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CHAPTER ONE


NAOMI VANDERKLOOT KNEW PEOPLE.


Hers was not an instinctual knowledge. She possessed no innate ability to read faces, voices, or personalities. In truth, she couldn’t tell if a fellow human being were telling the truth three times out of ten, if her personal life was any barometer.


Naomi Vanderkloot knew people. She just didn’t understand them. This was because everything Naomi Vanderkloot knew about people came from books.


As she turned in her chair to look out the bunkerlike window of her office, she wondered, for the first time in her thirty-three years on earth, if perhaps that was the problem.


Her thin eyebrows slowly drew together as she stared past the stark black-and-white geometry of the Kennedy Library to Boston harbor, believed by some voters to be radioactive. Today the harbor was slate gray. The sky above was the same uncertain near-blue of Naomi Vanderkloot’s sad eyes.


They were the eyes that beheld the secret initiation rites of the Moomba tribe of the Philippines. They were the eyes of the first white person to behold, however briefly in the lightning-illuminated Matto Grosso, a member of the semilegendary Xitlis.


They were also the eyes that had sized up Randy Gunsmith, all six-foot-five and 228 pounds of gorgeous unemployed construction worker, as well as the petite blond on his arm, and not questioned the lack of family resemblance when Randy fumblingly introduced the blond as his sister Candy from Evansville, Indiana.


The occasion had been the previous Friday night. Naomi had left her office in the anthropology department of the University of Massachusetts and taken the Red Line subway to Harvard Square. She had been walking down Church Street when Randy and his “sister” unexpectedly emerged-from Passim’s, a popular coffee shop.


At first Randy had appeared flustered. Naomi had been so self-absorbed-her normal state of mind-that it wasn’t until three days later, when she returned to her Brattle Street apartment early and found Randy spooning Cool Whip onto the hollow between his “sister’s” lush breasts, that she recalled his surprised expression.


“Oh, my God,” Naomi said. “You’re doing it with your sister.”


“Don’t be a complete idiot, Naomi,” Randy had snapped back as he covered himself with a sheet. “She’s no more my sister than you are.”


“Oh,” Naomi said, getting it at last.


It wasn’t the fact that her boyfriend had been cheating on her that bothered Naomi Vanderkloot as much as it was that he covered himself up. As if he were ashamed or unwilling for her to behold him in what Naomi used to playfully call his “tumescent state.”


She realized then-one of the few flashes of insight she would show in her life-that she had seen his magnificent male tool for the last time. And that realization brought her to her knees at the side of the bed. Her bed.


“Please, Randy don’t leave me!” she wailed.


“Great, now you want me,” he muttered. “If you’d paid half as much attention to me as your stupid hypotheses, I wouldn’t have had to go looking for a little satisfaction in the first place.”


“I know! I know!” Naomi had cried, her voice as abject as a temple votary. More abject. Naomi had met temple votaries. They were much more dignified than she was. She clenched at the blanket in an effort to keep him from leaving.


But Randy Gunsmith had no intention of leaving. He hadn’t finished yet.


“Mind waiting outside, Naomi?” he said.


“But … but this is my apartment!” she had sputtered.


“Ten minutes. That’s all. Then we can discuss this. I promise. Okay?”


Her lower lip quivering, Naomi Vanderkloot nodded mutely. She couldn’t muster the nerve to speak. She was afraid her voice would crack.


Stiffly she closed the bedroom door behind her and slumped in a director’s chair. She fingered the spines of the many volumes that crowded the concreteblock bookcases in her living room, her fingers lingering over The Naked Ape and other books that had inspired her life and career.


When Randy Gunsmith finally emerged, not ten or even fifteen minutes later, but after a full sigh-and-groan-punctuated hour, he was fully dressed and pulled the blond along after him.


Naomi Vanderkloot shot to her feet, her nails digging into the palms of her bony hands. Her mouth parted. But before she could form a single uncertain syllable, Randy shot her a curt “Later” and slammed the front door behind him.


Through the beaded curtains Naomi watched them hurry, hand in hand, past the Victorian homes of her upscale Cambridge neighborhood.


She knew then that she would never see him again.


At first Naomi blamed her preoccupation with her latest researches for the breakup. Hurt, she couldn’t look at her papers and clippings for nearly twelve hours.


Then in the middle of the night she threw back the covers that she hadn’t bothered to change because they still had Randy’s Coors-and-Winston scent on them and plunged back into her work. If her work had caused another romance to fail, then she was determined to make that work the most important of her life.


It was looking now, on the Monday following those unsettling events, as if the months of work she had put into her latest theory was about to slide into the loss column too.


The knock on her office door brought Naomi out of her reverie. She swiveled in her chair. Her hurt expression melted and rehardened into a cool professional mask. She adjusted her owl-round glasses on her straight nose, and automatically her parted mouth sealed primly. She patted at her mouse-brown hair and called, “Yes, come in.”


Even before the door yawned open, she knew what kind of an expression the reporter would be wearing. She had seen it a thousand times before. No innate knowledge of the male animal was required. Only endless repetitive experience.


The man was tall and slim. Not terribly distinguished, but Naomi, recalling his journalistic affiliation, suddenly realized that she was lucky to pull a primate above the knuckle-walking stage.


He poked his head around the doorjamb expectedly, his face curious, even hopeful.


The moment his eyes focused on her, the expression dropped away, leaving a vaguely disappointed one. It was a transmutation Naomi Vanderkloot knew well. It marked, to the microsecond, the precise moment the male brain realized that it was seeing, not a nubile Naomi, but a knobby Vanderkloot.


Naomi let out a tiny sigh that collapsed her sunken bosom more severely than normal.


“Hello,” she said in her prim, not-quite-cold, but distinctly unwarm voice. She rose awkwardly, all six-foot-two of her. “You must be Mearle.” She offered a cool hand in a gesture midway between a handshake and the expectation of a hand kiss.


The man shook it. He did not kiss it.


“That’s me,” Mearle told her as she smoothed the back of her severe black skirt and resumed her seat. Mearle dropped into a plain chair. He looked about the office, evidently finding it more interesting than its occupant. Or possibly just less hard on the eyes. “I can’t believe I’m actually going through with this,” Naomi said to break the silence.


Mearle’s eyes refocused. He was an ectomorph. Naomi noticed his long tapering fingers, often found on writers and artists. Probably a fast sugar burner, she thought.


“This what?” Mearle asked a little vaguely, and Naomi reconsidered her assessment.


“This interview,” she reminded him coolly. “It’s the reason you’ve came, isn’t it?”


“Actually, I’m here because my editor told me to come.”


Naomi’s voice dropped ten degrees. “Well, I’ll try not to take up too much of your precious time.”


“What?” He was staring at a chart illustrating the evolution of the human animal from Homo habilis to modern Homo sapiens. He pointed to the full-frontal nude drawing labeled “Homo Erectus,” and remarked, “No wonder the queers leave the broads alone. When they get it up, it’s nothing.”


“‘Homo Erectus’ is Latin for ‘Man the Erect,’” Naomi told him reprovingly. “He was the first of our primate ancestors to walk upright. I can’t believe people don’t know these fundamental things. This is your species.”


“Are you calling me a homo, lady? Because if you are, I’ll be glad to demonstrate that I can get it up.”


“No, no, don’t,” Naomi said, shielding her eyes. “Can we simply get on with this?”


“Hold on a minute, will you?” Mearle fumbled through his coat pockets, seemingly having trouble getting those intelligent-looking fingers past his lapels.


Definitely a slow sugar burner, Naomi decided. It was unusual. Statistically, most slow sugar burners had stubby, blunt fingers. She made a mental note of the discrepancy, and decided to pay closer attention to the man’s mannerisms. Perhaps an unusual phenotypical pattern might emerge.


Finally Mearle located his mini cassette tape recorder and placed in on the corner of Naomi’s desk. Its spools turned silently.


“I rather imagined you’d use a pad and paper.”


“Don’t know shorthand,” Mearle told her.


“Were you considered slow as a child, Mr….?” Mearle didn’t pick up on the lead.


Instead he said, “I don’t remember. My editor says you’ve made an important discovery.”


“Yes, I have. But before I start, it’s important that you know my background. So you know I’m not some wild-eyed theoretician. I’m a professor of anthropology. Harvard, class of seventy-nine. I’ve done extensive fieldwork in Asia, Africa, and South America.”


“How do you spell that?”


“Spell what?”


“Anthology.”


“Anthropology. It’s from the Greek. It means the study of man. I study men.”


Mearle’s eyebrows shot up. “No women?”


“I study women too. By man, we anthropologists refer to man the species. It’s not supposed to be a gender-specific term.”


“Think you can use smaller words, Professor Vanderkloot? Our readers are not exactly swift in the brain department.”


“Slow sugar burners, you mean?” This time it was Naomi’s brows that lifted.


“Say again?”


“It’s been discovered that the human brain processes glucose--natural sugar-at greatly different speeds. Some people process their brain sugar very rapidly. Consequently, these people are very quick thinkers. Others, whose brains are less efficient, seem to be slower-witted.”


Mearle the reporter perked up, interest lighting his dull face.


“Great! That’s exactly the kind of angle our readers love.”


“Really?”


“Yeah. I can see a great headline: ANTHOLOGY PROFESSOR MAKES STARTLING ANNOUNCEMENT: ALL-SUGAR DIET INCREASES BRAINPOWER”


Naomi’s brows fell sharply. “That’s not what I meant,” she said.


“I eat a lot of sugar,” Mearle went on as if he hadn’t heard. “I guess that explains why I’m so smart.”


“Do your friends and family consider you very intelligent?”


“Sure. I’m a writer. I make a lot of money.”


“Journalist, you mean.”


“Lady,” Mearle said sternly, “I’ve been with the National Enquirer since eighty-three, and in all that time I never once saw a journalist darken my editor’s door. Any unimaginative fool can copy down quotes and string them into a newspaper article. We’re writers. We make the dull facts jump up and grab you by the throat. That’s what sells newspapers.”


“And used cars,” Naomi said dryly.


“I used to write confession stories before this,” Mearle said, not understanding. “It’s the same technique. This is easier. I don’t have to make everything up from scratch. So okay, let’s get back to this sugar thing. What would it do to the average person’s IQ if he doubled his sugar intake? If you don’t know, try to guess on the high side, okay?”


“Oh, the average American would probably burn out the adrenal glands,” Naomi said airily.


“Is that good or bad?”


“In your case, it would probably be an improvement,” she said sarcastically. She regretted the lapse almost as soon as she uttered it. Fortunately Mearle No-last-name, Boston stringer for the National Enquirer, took it as a compliment.


“Really?” he said with ill-disguised interest. He was fascinated. “Maybe I’ll triple my sugar intake.”


“Let me know how it turns out.” And this time Naomi smiled. Her lips resembled a rubber band stretching, right to the dull red color. No hint of teeth showed.


“I love sugar. Always have.”


Naomi went on doggedly, “It’s important that the world understand my credentials. I was the first white person to see a member of the Xitli tribe. I, and I alone, have been initiated into the Moomba secret ceremony.”


“Great! We’ll do a sidebar. Let’s hear all the gory details.”


“I’d rather not get into that,” Naomi said quickly, a flicker of embarrassment flooding her ordinarily bloodless features. “What I’m trying to tell you is that before I returned to academe … er, teaching full-time, I was a highly respected field anthropologist. Not a crackpot.”


“Can I quote that last statement?”


Naomi made a prim face. “Please don’t.” She cleared her throat and went on. “For the last five years I’ve taught courses in political anthropology, imperialism and ethnocentrism, and ecological anthropology. I also consult for IHPA, the Institute for Human Potential Awareness. It was while compiling data for that organization that I first discovered that he exists.” Mearle, catching the portentous tone of the pronoun, jumped to the slow-sugar conclusion.


“He? Do you mean God?”


“I definitely do not mean God. I’m an atheist.”


“Can you spell that?”


“Look it up. You’ll find a definition that goes with it.”


“Good thinking.” Mearle grabbed the tape recorder and spoke loudly into it, “Look up ‘atheist’ for spelling and definition. Okay, go ahead,” he told Naomi, replacing the machine.


Naomi plowed ahead. “It began when I took on the task of sorting newspaper clippings and other accounts of extraordinary human physical achievement.”


“I can wriggle my ears,” Mearle piped up. “One of them, anyway. The left. No, it’s the right.”


Seeing Naomi’s expression, he subsided, one ear quivering.


“In these instances we were dealing with incidents of heightened strength or reflexes,” Naomi went on in her best lecturer’s voice. “Perhaps you’ve heard stories of ordinary people who become empowered with near-superhuman strength in times of stress. Like the mother who discovers her child trapped under a car. In her anxiousness, she upends the vehicle to rescue the child.”


“I once did a story along those lines. ENRAGED GRANDMOTHER LOSES CAN OPENER, BITES BOTTLE TOP OFF WITH FALSE TEETH. Like that?”


“Not quite. And could you please stop interrupting? This is very important to me.”


“If it were that important, you’d be talking to Scientific American, not me.”


Naomi made a face. “They declined to publish my findings,” she admitted in a morose tone. “So I went down the list of national magazines, then local newspapers. The Boston Globe actually sent out a reporter, but after twenty minutes he pretended he was late to an interview with a local television anchor. I went to the Herald next, and even they weren’t interested. I thought I had hit bottom; then I remembered you people.”


“Actually, we lead our field. You should see our competition. Some of them don’t bother getting quotes. They make ’em up.”


“I want my story to get out, Mr….”


“Call me Mearle. ‘Mister’ makes me think I’m being lectured.”


“As I was saying, I want my story to get out. It’s important. For if my data are correct, mankind may be on the threshold of an important new era in its evolution.” Her tone darkened. “Or, conversely, we may face the extinction of the human race.”


“Oh, my God,” Mearle said in genuine horror. “Are we facing a global sugar shortage? Will our brains shrivel?”


“Forget sugar!” Naomi snapped. “We’re talking about superman.”


“We are?”


“We are. You surely know something about evolution. How we as a species have evolved from a manlike ape ancestor.”


“Darwin.”


“Yes, Darwin. Mankind has come a long way on the evolutionary scale, but it’s not over yet. Have you ever wondered about the next step?”


“No.”


“No. No one wonders. It took millions of years for man to learn to walk erect, to develop the cranial capacity to house a manlike brain, to generate prehensile fingers and an opposable thumb. No one is quite certain how these developments occurred. They are still the subject of raging debate because they are not sudden occurrences. They happen over generations. Well, Mearle, I have discovered that the next stage in human evolution has already arrived. Now. Here in the U.S.”


“I’ll bet it’s all that sugar we eat. It probably accelerates the process.”


“Could I tell this? … Thank you. At the Institute for Human Potential Awareness I went through literally tens of thousands of accounts of extraordinary human feats. I sorted them according to sex. Then within gender. I divided those accounts into incidents of accelerated reflex, heightened strength, and other like phenomena. Many of these incidents are easily explained with the parameters of known physiology. Adrenaline can convey great strength for short periods of time. High-speed mental calculations are possible by some brains-oddly, most of these are people who suffer from forms of retardation. Other traits are the product of a dominant gene that can disappear for generations.”


“You’re losing me.”


“I’m just getting to my point,” Naomi said quickly. “As I sorted these accounts, I was struck by certain commonalities among them. Do you remember the Yuma Emergency last Christmas?”


“Who doesn’t? An American city taken over by a Japanese movie company. It was worse than the Chinese student massacres.”


“The government hushed a lot of it up. But several eyewitness accounts made it into Arizona newspapers, and these came into my hands. During the height of the crisis, many people reported that the occupying army was attacked and virtually dismantled.”


“By U.S. Rangers,” Mearle said flatly.


“That’s Washington’s cover story,” Naomi countered. “I personally flew to Yuma to interview some of the eyewitnesses, and they described to me a lone man who tore tanks apart, bested squads of heavily armed Japanese troops, and virtually lifted the siege of Yuma with his bare hands. Before the Rangers parachuted in.”


“One man?” Mearle said skeptically.


“One unarmed man. A man who, by all accounts, was six feet tall and weighed no more than one hundred and sixty pounds. What we anthropologists call an ectomorph.”


“I’ll look it up.”


“No need. An ectomorph is a thin person. An endomorph is a fat person. And a mesomorph is a normally muscled person.”


“Which am I?”


“A biped. Barely.”


“I’ll look it up.”


“Do.” Naomi smiled fiercely. “This man was a Caucasoid. Slim. Obviously not the weight-lifter type. Yet he bent gun barrels in his fingers. Bullets could not stop him.”


“They’re supposed to bounce off Superman.”


“I have no reports of such a phenomenon. He evidently avoided them by pure reflex.”


“Adrenaline or sugar?”


“Neither. This man sustained these impossible activities. Adrenaline is good for twenty-minute stretches. This man-this seemingly ordinary man-systematically dismantled the Japanese army in the course of a long day of hand-to-hand fighting. The reports described him as unremarkable except for two distinguishing features that stuck in the minds of the people who witnessed his destructive power. He had unusually thick wrists. And his eyes were dead.”


Mearle gulped in spite of himself. “Dead?”


“Flat. Lifeless. Devoid of emotion. That kind of dead.”


“I don’t get it.”


“There’s more. Before I flew to Yuma to check out these reports firsthand, I collected all the Yuma reports and checked for similar reports elsewhere. I found them. Clipped from obscure newspapers and journals. Some of the sources were pretty disreputable. Fate magazine. The Fortean Journal. Publications that revel in ghosts and UFO’s and Bigfeet.”


“Foot. Bigfoot. Actually, I did a poll on UFO’s. Do you know that over seventy-seven percent of Americans believe in flying saucers?”


“You people actually conducted a nationwide survey?”


“No,” Mearle said casually. “We sampled an Akron neighborhood and extrapolated from there.”


“That’s statistically unsupportable!”


Mearle shrugged. “It sold papers.”


“I’m sure that it did,” Naomi said acidly. “In any case, I found other reports of incredible feats. All of them had one thing in common. The man who performed them had thick wrists and dark dead eyes. Sometimes he was not alone, but was accompanied by an enigmatic Asian. I don’t understand that part myself. I doubt they could be related or even part of the same gene pool. Yet both performed similar extraordinary feats. And these reports come from all over America.”


“This is great. This is wonderful,” enthused Mearle, for the first time checking his tape recorder to see if it was running. It was.


“You see what I am leading up to?”


“Yeah! Space aliens. They’re probably after our sugar.”


“I am not talking about aliens,” Naomi snorted. “I was trying to communicate to you that the next stage in human evolution has appeared in our society. In America. Now. The man who will lead humanity into the twenty-first century. The man who, once he begins to sow his seed, will usher in a new race of men, making all of us poor ethnocentric Homo sapiens as obsolete as Australopithecus.”


“He’s a farmer?”


“I had another kind of seed in mind. Sperm.”


“Now I get it. He’s a menace. Are you saying he should be destroyed before he breeds?”


“No, never. If this man is the next step in evolution, it will be up to us, as the former dominant species, to step aside, just as the Neanderthal man stepped aside for Cro-Magnon.”


“That’s crazy!”


“To the contrary. Evolution is wonderfully sane. And so am I. In fact, I would volunteer in a moment to bear the child of this next stage of Homo sapiens. It would be a privilege.”


Mearle blinked. “That’s what you want me to write? That you’re looking for a date?”


Naomi’s shark-fin face grew sharper. “That was very crudely put,” she said primly. “This is science. This is the future.”


“No,” returned Mearle, shutting off his tape recorder as he got to his feet. “This is the front page of our next issue.”


“Wait! Don’t you want to hear the rest of my hypothesis?”


“Later. My editor is sure to want follow-up. Right now, I’ve got more than I need.”


The door slammed after him, stirring the mousy tendrils of hair that framed Naomi Vanderkloot’s narrow forehead like venetian-blind cords.


“I hope I haven’t made a big mistake,” she muttered under her breath. “I’m up for tenure next year….”


Buddy Newman was expecting the gray man.


On the third Tuesday of every month, the Sak-N-Sav where Buddy was a cashier ran a two-for-one special on certain slow-moving products, among them Flako Magic Potato Mix. It was the Flako that brought the gray man into the store, where once a month he invariably stocked up, buying as many as six boxes at a time.


After three years of ringing up the gray man’s third-Tuesday purchases-all on sale and most unfit for discriminating stomachs-Buddy Newman looked forward to seeing the gray man the way he looked forward to registering for the draft. Not as bad as a root canal, but it was no walk in the park either.


So when the gray man came in through the photoelectric doors and made a beeline for the sale aisle, Buddy Newman groaned inwardly.


Buddy thought of him as the gray man even though he knew his name was Smith. Buddy knew that fact because he lived on the same street as the man, in Rye, New York. The front-door nameplate of the Tudor-style house said: Smith. That was as much about him as Buddy Newman knew or wanted to know.


Smith was not exactly the kind of person you’d invite over for a barbecue. He was a dry, lanky cut of a man who always wore a gray three-piece suit and the same striped school tie. His hair was the dirty white of a thin stormcloud. His eyes were gray. Even his skin was gray. That was the truly unappetizing thing about the man, that lizardy gray skin.


As the gray man named Smith emerged from the aisle, hugging exactly eight boxes of Flako Magic Potato Mix under his bony Adam’s apple, Buddy Newman gave out a little groan.


There were six cashiers at the Sak-N-Save, and Buddy had the express aisle. Eight items or less. He sighed.


The gray man set the boxes down on the conveyor belt and reached into his pocket, extracting a worn leather wallet. Buddy began running the boxes past the optical bar-code reader, knowing that even before his register totaled up the amount, the gray man would have arrived at the correct figure mentally. Buddy knew this because the man invariably counted out the exact change before Buddy had a machine total. Once the man had insisted that Buddy’s cash register was in error. Buddy politely told him that the bar-code reader did not make mistakes.


The gray man had insisted in a lemony voice and Buddy had had to call the manager. It was Buddy’s first month on the job and he hadn’t yet learned how to deal with troublesome customers. He hoped that the manager would toss the gray man out into the parking lot.


Instead, the gray man pointed to a flawed bar code on one box and impatiently stood by while the manager entered the cost by hand. He then reprimanded Buddy for not having the sense to simply hit the repeat key after the scanner picked the price off the first box.


Buddy actually turned beet-red at that, his first reprimand. He never again forgot to use the repeat key.


But this time Buddy deliberately didn’t hit the repeat key. Let the guy suffer, he thought, just as he himself suffered every time the gray man pulled out his red change holder and counted out exact change with maddening care. That was the thing that drove Buddy crazy. Anyone else would be content to slap down two or three quarters and accept the change. The man insisted on counting out every last penny, no matter how much he had to scrounge in that ridiculous plastic change holder.


So this time Buddy took his time totaling the bill. Maybe the gray man-whose skin looked even grayer than usual today-would take his purchases to another register next time.


The man clutched his change in hand while Buddy pretended to have trouble with the scanner. He knew from long practice how to hold the box so that it would misread. He did this repeatedly.


“Hold the box flatter,” the gray man suggested in a voice that sounded as if it had been squeezed from a lemon peel.


“Sorry, sir,” Buddy said, secretly glad that he had touched a nerve. He fussed with the box, noting the thinning of the man’s bloodless lips. He noticed again the flat grayness of his skin. Normally it was the color of fish skin. Tonight it resembled pencil lead.


As the gray man squirmed impatiently, his eyes wandered to the magazine rack, where the latest editions of the women’s magazines and various tabloids screamed their coverlines.


The gray man did a comical double-take. One gray hand reached out for the latest Enquirer with shocking urgency. He took in the cover with eyes that showed white all the way around behind the transparent shields of his rimless glasses. He tore the paper open, searching for something. When he found what he sought, his skin went even grayer, if anything, and his eyes wider.


Buddy Newman was so surprised at this uncharacteristic behavior that he actually stopped working and looked at the man in wonderment. It was the shortest-lived expression that Buddy Newman ever had on his face.


For the gray man suddenly clutched at his chest, the pages of the Enquirer scattering like origami pigeons. His mouth went wide. His lips and fingernails seemed almost blue. His eyes strained from their sockets like hard-boiled eggs from a clenched fist, and the gray man folded like a lawn chair, landing on the conveyor belt. He was carried along until he jammed up against the coupon shelf in a welter of limbs.


Buddy Newman recognized the signs of a heart attack from his CPR class and hit the manager’s bell. Without waiting, he flipped the gray man around so that he could get to his face. It was as gray as a corpse’s face now.


Buddy pinched off the nose and pried open the man’s gasping mouth, checking first to see that he hadn’t swallowed his tongue. He hadn’t. It lay in his mouth, a fat gray slug. Steeling himself for the distastefulness of his task, Buddy pressed his mouth to the gray man’s lips. They were turning a grayish-blue. He exhaled forcefully, withdrew, then repeated the procedure.


The manager hurried up and Buddy shouted to him, “Call an ambulance! He’s dying!” Then he put his lips to those of the gray man named Smith. Smith’s lips were cold as fresh cod. And just about as tasty. Buddy forced more air into the unresponsive lungs, hot tears in his eyes.


After the ambulance attendants had wheeled the gray man out the electric doors, Buddy sat on the conveyor belt that normally carried apples and doughnuts and pork chops to their ultimate destiny and listened silently to the manager’s distant but reassuring voice telling him that he would probably receive some kind of commendation from the chain, if the customer survived.


Buddy didn’t think the man would survive. The cold taste on his lips made him feel as if he’d kissed a corpse.


Finally, after Buddy had calmed down, the manager sent him home early. Buddy took with him a copy of the Enquirer.


There were several headlines, Buddy saw as he walked to his house. One of them, he felt, had caused the man to have a heart attack.


Buddy instantly dismissed the top headline, which informed the world, “STARTLING NEW EVIDENCE! SAME ASSASSIN KILLED ROY ORBISON, LUCILLE BALL, AND AYATOLLAH KHOMEINI!”


There was a box item that promised to reveal the secret of the Enquirer All-Pizza Weight-Loss Program. Smith hadn’t looked as if he’d ever eaten a pizza in his life.


That left only one other story. The headline read: AMAZING TRUTH REVEALED. EVOLUTIONARY SUPERMAN LOOSE IN U.S.!


Below that was an artist’s rendition of a man’s cruel face. He had high cheekbones and the deadest eyes Buddy had ever seen. Even in the sketch, those eyes seemed to bore through Buddy’s shaken soul like drill bits.


He opened to the inside page and by the lights of passing streetlamps read about the being whom the reporter had dubbed “Dead Man,” who, if the reports could be believed, roamed the streets of America committing actions of indescribable violence. It sounded to Buddy like someone’s idea for a bad comic book. Then he looked back at the dead eyes that stared out from the cover and shuddered uncontrollably.


No wonder Smith had keeled over. The guy looked like death personified.


Convinced he had solved the mystery of Smith’s apparent heart attack, Buddy Newman hurried to his parents’ house and had nightmares in which the express-line conveyor belt was choked with corpses who clutched alien coins while Buddy frantically tried to bag them before they died on him.




CHAPTER TWO


HIS NAME WAS REMO and the sound of the buzzer snapped him from sleep.


He lay there, letting his slow-to-focus brown eyes take in the unfamiliar surroundings. He didn’t recognize the ceiling. It was too white. He blinked, and sat up slowly. His head hurt. There was a dull pain in back of his deep-set eyes. It felt like the optic nerves had been seared and not quite healed.


He rolled to the side of the lumpy cot and took his head in his hands. When he lifted his face, he looked around the cell, which was illuminated by the strong light from outside the bars.


It was a bare cell. The walls were pink-painted cinder block and in one corner was a stainless-steel toilet with a broken sink atop the water tank. Other than the cot and the toilet, the cell was as barren as a bald man’s scalp. And just as pink.


Remo stood up in his boxer shorts and relieved himself into the lidless toilet. He stared at the wall as if trying to comprehend it. After he buttoned up, he found his blue work uniform folded on the floor, his leather state-issue shoes resting on the neat pile. He put on the pants first and then laced his shoes. They were new and felt like diver’s weighted shoes when he took a tentative step around the six-by-nine cell.


Down the corridor he heard the sound of men, like himself, stirring in their confined spaces. A black voice cursed the new day bitterly. A younger voice simply broke down and sobbed. Jeers replied with a callousness that beggared understanding.


And mixed in with those rude sounds were those of footsteps. Booted feet. Free feet. Feet walking the corridor unfettered and heading in his direction.


“Head count!” an authoritarian voice barked. “Sound off.”


“Fuck you, man!” another voice challenged. The booted feet stopped. There was a pause. Then the same voice answered again, this time more submissively: “Number Eighty.”


Other voices called out: “Number Fifty-five.”


“Number Thirty-seven.”


“Number one-eighty-one.” Finally, as Remo buttoned his short-sleeved workshirt, the feet stopped at the bars of his cell.


There were two sets of them. The two men wore identical gray uniform shirts with black epaulets and pocket trim. Their pants were black, with charcoal gray stripes running down the outer seams. Their Smokey the Bear hats were black and shaded hard mean eyes.


“How was your first night, Dead Man?” the taller of the two correction officers asked without looking up from his clipboard.


“Bend over and I’ll show you,” Remo snarled. Their accents were all wrong. Too southern. And the uniform colors were not right either. The thought sank into his mind slowly, like a water lily losing its buoyancy.


“Yeah,” the second C.O. said. He was nearly as wide as he was tall, and he was not tall. “I heard you were a tough SOB.”


“The name is Remo.”


“You mean Convict Number Six.”


“That’s not my number.”


“Up in New Jersey, maybe. But down here, you’re Number Six. Now, stand back from those bars, boy. The warden wants to see you.”


Remo let go of the bars and stepped back as the C.O. called down to the watch commander to rack Cell Number Two.


The electronic cell door buzzed as it rolled back. The pair of C.O.’s quickly stepped to either side of him and one knelt to attach the leg irons while the other stood with his clipboard at his side and the other hand resting on his gun butt.
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