack, snack ... What an unnegotiably aggressive sound. The Roman Empire invented snacks, right after the aqueducts. Irrigation flowed, food plentiful, people munching between meals in the city-states. They ate these little, sun-dried meaty things, highly distasteful and falling out of favor until olive oil. I just made all that up. The key to life is making shit up. Everyone does it or society would unravel, like, Gee, your hair looks great! Or: God told me you’re wrong ... Here come my legs—I’ll try to grab them. Rats, too fast. Why do we even need snacks? More important, why do we need anything else? Do they make Bugles anymore? Bugles were really fucked up. When I was six, I’d bite the tips off and play “Taps,” like I’m doing now, except I just have my fingers in front of my mouth with a tiny invisible bugle...

			...People are staring. Act normal.

			That’s how I know it’s LSD. People tend to stare. They also stare at me the rest of the time, and I’ve become humbly accustomed to the limelight. But currently they’re staring from a picture in the newspaper on my lap. Some kind of country fair holding prize pig races to celebrate the local yam harvest. Now they’re running around, yelling and pointing at me. They’ve got a bunch of torches and pitchforks! They’re charging! Right off the page, right at my face! Here comes the first pitchfork in my eyes! Hold freak-out! Quick, close the newspaper! ... Speaking of politics, what’s happening to America? All vital signs spell collapse: unemployment, environment, national security, energy dependence, world respect, violent riots escalating into town hall meetings—our entire population completely polarized, half the country ready to kill the other half. And over what? For a week it was the Dixie Chicks. Things sure have changed. FDR tried to calm us: “Nothing to fear but fear itself.” Now politicians encourage the jitters. Panic is the new patriotism. “Today’s Threat Level: Duck!” But you don’t even want to think of fear on an acid trip. Fear, fear, fear, FEAR! My body is decaying! I can feel it! I can hear it! I can smell it! And it smells like ... liver treats. Who would have thought? I need gum. It’s in that pocket and ... Wait, what’s this plastic tube? An empty prescription bottle? And it has my name on it.

			My name is Serge.

			The medication on the label is some serious stuff. That’s weird. But what does this Byzantine puzzle mean? The Byzantines liked snacks, to go with their puzzles ... It’s slowly starting to come back— ... Of course! Lenny didn’t drug me back then—and Coleman didn’t this time. I’m just out of pills. My brain must have finally rid itself of their mind-blunting effects. This rampaging, all-over-the-road psychotic nightmare is just my normal thought-party. Excellent.

			I’m looking out a window. We’re moving fast. Florida nightscape whizzing by. Lights blink at an intersection. A screaming comes across the sky. It’s some kind of loud horn. We’re going to crash! Flames soon lapping my flesh! ... Another illusion. Resist. Close your eyes, think positive thoughts ... A song. It’s pretty, I’m smiling and singing along in my head: “What’s so funny about peace, love and understanding?” Exactly: I’m totally re-dedicating my life to getting along with everyone. But who wrote that marvelous tune? Elvis Costello? I hate that fuck...

			Ouch.

			What’s this hurting my wrist? A handcuff again? Sure looks real. Wait, it is real. But where did it come from? Maybe this guy sitting next to me knows ... Excuse me, sir ... Holy cripes, it’s Agent Mahoney! Now I get it—I’ve finally been captured. And that horn is a train whistle. Mahoney’s taking me somewhere on a choo-choo, probably the Big House, just like in The Fugitive. I know: I’ll use this unfortunate downtime to pretend I’m in that TV show. “Serge A. Storms ... A man wrongly convicted (wink) ...” We’re coming around a bend. I see lights ahead. Another crossing gate. But what’s that idiot in the pickup truck doing on the tracks? The horn’s blaring nonstop, steel grinding, sparks showering. We are going to crash! Hang on! ...

			... How long have I been unconscious? Whoa, my head, my wrist ... The handcuffs broke! I’m free! The train’s on its side, so I’ll just climb out the shattered window that’s up on the ceiling ... Therrrrrre we go. Trot along the top of the car, leap off the side, tumble down this ditch—ow, ooo, ow, ooo, ow—nothing to it, and that’s basically how you escape. Now I just walk to the nearest truck stop, hitch an eighteen-wheeler to Texarkana, reinvent myself as an audience-favorite horseshoe champion who’s a committed pacifist yet expert in jujitsu and ragtime piano and is finally pushed too far when the bank forecloses on a sixth-generation dairy farm and hires goons from the traveling midway to menace a soft-spoken widow who is the only person in town unaware of her own smoldering sexuality ... Oops, spoke too soon. There’s a flashlight in the distance. A voice. Someone’s coming! Quick! To the bottom of the ditch! Cover yourself with branches and trash!

			“Serge!”

			A flashlight swept the bottom of a ditch.

			“Serge, where are you? Yell if you can hear me.”

			A head poked up from a pile of ripped-open garbage bags. “Coleman?”

			The flashlight beam hit a face. “Serge, what are you doing at the bottom of that ditch with rotten food all over your head?”

			“Isn’t that what I usually ask you?”

			“Everything okay?”

			“Couldn’t be better.” Serge hopped up and brushed himself off. “I just escaped.”

			“Escaped?”

			“It was touch and go, but I slipped Mahoney’s grasp again.”

			“Mahoney?”

			Serge pointed. “The big train derailment— ... where’d the wreck go?”

			Coleman turned around and looked at the dark side of a building. “Nothing but our motel.”

			Serge squinted at his sidekick. “What’s going on?”

			“Beats me.” Coleman clicked off the flashlight. “We were back in our room watching an old rerun of The Fugitive, and during the train crash in the opening credits, you ran out the door yelling, ‘I’m free! I’m free.’ ”

			Serge slowly smiled and nodded with understanding. “I must have gone into a fugue state.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Hard to explain.” Serge climbed the muddy embankment. “But remember that time you were really ripped on peyote and passed out in that motel bed where the sheets were tucked in super tight, and somehow you got turned around in your sleep so your head was trapped at the foot of the bed, and you woke up trying to fight your way out, screaming that bugs had encased you in a cocoon, and you were turning into a giant winged insect?”

			“That wasn’t a cocoon?”

			“Your variation on the fugue state.”

			“I get it now.”

			Serge began walking back to the motel. “Think The Fugitive is still on?”

			“Yeah, you’ve just been gone a few minutes.”

			“Let’s watch the rest. Maybe they’ll catch the one-armed man.”

			They went back inside their room as a convoy of unmarked cars cut their headlights and quietly rolled into the parking lot of the budget motel.

			Coleman glanced toward a banging sound from the closet. “What about the guy you’re keeping tied up in there?”

			“Oh,” said Serge, looking up from the TV. “Almost forgot about him.”

			A Crown Vic with blackwall tires arrived at the motel. Agent White rushed over to Agent Lowe.

			“Where’s Serge?”

			“Get down!” Lowe whispered. “He might see you.”

			White stared curiously at his colleague, crouched behind a car, dressed completely in black, pulling a black hood over his head.

			“What the hell’s going on?” asked White. “I thought you said on the phone you had Serge.”

			“We do.” Lowe pointed over the trunk of the car. “He’s in that last room.”

			White’s head sagged. “When you say you have someone, that means in custody. Back of a squad car. Maybe even handcuffed.”

			“Not all the time.”

			“Yes, all the time.”

			“He’s just as good as in custody.” Lowe fitted night-vision goggles over his eyes. “We’ve got him pinned. See?” He gestured to his left at the black-clothed SWAT team squatting next to him. “Now, will you get down before he sees you?”

			White stayed standing with hands on hips, watching his partner apply black face paint. “You’re still hung up about not making the SWAT team?”

			Lowe’s goggles remained fixed on the motel room. “I’ll make it the next round of tests. I was this close.”

			“But you still can’t do a chin-up. And you collapsed again during the mile run. They had to use a stretcher.”

			“I’ve been working out. Huge progress on chin-ups.”

			“How many?”

			“I bought a chin-up bar.”

			Something nagged at White. “The parking lot ...” He looked around. “... The entire block. Why is it so dark?”

			“Had the power company cut all outside lights.” Lowe removed the goggles and pulled a black ski mask down over his painted face. “For our ninja strike.” He turned to the nearest SWAT member and gave him a spirited thumbs-up. “Ready to rumble?”

			“Just stay out of our way, limp-dick, and don’t fuck this up.”

			Lowe smiled at White. “That’s how SWAT brothers talk.”

			Out of the darkness, a human form materialized on the far side of the parking lot, casually walking toward them.

			“Jesus!” Lowe whispered. “He’s going to ruin everything.”

			The form took shape, wearing a tweed jacket and rumpled fedora. A toothpick wiggled in his teeth. His necktie had a pattern of vintage Las Vegas casino signs. He walked around behind the car.

			White nodded in recognition. “Mahoney.”

			Mahoney tossed the toothpick over his shoulder. “It’s my collar. I peeled the banana.”

			“No argument,” said White. “But how’d you find him?”

			“Serge has been slipping for years.” Mahoney dramatically fit a fresh toothpick in his mouth and stared back at the last motel room, where the outline of a lampshade glowed behind a moth-worn curtain. “Screwed the pooch and registered under his own moniker.”

			“So why don’t we take him?” said White. “What are we waiting out here for?”

			Mahoney glanced down at Lowe. “Ask the Green Hornet.”

			A series of ripping sounds. Lowe tested various empty Velcro pockets on his tactical jacket designed to hold tactical equipment he wasn’t authorized to carry. “We’re waiting for the lamp to go out so he’ll be more off guard during our lightning breach with flash-bang grenades.” He produced a waterproof, spiral-bound book from a zippered pocket. “It’s in the manual.”

			White rolled his eyes.

			They waited.

			The lamp stayed on.

			Next to a lamp sat a snowy TV set. Serge slapped the side. A black-and-white episode of The Fugitive came into focus. “This is the one where he’s shot by police and takes refuge in an orphanage at a Navajo reservation outside Puma ...”

			Muted screams from next to the bed.

			“Do you mind?” said Serge. “I’m trying to watch this.”

			The desperation grew louder.

			Serge sighed. “Everyone wants attention.” He got up and walked over. “Okay, you ruined my show. Now what’s the issue?”

			The bound and gagged hostage looked up from his chair with pleading eyes.

			Coleman killed a Schlitz and crumpled the can. “So who is this guy anyway?”

			“Ever see the TV show To Catch a Predator?”

			“Yeah.”

			“I caught one.”

			“Where?”

			“At the playground. He was lurking in his car with porn.”

			“What were you doing at the playground?”

			“Just driving by this time. I used to love playgrounds, but jeez, I haven’t played in one in at least, what? Three months?”

			“Why not?”

			“If you’re an adult without a kid, it draws looks, even if I’m just going for the Guinness record on the monkey bars. And parents hustle their tots away every single time I stand on top of the jungle gym, beating my chest and roaring like a silver-back gorilla, even though I’m only trying to show them how it’s done.”

			“They don’t appreciate it?”

			“You’d think I was a red-ass baboon.”

			“What about the teeter-totter?”

			“One is the loneliest number.”

			Coleman stubbed out a roach. “Too bad.”

			“It’s all right,” said Serge. “We’re living in new times. Parents are understandably nervous these days. I’ve decided to stay away from the swing sets and not to add to their anxiety over, well, guys like this.”

			“How’d you catch him?”

			“Child’s play. He was too engrossed, and I flanked the car on foot—at his driver’s window before he knew it. First he thought I was an undercover cop and tried to hide the porn, but I said I was just a concerned citizen and wanted to have a little chat, emphasizing community fabric and maybe direct him to some treatment programs. You know, real polite and reasonable like I usually am.”

			“You’re always caring.”

			“But sometimes it turns ugly anyway. He’s a pretty big dude, as you can see. Jumped out his car and knocked me down. No biggie, I’ve been knocked down before. I get up and explain he hasn’t committed a crime yet—there’s still time to get help, but he just knocks me down again.”

			“And that’s when you captured him?”

			“No, I thought of what my psychiatrist said and stayed calm, because this wasn’t about me; it was for the children. I kept getting up, over and over, doing my best to win the heart and mind, but he’d just slam me to the ground again. After a while, I’m brushing dirt out of my hair and thinking: This really isn’t a conversation.”

			“And that’s when you jumped him?”

			“Almost there. When he saw he couldn’t rattle me, he went for my hot button, pointing back at all the giggling, running kids and...”—Serge momentarily closed his eyes— “... I can’t bear to repeat what he said, but certain threats were made. He yelled that because of me, he was now definitely going to do all these horrible things, just out of spite.”

			“That isn’t nice.”

			“Intimidate me all you want, but when you bring kids into it, a sequence of Serge’s pre-determined neighborhood-defense protocols are triggered. The only part I regret is that the families had to see it and fled again.”

			“Because you were fighting?”

			“No, because I stuffed him in my trunk. Even if someone clearly deserves to be locked in my trunk, the general public still gives off this vibe they’re a little uncomfortable.”

			Serge unzipped a small duffel bag on the nightstand. The hostage tried screaming under the duct tape across his face.

			Coleman found something on the floor, smelled it and put it in his mouth. “What are you going to do with him?”

			Serge turned to the hostage. “Would you like to know, too?”

			The Fugitive played on in the background.

			Terrified eyes grew wider.

			“... So, stranger, what brings you to these parts? ...”

			Serge dumped the duffel’s contents on the bed. “You know those frowned-upon CIA interrogation techniques, like waterboarding? Except I don’t have a board. But I have plenty of water! They say people start talking almost immediately ...” He quickly ripped the tape off his captive’s mouth.

			The man yelled briefly at the sting, then babbled nonstop. “I swear I won’t do anything I said! I was just messing with your mind! You have to believe me! I’ll change!”

			Serge smiled. “I know you will.”

			The tape went back, and Serge returned to work.

			“Yuck,” said Coleman, removing the item from his mouth and throwing it in the wastebasket.

			Serge ripped cellophane off a spooled package. “What was that?”

			“I think a mothball.”

			“When did you suspect?”

			“When I saw it on the floor.”

			Serge unrolled the package. “And you still put it in your mouth?”

			Coleman shrugged. “I could be missing out.”

			Serge clicked open a box cutter.

			Coleman leaned closer. “What’s that?”

			“Observe.” Serge held up a strip of airy gauze, oozing with mucoid slime. He stepped forward and placed the cool, moist ribbon on the captive’s forehead. “Very thin, soothing, quite flimsy. A child could tear it apart. No possible way to harm anyone, right? So how can I possibly teach you a lesson with this?”

			“How can you?” asked Coleman.

			“Know my passion for all things Home Depot?”

			“Well established.”

			Serge began unwinding the roll of wet gauze. “I recently learned something interesting about plumbing repair. Now grab those scissors to cut off his shirt while I fill my squirt pistol ...”

			... Outside the room, heavy traffic wasted gas as the car sprinted between red lights at every block. They were in Kissimmee, just below Orlando. Highway 192 to be exact, otherwise known as Irlo Bronson, the budget tourist strip on the east side of Interstate 4 from Disney World, where families who couldn’t plunk down three hundred a night at the Grand Floridian commuted to the Magic Kingdom from ten miles of economy motels, where cabaret signs flashed $39.95 and Free Hbo. In between: mini-golf, go-carts, swimsuit outlets, and all-you-can-eat buffet barns filled with people shaped like upside-down lightbulbs. As the road continued east—and the drive back to Disney lengthened—prices cascaded downhill where the highway took a gooseneck jog south toward Old Town. Bottom-barrel room rates drew an increasing clientele that wasn’t tourists, or at least not the species seeking chamber-of-commerce-approved fun: a high-mileage, tumbleweed crowd anchoring the short tail of the left-expectancy bell curve. Serge’s World. With their growing, undesirable number, motel deeds changed hands, and the highway began seeing stark buildings that were the recognizable shells of recognizable hospitality chains, which now had unrecognizable names on temporary banners. Parking lots filled with rusty shopping carts, and shirtless guests sat outside rooms on milk crates, drinking malt liquor with purposeful gazes that suggested this was still too much achievement.

			Nearby:

			No trace of the historic Big Bamboo Lounge, leveled and paved for retail space.

			Near that:

			A SWAT team monitored a lamp in a window. The parking lot was empty except for a sleek black car at the other end. With all the streetlights off, nobody had noticed it before, but someone was sitting in the driver’s seat.

			“How long has he been there?” asked White.

			“Who?”

			The agent pointed. “Beemer.”

			“Not sure,” said Lowe. “Car was already there when we arrived. I think.”

			“Some surveillance work.”

			Lowe raised his night goggles toward the vehicle. “Looks like he’s got some kind of camera with a long lens. Who can he be?”

			Mahoney replaced his toothpick with a wooden matchstick. “Smart money’s a gumshoe.”

			“What?”

			“Dick, peeper, shamus, sleuth, whore hound, private eye.”

			The man in the Beemer set his camera on the passenger seat and got out of the car. Tall, trim, brown leather jacket. He took a step toward the last motel room...

			“Whoa.” Lowe lost his squat-balance and banged against a fender.

			The Beemer’s driver noticed the SWAT team for the first time, then pretended not to. He leaned against his car, lighting a cigarette in a theatrical display of no intentions. Headlights hit his face.

			A Cadillac Eldorado pulled into a parking slot five spaces down.

			White shook his head. “Now who the hell’s that?”

			Mahoney dabbed humidity off his forehead with a strip-club cocktail napkin. “The Mystery Man.”

			“Mystery Man?” said White.

			“There’s always a Mystery Man.”

			“What’s he do?”

			“Reveals himself later.”

			Another car pulled into the lot, this one with headlights already off. It parked halfway between the other vehicles and the SWAT team. A woman behind the wheel of a turquoise T-Bird.

			“Lowe,” said White. “What did you do, call a convention?”

			Without turning her head, the T-Bird woman looked sideways toward the Mystery Man, whose eyes darted between the woman and the private eye, who watched them both and glanced at the SWAT team, which rotated surveillance among all three cars and the lamp in the window...

			Serge sat at the motel room’s desk. Combed hair still wet from a shower. Lightweight tropical shirt with pineapples. Loaded .45 next to the lamp. Coffee mug. The desk had an ashtray under one of its legs to stop a wobble.

			Clattering keyboard.

			Coleman pulled up a chair. “Typing on your new laptop?”

			“Well, not mine. But same difference.”

			“What are you writing?”

			“A rap song.”

			“Why are you writing a rap song?”

			“For my new website.” Tap, tap, tap. “If I want my specialty Florida tours to go global, I’ll need the hip-hop vote.”

			“What kind of new website?”

			“Remember the old one I launched after visiting that Lynyrd Skynyrd bar in Jacksonville?”

			“Yeah, you had to start your own because the other sites didn’t like your reports telling tourists which hookers to trust ...”

			“... And how to take evasive, controlled-spin maneuvers during bump-and-jump carjackings.”

			“The people need to know,” said Coleman, pointing a joint for emphasis.

			Serge tapped keys rapidly. “That’s why I’m taking it to the next level.”

			“But, Serge, how is that even possible?”

			“I’m adding theme vacations.”

			“Like theme parks.”

			“Except without the parks.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“Florida is a theme park,” said Serge. “And the theme is weirdness.”

			“So that’s what’s going on out there.”

			“My first theme vacation: the ‘tourist fugitive.’ You come down here and pretend to be on the lam.”

			“Where’d you get the idea?”

			“Schwarzenegger’s movie Total Recall.” Serge uploaded a digital photo. “Science-fiction thriller in the next century, where Arnold takes a vacation to Mars, and the travel agency gives him the option of just a regular trip or a theme. And the theme he chooses is secret agent.”

			Painful moans and panting from behind. Coleman turned around. “I think he’s unhappy.”

			“I love chemical reactions.” More typing. “Especially counter-intuitive ones. Now pay attention.”

			Coleman faced the screen again.

			“Florida is Fugitive Central,” said Serge. “A single crackdown in 2008 called Operation Orange Crush netted two thousand five hundred outlaws, which conservatively extrapolates to at least a hundred thousand more left at large. That’s one for every three neighborhood blocks, and I like to drive around, trying to guess which one and question them.”

			“What do they say?”

			“Most just run off, which means I’m guessing right.”

			“Why do so many fugitives come here?” asked Coleman.

			“We’ve got everything a murderous desperado could want: great weather, cool drinks, a million trailer parks, plus pharmacies and bank branches on every corner. Those qualities also attract retirees, often to the same place, in a naturally occurring sitcom.”

			The desk wobbled; Serge’s foot scooted the ashtray back under the leg.

			“What are those pictures?”

			Serge scrolled down the laptop screen. “A mug shot rogues’ gallery of Florida fugitives. Ma Barker, Bundy, Cunanan, Wuornos and so many lesser maniacs they don’t even make the fine print.”

			“Why not?”

			“Florida’s the perfect camouflage,” said Serge. “Up in Middle America, even one of our low-profile whack jobs would stick out like Pamela Anderson bronco-riding a UFO. A minimum of fifty calls to the cops. But down here we’re so over-saturated with hard-core street freaks that everyone energetically ignores them. We don’t want to notice and report each strangeness flare-up, or we’d totally cease to be able to run errands.”

			“I saw a guy this morning eating ants,” said Coleman. “Big red ones, just squashing them with his thumb on the sidewalk.”

			Serge coded up a Web link. “The public will never stop thanking me for this vacation.”

			Coleman pointed. “What’s that?”

			“Aerial view of the eastern Kissimmee strip. My first fugitive stop.”

			“But why would regular people want to pretend to be on the run in the first place?”

			“Because it’s the best way to experience the finest parts of our state, which is the underbelly. They’ll naturally resist at first, but once people are forced to taste our underbelly, they won’t be able to get enough.”

			“Underbelly’s good?”

			“The waiting lines are shorter,” said Serge. “Second, it forces you off the tourist-brochure grid and into the woodwork, where all the best shit is. Third, hiding out is a blast—think of all the chuckles we’ve had in seedy motel rooms.”

			Coleman looked back at the moaning hostage. “I see what you mean.”

			“Wish he’d pipe down.”

			“I don’t think he can help it.”

			“Because he’s one of those worrying types: Oooo, look at me. I’m all tied up. This crazy guy’s going to do something bad. They don’t realize how uneasy they make everybody around them with that kind of victim mentality.” Serge clicked open some text on his laptop. “On the other hand, he’s the perfect audience to test out my new rap song.”

			“You finished it?”

			“The chorus is two-part harmony, so I’ll need your help.” Serge pulled up lyrics on the computer screen. Coleman read the song. “Where are my lines?”

			“After I sing each verse, we alternate. I marked our respective parts with an S and a C in parentheses.”

			“Which am I?”

			“C, for cogent.”

			Serge found an audio file in the computer and killed the equalizer on the vocals, creating a karaoke version. The music started.

			“What’s that?” asked Coleman.

			“Flo-Rida.”

			“Who?”

			“Our homegrown favorite-son rap hero. Even has a map of the state tattooed like a beast on his back.”

			The tempo picked up. Serge cranked the volume. He grinned at the gagged hostage. “I think you’ll love this, but give me the honest truth. Don’t be swayed by the ropes and duct tape.”

			Coleman finished reading the lyrics. “I think I’m ready.”

			Serge cleared his throat. “From the top ...”

			The music blared, and the pair began lunging toward the captive with gang-style hand gestures.

			I’m Captain Florida, the state history pimp

			Gatherin’ more data than a DEA blimp

			West Palm, Tampa Bay, Miami-Dade

			Cruisin’ the coasts till Johnny Vegas gets laid

			Developer ho’s, and the politician bitches

			Smackin’ ’em down, while I’m takin’ lots of pictures

			Hurricanes, sinkholes, natural disaster

			’Scuse me while I kick back, with my View-Master

			(S:) I’m Captain Florida, obscure facts are all legit

			(C:) I’m Coleman, the sidekick, with a big bong hit

			(S:) I’m Captain Florida, staying literate

			(C:) Coleman sees a book and says, “Fuck that shit”

			Ain’t never been caught, slippin’ nooses down the Keys

			Got more buoyancy than Elián González

			Knockin’ off the parasites, and takin’ all their moola

			Recruiting my apostles for the Church of Don Shula

			I’m an old-school gangster with a psycho ex-wife Molly

			Packin’ Glocks, a shotgun and my 7-Eleven coffee

			Trippin’ the theme parks, the malls, the time-shares

			Bustin’ my rhymes through all the red-tide scares

			(S:) I’m the surge in the storms, don’t believe the hype

			(C:) I’m his stoned number two, where’d I put my hash pipe?

			(S:) Florida, no appointments and a tank of gas

			(C:) Tequila, no employment and a bag of grass

			Think you’ve seen it all? I beg to differ

			Mosquitoes like bats and a peg-leg stripper

			The scammers, the schemers, the real estate liars

			Birthday-party clowns in a meth-lab fire

			But dig us, don’t diss us, pay a visit, don’t be late

			And statistics always lie, so ignore the murder rate

			Beaches, palm trees and golfing is our curse

			Our residents won’t bite, but a few will shoot first

			Everglades, orange groves, alligators, Buffett

			Scarface, Hemingway, an Andrew Jackson to suck it

			Solarcaine, Rogaine, eight balls of cocaine

			See the hall of fame for the criminally insane

			Artifacts, folklore, roadside attractions

			Crackers, Haitians, Cuban-exile factions

			The early-bird specials, drivin’ like molasses

			Condo-meeting fistfights in cataract glasses

			(S:) I’m the native tourist, with the rants that can’t be beat

			(C:) Serge, I think I put my shoes on the wrong feet

			(S:) A stack of old postcards in another dingy room

			(C:) A cold Bud forty and a magic mushroom

			Can’t stop, turnpike, keep ridin’ like the wind

			Gotta make a detour for a souvenir pin

			But if you like to litter, you’re just liable to get hurt

			Do ya like the MAC-10 under my tropical shirt?

			I just keep meeting jerks, I’m a human land-filler

			But it’s totally unfair, this term “serial killer”

			The police never rest, always breakin’ in my pad

			But sunshine is my bling, and I’m hangin’ like a chad

			(S:) Serge has got to roll and drop the mike on this rap...

			(C:) Coleman’s climbin’ in the tub, to take a little nap...

			(S:) ... Disappearin’ in the swamp—and goin’ tangent, tangent, tangent...

			(C:) He’s goin’ tangent, tangent...

			(Fade-out)

			(S:) I’m goin’ tangent, tangent...

			(C:) Fuck goin’ platinum, he’s goin’ tangent, tangent...

			(S:) ... Wikipedia all up and down your ass...

			(C:) Wikity-Wikity-Wikity...

			In a dark motel parking lot, a T-Bird’s convertible roof began to retract. The SWAT team’s surveillance rotation stopped, all night goggles on the sports car.

			“Good Jesus,” said one of the commandos. “I’m in love.”

			The rag-top finished tucking itself behind the backseat, providing an unobstructed view of a smokin’-hot babe with curly, fiery red hair. She looked up in her mirror, sensually applying equally red lipstick.

			“I could watch her do that all day,” said Lowe.

			“Pardon me,” said White. “The room?”

			“Right.” Lowe turned. “Hey look, the lamp just went out.”

			“So we move now?”

			“No.” Lowe tapped a page in the spiral-bound manual. “Have to wait for him to get drowsy.” He stowed the book in a black tote bag with countless pockets and clasps and snap rings.

			“What’s that?” asked White.

			“My SWAT team bag.”

			“You’re not on the team.”

			“Got it at a police supply store.”

			“The ones that sell stuff to people who aren’t police?”

			“Here’s where my Taser will go, and scrambled telephone, gas mask, parachute flares, bio-warfare antidote syringes, non-electrostatic knee pads for bomb defusing, flexible under-the-door fiber-optic video cam...”

			“Why are you lugging it around if you don’t have that stuff yet?”

			Lowe pulled out a sandwich. “Lunch.”

			The SWAT team signaled it was go-time. They choreographed a series of silent hand signals, raised black entry shields and moved out with invisible stealth.

			Suddenly a pounding noise from up the street. Growing louder.

			“What the hell’s that?” said White.

			“Sounds like Kiss.”

			A giant semi-tractor-trailer raced toward the motel, its roof fringed with blaring megaphones.

			“... I ... want to rock-and-roll all night! ...”

			The truck whipped into the parking lot, followed by an air-conditioned tour bus.

			White clenched his eyes and smacked his forehead. “Not him!”

			Spotlights along the semi’s side illuminated a mural of a gigantic, snarling canine above a list of network air times.

			The truck screeched to a halt in front of the last motel room. People from the motor coach jumped out with shoulder-mounted cameras, others flooded the parking lot with TV lights.

			In quick succession, rock-concert flash pots exploded from the semi’s roof, its rear doors flew open and a gleaming motorcycle sailed out the back, flying fifty feet with special tubes shooting fire from the mufflers. It landed with a jarring bounce, made a skidding U-turn and stopped. The bike was a massive chopper with extended chrome forks and a snarling logo on its teardrop gas tank that matched the semi’s mural. Lying far back in the saddle was a muscle-rippled, rawhide-faced man with long, peroxide blond hair that fell down across an open leather vest and hairy chest. From his shoulders flapped a giant, American-flag super-hero cape. Standing on each side were rows of buxom babes in star-spangled bikinis, combat boots and dog collars. The cycle remained stationary, its rider gunning the engine for the cameras.

			A SWAT member stood up in what was now practically daylight. “Look! It’s the Doberman!”

			Another stood. “I love his show!”

			A third pointed at the dog-collar women. “And he brought the Litter!”

			White leaned against the side of the Crown Vic and folded his arms. “Change of plans. Let’s see how the element of surprise works.”

			“... I ... want to rock-and-roll all night! ...”

			And with a salute into the cameras, the celebrity bounty hunter opened his throttle wide, popped a wheelie and squealed across the parking lot.

			“Now that’s a real man,” said Lowe.

			The Doberman raced even faster, still balanced on his back tire, preparing to crash through the motel door. Except he misjudged by a half foot and hit the wall. The bike flipped, catapulting him into the bushes. Cameras and lights raced toward thick shrubbery with nothing but cowboy boots sticking out the top.

			The dog-collar women pulled him from the hedge and steadied him on woozy legs.

			“Where am I?”

			A woman on each side raised his fists high in the air like a winning prizefighter. The rest of the Litter hopped up and down and clapped. “The Doberman lives! He was willing to lay down his life for American justice! ...”

			Agent White lowered his head again and took another deep breath. Then he nonchalantly walked across the parking lot toward the last motel room.

			Coleman ran to the window. “What the hell is all that noise?”

			Serge continued typing. “See anything?”

			“Looks like they’re filming The Doberman,” said Coleman, firing up a joint. “That show rocks, especially the Litter!”

			“What are they doing?”

			“I don’t know, but there’s like a million people right outside ...”

			Right Outside...

			Agent White stepped over a broken piece of motorcycle and knocked on the last motel room.

			The door opened. “Yes? ...”

			The SWAT team pounced.

			Coleman slid the curtains wider. “Serge! Come quick! Across the street! They’re arresting our wino friend, Snapper-Head Willie!”

			Serge joined Coleman at the window. “I don’t see him.”

			“That big pile of SWAT guys,” said Coleman. “I’d hate to be on the bottom.”

			“I’m shocked,” said Serge. “A pile that big means Snapper-Head was into some serious shit. If I’d have known, I never would have let him stay in our other motel room. But I figured since we weren’t using it, why not give back to the community?”

			“Why do we have another motel room?” asked Coleman.

			“Just posted the reason on my new website,” said Serge. “Fugitive Rule Number One: Always have an ‘Out.’ ”

			“What’s an ‘Out’?”

			“What our government never has: exit strategy.” Serge watched the SWAT team begin to unpile. “A fugitive should never go anywhere unless he knows a back way out. And it doesn’t have to be literal, like a door. It can be a diversionary tactic, psychological ruse, political unrest, crowd-mystifying card tricks or big-tent sale extravaganza.”

			“What’s our ‘Out’ this time?”

			“I registered a decoy room across the street in my own name. Then I got this other room over here with false ID, so I’d have full view for advance warning in case heat’s on the way.”

			“You mean the people over there are actually after us?”

			“Not a chance,” said Serge. “I just got the decoy motel for authenticity in my website report. Otherwise this is all a bunch of fucking around. And I’m sure we’re not the real target because I’ve taken every precaution, covering my tracks by zigzagging across Florida on a variety of roads and mental states.”

			“Then what’s going on out there?”

			“A character flaw in Snapper-Head. Probably chopped someone up and distributed the pieces in trash cans around the Norway pavilion at Epcot.”

			They watched the SWAT team lift handcuffed Willie to his feet.

			Coleman shook with the heebie-jeebies. “It’s scary to think we were talking to someone so unstable.”

			“That’s the thing about Florida,” said Serge, standing in front of his whimpering hostage. “You never know when the guy next to you is a ticking bomb.”

			Agent White stuck a tiny key in the handcuffs and popped them open. “Sorry about that.”

			Snapper-Head rubbed his wrists. “Jesus, was it absolutely necessary for all of you to pile on top of me like that?”

			Lowe held up the spiral-bound manual.

			Behind them at a strip mall, Mahoney dialed an ever-dwindling number of pay phones.

			White opened his wallet and handed Willie a ten-spot. “Get something to eat.”

			“Beverage?”

			White gave him a lawsuit-conscious glance and pulled out another five.

			Mahoney returned. “Just mumbled on the blower. Our mark had a decoy room.”

			“Gee, you think?” said White.

			Mahoney opened a matchbook from a billiard hall that ran a crooked sports parlor. “Scored fresh digits on the flop twenty.”

			“What?”

			“Got the location and number of Serge’s real motel room.”

			“You sure about that?”

			“Bet your pecker.”

			“Nicely put.” White turned to the SWAT team, milling and eating fast food in the parking lot. “Okay, everyone, listen up. We just got the address of the real motel room. Let’s roll.”

			Half-drunk milk shakes hit the ground. Sedans peeled out and raced east on Highway 192, followed by a tactical van, convertible T-Bird, yellow Cadillac Eldorado, black Beemer and a music-blaring semi-trailer.

			Across the street, two people watched the departing motorcade from a slit in motel curtains.

			“Look at all those people,” said Coleman.

			“They got a whole dime novel.” Serge loaded his pistol. “Coppers, bounty hunter, private eye, femme fatale and the Mystery Man.”

			“Who’s that other guy?” asked Coleman.

			“Which one?”

			“The dude yelling at the sky, swinging a Star Wars lightsaber and peeing on the sidewalk.”

			“Just a normal person. He’s not involved.”

			The Fugitive ended.

			Horrible sounds of anguish and thrashing from the hostage chair.

			“... A Quinn Martin Production ...”

			Serge closed the laptop. “Our new friend’s going to be a distraction from here on out.” He stood and tucked the computer under his arm. “Plus, this is the point where he probably wants his privacy. We’ll continue our summit in the bar.”

			“Bar? Now you’re talking.”

			“Grab whatever you need because we’re not coming back.”

			“Why?” asked Coleman.

			“I just decided a second ago,” said Serge. “Fugitive Rule Number Two: Always suddenly depart when nobody expects it, especially yourself. To prevent establishing patterns for police to track, we must behave deliberately erratic and question the prevailing wisdom on planetary physics, papal infallibility and sleep-boners. Keeps the mind sharp.”

			It wasn’t a lengthy packing process. Serge had proclaimed that for this leg of the tour, luggage needed to be light and versatile since they’d be hopping modes of transportation. “Fugitive Tip Number Seven: Match your personality with the ideal backpack for outstanding warrants.”

			Serge’s bag was a high-capacity, K2 base-camp mountain-climbing combo with compression bands and slots for ice hammers. Coleman’s was much smaller with a teddy bear’s head on top.

			Once the bags were full, they slipped arms through padded straps and walked up the street to another motel.

			Serge strolled through the lobby.

			He pulled up short in the lounge entrance. Coleman crashed into him from behind.

			“Ow”—rubbing his nose—“why’d you do that?”

			“Dig!” said Serge.

			“I already dig. You had me at ‘bar.’ ”

			“No, I mean dig, it’s the Nu Bamboo! I have to stop and marvel each time I enter, because when history is lost, it’s usually forever. But not at the Nu Bamboo!”

			Serge marched to his regular stool at the bar, where a bottle of water appeared without asking.

			“Thanks, Patty.” He set his backpack on the floor and opened the laptop on the counter.

			Coleman hopped on the next stool and raised a finger: “Bourbon.” He glanced around with an odd feeling. “This joint looks familiar, but I can’t quite place it.”

			“Because it used to be across the street.”

			“They moved the building?”

			“Just the majesty. Remember the Big Bamboo Lounge, where we went after my grandfather’s funeral?”

			“Definitely.” Coleman’s drink arrived. “That tiny, dark place with all kinds of shit tacked up like a souvenir cave.”

			“Heaven on earth.” Serge took a long pull of water. “Back in the early days, the original Bamboo was the only place for miles, this little hut back in the weeds surrounded by cow pastures to the horizon in all directions. Disney wasn’t operating yet, just under construction, and after a day of drywalling Cinderella’s Castle, workers descended on the watering hole, beginning the tradition of plastering the place with name tags and other theme park keepsakes. Then the Magic Kingdom opened and the torch was passed to other employees who needed a stiff drink after wearing Pluto and Bashful costumes all day. Locals affectionately called her ‘The Boo.’ ”

			Coleman knocked back his whiskey. “Like if Disney World had a dive?”

			“I wish.” Serge opened a brimming computer file of previously taken photos. “The Bamboo’s founder died, and its future became a question mark. Then it closed—at least temporarily—while the faithful launched a campaign to save the landmark. But before they could, she was gutted by fire, which officials suspect was accidentally set by homeless squatters.”

			“That always sucks.” Coleman’s finger wiggled at the bartender.

			“Wasn’t a surprise to me. Shortly after closing, a friend mentioned he’d stopped by the place, hoping against hope. Looked abandoned, but he tried the door anyway and it opened. Totally dark inside, and these two guys popped up from behind the bar and asked if he wanted a drink, five dollars. He said he didn’t think so. They said, ‘Okay, two dollars.’ He said he was leaving and they asked him for a ride somewhere. Soon after, the fire.”

			Coleman looked around again. “So if it all went up in smoke, how’d the stuff get here?”

			“Farsighted patrons salvaged what they could beforehand and stored it. Then this place opened.” He looked toward the bartender. “Hey Patty, fill him in.”

			She strolled over and wiped the counter. “Just after we went in business, all these people came in, about fifteen of ’em, carrying boxes. The owner never heard of the Boo and was understandably skeptical, but they made such a passionate case.” She swept an arm around the memento-cluttered interior. “That cushy chair over there is from the office of Walt Disney himself. And the red vinyl stool at the end of the bar is Ralph Kent’s, located in the same position it occupied at the original Bamboo. His widow gave it to us.”

			“Ralph Kent?” asked Coleman.

			Serge got up and led Coleman across the room. “Legendary Disney artist and fixture at the old haunt.” He pointed at a framed drawing on the wall. “Original Mickey Mouse.” Then down at the historic stool. “To those in the know, there’s the trademark duct tape over a rip in the vinyl, which is how you know it’s Ralph’s ...”

			Patrons came and went, including a short, bearded man with an aviator’s scarf, dark gloves and flying goggles propped on top of his head. He took a seat in the Walt Disney chair, remaining still and quiet. Staring at the back of Serge’s head.

			Agent White stood in a parking lot with negative amusement. “Wrong guy again. I think you can get off him now.”

			The tactical unit unpiled.

			A TV crew uprighted a crashed motorcycle.

			White pulled out his handcuff key as another bum got up with skinned palms.

			The SWAT team headed back to their van in a bitter haze of frustration.

			Lowe raised a hand in the air and called over: “Great job, fellas. An honor working with you.”

			One of them kicked Lowe’s SWAT bag into the road, and a bus ran over it.

			Lowe raised his hand again. “Thank you.”

			White opened his wallet and began counting out cash for the whiskered man. “Sorry for the misunderstanding.”

			Lowe came over with a shredded black bag. “That doesn’t look like Serge.”

			White glared.

			“You think it’s another decoy room?”

			“Don’t talk to me for a while.”

			Mahoney ran over from a pay phone with another scribbled-on matchbook. “New address.”

			The convoy raced back up the strip, toward the Nu Bamboo.

			Coleman squinted at a drawing on the wall. “Mickey Mouse is shooting a bird at Iran.”

			“From 1980,” said Serge. “During the hostage crisis. I believe that one’s unauthorized.”

			Coleman pointed in another direction. “Check out the sign: This Is A Bar, Not A Rest Area, Now Get The Fuck Out! That’s classy.”

			“The spirit of the Boo lives.” Serge looked down at Coleman’s drink in a mason jar, then back at the bartender. “No toilet-paper coasters?”

			“Some of the newer customers aren’t ready.”

			Another bourbon arrived in front of Coleman. “But, Serge, how’d you find this place? I never would have thought there was a bar way back here.”

			“Me neither.” Serge kept typing on his laptop. “It’s virtually impossible to locate without word of mouth. The only hint is that tiny, easily missed sign by the highway, ‘Nu Bamboo Lounge,’ actually written in bamboo, but half the letters have fallen off. Then it’s a treasure hunt, wandering around until you find it stashed behind the lobby of this inn.”

			“So why aren’t we staying at this motel instead of our dump?”

			“Because this isn’t a dump. The Fugitive Tour must have integrity.” More typing. “And I needed a place closer to the original Boo’s site for spiritual closure.”

			Patty brought over another water. “You wouldn’t know where we could find the old ambulance?”

			Serge shook his head. “Been looking.”

			“Ambulance?” said Coleman.

			“Broken-down M*A*S*H-style thing by the highway. The original Bamboo was pretty hidden, too, back in tall brush, and that landmark ambulance is how people spotted it.” Serge turned his head and noticed the bearded man in the pilot’s scarf. The bearded man noticed him. They both looked away.

			A crowd of fans gathered on the sidewalk of a sub-economy motel. Disposable cameras flashed. Autograph requests. A TV crew collected mangled motorcycle parts. A roadie yelled inside the semi: “Get the backup chopper.”

			White paid off another Sterno bum and turned to Mahoney. “Thought you said you finally had the right motel.”

			Mahoney spit out a matchstick and nodded with reluctant admiration. “Serge has his game back.”

			“It’s not a game to me.”

			Lowe walked over and whistled. “Another decoy.”

			White looked down at the destroyed SWAT bag in Lowe’s hand. “Aren’t you going to throw that away?”

			The agent shook his head. “It’s seen battle.”

			White sighed again and stared off. “How many motels can Serge be registered in?”

			“Five,” said Serge, tapping a keyboard.

			“Five motels?” said Coleman. “Why so many?”

			“A question of ethics.” Tap, tap, tap. “I can’t just phone this in or I’m a fraud to the blogosphere. So I’m Method-acting, personally experiencing all the things I post to my website.”

			“But isn’t it costing a lot?”

			“Actually it’s free. Our surprise guest from the playground had a lot of cash on him.”

			The evening wore on. Customers ran out the front door of the Nu Bamboo and back in. Then back out again. A pounding, heavy-metal bass thundered by on the street, rattling mason jars along the bar. The noise trailed off and the glasses became still.

			Patty poured a beer for one of the regulars who’d just dashed back in. “What the heck’s happening?”

			“Don’t know. All these unmarked cars keep speeding back and forth past this place. And the Doberman’s truck is with them.”

			“The Doberman?” said a man in a Bucs baseball cap. “I love that show, especially the one where he tried climbing down from a roof, but the rain gutter broke off the building.”

			Serge furtively glanced at the bearded man, who hadn’t budged from the Disney chair. The man glanced back. They both quickly looked up at the ceiling.

			A half hour later, more hard rock thumped up the road toward the bar. Except the noise didn’t fade off into the distance like the other times. Just blared nonstop. All the customers raced outside.

			The dragnet pulled into a nearby parking lot.

			Coleman stood in front of the lobby and drained a mason jar. “That’s a pretty cool Cadillac.”

			“I’ve always wanted a yellow El Dorado,” said Serge.

			Bringing up the rear was a turquoise T-Bird with the top down.

			Serge squinted and rubbed his eyes. “No, it ... can’t be. I’m seeing things.”

			“Look.” Coleman gestured with his empty jar. “Isn’t that our motel? The SWAT team’s surrounding our room.”

			“Probably have the wrong address,” said Serge. “There’s no way they could have figured out my alias. Unless ...”

			A bearded man with a pilot’s scarf stepped up next to Serge. They didn’t acknowledge each other.

			Several customers pointed at once. “And here comes the Doberman!”

			A new motorcycle flew out the back of a semi and wiped out in a row of garbage cans.

			The bearded man, from the corner of his mouth: “It’s time.”

			Serge nodded slightly. He tugged Coleman by the arm, and the trio slipped into the darkness behind the Nu Bamboo.

			Evidence techs combed the room.

			Mahoney stood in the motel doorway.

			White looked down at the registration card in the agent’s hand. “What alias did he use?”

			Mahoney glanced at the name. “Dr. Richard Kimble.”

			White
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