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Freddie was a liar. Freddie was a thief.


Freddie Noon his name was, the fourth child of nine in a small tract house in Ozone Park. That’s in Queens in New York City, next door to John F. Kennedy International Airport, directly beneath the approach path of every big plane coming in from Europe, except when the wind is from the southeast, which it very rarely is. Throughout his childhood, the loud gray shadows of the wide-body jets swept across and across and across Freddie Noon and his brothers and his sisters and his house as though to wipe them clear of the table of life; but every shadow passed and they were still there.


Freddie’s father worked, and still does, for the New York City Department of Sanitation, hanging off the back of a garbage truck. He’s in a good union, and gets a decent salary and benefits, but not quite enough for a family with nine kids. And that may be why, at the age of seven, in the local five-and-dime’s toy department, Freddie Noon became a thief.


His becoming a thief is why he became a liar. The two go hand in hand.


Freddie’s junior high school was the big rock-candy mountain. In no time at all, Freddie became enthralled by, and in thrall to, any number of products that could set him up to soar above the flight paths of the inbound jets. The trouble was, the more potent the product and the higher it let him soar, the more it cost. By the age of fourteen, Freddie’s reason for being a thief had changed; he did it now, as they say in the solemn magazine articles, to support his habit. His other habit, really, since his original long-term habit was already set: to be a thief. Habit number one supported habit number two.


Freddie took his first fall at sixteen, when he set off a silent alarm in an empty house he was burglarizing out in Massapequa Park on Long Island—they hadn’t stopped their Newsday delivery when they went on vacation—an error he didn’t know he’d committed until all those police cars showed up outside. He was sent to a juvenile detention center upstate, where he met youths his own age who were much worse than he was. A survivalist, Freddie quickly caught up. Fortunately, the joint was as awash in drugs as any high school, so the time passed more quickly than it otherwise might.


That was the end of Freddie’s formal schooling, though not the end of his incarceration. He did one more term as a juvenile, then two clicks as an adult, before he found himself in a drug-free cell block, a situation that almost seemed against nature. What had happened, the white inmates who’d been born again as Christian fundamentalists and the black inmates who’d converted to Islam joined together for once, and policed that prison like a vacuum cleaner. They were more efficient, and they were a lot more mean, than the regular authorities, and they kept that building of that joint clean. You’re found with so much as a Tylenol on you, you’d better have a damn good explanation.


Freddie was twenty-five when he went in for that stretch. He’d been flying above the flight paths for eleven years. The landing he made inside that clean house was a bumpy one, but he did walk away from it, and as the pilots say, any landing you walk away from is a good landing.


And here Freddie met a new self. He hadn’t made his own acquaintance since he was fourteen years old, and he was surprised to find he liked the guy he’d become. He was quick-witted, once he had his wits about him. He was short and skinny, but also wiry and strong. He looked pretty good, in a feral-foxy sort of way. He liked what he saw himself doing, liked what he heard himself thinking, liked how he handled himself in the ebb and flow of life.


He never reformed, exactly, never became born again or changed his name to Freddie X, but once he was clear of drugs he saw no reason to go back. It would be like infecting yourself with the flu all over again; back to the stuffy nose, the dull headache, the dulled thought processes, the dry and itchy skin. Who needed it?


So that was why, when Freddie Noon hit the street once more, two years later, at twenty-seven years of age, he did not go back on drugs. He stayed clean, alert, quick-witted, wiry, good-looking in a feral-foxy way. He met a girl named Peg Briscoe, who worked sporadically as a dental technician, quitting every time she decided she couldn’t stand to look into one more dirty mouth, and she also liked this new Freddie Noon, and so they set up housekeeping together. And Freddie went back to being a thief. Only now, he did it for a different reason, a third reason. Now he was a thief because he liked it.


And then one night—just last June, this was—when he was twenty-nine and had been two years out of prison, Freddie broke into a townhouse on East Forty-ninth Street, in Manhattan, way east over near the UN Building. He chose this particular townhouse because the front entry looked like a piece of cake, and because the bottom three floors of the four-story building were dark, and because a little brass plaque beside the main entrance read


LOOMIS-HEIMHOCKER


RESEARCH FACILITY


A research facility, in Freddie’s extensive experience, was a place with many small valuable portable salable machines: word processors, faxes, microscopes, telephone switchboards, darkroom equipment; oh, all sorts of stuff. It made this particular townhouse seem a worthwhile place to visit.


So Freddie found a legal parking space for his van only a few doors away from the target, which was already a good omen, to find a parking place at all in Manhattan, and he sat there in the dark, eleven o’clock at night, and he watched the research facility across the street, and he bided his time. Faint candlelight flickered behind the top-floor windows, but that was okay. Whoever lived up there wouldn’t get in Freddie’s way. He’d be quick and quiet, and he wouldn’t go above the second floor.


No cars coming. No pedestrians on the sidewalks. Freddie stepped out of the van, whose interior light he had long since removed, and stepped briskly across the street. He hardly paused at the front door for his busy fingers to do their stuff, and then he was in.
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“Uh-oh,” said David.


Peter peered across the candle flame, then turned his head to follow the trajectory of David’s eyes. In the dimness beyond the kitchen alcove, in the hall, on the elaborate alarm panel mounted on the wall beside the maroon elevator door, a dull red light burned. “Ah-huh,” Peter said.


“Do you suppose it’s a malfunction?” David asked. It was clear he hoped it was.


But a sudden idea had come into Peter’s mind, connected with what they’d just been discussing. “Someone has broken in,” he said, sure of it and glad of it, and got to his feet, dropping his napkin beside his plate.


Dr. David Loomis and Dr. Peter Heimhocker were lovers. They were also medical researchers, both forty-three years of age, currently funded by the American Tobacco Research Institute to do blue-sky cancer research. Their work, reports of which looked good in tobacco-company annual reports, and references to which invariably formed a part of tobacco-industry spokespeople’s testimony before congressional committees, was sincere, intelligent, and well funded. (Even the alarm system had been paid for with tobacco money.) David and Peter were encouraged by their funders to come up with anything and everything that might help in the human race’s battle against the scourge of cancer, except, of course, further evidence that might recommend the giving up of the smoking of cigarettes.


David and Peter had met twenty years earlier, in medical school, and had soon realized how much they had in common, including a love of non-result-oriented research and an infinite capacity for guile and subterfuge in the suspicious sight of the outside world. Their coming together strengthened both. They’d been inseparable ever since.


The tobacco-money project was now in its fourth year. Early on, David and Peter had decided to focus their efforts in the direction of melanoma, the fatal form of skin cancer, for the avoidance of which one was advised to keep away from the sun, not cigarettes. It seemed both a safe and a worthwhile area of study, but it had also proved, so far, quite frustrating.


It seemed to David and Peter that the key lay in the pigment. Pigmentation is what gives our skin and hair and blood and eyes and all of us their color. David and Peter did not think pigment was the culprit, they thought it was the carrier. They thought that certain cancers could be reduced or even reversed if particular pigments could be temporarily eliminated. They had been working on various formulas for some time, and felt they were near a breakthrough, but they were stymied by an inability to perform a real-world practical test.


They had two formulas at this time, both more or less ready to go, neither of which seemed quite to do the job, though there was no way at this stage to be sure. One of these formulas was in the shape of a serum, to be injected into the buttock. The other was a kind of small black cake or cookie, looking much like an after-dinner mint, which was meant to be eaten. The serum was called LHRX1, and the mint was called LHRX2.


Both formulas had been tested on animals, as a result of which two translucent cats now roamed the townhouse on East Forty-ninth Street. Buffy had been given LHRX1 and Muffy LHRX2. These cats were quite startling, at first, for David and Peter’s friends from the worlds of ballet, fashion, art, academe, and retail, when they would come over to the townhouse for parties. “No one else has cats you can see through!” everybody cried, giving in to both admiration and envy, watching these gray ghosts amble around, silent as the fog.


But what was needed, and what David and Peter had been discussing over late dinner when the alarm’s red light went on, was human volunteers. The research had gone as far as it could without real test data, which meant actual human beings. Translucent cats can only tell so much. To finish refining the formulas, to be certain which of the two was the likelier candidate for further study, to achieve the breakthrough they could sense was out there, just beyond their grasp, they needed to try the stuff on people.


It was true, of course, that there were two formulas and two researchers, being David and Peter, so that in theory they could experiment on themselves, as so many heroic nineteenth-century medical discoverers were alleged to have done, but David and Peter were not mad scientists. Who knew what side effects there might be, what long-term consequences? Who would be around to record the data if something were to go wrong? And how could a translucent scientist hope to be taken seriously in the medical journals?


No, the volunteers must come from elsewhere, from outside David and Peter and their immediate circle. They had been discussing this problem over dinner. Could the governor of New York be approached, to offer inmates from the state prisons as guinea pigs? Would a tobacco company be prepared to open a clinic somewhere in the Third World? Could they advertise on the back page of the Village Voice?


Then that red light bounced on, and a sudden idea clicked on, a much brighter light, in Peter’s mind. He stood, and dropped his napkin beside his plate. “Our problems may be solved,” he said. “Just wait while I get my gun.”
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Freddie put a fax machine on top of a printer and carried both out to the van, juggling them there with one hand and one knee while unlocking the van’s side cargo door. It was a pain having to unlock and relock the van every trip, but anybody who leaves a vehicle alone and unsealed for even a second in Manhattan is looking for trouble, and will soon be looking for a new radio.


It may be that the pervasive air of theft and chicanery forever floating like an aggressive cloud bank over New York City had played some part in Freddie’s original decision to become a thief. In a different part of the world, where both property and human feelings are respected—oh, someplace like Ashland, Oregon, say—even the scurviest villain will have the occasional bout of conscience, but in New York’s take-or-be-taken atmosphere moral suasion goes for naught.


Not that most New Yorkers are thieves. It is merely that most New Yorkers expect to be robbed, all the time, everywhere, in all circumstances, and in every way imaginable. The actual thieves in the city are statistically few, but very busy, and they set the tone. Therefore, whenever a New Yorker is robbed, there’s no thought in anyone’s mind, including the victim’s, of a community outraged or a moral ethos damaged. There’s nothing to be done about it, really, but shrug one’s shoulders, buy better locks for next time, and rip off the insurance company.


Having relocked the van, Freddie went back to the neatly appointed front office on the first floor of the townhouse, and by the light of his muted pen-flash stacked a keyboard on a VDT, picked them up with both hands from underneath—van keys hooked in fingers of right hand—turned toward the front door, and a bright light hit him smack in the face.


Oh, shit. Freddie immediately slapped his eyelids shut; he knew that much. Don’t lose your night vision. Eyes closed, he started to turn back to the desk to put down the VDT and keyboard, but a voice from the darkness said, “Don’t move,” so he stopped moving.


A second voice from the darkness said, “I think you’re supposed to say ‘freeze.’ ”


“It means the same thing,” said the first voice, sounding a little testy.


The second voice said, “Maybe not to them.”


“Them,” Freddie knew, was him. And “him,” at this moment in the history of the world, was a guy in trouble. Third conviction as an adult. Good-bye Peg Briscoe, good-bye nice little apartment in Bay Ridge, good-bye best years of his life.


It was very depressing.


Well, let’s get on with it, then. His eyes still squeezed shut, Freddie said, “I’ll just put this stuff down here.”


“No, no,” said the first voice. “I like you with your hands occupied. Search him, David.”


“I don’t have any weapons, if that’s what you mean,” Freddie said. At least they wouldn’t be getting him for armed robbery, which might count for something twenty-five or thirty years from now, when he first came up for parole. Jesus Christ.


A lot more light suddenly flooded onto his eyelids; they’d switched on the room fluorescents. Still, he kept his eyes closed, jealously guarding that old night vision, the one asset he still had that might prove useful, God knew how.


“Of course you have weapons,” said the second voice, David, approaching. “You’re a hardened criminal, aren’t you?”


“I’m kind of semisoft,” Freddie said, quoting a remark Peg had made one night, comparing him to some crime show they were then watching on television (hoping for a little human contact there, but not expecting much).


And not getting much. If the two voices found the remark as amusing in this context as Freddie had in the context of being in bed with Peg watching television while stroking her near thigh, they kept it to themselves. There was ongoing silence while hands patted him all over, and then David, now directly behind Freddie, said, “He’s clean.”


Everybody watches television. “Told you so,” said Freddie.


“What a trusting person you must be,” said voice number one.


David, who had now moved around to Freddie’s front, said, “His eyes are closed, Peter, do you see that?”


“Maybe he’s afraid of us,” Peter said.


“Maybe it’s deniability,” said David, his voice receding toward Peter. “You know, so he’d be able to swear in court he couldn’t identify us.”


Sounding flabbergasted, Peter said, “For Christ’s sake, David, him not identify us? Good God, why?”


“I don’t know,” David said. “I’m no lawyer.”


I’d like to see these idiots, just once, Freddie admitted to himself, but he still thought there might be some value in retaining whatever night vision he might still have with all this fluorescent glare greenish-red on his eyelids, so he kept his eyes squeezed shut and his hands cupping the VDT—which was beginning to get heavy—and waited for whatever would follow from here.


Which was Peter saying, “David, where did we put those handcuffs?”


Freddie couldn’t help it; his eyes popped open, night vision be damned. Scrunching up his cheeks against the sudden onslaught of fluorescents, he said, “Handcuffs! What do you people want with handcuffs?”


Meanwhile, David was saying, “What handcuffs? We don’t have any handcuffs.”


Peter, the tall skinny one with fuzzy black hair, answered Freddie first. “I want them for you, of course. You can’t stand there holding our office equipment all night.” Then, to David, he said, “From that Halloween thing. You remember.”


David, the blond one with the baby fat, said, “Do we still have those?”


“Of course. You never throw anything away.”


“You don’t need handcuffs,” Freddie said.


Peter said, “David, look in the storage closet with all the costumes, all right?”


“I’ll look.” David glanced at Freddie again, and back at Peter. “Will you be all right?”


“Of course. I have a gun.”


“You don’t need handcuffs,” Freddie said.


“Be right back,” David said, and left.


“You don’t need handcuffs,” Freddie said.


“Hush,” Peter told him. “Turn to face that desk there, will you?”


So Freddie made a quarter turn, to face what was probably by day a receptionist’s desk, and Peter sat at the desk, put the pistol down on top of it, and searched the drawers for forms. Freddie looked at Peter and the gun on the desk. He thought about throwing the VDT and the keyboard at Peter, or at the gun, and running for the front door. He thought Peter seemed pretty self-confident. He decided to wait and see what would happen next.


Which was, surprisingly enough, that Peter took his medical history. “Now,” he said, having found the form he wanted and a pen to go with it, “I’ll need your date of birth.”


“Why?”


Peter looked at him. He sighed. He put down the pen and picked up the pistol and aimed it at Freddie’s forehead. “Would you rather I knew your date of death?” he asked.


So Freddie told Peter his date of birth, and his record of childhood diseases, and about his parents’ chronic illnesses, and what his grandparents had died of. And no, he was not allergic to penicillin or any other medicine that he knew of. He’d had no major operations.


“Drug history?” Peter asked.


Freddie clamped his mouth shut. Peter looked at him. He waited. Freddie said, “Reach for that gun all you want.”


“I don’t actually need to know your entire drug history,” Peter acknowledged, as a clicking of handcuffs announced the return of David. “I just need to know your current status in re drugs.”


“They were,” David said, “in your underwear drawer.”


“I’ve been clean over two years,” Freddie said.


“Absolutely clean?”


“That’s what I said, isn’t it? What’s going on here, anyway?”


David, jangling the handcuffs, said, “Put those things down and put your hands behind your back.”


“I don’t think so,” Freddie said. He held tight to the VDT, ready to throw it in whatever direction seemed best. “Why don’t you guys,” he said, “just call the cops and quit all this fooling around?”


“There’s a possibility,” Peter said, seated over there at the desk, “that we won’t have to call the cops at all.”


Freddie squinted at him. He understood that these guys were the kind who in prison were known as faggots but who out here in the allegedly normal world preferred to be called gay, even though very few such people were even moderately cheerful. He didn’t know what they wanted with him, but if it turned out that he did have some sort of honor on which they had nefarious designs, he was prepared to defend that honor with everything he had, which at the moment was a VDT and a keyboard.


David, apparently reading in Freddie’s face something of his thoughts and his fears, abruptly said, with a kind of impatient sympathy, “Oh, for heaven’s sake, there’s nothing to worry about.”


Freddie looked at him sidelong. “No?”


“No. We’re not going to deflower you or anything.”


Freddie wasn’t sure what that word meant. “No?”


“Of course not,” David said. “We’re just going to experiment on you.”


Freddie reared back. He very nearly tossed the VDT. “Like hell!” he said.


Rising from the desk, holding the pistol pointed alternately at David and Freddie, Peter said, “That’s enough. David, you have the bedside manner of Jack the Ripper. Look, you—What’s your name?”


“Freddie,” Freddie said. He could give them that much.


“Freddie,” agreed Peter. “Freddie,” he said, “we are medical practitioners, David and me. Doctors. We are doing very valuable cancer research.”


“Good.”


“We are at a crossroads in our research,” Peter went on, “and just this evening at dinner—”


“A dinner,” David interpolated, giving Freddie a reproachful look, “which I prepared, which you interrupted, and which is now stone cold upstairs.”


“Sorry about that,” Freddie said.


“And not entirely relevant,” Peter said, pointing the gun at David again.


“Point it at him!”


“Stop interrupting, all right, David?”


“Just point it at him.”


“I’m trying to explain the situation to our friend here.”


“Fine. Point the gun at him.”


Peter pointed the gun at Freddie. He said, “Just this evening at dinner, we were discussing the next step in our research program, which is to test our formulae on human volunteers.”


“Not me,” Freddie said.


“We weren’t thinking of you in particular,” Peter told him, “because we didn’t know you yet. We were thinking of calling our friend, the governor of the state of New York, and asking him for some prison volunteers. You know how that sort of thing works, don’t you?”


As a matter of fact, Freddie did. Every once in a great while, in the pen, not often, the word would come around that some pharmacy company or the army or somebody wanted to test some shit on some people, and who would like to volunteer to drink the liquid or take the shot, in return for extra privileges or money or sometimes even early parole. There was always the guarantee that the shit was safe, but if the shit was safe why didn’t they try it on people outside these prison walls?


Also, those times, they also always guaranteed they had this antidote available if anybody turned out to be allergic or something, but if they couldn’t know for sure the shit itself would work how come they were always so positive the antidote would work? Anyway, Freddie had never volunteered for any of that stuff, but he knew people who had, usually long-termers, and there was always something weird happened. They gained a lot of weight, or their pee turned blue, or their hair fell out. One guy came back to the block talking Japanese, and nobody could figure out how they’d worked that on him. Sounded like Japanese, anyway.


Peter was still talking while Freddie’d been skipping down memory lane. When Freddie next tuned in, Peter was saying, “—takes so long. We’ll get our volunteers, we’ll run our experiments, everything will be fine, but it’s just going to add six months of unnecessary delay to get the paperwork filed and the state legislature to approve and all that.”


“The thing is,” David said, sounding more eager than his partner, jingling the handcuffs as he talked, “the thing is, we’ve gone through all this bureaucratic red tape before and it’s so costly in terms of time lost, and when we’re talking cancer research, time lost is lives lost. You can see that, can’t you?”


“Sure,” said Freddie.


“Which is where you come in,” Peter said.


“No,” Freddie said.


“Listen to the proposition first,” Peter advised him.


Freddie shrugged, which reminded him this VDT was getting heavy. “Can I put this down?” he asked.


“Not yet,” Peter said. “Here’s the proposition. If you agree, you’ll sign a release here, and we’ll give you the medicine, and you’ll stay in this house for twenty-four hours. We’ll have to lock you up, of course, but we’ll feed you and give you a decent place to sleep.”


“The rose room,” David said to Peter.


“Exactly,” Peter agreed. To Freddie he said. “The point is, we’ll need to observe you, for reactions to the medicine. After the twenty-four hours, you’ll be free to go. Without our equipment, of course.”


“Heh-heh,” Freddie said, acknowledging the joke.


“If you decide, on the other hand, not to cooperate—”


“You’ll call the cops.”


“I knew you were quick,” Peter said.


Freddie considered. These guys were legitimate doctors, okay, and this thing was even called a research facility, the very phrase that had brought him in here. And it’s on the East Side of Manhattan, so it’s all gotta be on the up and up, right?


And what’s the alternative? Good-bye to all that, that’s the alternative. Police, prison, guards, fellow cons. That’s the alternative.


So, if worse comes to worst, Peg can learn Japanese, that’s all.


Freddie said, “And if something goes wrong, you got the antidote, right?”


“Nothing will go wrong,” Peter said.


“Not a chance,” David assured him.


“But you do got the antidote, right?”


The two doctors exchanged a glance. “If necessary,” David said, jingling the handcuffs, “and it won’t be necessary at all, but just in case it should be necessary, we would have an antidote, yes.”


“And I get to put this thing down,” Freddie said, meaning the VDT.


“Of course,” David said.


Freddie looked from one to the other. “One thing,” he said, “and one thing only. You don’t need the handcuffs.”
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Both Peter and David would have felt more comfortable with the burglar in handcuffs, but that had turned out to be actually a sort of deal-breaker, so finally they’d agreed, and that meant the only restraint they had on this fellow Freddie was Peter’s pistol. Fortunately, it was clear that Freddie believed Peter might be capable of using the pistol, a belief neither Peter nor David shared, but a belief they were willing to encourage.


Freddie having signed the release form with an unrecognizable scrawl, they moved him at last up one flight from reception to the rear lab room, where they seated him in a metal chair and did a cursory examination to be sure he was as physically fit as he claimed, and he was. There was no evidence of alcohol or drugs, no irregular heartbeat, no troublesome sounds in his lungs, and a perfectly average blood pressure. So that left nothing to do but give him the formula and see what happened.


No, actually there was still one thing more to be done. Before the experiment could get under way, they first had to decide which formula to try on him, since they could only hope to test one of the two formulas per experimental subject. LHRX1 and LHRX2 were both put out on the chrome table, side by side, the syringe and the after-dinner mint, and there they waited while David and Peter discreetly argued over which one was the likelier to succeed, therefore which one should be tried in this first human experiment. They argued for several minutes, at an impasse, and then the subject said, “I get it. That’s always the way.”


They turned to study him. Peter said, “What is?”


The subject pointed. “The shot is the stuff I got to take, and the cookie’s the antidote, that I probably won’t even need.”


They looked at him. They looked at one another. Peter, who’d been arguing for LHRX1, the serum in the syringe, smiled and said, “An omen, clearly. David, we’d best do what it says.”


“Oh, very well,” said David, who hadn’t really expected to win the argument anyway.


Peter smiled again as he crossed to pick up the syringe. Holding it point upward beside his shoulder, he turned to the subject. “In the buttock, I’m afraid,” he said.


“And I saw that one comin’, too,” the subject said. But he made no trouble about it, merely stood and dropped his trousers and bent over the lab table and jumped a foot when Peter swabbed the spot with the cotton wad dipped in alcohol. “Jesus!” the subject cried. “That hurt!”


“I didn’t do it yet,” Peter told him, and did it, and the subject didn’t move at all, because he was too confused. “There you are,” Peter said, stepping back a pace. “You may adjust your clothing.”


The subject did.


“You may sit down again,” Peter said.


“Not yet,” the subject said. “My ass cheek is real sore.”


It was not, and Peter knew it, but he also knew how childish patients are, so he merely said, “Stand, then, if you like.”


The subject stood. He said, “What happens next?”


“Nothing, not at first,” Peter told him. “We all stand around here like idiots—”


“While our dinner dies upstairs,” David said.


Peter turned to him. “We’ll microwave it, David, it will be good as new.”


“Hardly.”


Peter turned back to the subject. “We’ll stand here bickering about nothing at all,” he explained, “for fifteen minutes, and then we’ll take your pulse and look in your eyes and do a few more things like that, and then we’ll close you away in the guest room upstairs—”


“It has its own john,” David assured him.


“—and then,” Peter said, “we’ll examine you again at…” He consulted his watch. “It’s nearly midnight now. Every two hours. We’ll disturb your beauty sleep, I’m afraid, at two, and four, and six, and so on.”


“Disturbing our own, as well,” David added, as though the subject cared.


“During the day tomorrow,” Peter went on, “the staff will be down here, in the research area, but only David and I ever go up to the living quarters, so no one else needs to know you’re here. We’ll feed you at appropriate times, and go on observing you at two-hour intervals, and at midnight tomorrow we will be happy to let you go.”


“Me, too,” said the subject. “Can I call my girl?”


“Sorry,” said Peter.


“She’ll worry,” said the subject.


“I imagine she’s used to that,” Peter said, “given you for a boyfriend.”


So that was the end of that. Conversation grew more desultory, time crept by, and at last the fifteen minutes were up. David and Peter gave the subject his first postserum examination, found no abnormalities, and wrote everything down on a long yellow legal pad. “Fine,” Peter said. “Now we go upstairs. The elevator’s too small for three, I’m afraid.”


As they were leaving the lab, the subject pointed back to LHRX2, saying, “What about the antidote? Doesn’t that come along with us?”


“Don’t worry,” Peter said. “You won’t need it.”


“Besides,” David said, “that isn’t—” But then he broke off, at a warning glare and headshake from Peter, behind the subject’s back. Oh, of course. The point was to keep the subject soothed, not permit him to get more than necessarily tense. “We know where it is,” David said, “if we need it. Which we won’t.”


“Okay.”


With no more complaint, the subject went on ahead of them up the stairs two flights and then past their cold dinners and down the hall and into the rose room. “See you at two,” Peter said, and locked the door, and he and David went back to their main living quarters, where David mourned their dinner a while before nuking it in the microwave, and Peter said, “We can’t take turns, of course. This is still a criminal here, we’ll both have to wake up every two hours.”


“Assuming we sleep at all,” David said. “Oh, Peter! Wouldn’t it be wonderful if it works?”


“Not wonderful, exactly,” Peter said. “We did struggle very hard on this, David, you and I, after all.”


“You know what I mean, though.”


Peter unbent. He smiled at his partner. “I do know what you mean. And you’re right, wonderful is the word.”


It was not, however, the word for their dinner, when at last they got back to it. They finished it just the same, their attention elsewhere, on the guest in the rose room and the serum even now coursing through his veins. Affecting his pigment? They discussed what they would do if the experiment proved a success. If the subject, Freddie, became even a little translucent, they would photograph him from every angle, they would document the fact as much as possible, they would even bring in one or two trusted staff members during the day tomorrow to see the subject for themselves. Then, armed with that documentation—but not with Freddie; they’d keep their side of the bargain and release him—they could go to the governor of New York or the president of a tobacco company or almost anybody and get permission and funding for much broader experimentation, with volunteers who could be thoroughly documented and checked and observed by all the impartial medical men you want. No problem.


This prospect keyed them up so much they didn’t go to bed at all between midnight and 2 A.M., when it was time for the first check on the subject. They unlocked his door to find him in bed sound asleep, but he quickly and amiably awoke, yawning. How could he be so calm under such circumstances?


David and Peter examined him once more, found no changes at all, locked him in the room again, and this time went to bed, setting the radio alarm for 3:50. It went off at that awful hour, with the kind of ungodly modern music the classical stations like to put on when no one’s listening, and they got up, brushed their teeth, dressed hurriedly, and went down the hall to find the door of the rose room gone.


Well, no, not gone. It was leaning against the wall inside the room. The subject had removed the pins from the hinges, moved the door, and left. “Oh, Christ!” said Peter.


But that wasn’t the worst. The alarm system had been dismantled, not carefully: wires dangled from the box next to the elevator door. “Hell and damn,” said Peter.


They went down to the first floor, where they found that Freddie NoName had taken all the rest of their office equipment with him on his way out. “Bastard,” said Peter.


Then they went back up one flight and looked around the lab, and it was David who noticed that the LHRX2 was gone. “Oh, Peter, my God,” he said, pointing at the empty space where that black after-dinner mint had lately stood.


Peter looked. “Oh, no,” he said.


Half-whispering, David said, “He thinks it’s the antidote.”


“Oh, wow,” Peter said.
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Peg Briscoe dreamed of open mouths, huge open mouths with great red sluglike tongues and teeth that were huge and filthy and alive, writhing like Medusa’s snakes. And she was being drawn into them, drawn into the horrible foul-smelling mouths.


This is very scary, she thought, in the dream. This is really very scary. I better quit working for Dr. Lopakne.


The mouths were getting closer, the writhing tongues reaching for her, the snakey teeth glaring at her with their shiny chrome-filling eyes. This is truly scary, Peg told herself in the dream. I think I better wake up now.


So she did, to find a hand on her breast. She opened her eyes in the blackness of the bedroom and whispered, “Freddie?”


“Who else?” Freddie whispered, his breath warm on her ear, his hand roaming over her body.


“You’re late,” she whispered.


“I had a hell of a thing happen,” he whispered, moving her legs apart. “I’ll tell you all about it.”


“I had such an awful dream,” she whispered, as he moved around under the covers, getting closer to her. “I’m going to have to quit at the dentist.”


“That’s okay,” he said. He was on top of her now, supporting weight on his elbows. “I got a bunch of stuff in the van.”


“Mmm, nice,” she whispered, feeling that gentle pressure, feeling him find his way home. Her left hand reached out in the darkness, toward the bedside table. “Oh, let me see you,” she whispered, and her fingers found the pull chain. She pulled, and the light came on, and she SCREAMED.


“Wha?”


Her eyes snapped shut. She thought, Take me back to the dream! Back into the mouths, anywhere, anywhere but here!


Thrashing on top of her. “Whasa matter?”


She opened her eyes, wide, and stared at the ceiling. “There’s nobody here!” she screamed, “Oh, my God, I’m going crazy!”


“What? Whadayou—Holy shit!”


The thrashing redoubled. A weight lifted from her, and the covers flung themselves back from her body, down to a heap on her ankles. In the light of the bedside lamp, she stared down at her own naked body, the white sheet all around, the sudden indentation in the sheet beside her and then that indentation just as suddenly gone.


She was alone in the room. Alone! Is this a dream? she asked herself.


Drugs! All at once, she was sure of it. Years ago, she’d experimented, the way everybody experimented, she’d tried some pretty wild chemicals that nobody knew what the side effects were, or how long they could hang around inside the body. Was this a—was this a bad trip, five years late?


Over to the right was the dresser, with the mirror above it. From over there came the voice that sounded so much like Freddie’s: “Holy Jesus!”


Peg whimpered; she couldn’t help it. She wanted to reach down to the flung covers and pull them up over herself, but she was afraid to move. She whimpered again and said, in a new tiny voice, “Freddie?”


“What the fuck has happened?”


“Freddie, where are you?”


“I’m right here, for Christ’s sake!”


“Freddie, what are you doing?”


“I’m looking at myself,” said the voice, from over by the dresser and the mirror. “I’m looking for myself.”


“Freddie, don’t do this!”


“It’s those goddamn doctors! That goddamn stuff they shot me with!”


“What? Freddie?”


“The fucking antidote didn’t work!”


“Freddie?”


A big indentation came into the sheet beside her, as though someone had sat down on the other side of the bed. She screamed, but not as loudly as before. She kept staring at that indentation.


“Listen, Peg,” said a voice from somewhere above the indentation. “What happened to me was—hey!” the voice suddenly interrupted itself, as though surprised and pleased by something.


Fearful, trembling all over, Peg said, “Hey? Hey what?”


“When I close my eyes,” said Freddie’s voice, “I can still see!”


“Oh, Freddie, I’m gonna have a heart attack, I’m gonna have an accident right here in the bed, Freddie, don’t do this, whatever you’re doing, don’t do it!”


“Listen, Peg, listen,” Freddie’s voice said, and something horrible touched her arm.


This time she SHRIEKED—she let out a good one—and recoiled half off the bed.


“Jeeziz, Peg! The neighbors are gonna call the cops!”


“What was that? What was it? Something touched me!”


“I touched you, Peg.”


“You? Who are you?”


“I’m Freddie, for Christ’s sake.”


“Where are you?”


“I’m right here, I—listen, let me explain.”


“I can’t stand this!”


“Peg,” the voice said, “Peg, turn off the light.”


“What? Are you crazy?”


“Believe me, Peg, it’ll be better. Turn off the light.”


Afraid to disobey—what if something horrible touched her again?—she reached out and pulled the chain and turned off the light, and in the blessed shield of darkness she sat up, reached forward, grabbed the covers, and pulled them up over herself as she lay back down. All the way over herself, head and everything.


“Peg?”


“Wha?”


She could feel him shifting around, changing position on the bed, sitting there beside her. “You feel a little better, Peg?”


She did. It was stupid, but she did. Just not seeing him—well, she wouldn’t be able to see him anyway, but in the darkness there was no way to know you couldn’t see him. “A little,” she admitted, but kept the covers over her head just the same.


“Peg,” said Freddie’s voice in the darkness, outside the covers, “let me tell you what happened. I went to a place to get some stuff tonight, and these two doctors grabbed me and held a gun on me.”


“Doctors?”


“Some kinda doctors. It was a lab kinda place, with equipment I could turn over pretty easy, so I went in, and they got me, and they made me this deal.”


“Freddie, that is you there, isn’t it?”


“Sure it’s me, Peg,” Freddie said, and patted her through the covers, and the funny thing was, the pat was comforting. As long as she couldn’t see that she couldn’t see him, things were okay. Almost normal.


She sighed. She relaxed one tiny notch. She said, “Okay, Freddie. What happened?”


“They made me this deal,” Freddie said. “I’d help them with this experiment, or they’d call the cops. I mean, one option was, they don’t call the cops. They were doing cancer research and they had this medicine and they needed to test it on a person. And there was this other stuff that was the antidote, in case something went wrong. So I went along with them—”


“Sure.”


“—and as soon as I could I got out of there and took the stuff I came for and took the antidote and come right home. And you know I don’t like to turn the light on when you’re asleep…”


“I know.”


“So that’s what it is,” Freddie said, and sighed.


Peg tentatively moved her head out from under the covers, like a turtle. She looked in the blackness toward the sound of his voice, pretending she’d be able to see him if the light was on. “What’s what it is, Freddie?” she asked.


“The antidote didn’t work,” Freddie said. “I don’t know what the hell all this has to do with cancer research, but I see what they did to me. Peg?”


“Yes, Freddie?”


“I’m invisible, Peg,” Freddie said. “Isn’t that a bitch?”


He sounded so forlorn, so lost, that she couldn’t help it, her heart went out to him. “Oh, come here, Freddie,” she said, reaching out, finding his arm, pulling him close.


“I’m sorry, Peg,” Freddie said, sliding in under the covers.


“It’s not your fault,” she said, arms around him, caressing him.


“Aw, thanks, Peg,” Freddie said, and kissed her, and pretty soon they were heading back toward where they’d been going in the first place.


“One thing,” Peg said, as Freddie’s comforting weight settled upon her.


“What’s that, Peg?”


“Don’t turn on the light.”


“Don’t worry,” Freddie said.
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It’s hard to service a body you can’t see. Freddie’s bathroom experiences in the morning were more complex than usual. Shaving turned out to be the easiest part of it—if maybe the least necessary, all things considered—since he was used to shaving in the shower, where he couldn’t look at his face anyway. The worst, particularly in the shower, was that he could see through his eyelids. Now, when a person closes his eyes it’s because he wants them closed. He doesn’t want to see water spraying straight down from the shower fixture onto his eyeballs, and he certainly doesn’t want to watch the soapy outline of knuckles, in extreme close-up, squidging deep into his eyes.


Still, he eventually finished, his towel swooping and swirling in what seemed to be an empty room, and came out to dress—shoes and socks and pants okay, but the polo shirt had these round openings for arms and neck, and nothing there—and by that time Peg was back. She’d taken one look at him this morning—or, rather, she’d taken one look at where she’d thought he might be, judging by the sounds he was making—and she’d said, “I don’t need this, Freddie. I’ll be right back.” And off she’d gone.


And now she was back, in the kitchen, and when Freddie walked in she stood up from her breakfast of dry toast and black coffee, looked at the round openings in the polo shirt, and said, “I thought it was gonna be like that. I can’t do anything about the hands, but there’s your head.” And she gestured at the butcher-block counter between the sink and the refrigerator.


Freddie went over to look. Peg had gone to one of those party-supply places, or tourist-junk places—whatever. And here on the butcher block were four full-head latex masks: Dick Tracy, Bart Simpson, Frankenstein’s monster, and the Ayatollah Khomeini. Freddie said, “Khomeini?”


“It was marked down. The way I look at it,” Peg said, “you’ve got kind of a mood thing there. You go through the day, you can decide who you feel like.”


“If I ever feel like Frankenstein,” Freddie said, “you better worry.”


“I figure you’ll mostly be Bart Simpson,” Peg told him.


“Have a cow,” Freddie agreed morosely, beginning to feel sorry for himself. He sighed, and said, “Peg, how do I eat through one of those?”


“I don’t wanna know about it.” Picking up her toast and coffee, she said, “I think we don’t eat together anymore. I’ll be in the living room. When you come in, be one of those fellas, okay?”


“Okay, Peg.” Freddie sighed again. “Being an invisible guy,” he said, “is kind of a lonely job, isn’t it?”


Taking pity on him, Peg said, “Maybe it’ll go away pretty soon.”


“Maybe.”


“Or we’ll adapt, we’ll get used to it.”


“You think so?”


“Eat your breakfast, if you can find your mouth,” Peg told him. “Then come in and we’ll talk.”


She left the kitchen, and Freddie poured orange juice and coffee, then popped a couple fake waffles into the toaster. Sitting alone at the small kitchen table, feeling more and more sorry for himself, he ate his breakfast, lifted his shirt to find out if he could still see the food he’d just eaten, and looked in at a bowl of succotash and soy sauce, without the bowl. Lowering the shirt and averting his gaze, he decided he wouldn’t mention this part of the experience to Peg. Nor let her discover it for herself, if at all possible.


The visual replay of breakfast so discouraged him he almost went into the living room without his new head. In the doorway, in the nick of time, he remembered, and made a U-turn.


His choosing of Dick Tracy was a kind of self-therapy, an attempt to lighten his mood through the therapeutic use of comedy. He was a crook, see, and Dick Tracy was a cop. Get it? Well, it was a try.


Peg didn’t help much. Looking up from Newsday, “Ah, the Dick head,” she said.


“Thanks, Peg.”


“That isn’t what I meant. Sit down, Freddie, let’s talk.”


“It’s hot inside here,” Freddie complained, sitting in his favorite chair, across from the TV.


“If you want to talk to me,” Peg told him, “you’ll keep it on.”


“I’m just saying.” Whenever Freddie sighed, inside the latex mask, it ballooned slightly, as though Dick Tracy had recurring mumps.


Peg frowned at him, discontented. After a minute, she said, “Freddie, could you possibly put on a long-sleeve shirt?”


“This is becoming a pain,” Freddie announced, but he obediently got up and went into the bedroom, coming back two minutes later in a long-sleeved blue work shirt with the cuffs turned back just once and the bottom of the Dick Tracy head tucked into the collar. “Okay?”


“Fine,” Peg said. “I’m sorry to be a pest, Freddie, but I’m just not used to it yet. I’ll get used to it, I really will, but it’s gonna take time.”


“Maybe we won’t need a whole buncha time,” Freddie suggested, sitting again in his favorite chair, constantly aware of the nothing just beyond his turned-back shirt cuffs. “Maybe it’ll go away soon.”


“Maybe.”


“The sooner the better,” Freddie said. “I wonder if I oughta go back to those doctors, make up some kinda deal, see have they got an antidote that works.”


“That could be trouble, Freddie,” Peg said. “If they had you arrested or something.”


“Still. To get my, you know, my self back.”


“Well, I’ve been thinking about that,” Peg said, “and maybe this thing isn’t such a tragedy after all.”


“It’s not a tragedy,” Freddie agreed. “It’s just a pain in the ass.”


“Or maybe,” Peg suggested, “an opportunity.”


The Dick Tracy face gave her a skeptical look. “What kinda opportunity?”


“Well, what is it you do for a living?”


“Steal things.”


“And if nobody can see you?”


Freddie thought about that. He rested Dick Tracy’s chin on the heel of his invisible right hand, which looked worse than he knew, and he said, “Hmmmmm.”


“You see what I mean,” Peg said.


Freddie shifted position, nodded Dick Tracy’s head, and said, “You mean, get naked and sneak into places.”


“Yeah, that’s right, you’d have to be naked, wouldn’t you?”


“Warm places,” Freddie decided. “Sneak into warm places. But then what?”


“Steal,” Peg said.


“Steal what? I grab a handful of cash, I head for the door, people see this wad of cash floating through the air, they make a jump for it, what they grab is me.”


“Too bad you don’t have a, like a bag that’s invisible, too.”


“I got trouble enough with just me invisible.”


“Well, it won’t be all trouble, Freddie, will it?”


He sighed; Dick Tracy’s mumps recurred. “What else is it, Peg? Look how I am.”


“Well, I can’t look how you are, can I?”


“That’s part of the problem right there. And I have to sit around with my head inside this microwave oven here—”


“We’ll punch airholes around the top.”


“After I take it off.”


“Okay,” she said. “But, you know, Freddie, maybe we don’t have to be so completely negative about this situation.”


“Oh, no?” He waved his round empty sleeves at her. “You call this positive?”


“Possibly,” she said, musing, thinking. “Possibly it’s positive.”


Freddie loved it when Peg thought. In the first place, she was so good at it, and in the second place, she looked so lovable while doing it. So he didn’t interrupt, merely sat there, invisible inside his clothes and Dick Tracy head, and watched her think, and after a while he saw the slow smile of success spread across her face. “Yeah?” he said.


“Yeah,” she said.


“Now it’s all hunky-dory?”


“Not exactly,” she said. “It’s true there’s still stuff we’re gonna have to adapt to here, we both know that—”


“Like don’t make love with the lights on.”


“Don’t remind me. But that isn’t all there is to what’s happened here, just problems and adaptations.”


“No?”


“Freddie,” she said, with a broad smile at Dick Tracy’s latex-chiseled features, “it just might be, when we get used to it, invisibility, just maybe, it could be fun.”
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To be a tobacco-company lawyer is to know something of the darkness of the human heart. Little surprised Mordon Leethe, nothing shocked him, not much interested him, and there was nothing in life he loved, including himself.


A stocky heavy-shouldered man of fifty-six, Mordon Leethe had been a skinny six foot two when he’d played basketball all those years ago at Uxtover Prep, but caution and skepticism had worked on him like a heavy planet’s gravity, compressing him to his current five foot ten, none of it muscle but all of it hard anyway, with tension and rage and disdain.


Mordon was going over the latest PAC regulations regarding corporate donations to political campaigns—he loved Congress; hookers defining how they’ll agree to be fucked—when the phone rang. He picked it up, made a low sound like a warthog, and the voice of his secretary, Helen, a nice maternal woman lost in these offices, said in his ear, “Dr. Amory on two. R&D.”


Helen was a good secretary. She knew her boss could not possibly keep in his mind the name and title of every person listed in his Rolodex, so whenever someone he wasn’t used to was on the line, Helen would identify the caller when announcing the call. By just now saying, “R&D,” she’d jogged Mordon Leethe’s memory, reminding him that Dr. Archer Amory was head of NAABOR’s research and development program, a three-pronged project that attempted to (1) prove that all proof concerning the health dangers of cigarette consumption is unproved; (2) find some other use for tobacco—insulation? optical fibers?—should worse come to worst; and (3) prepare for a potential retooling to marijuana, should that market ever open up.


Which of these R&D tines had led Dr. Archer to call an attorney? All Mordon Leethe knew was the equation: Doctor = bad news. Shrinking, condensing yet another tiny millimeter, he punched “2” without acknowledging Helen’s words, and said, “ ’Morning, Doctor. How are things in the lab?”


“Well, the mice are still dying,” said a hearty brandy-and-golf voice.


“I know that joke,” Mordon said sourly. “The elephants are still alive, but they’re coughing like hell.”


“Really? That’s a new one. Very funny.”


It was really a very old one. Mordon said, “What is it today, Doctor?”


“You’re going to be getting a visit from two of our independent-contractor researchers.”


“Am I.”


“Their names are—”


“Wait.”


Mordon drew toward himself today’s yellow pad, flipped to a new page, picked up his Mont Blanc Agatha Christie pen with the ruby-eyed snake on its clip, and said, “Now.”


“Their names are Dr. David Loomis and Dr. Peter Heimhocker, and they—”


“Spell.”


Amory spelled, then said, “I want to emphasize, these two are not employees of my division, nor in fact employees of NAABOR at all. They’re independent contractors.”


This is something very bad, Mordon thought. He said, “And what’s their problem?”


“I’d rather they told you that themselves. When today would be a good time to see them?”


Very very bad. Mordon looked at his calendar. “Three o’clock,” he said.


“Do keep me informed,” Archer Amory said.


Fat chance. “Of course,” Mordon said, and dropped the phone like a dead rat into its cradle.


Since it was dangerous for Mordon to drink at lunch—his real self kept trying to come out—he refrained, taking only Pellegrino water, which meant his mood in the afternoons was much worse than his mood in the mornings. Into this foul presence came the two doctors, at five minutes before the hour of three, tension in their every aspect. Mordon remarked their sexual proclivity without regard; he didn’t dislike any human being more than any other human being. “Doctor Amory,” he said, with slight savage emphasis on the title, “tells me you two have some sort of problem.”


“We think we do,” said Dr. Peter Heimhocker. This was the one Mordon had the most trouble looking at. White men in Afros are hard enough for normal people to take; for Mordon, after lunch, that fuzzy halo of black hair above that skinny pale face was practically incitement to amputation. Of the head.


The other one, Dr. David Loomis, looked at his partner with frightened outrage. “You think we do! Pee-ter!” He was the somewhat heavier one, a soft-bodied, earnestly petulant man with thinning hair on top, unnaturally blond.


Meanwhile, Heimhocker was saying, “David, do you mind?”


It was going to be necessary to look at Heimhocker. Looking at him, Mordon said, “Why not tell me what happened?”


While Heimhocker opened his skinny mouth and took a long deep breath, visibly gathering his thoughts, Loomis, in a sudden spasm of words, cried out, “We kidnapped a man and gave him an experimental formula and he got away!”


Mordon moved backward in his chair. “Did you say ‘kidnapped’?”


Heimhocker said, “David, let me. David, please.” Then he turned to Mordon, saying, “I don’t know how much Archer told you—”


“Pretend Dr. Amory told me nothing.”


“All right. David and I run a small research facility here in New York. Last night, a burglar broke in, and we captured him. We’re just at a point here—well—you don’t want to know about our research.”


Mordon drew a noose on the yellow pad.


Heimhocker at last went on. “Suffice it to say, we’re just at the stage in our work where we need practical field results.”


“Guinea pigs,” Mordon translated, being well familiar with the creation of smoke-screen phrases.


“Well, yes,” Heimhocker said, and coughed delicately. “Human guinea pigs, in point of fact.”


“Volunteers,” the fidgety Loomis volunteered. “Or prisoners in a state penitentiary. Also volunteers, of course.”


Mordon drew fuzzy hair above the noose. “What is the subject of this research?”


“Melanoma.”


Mordon stared. “What the fuck has that got to do with cigarettes?”


“Nothing!” cried Loomis, appalled, waving his hands in front of his face like a man afraid of bats.


Simultaneously, Heimhocker practically leaped to his feet as he shouted, “There has never been the slightest link! Never!”


Then Mordon understood, and came close to smiling, but refrained. “I see,” he said, and did see. “So you tried your whatsit on this burglar, but he then escaped, and you want to know what your legal exposure might be.”


“Well,” Heimhocker said, “us, of course, but also the American Tobacco Research Institute.”


Now Mordon did smile, not pleasantly. “Is that what NAABOR calls itself with you two? Dr. Amory assures me they’ve already cut you loose.”


“What?”


Mordon said, “Let me explain the situation. If your problem turns out to be a simple matter, I will handle it for you, and charge my normal corporate client, NAABOR. But if it turns out to be a police matter, a matter of felonies, I will direct you to a colleague of mine who handles criminal cases, and you’ll work out your arrangements directly with him.”


Loomis breathed the words, “Criminal case?”


“The first question, I suppose,” Mordon said, writing the number 1 on his pad and circling it, “is, What is the likelihood your stuff killed the fellow?”


“Killed him!” They stared at one another, and then Heimhocker said, “No, there should be nothing. I mean, nothing lethal.”


“In one,” Loomis said, “or the other, Peter. The combination, how do we know what that cocktail could do?”


“Not kill anybody,” Heimhocker insisted, irritably. “We’ve been over this and over this, David.”


Mordon said, “Cocktail? Would you explain?”


“The fact is,” Heimhocker said, “we have two formulae. We gave the burglar one, but he got the idea—”


“We gave him the idea, Peter.”


“All right, David, we gave him the idea.” To Mordon he explained, a bit shamefacedly, “He thought the other one was some sort of antidote.”


“And took it, is that what you’re saying, on the way out?”


“Yes.”


“And now he’s somewhere in the world,” Mordon summed up, “a felon, a burglar, not likely to consult a doctor or an emergency room, with two experimental medicines floating around inside him that you aren’t absolutely totally sure what either of them would do, much less both.”


“Not precisely, no,” Heimhocker agreed, sounding defensive, “not before much more testing and—”


“Yes, yes, I’m not impugning your methodology,” Mordon assured him. “At least, not before last night. What were these products of yours supposed to do?”


“Affect the pigment of the skin,” Loomis said, eagerly, pinching his own pink forearm to demonstrate the concept skin.


“You mean it could give him a bad burn, something like that?”


“Oh, no, not at all,” Loomis said, briskly shaking his head, and Heimhocker said, “Quite the reverse. The object is the elimination or alteration of pigment.”


Mordon waited, but nothing more was forthcoming. At last he said, “Meaning?”


“Well, we’ve discussed this, David and I,” Heimhocker said, “ever since it happened—”


“We had no sleep.”


“No. And we talked it over and we think it’s possible,” Heimhocker went on, and cleared his throat, and said, “that the fellow is, at this point he might very well be, uh, well… invisible.”


Mordon looked at them, at their serious frightened faces. He did not write anything on his pad. In fact, he put down the pen. “Tell me,” he said, “more.”
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There are vans with many large windows all the way around, so the kids can look out on their way to Little League. And there are vans with a minimum of windows—windshield, and rectangles to both sides of the front seat—so the cops can’t look in on its way to or from the felony. Freddie’s van was of the latter type, with two seats in front, a floor gearshift between them, and a dark cavernous emptiness in back where an electrician would mount shelves but which Freddie kept bare because he was never exactly sure what size object he might want to put back there. The van had two rear doors (window-less) that opened outward like the library doors in a serious play, plus a wide sliding door on the right side in case he ever desired to steal a stove. The floor in back was carpeted with stubbly gray AstroTurf, and the bulb was gone from the interior light.


Bay Ridge is one of the more crime-free neighborhoods of Brooklyn, mostly because it is populated by so many hotheaded ethnics who take crime personally and who in any case like to beat up on people. Therefore, most residents leave their vehicles parked at the curb, no problem. But Freddie felt about his van much the way he felt about Peg, and he wouldn’t leave Peg at the curb, so he’d worked out an inexpensive rental arrangement for space in the parking lot next to the neighborhood firehouse, where the firepersons kept their own private vehicles and where nobody messed around.


This morning, after their separate breakfasts, Peg took the keys and walked the two blocks to this firehouse, waved to a couple of the persons sitting around on folding chairs out front enjoying the spring sunshine and the spring clothing on the persons passing by—they waved back, knowing Peg and Freddie and the van all went together as a package—then got the van and drove it back to their apartment building. Usually Freddie did the driving, but Peg had taken a shot at the wheel several times before this, and was used to the stick shift on the floor.


What she wasn’t used to was Freddie, not like this. She pulled up in front of the building, and out came a tall Bart Simpson, in normal shirt and pants and shoes, but with weird peach-colored hands that were actually Playtex kitchen gloves. Not being a kitchen sort of person, and so not used to Playtex kitchen gloves, Freddie had a little trouble at first opening the passenger door of the van, but then he got it, and got in, and said, “Peg, these gloves are hotter than the mask.”


“Keep them on,” Peg advised, and drove away before anybody in the neighborhood could get a good look at her traveling companion.


“We’ll go to Manhattan,” Freddie said. “Nobody looks weird there because everybody looks weird there.”


“Well, you’re sure gonna test that theory,” Peg said. “You know, Freddie, I didn’t notice it in the apartment, but in this little space here, when you talk, you sound kind of muffled.”


“Well, no wonder,” Freddie said. “I’m inside this condom here.”


“Poor Freddie,” Peg said, and concentrated on her driving.


There were some looks from surprised other drivers while they were stopped at red lights along the way, but not enough to be real trouble. Freddie sat well back in the passenger seat, usually with his face turned toward Peg—or Bart’s face, actually—and anyway it was pretty dim inside the van, so probably the worst the nosy parkers in the other cars could say, to themselves or their fellow travelers, was, “That’s a weird-looking guy,” or, “That weird-looking guy looks familiar,” or, “Doesn’t that weird-looking guy look like Bart Simpson?” And even if somebody said, aloud, in the privacy of his or her own vehicle, “There’s a guy in that car in a Bart Simpson mask,” so what? They sell them, don’t they? For people to wear, don’t they? So what’s the problem?


They took the Brooklyn-Battery Tunnel—well, what else would you do?—and once they were in the tunnel Freddie said, “Time for me to get ready.” He clambered through the space between the seats, into the empty rear of the van, sat down on the floor back there, and began to unwrap himself.


Since the van was without back windows, it had only exterior rearview mirrors, for which Peg was now grateful. It meant she couldn’t see her guy gradually disappear. Nevertheless, it was startling, just before they left the tunnel at the Manhattan end, when what was clearly a forearm rested on the back of the driver’s seat and Freddie’s voice just behind her right ear said, “All set,” but when she turned her head for a quick look, there was nobody in the van except her, and nothing back there but a crumpled pile of clothes on the floor.


The sudden adrenaline rush made her veer too close to the cab on her left, which yawped in angry response. Pulling back into her own lane, emerging from the tunnel into sunlight—even Manhattan gets sunlight, some days—Peg said, “Neaten up those clothes, Freddie, you’re gonna have to put that stuff back on.”


“You’re right,” said the voice, and the forearm left her seat-back, and she heard but did not turn around to watch Freddie’s clothing arrange itself more neatly in a rear corner.


“Where do I go from here?” Peg asked, since big green signs dead ahead were giving her a number of choices, and not much time to make one.


“West Side,” Freddie’s voice said. From the sound of it, he was now leaning on the back of the passenger seat, and when Peg glanced over there, yes, that was the indentation of his arm. This, she thought, not for the first time, is going to take some getting used to.


Peg took the West Side Highway, Freddie’s disembodied voice telling her to bear to the right at Twenty-third Street and then make the right turn onto Forty-second Street, which she did, only then saying, “Where we going, Freddie?”


“West Forty-seventh. The diamond district.”


“Oh, yeah?” Peg was pleased. “I’ve never been there.”


“Neither have I,” Freddie said. “At least, not in the daytime.”
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There are a couple of centers of the wholesale diamond trade in New York City, one down by the Manhattan Bridge and the other on West Forty-seventh Street between Fifth and Sixth Avenues. Diamonds are the principal business of this block, but they also deal in other precious stones, and gold and silver, and platinum, and whatever else is small and shiny and very very valuable. Here entire buildings are given over to the buyers and sellers of costly stone and metal, all seated at the small wood-and-glass tables under the extremely bright lights, protected by layer after layer of security, negotiating in Yiddish or Dutch or Japanese or Boer or Portuguese or Bantu or even, if all else fails, English. Millions of dollars in value change hands on this block, not every month, not every day, but every minute, most of the transactions handled by somewhat shabby-looking people who seem to take no pleasure from riches or even the idea of riches but only from the process itself. They don’t live to make money, they live to make deals, and they’ve gotten pretty good at it.


When Peg made the turn from Seventh Avenue, Freddie could sense it already, the buzz and stir of furious life all up and down the block. There’s something here for me, Freddie thought, as he often did, adrenaline surging, and as usual it was a happy thought. “Park anywhere, Peg,” he said.


Peg gave the air around him a caustic look, then turned her attention back to the street, lined solidly on both sides with parked trucks, vans, station wagons, and sedans armed with company names on their doors. (A civilian vehicle would be eaten alive on this block.) “Oh, sure,” she said. “How about on top of that cable-company van?”


“Whatever works for you, Peg,” Freddie said. He was too excited by the street to worry about details. The bowl of succotash and soy sauce (without the bowl) was gone now, happily digested, and he was ready to roll.


Midway down the block, on the right, stood a fire hydrant. A roofing company truck was parked next to it, of course, but whatever had recently blocked the rest of the legal clearance must have just this minute left, so Peg slid in there, backed and filled into the tiny space, and at last said, “There.”


“Leave the motor on and switch on the blinker lights,” Freddie advised. “That way you’re not parked, you’re stopped. And I tell you what, Peg. After a few minutes, move over to the passenger seat here. When I knock on the window, you open it, okay?”


“How will I know it’s you?”


“Because you won’t see me, Peg,” Freddie said. “If you see somebody, don’t open it. If you don’t see somebody, it’s me.”


“Of course,” Peg said. “I’m sorry, Freddie, the traffic got me rattled.”


“S’okay. Close the door after me, okay?”


The side door of the van opened on the curb side. Freddie slid it slowly back, sorry for once there wasn’t a window in it so he could see exactly what was just outside there, and when it was ajar barely enough he wriggled through and stood silent a moment, back against the van, checking it all out, while Peg reached over to slide the door shut.


The first thing Freddie didn’t like was the sidewalk. It wasn’t what you would call clean. It was also crowded with people, rushing, scurrying, sidestepping, side-slipping people. Tall skinny black messengers with many-shaped packages strapped to their backs; black-coated and black-hatted Hasidim, some pushing wheeled black valises; short round Puerto Rican file clerks in Day-Glo clothing; tourists from Germany and Japan, gawping at what might have been theirs; MBAs in their last suit, looking for work; lawyers and process servers and bill collectors, sniffing the air as they prowled; white-collar workers taking fifteen minutes to do an hour of errands; Central American delivery boys with white aprons, bearing cardboard trays of paper cups; cops and rental cops and undercover cops, all eyeing one another with deep suspicion; mail-persons and United Parcel persons and FedEx persons hurrying past one another, pretending the other persons didn’t exist; druggies visiting Terra in search of supplies; and the homeless with their empty cups, trying against all the odds to get at least a little attention, if not sympathy, from this heedless throng.


All those bodies in motion formed a constantly changing woven fabric, a six-foot-high blanket of rolling humanity, and it was now Freddie’s job to weave himself horizontally through this fabric, slipping through the weft and warp without any of the textile becoming aware of his existence; to be, in short, the ultimate flea. To do all of that, and to do it successfully, would require every bit of his concentration, leaving nothing for the careful self-protective study of this dubious sidewalk that the surface really deserved. Freddie knew his bare feet were just going to have to get along as best they could.


Freddie took one tentative step away from the van, and here came hurtling two hooky-playing kids in big sneakers, waving cigarettes and laughing at each other’s dumb jokes. Freddie dodged them, but then almost ran into a guy carrying a roll of tarpaper on his shoulder, coming out of the roofing-company truck. A rollout in the other direction put Freddie in the path of three middle-aged Japanese women, marching arm in arm, cameras dangling down their fronts, forming a phalanx as impenetrable as the Miami Dolphins’ defensive line.
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“A wildly amusing and original comic crime novel....
Run out and buy SMOKE before it disappears from the store.”
—Los Angeles Times Book Review
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