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  CHAPTER ONE


  WHAT ELMO WIMPLER REALLY wanted to invent was a dry cereal that tasted like ham and eggs. Or pancakes. Or all those other things he couldn’t afford and didn’t know how to cook.


  But he didn’t know how to do it, so he was stuck with dry cereal. One day cornflakes, then crisped rice, then that fruity stuff, then that chocolatey stuff. It was funny, he thought. If they could make a cereal taste like chocolate without putting any chocolate in it, why couldn’t they make one that tasted like ham and eggs? Or Belgian waffles—with strawberries and whipped cream? Chipped beef on toast?


  Why not? Maybe he’d work on that. But only when he was finished with the invention that occupied his mind right now.


  Today, Elmo Wimpler had no idea what cereal he was eating. He had just grabbed the box, poured some into a bowl, drowned it with a weak mixture of powdered milk and water, and started eating. After a while they all tasted alike.


  As he ate, he read his cyber-psychomatics book, which promised to teach him how to become a stronger-willed person.


  Today, his heart wasn’t into cyber-psychomatics, so he snapped the paperback closed and took another book from its spot on the kitchen table: How to Be Pushy.


  He read two paragraphs and sighed. He just couldn’t be pushy. He was too small, too mild-mannered. What would he do if he tried to be pushy and somebody pushed him back?


  He closed the book and looked out the dirt-shaded window of the small kitchen. He’d like to try it, though. Just once. Maybe try being pushy with his big-mouth next-door neighbor, the no-talent jock. Just once, he’d like to put the big slob in his place, then make him watch while Elmo put himself right square into Mrs. No-Talent Jock’s place. Despite that teased hair and that loud mouth, she was the creature of his dreams and his fantasies, and he would like to give it to her good.


  He brought himself back to reality, which was his soggy bowl of cereal. He dumped it into the sink. Today, he felt as if he was getting near a breakthrough with his new invention.


  Maybe when it was done. When he was acclaimed and rich and powerful. Maybe then, he’d show Mrs. Jock that men weren’t measured by muscles alone.


  Elmo Wimpler ran the water until all traces of the cereal had disappeared down the drain. Then he wiped the bowl once with a paper towel and put it on the drainboard. He started to walk back to his bedroom to change from his ratty bathrobe into his equally ratty clothes, but the impulse was too strong. He went back into the kitchen and got the book on being pushy. He read it while he walked down the hall. He bumped his ankle painfully against a cardboard box that was stuck against the wall. He tripped over his cat, who was lying majestically directly in the middle of the hallway. The cat snarled, lashed out at Wimpler with his claws, and left gouge marks along the top of the man’s foot. Wimpler apologized to his cat.


  Elmo dressed quickly, hoping that he could make it to his garage workshop without running into his loud-mouthed neighbor, Curt, or his sexy, noisy wife, Phyllis. He didn’t feel like dealing with them today, not when he was so close to a breakthrough.


  He left his house by the rear door and walked quickly toward his garage. Too late. He heard a high-pitched woman’s voice yell, “Hey, Curt. Look at the Wimp. He’s tryin’ to sneak into his garage without us seeing him.”


  Damn.


  Ignore them.


  “Hey, Wimp!” Curt yelled. “That light from your goddamned garage is still keeping us awake. You had better do something about it, you hear?”


  Elmo looked up. He still didn’t see them. He knew the light from his garage didn’t bother them because there was no light from his garage. He had covered all the windows with heavy black plastic so no light would leak through. But he knew that would not satisfy Curt, and he was just tired of explaining.


  “I’ll work on it, Curt,” he said. “I’m sorry.”


  “He’s sorry, he says,” Phyllis said. “Make him really sorry, Curt. Punch him out.”


  “Yeah. Maybe I should. And listen, that damned radio of yours, you’re playing it too loud at night. How’d you like me to stuff it down your throat?”


  Curt came around the corner of Elmo Wimpler’s garage, six-foot-three, bulging biceps, bulging beer belly. He had steel-wool hair and a sneering mouth.


  Behind him was Phyllis. She had teased blonde hair and also wore a sneer, but below the sneer, she wore a halter top over full breasts and a pair of skimpy, cutoff jeans that showed her ripe, round thighs. Elmo often saw her out his kitchen window while she was gardening, bent over, as if trying to show him her round, little bottom.


  He thought about telling Curt that he didn’t have a radio, that the only musical sound Curt might hear coming from the garage would be Elmo humming. But why bother?


  “I’ll try to keep it down, Curt,” he told the big man, who blocked his way to the garage.


  “‘I’ll try to keep it down, Curt,’” Phyllis mimicked nastily. “He makes me sick. Belt him.”


  “He ain’t worth it,” Curt said, hitching up his pants, which immediately started their inevitable slide down his burgeoning belly.


  “Go ahead, Curt, punch him out. Punch out his pissy little face.”


  Curt turned to tell Phyllis how he didn’t want to dirty his hands on Wimpy garbage, and Elmo took the opportunity to slip past the big man and into his garage. He shut and locked the door behind him. Suddenly he felt relief, but it lasted only a few seconds.


  “I’ll be waiting for you when you come out of there, Wimp,” Curt yelled. His voice, next to the garage door, sounded as if it might splinter the wood.


  Elmo Wimpler put his neighbors out of his mind. He would be in his garage until long after they had gone to sleep. Here, there was peace. Here, where he was surrounded by his inventions, the works of his life, which would someday bring him the fame and fortune he deserved.


  But even as he thought it, he doubted himself. It had been so many years, and now the small estate that his parents had left him when they died was shrinking fast. He would have to make something commercial pretty soon.


  He walked to the front of the garage to turn on the overhead light. He bumped his left knee on his car. Funny, he thought, that he hadn’t seen it.


  He reached out with his hands. He could feel the car, the hood, the fender, the windshield wipers. But he couldn’t see it. All he could see was the dark, car-shaped silhouette in the dimness of his garage. But he couldn’t see the car.


  His heart beat a little faster, and he walked quickly to the light string, pulled it, and turned around. He almost yelled. The paint had worked.


  In the harsh light overhead, the car was a deep black silhouette. But none of its features was visible.


  It had worked! This time, he did yell. Let Curt scream. Who cared? Elmo Wimpler was on his way.


  He had been testing paints, trying to invent a paint for cars that would defy rust and never need waxing. He had stumbled onto something better. He had mixed a black enamel with a special metallic formula. The paint appeared to be smooth, but under a microscope, the metallic compound was a field of pits and valleys. Light hitting the surface would not reflect back to a viewer’s eye but would bounce back and forth inside the paint, from peak to peak. Unable to reflect light, anything coated with that paint would be totally black—100 percent black—and would be visible only in silhouette against something lighter. But none of its details could be made out. It was an invisible paint.


  He touched the grill of the old car and felt the ripples and grooves of the once shiny metal. He took his hand away and leaned back. The grill was not visible.


  He felt his heart pounding inside his chest. This was it. His big chance. No more dry cereal. No more living next door to Mr. and Mrs. Jock. No more trying to make do with old, worn-out equipment. No more working in a garage.


  The invisible paint was his passport to a new life.


  An hour later, he had his new paint compound in a spray can. Ignoring the hoots and calls of Curt and his wife, he walked quickly back into his house and called the FOI telephone number he had seen in a magazine—Friends of Inventors—a commercial group that would help him patent and sell his new paint.


  The secretary told him that there was one opening later that afternoon, and he could make it if he hurried. The evaluation fee, payable in advance to FOI, was $500. Cash.


  Elmo Wimpler dressed in his one suit, put his can of spray paint in a paper bag, and walked to the neighborhood bank. He had exactly $504 in his checking account, and he withdrew $502. Enough for the fee and bus fare both ways to FOI.


  The pretty receptionist at FOI headquarters in New York City looked at him strangely as he arrived, clutching his paper bag under his arm.


  “You have the five hundred dollars?” she asked. “Mister… Mister… Wimple,” she said, glancing at a sheet on her desk.


  “Wimpler,” he corrected. He counted out the bills from his wallet, going slowly so he could look at her big, sweater-clad bosom. She smiled at him, a professional bored smile. When he gave her the money, she counted it, put it into her desk drawer, and announced into the intercom, “Mister Wimple is here.”


  “Wimpler,” Elmo corrected.


  “Send him in,” a voice crackled over the speaker.


  She nodded him toward the door.


  Inside the room, three men sat at a long table. They watched carefully as Wimpler approached them.


  He placed the paper bag on the table, cleared his throat, and said, “I am Elmo Wimpler.” He started to go on, but one of the men interrupted.


  “Yeah, yeah, okay, guy, we’re the panel you have to show your stuff to. We make all the decisions on inventions and like that. Show us what you got, cause we ain’t got all day.”


  “Very well.”


  Wimpler opened the bag and took out a piece of black cloth, a small vase, and the spray can of paint.


  He draped the black curtain over a small picture that hung from the wall.


  “C’mon, pal, speed it up,” the same man told him. “You’re not setting a stage, you know. We’ve got a lot of other geniuses to see, so don’t be wasting our time.”


  Elmo adjusted the black cloth so it hung smoothly.


  “Jesus Christ, what is this guy, an interior decorator?” one of the other men said.


  Wimpler ignored them. When they saw what his invention did, then they’d know he was no crackpot there to waste their time and his money.


  He moved a small table over in front of the painting and set the white vase on the table. It was an ornately carved, cheap, little, milk-glass vase.


  Without paying any attention to the three men, he sprayed the white vase with his spray can of black paint. He turned to look at the three members of the panel with a smug look on his face.


  They looked at him as if he were from another planet.


  “So, you got a black vase?” one of them said. “And it used to be white.”


  “Watch. It’ll dry quickly,” Elmo said. He turned to watch himself. The paint was drying before his eyes, and as it did, the definition of the vase seemed to vanish. And then the paint was dried, and the vase was invisible against the black cloth background.


  “Invisible,” Elmo said with a small, proud smile.


  “What the hell good is an invisible vase?” one of the men asked. “Why would anyone want an invisible vase?”


  The three men began to chuckle and dig elbows into each other. Elmo Wimpler couldn’t believe what he was seeing and hearing. Were they blind? Didn’t they realize what a great invention this was?


  “It’s invisible,” he said. “That’s invisible paint. Don’t you understand? Anything you paint that color won’t reflect any light. In the dark or against a black background, it’d be invisible. Against a lighter background, you’d only be able to see its silhouette. You wouldn’t be able to make out any of its details.”


  “Big deal,” one of the men said. “Suppose you painted a car that color?” another asked. To Wimpler, the three men were interchangeable, like triplets. “I mean, you never remember where you park it now, but if you couldn’t see it, that’d make it even worse. People would keep backing into you. At night, like I mean, who wants a car you can’t see?”


  They began to laugh again and Elmo closed his eyes, trying to remember some necessary paragraphs from How to Be Pushy. Fight back, he told himself. Fight back. But he could not utter a single word in his own defense. He watched them and listened helplessly to their inane chatter.


  “You still got that Cadillac, Ernie?” one man asked another.


  “Yeah, but I may be selling it.”


  “Why? That car’s beautiful.”


  “Yeah, but it sucks up gas like a pack of Tums. Who needs that?”


  “I could use it. Have to change the color though,” the first man said. Suddenly all three seemed to remember Wimpler.


  “You got anything in mauve?” asked the one who was thinking about buying Ernie’s Cadillac. “Mauve is going to be a hot color this year. A lot of mauve. Maybe if you could do something in mauve.”


  “Maybe for kids,” Ernie suggested. “Maybe they might want to make things invisible, like if they don’t want their folks to find them. I mean, maybe if you sprayed this on a joint of marijuana… would it change the flavor? What does this paint taste like?”


  “Taste?” asked Wimpler helplessly. He shook his head, blinking his eyes hard.


  “Yeah, you know, if it tastes like shit, it’d make the grass taste like shit and nobody’d want it. But if it doesn’t change the taste, then maybe somebody might want invisible marijuana.”


  “I think we’re agreed,” the third man said, “that it is not prudent to represent this item in its present form.”


  All three nodded toward Elmo.


  “Work on the taste,” Ernie suggested.


  “And the color,” the second man said.


  “Mauve,” said the third man. “Work on mauve. A hot color this year.”


  “That’s it?” Elmo finally sputtered. “You talk about cars, you talk about mauve, you give me two minutes, and you say good-bye?”


  “That’s it,” the team leader said. “It’s impractical in its present form, Mr. Wimple.”


  “Wimpler.”


  “Yes, Mister Wimpler. I’m afraid it’s impractical. Now, if you had something to do with a barbecue, maybe. People are into barbecues again with inflation running rampant. But not an invisible barbecue. There’s no market for that.”


  “Try mauve,” another man suggested.


  “I paid you five hundred dollars,” Wimpler shouted.


  “Nonrefundable,” Ernie snapped. “You understood that when you came in. Nonrefundable. Now, we have other people to see, Mister Simple, so if you’re finished? We have a man to see about a back scratcher that’s supposed to revolutionize the art of scratching your back.”


  “That sounds interesting,” said one of the other men. The third man agreed but suggested it might sell best in mauve.


  A back scratcher.


  Elmo Wimpler packed up his curtain, his invisible black vase, and his spray can and left, shaking his head. On the way out, he didn’t even notice the receptionist’s forty-inch chest. She was busy talking to a man who was offering to demonstrate how useful his back scratcher would be for front scratching too.


  By the time he got home, Elmo had decided to finance himself in marketing his invisible spray paint. Thank God he had money—a little money—still left in stocks and savings. He called the banker who was the trustee for his parents’ estate and asked him how much money was left.


  “Nothing,” the man answered.


  “Nothing?” Elmo said. “How can that be? There’s a mistake.” Please let there be a mistake, he thought.


  “I’m sorry, Elmo, but I saw a chance to increase your holdings and made some investments.”


  “I didn’t authorize any investments,” Wimpler snapped.


  “I know,” said the banker, sounding huffy over the phone. “But I knew you wouldn’t mind. So I put your money in gold.”


  “And gold dropped from eight hundred to six hundred an ounce. I should have something left.”


  “No,” the banker explained patiently. “I bought on margin. The two-hundred-dollar drop wiped you out. Sorry about that.”


  “My house,” said Wimpler. “I can mortgage it. What can I get?”


  “Too late. You really should have called me last week. I mortgaged your house.”


  “Damn,” snarled Wimpler.


  “Well, if you let me know once in a while what’s on your mind…” the banker said. “I can’t read minds, you know. Anyway, if I can be of any more…”


  Wimpler hung up.


  He was broke.


  Ruined.


  And hungry.


  But there was no food in the house. Nothing but dry cereal and powdered milk, and he gagged just thinking about it.


  He fell into a chair, holding his head between his hands. What could he do now? He had no family, no friends to turn to for help. He could starve to death and no one would know. Here he had this great invention worth millions. Imagine all the things that could be made invisible. Tanks. Airplanes. An army. Policemen. Burglars.


  Wait a minute.


  He sat straight up in the chair and reran everything that had just gone through his head until he found the one he wanted.


  Burglars.


  Could he do it? Did he have the nerve?


  Was anything worse than starving to death?


  He began to walk to his bedroom, slowly at first, then with more determination. He tripped over his cat. The cat spat. Elmo Wimpler apologized.


  From his closet he took an old shirt and slacks and his only other pair of shoes.


  He hung them on the back of a door and began to spray the clothing. He sprayed the shoes black and put them back into the dark closet. As the paint dried, the shoes disappeared.


  He began to get excited at the prospect of playing the invisible man. He ran to the kitchen, again tripping over the cat. This time he did not apologize. From a plastic wrap and an old baseball cap, he fashioned a face screen with a thin slit he could see through. He took it back to the bedroom and sprayed the whole apparatus black.


  He put on the costume, then drew the blinds and old drapes in the room. He stepped in front of the full length mirror on the back of his bedroom door in the dark room and there he was.


  Or wasn’t.


  He was invisible.


  He felt a thrill like he’d never felt before, not even when he was watching Phyllis’ bottom as she gardened next door. He felt fantastic.


  And scared.


  CHAPTER TWO


  HIS NAME WAS REMO and he feared nothing.


  All men’s fears were based on one thing alone—the fear of dying. It was what terrified an embezzler; afraid he might be found out, and afraid he would have to take his own life. It explained the terror of a child in the dark, or a grown-up hearing the sound of rats inside a wall. Every fear translated into the fear of dying.


  And Remo no longer had that fear. He no longer worried about being killed, but only about whom he would kill and when.


  He was an assassin, and knowing that he had power over life and death for others had given him a kind of peace he had never known before.


  He felt that peace as he slipped into the hospital, strolled with a casual wave past a guard’s desk, and nodded to a middle-aged nurse, who took one look at the slim, thick-wristed, dark-eyed man and wished that he belonged to her.


  Remo whistled peacefully as he rode in the elevator up to the intensive care unit on the third floor and found a linen closet. Inside, a simple change of clothes made him an orderly.


  He loaded his arms up with a pile of towels, walked into the intensive care ward and said to the young peppermint striper there, “How’s it going tonight?”


  The young woman took one look into his intense, dark eyes and felt the same shiver the nurse downstairs had felt.


  “Quiet as a mouse,” she said. “You’re new here, aren’t you?”


  “Yup,” he said. He leaned over her desk and, as he checked the list of patient names in the ward, breathed into her ear. “Show me around later?”


  His hand touched her back and did something to her that made her squirm on the orange plastic seat cushion.


  “Sure,” she said, and then in case he had misunderstood her statement or its intensity, said again, “Sure. Sure.”


  “Swell,” he said, removing his hand. “Meet you here later.”


  Still carrying his towels, he found the orderlies’ lounge down the hall. Inside was a tall, dark-haired man, drinking coffee and studying a typewritten sheet. When Remo entered, he hurriedly put the sheet away, but Remo had already recognized it: it was the patient list from intensive care.


  This was number one.


  Remo poured himself some unwanted coffee. His nose rebelled at the smell and his brain at the thought of drinking a mud created from boiling burned beans. Then he sat across from the other orderly.


  “You the man?” he asked.


  “Huh?” the dark-haired man said, his eyes nearly watering behind his wire-rimmed glasses.


  “You know what I mean. You running the pool?” Remo asked.


  “What pool?”


  “C’mon, pal,” Remo said, “I’ve got to get back on duty. Who’s on the list? Mrs. Grayson? What days you got left?”


  The thin man blinked several times behind his glasses, then said slowly, “Twenty-first and twenty-fifth.”


  “Hell,” Remo said. “She’ll go before that but give me the twenty-first.”


  “It’ll cost you fifty,” the orderly said.


  “Got it right here,” Remo said, reaching into his pocket. But of course his cash was in the pocket of his black chinos, underneath the white hospital trousers he was wearing. So he drove his fingertips through the bottom of the empty pocket, ripping the fabric, then reached through the hole into his chino pocket and brought out a roll of bills.


  As he pretended to count off fifty dollars, Remo said, “I’ve heard that some of you guys are pulling the plugs on these patients. That doesn’t seem fair.”


  The thin orderly grinned. “Everybody’s got the same chance. If Mrs. Grayson lives to your day, and you pull the plug on her and nobody notices and she conks, well, then you’re the winner.” He grinned. “It’s simple. Everybody’s got an equal chance to get the pool.”


  Remo held fifty dollars toward the man, who extended his hand for it.


  “Ever wonder?” Remo said.


  “Wonder what?”


  “How it feels to get your own plug pulled?” The man looked up, and met Remo’s eyes. Remo smiled, reached out and unplugged the orderly’s windpipe.


  Remo tossed the body into a coat closet, took the typewritten sheet from the man’s shirt pocket and went back into the room. He sat at the table with the sheet flattened out before him.


  Another orderly entered the room. He was a squat blond, whose bristled haircut made him look like a squared-off stack of hay.


  “Where’s Arnie?” he asked Remo.


  “Gone,” Remo said. He looked up from the list. “What day you got?”


  “Nineteenth.” The man poured himself a cup of coffee. “How much we collect so far?” he asked.


  “Look for yourself,” Remo said. He pushed the sheet across the table. The man reached for it and Remo said, “Arnie’s dead.”


  “Dead? How…”


  “I pulled his plug,” Remo said. “Like this.” The husky blond saw Remo’s hand start to move, but he never saw it reach him, never saw the fingers flip out from the coiled fist, never felt them slap away at his throat, deftly removing his Adam’s apple and windpipe with no more effort than if Remo had been flicking a sandfly from his wrist.


  He put the blond in the same closet where he’d put Arnie and sat waiting for the third orderly. These three were the organizers; the rest of the bettors were just having some macabre fun. They were content to lose if the patients lived. So far as Upstairs knew, none of them had anything to do with killing patients.


  Arnie was the first. The second had been Billy according to his name tag. That left Jackie. The door opened and an orderly came in wearing the name tag of Jackie.


  It was a woman.


  Remo hadn’t suspected that. But “Jackie” could be male or female. He should have known that Upstairs would forget to tell him about a minor point like that.
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