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			JUST ANOTHER DAY IN PARADISE

			An Original Serge Storms Story

			Oak trees ran the town; the ­people just lived there.

			They grew everywhere, forming shade canopies over roads and obscuring buildings. Anyplace you walked, massive lengths of Spanish moss draped from overhead branches like an endless cavern of ZZ Top beards.

			The moss hung in front of the barbershop, the wood-­shingled railroad warehouse, a trading post, the Garage Café, and a short row of early brick buildings that formed main street, which was called Cholokka Boulevard. Four elegant white Corinthian columns held up the two-­story southern veranda of a plantation-­style mansion.

			Except for the late-­model SUVs and coupes parked in front of the antique shops, it could have been 1898. The mansion is now a bed-­and-­breakfast.

			An arm extended from the driver’s window, snapping photos as the ’76 Ford Cobra headed north. The arm came back inside. “I can never get enough of Micanopy! It’s the oldest inland town in Florida, and also the oldest overall that was settled by Americans, as opposed to the Spanish in Saint Augustine.”

			“What’s it named after?”

			“The Indian chief who had to move to Oklahoma.”

			The Ford continued north toward Gainesville on U.S. 441. Serge toyed with his ammo magazines as he drove. “And for those playing at home, we have a new number one for the oxymoron files: death benefits.”

			Coleman took a big hit. “That’s messed up . . . Can I have that extra ammo clip? I’ve got a cool idea.”

			“But I need it.”

			“You already have one.”

			“What if I’m up against more than thirty ­people?”

			“I just thought it would be a cool place to hide my dope.”

			Serge lit up in thought. He quickly passed the clip across the front seat with a sly grin.

			Coleman glanced warily, then began packing it. “What changed your mind?”

			“You know what a fan of irony I am,” said Serge, turning off the highway. “I’ll give it to you under one condition. If you’re arrested for possession you have to plea bargain, and during your allocution, you must say this to the judge: ‘I admit I was the guy who removed all the bullets from the assault rifle’s extended magazine and then filled it with pot. But now I realize that was wrong because marijuana is dangerous.’ ”

			“Righ­teous.”

			“Make no mistake: I’m all about guns! I just love the legal incongruities our national discourse has spawned, like I can buy a shotgun any time of day without the slightest background check, but if I need something for my sniffles, it’s six forms of ID and complete school transcripts. The government has essentially created a system where if I want to clear a head cold, the easiest cure is to blow my brains out.”

			Coleman looked around the thickening woods. “Where are we?”

			“Paynes Prairie.” Serge parked the car near a trailhead. “To the observation tower!”

			Serge ran ahead and bounded up the steps. “I’m all about observation towers! I climb them even when they’re not technically for observation, like billboards, cellular relays and lighting structures at high school fields. Because the key to achievement in life is not letting others define your towers.” He looked down from an upper landing. “Coleman, what’s taking you so long?”

			Coleman was bent over a railing, wondering if he was going to retch, and wondering if that would be a better thing.

			“Coleman!”

			He stood and grabbed his stomach. “How much farther?”

			“Look up!” Serge yelled down through the middle of the pressure-­treated staircases. “To the top!”

			“Crap.” He resumed slogging a step at a time.

			Serge reached the observation deck, and stood paralyzed in a balloon of his own intoxication. A whisper: “It’s beautiful . . .”

			Coleman clomped up the last few steps and collapsed on the planks.

			Serge looked toward his feet. “What are you doing down there?”

			“You know how I need to take regular breaks from the vertical world.”

			“Stand up and check this out!” Serge extended an arm like he was posing for a painting of an explorer. “Most ­people would never expect this in Florida. It’ll blow your mind!”

			Coleman struggled to his feet and joined his buddy at the railing. He slowly turned his head toward Serge.

			“What?”

			“It’s a field.”

			“Right,” said Serge. “But this one is a great field. Look at that panorama to the horizon, a lush savanna like you’d expect to find in the Mauritanian plains of West Africa.”

			“It’s just bushes and a bunch of grass sitting still.”

			“No it’s not,” said Serge. “There’s a serious amount of shit going on down there. Miocene epoch remnants of limestone basins collapsing in sinkholes to the Floridan Aquifer, creating an insane irrigation and drainage system for a thriving balance of ecological synergy between swamp and arid scrub. How can you not get a boner?”

			“Serge, you already know how I feel about fields, so a super big one isn’t better. It’s like I don’t enjoy being pushed down into a pile of dog crap, so I won’t love being pushed into ten.”

			“Don’t you call Paynes Prairie ten piles of dog crap!”

			“It’s worse,” said Coleman. “You can put dog crap in a paper bag and set it on fire on someone’s doorstep. That I’d stay to see.”

			“Where are you going?” said Serge.

			“Back down. This sucks.”

			“Wait, I’ve spotted a longleaf pine sandhill!”

			“Meet you back at the car.”

			Serge ran across the deck. “You’re not leaving until you dig the prairie.”

			“Watch me,” said Coleman. “Hey, let go of my hair!”

			“Are you going to stay? . . . Ow, my ear! I’ll put you in a headlock!”

			“I’ll grab your nuts!”

			“Ow, the headlock!”

			“Yowch! My nuts!”

			They crashed to the deck and rolled violently. Pinching, pulling, bending fingers back and screaming . . .

			Serge suddenly froze and poked his head up in alertness.

			“Why’d you stop?” said Coleman. “We were having fun.”

			“Listen. Do you hear that?”

			“Sounds like some chick talking at the bottom of the tower. Except she’s using the extra-­loud cell phone voice.”

			Serge pushed himself up. “How inconsiderate! She’s shattering our tranquility.”

			“Where are you going?” asked Coleman.

			“Down.”

			“To confront her?”

			“No, my work here is finished. It’s back to the Master Plan . . .”

			Fifteen minutes later, and a few hundred yards down a walking trail, Coleman looked around as they entered a short concrete tunnel. “What’s this thing?”

			“The remains of an ancient railroad trestle,” said Serge. “They abandoned it in place to preserve history. Nothing left on either side but the strangling roots of nature reclaiming her turf.”

			The trail opened into a wide raised causeway of grass. On one side, a drop into thick vegetation; the other, a marsh. Serge grabbed Coleman’s shoulder. “Don’t get too close.”

			“Holy God, there’s a bunch of huge alligators on the banks of this trail!”

			“There used to be alligators on this trail,” said Serge. “They key feature of Paynes Prairie is its sinkholes. Usually rainwater is absorbed into the ground and filters through a strata of porous rock until it reaches the aquifer. But if you see a body of water out here, like the famous Alachua Sink coming up on your left, it has a number of holes broken through the rock, which is what keeps this prairie from becoming a lake. But over centuries, the holes have become clogged from time to time with rotted plants and rocks, creating a massive lake like the one Hernando de Soto found in 1539. The last time it happened was in the late 1800s, when a clog again put the whole prairie under water, and for a ­couple decades, steamboats were sailing back and forth right where we’re walking.”

			“What happened?”

			“Here’s where history has a sense of humor.” Serge pointed toward a rock formation in the water. “Somehow the clog collapsed and a giant sinkhole reopened with such ferocity it was like putting a foot-­wide drain in a bathtub. The water disappeared so fast that some of the steamboats were left out in the mud.”

			“What’s the problem with that guy walking up ahead of us?” asked Coleman. “Keeps looking around all nervous like he’s not having a good time.”

			“He’s missing the whole concept of hiking. You have to get into it for its own sake.” Serge gestured back and forth at himself and Coleman. “Take us for example. We’re becoming one with nature, unlike that uptight city guy who looks as if he’s on a forced march though Florida’s magnificence at gunpoint.” Serge walked up and pressed a gun barrel into his spine. “What are you slowing down for?”

			PART 2

			“Please don’t shoot me! I swear I’ll never do it again.” He sped up until he was ten yards ahead.

			Coleman sucked on a tube from a hiking hydration vest of vodka. “What are you trying to fix with that guy?”

			“The scumbags of Florida keep lowering my bar of expectations.” Serge sucked his own hydration vest of coffee. “First came the housing bubble and its burst, which pulled back the curtain on a whole viper pit of predators: sub-­prime lenders, appraisers, speculators, politicians, brokers . . . Then, when all is done, and hardworking Americans are about to be forced into the street wearing pickle barrels, in comes the lowest of the low.”

			“Dope dealers who short you on weight?”

			“Dishonest mortgage modification companies,” said Serge. “It’s an evil so beneath everything that it staggers the conscience: These new suckerfish target old ­people and families with kids who are desperately trying to keep a roof over their heads. Their house is already upside-­down and they’re six months behind on the loan. So these companies promise they can restructure the mortgage to make the payments affordable. Then they take all kinds of upfront fees and advance closing costs, and don’t lift a finger. So not only do the families get foreclosed upon anyway, but their savings are now depleted.”

			“And they need a fixer?”

			“This guy ahead of us took a friend of Mahoney’s for almost eight grand. So I’m working the numbers and intend to make him a restructuring offer he can’t refuse.” Serge advanced and poked the gun barrel in his back again. “The new breed of fixer must be prepared to do complex algorithms on hiking trails.”

			The man in front of them stopped and wiped his face with his shirt. “I need to rest. Just a minute.”

			“Why?” asked Serge. “You’ve reached the finish line.”

			The man turned around with skepticism. “What do you mean?”

			“You’re free to go.”

			He stood quiet a second, then raised an eyebrow. “This isn’t a trick?”

			“Absolutely not.” Serge tucked the gun away under his tropical shirt. “I think you’ve learned your lesson. My clients will be expecting a refund check this afternoon, unless you’ve taken a likin’ to hikin’. The Florida Trail runs the length of the entire state. I could always use a nature buddy because Coleman would never make it.”

			“No, I cut that check the moment I get to the office.” He began walking around the pair to head back the way they’d come.

			Serge stepped sideways and blocked his path. “Not that direction. It’s the one we’ll be taking, and I’ve been known to change my mind.”

			“But then how do I get out of here?”

			Serge pointed into the distance. “Just keep following the path. It’s much longer and you’ll cover most of the prairie, but it will eventually circle back around. I think you’ll like it better . . . Oh, almost forgot
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