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There was nothing special about Neil until his lack of specialness made him special. It started at school. When selecting a team for soccer, the first captain chose his first player. The second captain chose his first player. They continued making up their teams until the last person was left. Ta-da: Neil. 

It happened at soccer. It happened at cricket. It happened at tennis. Neil was always the last person left, always Neil. Strange. He wasn’t the slowest player. There were kids who were much slower than him. He wasn’t the most uncoordinated player. He could catch at cricket and he could kick at soccer. He wasn’t the weakest player. At tennis, he could jump high and smash a ball clean over the net.

There was just something about Neil that made him unnoticeable. Quite often, the teams were walking away when Neil’s small voice would say, “Hey, wottabout me?”

“Huh?” the captains would say.

“Huh?” the teacher would echo. “Oh, yes. What about Neil?”

It wasn’t long before the other kids wrote his name as Nil. It wasn’t long before they even managed to pronounce it that way. 

He lacked friends. He lacked hobbies. For someone, for anything to notice him, he began to pull wings off butterflies and put matches to possums’ tails. No one stopped him. No one noticed. Nil grew up slightly small and slightly skinny. His hair was a faded brown, as were his eyes. In summer, he acquired a slight tan, but his complexion was never too different from in winter. In his own eyes, as well as everyone else’s, he was unremarkable. He resented it. He wanted popularity as much as the next person. He wanted girls as much as the next teen. No one, however, noticed him. 

He was ignored, even by adults. One day, Nil selected a comic in a newsagent. He waited to pay, but although there were only a few other customers in the shop, the assistant consistently failed to acknowledge him. Becoming angry, he just walked away. No one called out to stop him. The next time he was there, he tucked a book under his shirt. No one created a hullabaloo. Soon after, he found that he didn’t even have to hide the book. It just didn’t matter. He could walk out of a newsagent with his nose stuck into a girlie magazine and the shop assistants didn’t even blink. 

Nil grew increasingly resentful. To others, he was a nothing, and so he began to think of himself as a nothing. That idea went with him from school to university. Studying accountancy, he was the only student with a full set of textbooks. All stolen, of course. He was kind of pleased about that. But not very much. Being undetected only reinforced the notion that he was a nothing. So, two ideas coalesced: Nil was a nothing and he could take things for nothing. Not a good premise for a life.

At twenty-one, Nil graduated into his first job: local government. He was a faceless person in a faceless organisation. But with a few years experience, he opted to work in a more manly environment. It wasn’t exactly high finance. It was in Sam’s Auto Shop where he shared an office with a pretty receptionist, Vera. They also, sort of, shared the office with Sam. He was the boss. But he was also one of the blokes, coming in with oil stains on his face and a rag hanging out of his back pocket. 

Unless he needed some accounting done, Sam tended to ignore Nil. He’d come into the office, have a laugh with Vera and go out again. The young receptionist would look after him with big eyes. She never even glanced at Nil. So being with the blokes wasn’t the success that Nil had expected it to be. On the contrary, his resentment began to build and build. He dreamed of getting back at Sam. He wanted to... he wanted to... He wasn’t sure what he wanted to do, with Sam or with Vera - not consciously, anyway. 

At first, Nil thought he might get back at Sam by fiddling the books. But, tough luck for him, they were externally audited. His second thought was... was nothing. Nil didn’t have enough oomph to actually plan a revenge. So, he sat in his corner and smoldered. Hidden behind his computer, he watched and waited. 

Normally, Nil didn’t have the nerve to approach Vera. But his desire to hit back at Sam eventually motivated him. With the simmering, smoldering anger covered by an unsteady smile, Nil approached her. 

“You fancy going out to lunch?” he asked. 

“Lunch?” Vera gave him a slightly puzzled look. Out of politeness, she greeted the back of the accountant every day. But if anyone had asked what he looked like, she couldn’t have picked him out of a police line-up. No way. “What, like today?” 

“Today if that’s okay?”

“Well, um...” Vera looked around as if seeking an escape. When none came, she said, “Okay, today’s okay.”

With his heart pounding, Nil returned to his desk. When he looked over his computer, he saw Sam peering through the glass top of the door, and his stomach turned over with premonition. 

At noon, Nil and Vera left together for The Snackery, a boutique sandwich bar. Their time together was a bit of a struggle. Nil spoke about what he knew: accounting. Vera nodded, yawned and looked left or right as if wondering where the voice was coming from. After half an hour, they drifted into the street to return to the office. Nil was surprised - no, he wasn’t surprised at all - when Sam appeared from behind them. 

“G’day, Vera.” Sam smiled at the young woman. “Gotta moment?” 

Her face lit up. “Yes, of course. What is it?”

Sam and Vera fell behind as Nil continued to walk. He hadn’t gone very far when he heard their laughter. He didn’t look back. He didn’t think they were laughing at him. Although he was in front of them, he didn’t think they even noticed him.

***
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Nil’s anger grew. As an adult, he was medium height and slim, yet he could sense a huge emotional energy within him. An energy that wanted to do something. Do something, do anything. But what? What could he do? What?

The what didn’t come in a blinding flash. It was a slow mental accretion. It started when he lifted the lid of the photocopier and Vera’s hand landed on top of his.

“Oh, sorry,” she said. “I didn’t notice you.”

“No, that’s all right. You go ahead.”

Vera accepted the offer, did her copying and left without even thanking him. 

“She didn’t notice me, not really,” Nil thought. “I might just as well have been invisible. For her, I was invisible.” 

Invisible. The word intrigued Nil. In stories, there were wizards who wore invisibility cloaks. And weren’t the Armed Forces working on some sort of scientific invisibility? Invisible. Nil wondered. Invisible? He wondered some more. Eventually, it came to him: Why not try to practise it? 

He began by sitting on the bench at a bus stop. At lunchtime buses were infrequent and so it was quite okay to sit for twenty or thirty minutes, especially if he had a couple of overflowing shopping bags at his feet. So, Nil parked himself on the bench and observed. As people passed, they glanced at him and moved on. If he looked directly at them, they quickly looked away. 

The situation was perfect. Unless someone else had already grabbed his spot, Nil plonked himself on the bench and began to mentally repeat, “I’m not here. You don’t notice me. You don’t see me... I’m not here. You don’t notice me. You don’t see me...” He knew that although he repeated the words, the words themselves were not the key. The words were just to keep him focused. He was looking for a feeling. The feeling was a kind of itchiness. One he’d had hints of when walking out of a shop with a stolen book or a lifted choc bar. He just needed to get deeper into that feeling. To sink into it and to make it permanent. 

Every so often, Nil would glance at the passers-by. Initially, they looked at him, but then turned away. Gradually, they began to seem a little doubtful. They looked at him and frowned, not sure if they were seeing a person or the memory of one. The look of horror on some peoples’ faces suggested they were seeing a ghost. 

Occasionally, when the itchiness was at a max, a person walked past and the lack of change in their expression suggested to Nil that they weren’t seeing him at all. That was a success. He was taking in visual sensations but not giving any out. He was, he thought, the psychic equivalent of a black hole. 

Sometimes he could easily find that itchy feeling and he knew that he was effectively invisible. Sometimes, he couldn’t. His mind was too restless. Sometimes he could do the opposite as well. He could stare at the back of a person’s neck until that person had to turn to see who was looking at them. But that was not Nil’s main concern. His main concern was invisibility. 

Nil was looking for invisibility, but sometimes, he realised, invisibility came looking for him. This happened one day while he was working at his computer. Sam came into the office, waving an invoice.

“Do we pay this one in bulk or by the item,” he began. He stopped and looked at Nil’s workstation. “Where’s the bugger gone?”

Vera held the phone to her neck. “He was there a moment ago.”

“Did he go out?”

She waved to a door. “Maybe he’s in the loo?”

Sam handed her the invoice. “Tell him to see me when he gets out.” With no one else around, Sam gave Vera a more-than-friendly kiss.

Nil, envious of the kiss, realized that he’d become invisible. He clung to the feeling of it, not wanting anyone to even suspect what he could do. But he didn’t have to worry. Once the taste of invisibility was in his mind, his mental teeth knew how to grip onto it. Anyway, no one would believe that the bland accountant could do anything so magical. 

As Vera continued with her phone conversation, the invisible went to the door leading to the work area. Peering through the glass, he saw no one was looking in his direction. Eager for at least a tiny bit of payback, Nil opened the door and slipped into the workshop. 

Keeping away from the others, he picked up a small screw. To his delight, he saw that it had become as transparent as his hand. He took hold of a small spanner. That, too, became invisible. So did a large hammer. Each object that he touched became transparent to him and that meant invisible to others. Standing to one side, he studied the mechanics. They were all, of course, much bigger and sturdier than him. Also, with no women around, their language was enough to make the accountant blush. These were genuine Aussie blokes. 

As he watched, Sam leaned a large spanner against the wall. On seeing it, Nil had a malicious, but delicious thought. He could hit Sam on the head while the big lug was bent over an engine. It would seem as if he’d accidentally banged his nut on the bonnet. The only problem was that it would elicit sympathy. No, Nil had a better idea. Let the bugger suffer in the same way as he had. Let the mechanic find out what it was like to be an outcast. 

Sam straightened up and Don, his co-worker, bent to peer at the engine. Nil moved forward and stroked the man’s bum. Don startled. Almost bumping his head, he turned. 

“Did you touch me?” Don growled.

“Me?” Sam shook his head. “No.” 

Don continued to turn, hoping to see someone else, Vera even. But no one was behind him. With a puzzled glare, he moved to the other side of the engine block. Malicious intent filled Nil. Each day, in every way, he would increase the suspicion on Sam. Revenge! How sweet.

Nil carefully slipped back into the office and went into the toilet. No one else was inside, so he stared into the mirror until he again solidified. With a small smile, he returned to his desk. 

Vera looked up. “Oh, there you are.” She held out the invoice. “Sam wants to see you about this.”

“Okay.” Nil took the sheet. “You doing anything after work?”

“What?” Vera had already forgotten about him. “Did you say something?”

“I wondered if you’d like to meet after work?”

“Who with?” Vera looked genuinely puzzled.

“Me, of course.”

She laughed. “I can’t do that. I’m seeing Sam.”

Seeing Sam! She certainly wasn’t seeing Nil. Not even while he was standing in front of her. A sour taste rose in his mouth. Well, he’d do something about that. He’d make sure that she noticed him. 

***
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At home that night, Nil experimented. When he could hit invisible, the things he touched also disappeared. As an invisible, if he looked in a mirror, he saw the wall behind him. If he picked up a book, he could see through it. It was as if he and everything he touched turned into glass. Only with a great deal of concentration could he make out a ghost of an invisible object. When he touched his bed, the nearer part became invisible. But an arm’s length away and it was misty. Further out and it was completely visible. 

Nil almost exploded with excitement at the ideas that tumbled through his mind. For a start, he need never again worry about the cost of living. He could simply walk out of a supermarket with a bag of goodies clutched to his chest. Well, goodbye discount petrol vouchers, but hello fifty dollars’ worth of food. 

Other, less innocent ideas, involved Vera. Those ideas had Nil nervously tapping his fingers on a bedside chair. He didn’t see his hand but he did hear the pad-pad of his skin against the wood. Seeing nothing, he saw endless possibilities of which Vera would just be the beginning. But maybe he shouldn’t go there? That direction meant burning bridges behind him. Yet why should he worry about bridges? A new world was opening up, a new world in which he was invincible. 

Nil knew that he’d made a decision when he went to his home computer. As company accountant, he had files on everyone. No problem finding Vera’s address. But tonight? She’d said she’d be seeing Sam. So not tonight, Josephine, not tonight. But there were plenty of other nights - starting tomorrow.

Nil chose to be mostly invisible for the rest of that day. It felt powerful, knowing he could do things, but no one could identify him. Entering sleep as an invisible, he imagined various situations where invisibility made him king. In his dreams, he was a god. 

The next morning, he awoke thinking that the previous day had been but a fantasy. But he raised his arm and saw... nothing. He went to the mirror and saw nothing. He wondered when he would choose visibility again. Yet when he searched inside of himself, he couldn’t find a feeling for it. He’d never sought out the taste of visibility, only invisibility. Well, that didn’t matter now. He wouldn’t go back, no, never. Today would begin his great march of revenge and the muscles of his mouth moved with a smile that was ripe with malice.

After breakfast, Nil made plans, the first of which was simply to carry a backpack. He stood at the door to his house and said a kind of goodbye. From here, he was headed for a palace. He was invisible. Who could stop him? He was about to unlock his car when he hesitated. It wouldn’t do to be seen - ha, ha - in a car with no driver. No problem, Mrs Wells was taking her six year-old, Bernard, to school. Four year-old, Herbert, was also buckled in at the back and all the car doors were open. Nil pressed in besides the toddler.

“Mum.” Herbert gingerly touched Nil. “There’s a man here.”

“Nonsense.” Mrs Wells checked Bernard’s seat belt.

“Mum...” Nil pinched Herbert. “Mum...m.” Nil pinched again and the child’s mouth clamped shut.

It was quite easy to get out at the school and Nil thanked Mrs Wells by giving her a quick stroke on the bum. She looked around, puzzlement written on her face, straightened her skirt and dismissed the incident. Nil watched and took note. The sense of denial gave him plenty of rope. 

His intentions with Vera - she who never noticed him - involved a great deal of rope, rope plus masking tape plus any other toys he might fancy. For the first time in his life, Nil walked down the street with a swagger. He eyed with contempt the men who could normally flatten him. If he wanted, they’d be dead and buried if he attacked them now. Women who usually made him nervous, he now ogled. Not seeing him, they couldn’t put him down. Not being put down meant that his power over them went up. 

And them began with Vera. 

Nil headed for Beds, Tools and Everything. As claimed, the plaza huge store  was a palace to commercialism, with the main entrance big enough for three big trucks. Nil went to the far side of the store. Just as he remembered, next to the lay-by counter was another entrance/exit. Nearby, a key conveniently hung on a peg. Nil took it. He wasn’t going home any more. Beds, Tools and Everything would be his place, his palace. Going again through the store, he collected masking tape and scissors. 

Look out, Vera. Here I come.

Back outside, at a café that spilled out of the plaza, a waitress served a plate of egg and chips to a customer. As the man turned to greet her, Nil grabbed the plate. It immediately disappeared and he walked away with it. The customer turned back to look at his table and frowned.

“What happened to my plate?” he said.

“It’s there.” The waitress pointed. “Oh!” She looked at the table. Puzzled, she looked under the table. She even looked into the air. Maybe a magpie had flown away with it? 

While the customer and the waitress gazed around them in astonishment, Nil tucked into the food. Splendid! He could get to like this life. Everything provided free, everything.

It was only a leisurely stroll from the shopping plaza to Sam’s Auto Shop. Hovering over a new Mercedes, Sam was talking to its owner. When the owner turned his head for a moment, Nil spat on him. Horrified, the man clapped his hands to his cheek.

“Did... did you do that?”

“What?” Sam said. “Do what?”

With stout dignity, the owner slid into his car and drove away. Sam stared after him, totally perplexed. Nil’s next trick was a repeat of the previous day. He stroked the thigh of a fellow worker standing next to Sam. The man jumped back. 

“What the hell!” He glared at his boss. Nil then stood behind Sam and giggled. The worker shook his head and strode away. For a second time, Sam scratched his head in puzzlement. 

Not long, Nil thought, and he’d completely unhinge the idiot.

Nil’s main business, however, was directed towards Vera. He knew that she lived in a new apartment in Namba Lane. He just wondered how to get in there. Going behind her desk, he spotted her handbag on the floor. He couldn’t take it now. That would be too suspicious. He’d have to wait. Just breathe shallowly and wait. 

Despite his stillness, Vera glanced around. “You know,” she said when a mechanic came into the office. “I feel like someone’s watching me.”

“No one here but us,” the mechanic replied. 

Vera made a face and turned back to her computer. Yet she kept turning around. Nil, wondering how she could sense him, took a step away. He was anxiously checking he was still invisible when Sam came to the desk and held out on a sheet. 

“Did we agree to this?” he asked.

Vera checked the form for a matching invoice on the computer. As she concentrated, Nil took her handbag. Very carefully, and having to work by touch, he felt for her keys. Taking them, he went out into the street. He laid the keys on a ledge and stepped away. One was a car key. One was the office key. The third one, he kept. That was the key to her heart. Her what? Her heart, ha-ha. Nil replaced the car and office keys. That made sure that she could get home. Nil already knew that she hid a spare door key somewhere outside her apartment. 

Vera would be home after five; maybe later if she went to the gym. So on his way to her apartment, Nil had plenty of time to collect Nytol, an over-the-counter sleeping pill. At four, he arrived at her door. Just in case, he knocked and waited. No one answered. Then, as nobody was in sight, he inserted the key, opened the door and entered the apartment. 

Nil made himself at home, searching through her cupboards, eating her food and drinking her wine. Let her notice. It wouldn’t matter. At seven, he heard a key in the lock. Vera entered. She was in tights and a tee shirt, her face glowing. She’d just come from the gym and looked delicious. Nil licked his lips. He could hardly wait.

She went into the bedroom, shedding clothes. Her breasts were firm, her nipples erect and her legs were long. Never before had he been alone with such a gorgeous woman. Vera disappeared into the shower, humming softly. Minutes later, she came out with a towel around her golden skin and drops of water glistening on her shoulder. Opening the fridge, she poured an orange juice. She’d just taken a sip when Nil lightly tapped his fingers against the bedroom wall. Puzzled, Vera put down her glass and popped her head into the bedroom. Nil took out a Nytol, crumbled it and dropped it into her drink. Still puzzled, Vera returned to the kitchen and downed the rest of the juice in one gulp. 

The Nytol must’ve altered the flavour. Vera pursed her lips and held the glass to the light. Putting it by the sink, she returned to the bedroom, shedding her towel. Nil almost gasped aloud at the sight of her curved back and round bottom. Vera half-turned, looking and listening. With no one to see, she continued on to her room. She came out in thin pyjamas. 

Nil worried that though he might be invisible, his erection wouldn’t be.

Turning on the television, Vera made a light dinner. She accompanied it with wine. Nil accompanied the wine with Nytol. A Federal election was due and the screen went from the Prime Minister to the opposition.

“Boring,” Vera muttered. She switched stations but only found more of the same. She switched again. Footie! Big men grinding each other into the ground. Vera yawned and Nil went closer. Her eyes were glazing over. Footie could do that. But, most likely, it was the result of the Nytol. 

An hour of yawns later, Vera went to the toilet and brushed her teeth. She read for a while then, closing her book, she thought for a moment. Obviously deciding that she was too warm, she slipped off her pyjamas. She turned off the light and Nil could just see the dim outline of her body. In moments, she was lightly snoring. 

Nil didn’t want to hurt her physically. Or maybe he did. But as an average sized person, he’d always avoided physical confrontation. He simply waited for the Nytol to take hold. When Vera was no longer restless, he stood in the doorway and watched her. Her face had smoothed out in sleep and her innocent beauty almost broke his heart. 

Nil sat on a chair and thought. He’d pinched comics, he’d pinched books and committed a hundred other acts of petty thievery. But he’d never physically hurt anyone. Nor, except for the few tricks with Sam, had he emotionally hurt anyone. Now, he realized that he stood on a brink. And, realizing it, he mentally stepped back.

Watching her sleep, Nil felt a kind of love for her, or maybe just an infatuation. He sighed, secured the pack on his shoulder, and quietly prowled the room for paper. He wrote and stepped back. In a ragged script, he’d written, “Nil was here. I owe you for food and drink.”

***
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In his whole life, Nil had never felt so torn. He had the power to do anything. Yet the one thing he’d dreamed of doing was impossible; his conscience prevented him. Till now, he hadn’t even realized he had such a conscience. Now he did know, he realized he had to learn to live with it. He had to learn how to live? But what did he want with his life, anyway? To be noticed. Yet he was now an invisible and he wanted invisibility even more.

Pulled in two completely opposite directions, Nil let himself into Beds, Tools and Everything. Not quite Everything; the store didn’t have any food. But that didn’t matter, Nil’s backpack held a selection of gourmet cold foods. He ate, wondering what to do now with his life. At least, he didn’t have to worry about doing the washing up. Bins were everywhere. Plus, there were plenty of toilets. His only immediate life problem were the lights, but he found a dim area behind the lay-by counter. There, Nil sank into sleep, thinking of Vera and holding tightly onto the feeling of being invisible. 

After years of not being noticed and of holding back, Nil didn’t realise that he had so much mischief in him. He went into swimming pools and when the big guys ponced around, he pushed them into the water. They came out growling and looking foolish. He pinched car keys and stole expensive cars. One time, he went to a performance of The Phantom of the Opera and moved props around. The cast swore they’d never do that piece of theatre again. He amused himself, yet all the time felt a great sadness. Nil was lost for lack of purpose.

His antics didn’t go unnoticed. Headlines began to appear in the media: Is There an Invisible Man Among Us? The news didn’t know what tone to take. Was this news or fake news? Reporters were castigated if too frivolous, mocked if too serious. At the same time, questions were asked about Nil’s disappearance. It was noted and speculated upon.

Strangely enough, as an invisible, Nil found islands of company. He’d always been overlooked which meant being invisible was his natural state. But getting away with his little rebellious acts had made him more confident and so now, if he did want to talk to someone, he felt quite comfortable to sit beside a man or woman with a white cane and chat. 

Although it was easy for Nil to travel, he always came back to the Sunshine Coast. Vera and the payback to Sam were the attractions. But since Nil reckoned she was stronger and fitter than him, he still put sedatives in her drinks as a just-in-case. By the third time, she recognised when Nytol had been added. She sipped at a juice and made a face.

“Nil, is that you?” Her voice shook. “You’ve become so ... so creepy? I know it’s you. You disappeared and the invisible man then appeared.” She heard her words and laughed nervously.

Nil didn’t reply. Behind her, he dripped Benadryl onto her salad dressing. The histamine was as good a sedative as Nytol or Valium. Hungry after gym, Vera took a few bites of salad but then stopped. She sat on the settee and he watched her as she tried not to sleep. But there was only so much coffee she could take. Her eyes shuttered and, still dressed, she fell asleep. 

Nil watched and wondered. Eventually, he left.

***
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So far, Vera had not confided in Sam. But social media had started a story about food disappearing as a customer was about to tuck into it. The story had multiplied until even the media were talking about an invisible man. Worried at his reaction, Vera broached the subject.

“This man they’re talking about...”

“How d’you know it’s a man?” Sam grinned, not believing in an invisible. “Maybe it’s a Buddhist hungry ghost?”

“You remember Nil?”

“The nonentity who disappeared?” Sam heard the mental echo of his own words. “Okay, that’s a sorta invisibility, but it’s not what people are talking about.”

“It is.” They were in her apartment and she was pacing the living room. “He comes here. He spikes my food.”

“What!” Sam was dumbfounded. “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure. There’s an... atmosphere. It’s creepy. He doesn’t touch me, but it’s so scary.”

At her closeness to tears, Sam rushed to embrace Vera. “I believe you. I mean, I believe something is scaring you. But an invisible man?” He shook his head. “Look,” he said, “is there any way to make him visible?”

“No.” Vera paused to think. “His feet don’t make the floor invisible, but occasionally a book or plate will disappear. I’ve thought of spray paint, but that would simply vanish when it touches him.” She wiped her eyes. They wouldn’t stop leaking. “The problem is that I don’t know where he is until he opens the door to leave.”

“We can find him.” Sam held her again. “ We’ve got all sorts of mechanical things in the shop. We’ll think of something. I’m sure we will.”

Vera rested her head on his chest. “If only. If only you could.”

“His feet don’t make the floor invisible,” Sam said thoughtfully. “Strange.” 

***
[image: ]


Nil went to Brisbane for a week. A new venture, he went to a catwalk show and watched the girls changing. He found it both exciting and frustrating. He now knew there was a boundary he wouldn’t cross. He would steal, but he wouldn’t hurt. He asked himself what he would do. He went back again to the catwalk, but this time watched the audience. There were plenty of men there, men as anonymous looking as him, yet many of them had stunning women at their sides. How did they do that?

Later, he watched as each couple drove away. In a Lamborghini or an Aston Martin. Okay, the cars made the men sexy. Yet those fabulous machines were far beyond his means. His parents had died of drug overdoses when he was a toddler. His grandparents had looked after him, but they were dead now and had left him only a few dollars. He didn’t have money.

He remembered his grandparents had left him one other thing: an attitude. Over the years, he’d seen the care with which nurses had treated his parents. So, when asked what he wanted to be, he’d always said, “I want to be a nurse.”

“No, no,” his grandparents had snorted. “You can’t be a nurse. Men can’t be nurses.”

But men could be accountants. However much they hated it, that’s what they could be.

After seeing those luxury cars and the effect they had, Nil decided to spend that night in a luxury hotel. It was the first time he’d gone so upmarket. The bed was super soft, the fridge was stacked with drinks and enough nibbles to feed a family. Nil indulged and made it a habit. He wasn’t at all surprised to find that with his new leisurely life he was beginning to acquire a bit of a pot.

Ten days later, although Vera had changed her locks, Nil entered her apartment. After his time of luxury, he’d become less careful and less patient. To pass the waiting time, he switched on the television and moved an armchair far enough away for him to watch a program. He didn’t hear Vera come up the stairs and turn the key in the lock. But she heard the TV chatter as she opened the door. Too late, Nil lurched out of the armchair and switched off the telly.

Vera groaned. “Is that you, Nil? How can you do this to me?” She addressed the air, not knowing where he was.

I don’t know, he thought. How can I? Although feeling confused and guilty, Nil refused to speak aloud and give his position away. 

Looking angry, Vera opened the fridge and took out a bottle of orange juice. It was still sealed, but she only took a sip. She tasted it, made an uncertain face and poured out the contents.

“Damn you, Nil! I don’t know if that was safe or not.” She headed for her bedroom. “Damn you to hell!”

At the last moment, she ducked into the toilet. “Stay out!” She slid in the bolt. “Don’t you dare watch me!” 

Nil didn’t try to enter. The room was too small and she would catch him. But just to be sure, Vera swung her shoulder bag around. He wasn’t there. She opened a cabinet. An Aspro box held No-Doz. She took two tablets and washed them down with water. She also had an extra mobile phone. She pressed a button: that would bring Sam. She pressed another button: rigged to electronically lock the front door and the windows. Nil had a key to get in, but not an electronic one to get out. He didn’t yet know it, but he was now locked inside. 

Vera left the toilet and opened her shoulder bag. She took out a sandwich and a bottle of water. She ate and drank, confident there were no sedatives in the just-in-case-food. Nil watched in puzzlement. This was different to her usual routine. He wondered if he should leave, but if he touched the door handle, it would disappear and she would know where he was. Better to wait for her to go to bed. 

He waited and waited, but Vera hadn’t touched any of his sedatives and didn’t seem at all sleepy. He moved towards the door, but still didn’t try to open it. He’d wait until she went into another room and then he’d dash out.

Vera’s phone vibrated and she pressed a button. Nil looked around, but nothing had changed. She must’ve sent a message. He felt even more urgency to leave, but she was too close for him to touch the door. Vera took out a gadget. Nil had no idea what it was, but she turned it until one edge pointed in his direction. Inexplicably, she suddenly smiled. She leapt up and, guided by the portable thermal imaging camera in her hand, dashed straight towards the invisible. Nil backed away, not yet understanding how she knew where he was. From near the door, Vera grabbed a cricket bat. She swung it at his knees, driving him further away from the door. One further press on her phone and Sam received a signal to enter. He darted in, slamming the door behind him.

“There!” Vera shouted. “Over there, by the bathroom!”

Sam didn’t hesitate. With the skill of an ex-footy player, he lunged forward. Nil tried to jump aside, but his life of leisure had slowed him down. Sam crashed into his chest and sent him flying. As he tried to crawl away, Vera caught the back of his shirt. Thanks to her gym classes, she was strong and held Nil as Sam twisted the invisible’s arm behind his back. Using the pressure, Sam forced Nil down to the floor.

“The kettle bells!” Sam shouted.

Vera dashed into her bedroom and from under the bed she brought out an eight-kilo kettle bell attached to a long chain. The free end of the chain she wrapped around Nil’s leg and, by feel, she secured it with a lock. A second kettle bell followed.

Dazed, Nil cried out “Wha’... what’... what’re you doin’?” He recovered and repeated, “What’re you doing?” His voice quavered. “What’re you doing to me?” 

“Making sure you get what you deserve,” Vera cried. 

Sam hugged her. “You’ve done it. You’re brave, amazingly brave.”

They separated and looked down, both of them gaping at seeing the chain that faded into nothing. 

“Get up, you worm and walk,” Sam grated. 

“What... what are you going to do?” Nil repeated,

“Walk!” Sam snarled. “Just get up and walk.”

Amazed, he watched as the kettle bells were dragged across the floor by chains that went from solid to translucent to invisible. Sam tore his gaze away. “Vera,” he said, “please ring the police.” 

“No, no!” Nil wailed. “Please don’t! I promise not to do it again.”

“Promises?” Vera snorted. “After what you’ve done ? Don’t push it.” She picked up the phone and dialled. “I’ve got the invisible man,” she said. 

VIKTOR
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


During the cold war, Russia and America poured millions into secret psi programs. But as everyone knew about them, newspapers or magazines would frequently burst into print with mind-blowing stories. 

Young Poitr can guess the card you’re thinking of.

Blind Mary can read print through her fingertips.

Baby Alexis can lift a ten-ton truck with one thought.

Sometimes there were stories about the sexual goings on among the psi gifted teens. The reason? The program argued that if one boy had a little bit of telepathy and one girl had another little bit then their children would have two little bits. Rumours of these matings sold mountains of magazines. Unfortunately with these teens, Gestalt did not apply. The whole was not greater than the sum of its parts. In fact, one bit of psi plus another bit usually turned out to be much less than one. Sometimes, the bits completely canceled each other out. It was a real bummer. The children of psi-gifted kids tended to be complete fizzers. 

Every so often, however, there was a big hit. Viktor was one of these.

Ivan, his father, when not in the Russian Psi Program, worked as a carpenter. His most distinguishing feature was that he always shaved his head. He hadn’t known why until the program had discovered him. It turned out that his shiny dome helped to increase his empathy. Unfortunately for Russia, he was too nice a guy to make into a spy, but his empathy did help in his general life, including his carpentry. 

Sofia, Viktor’s mother, was a part-time accountant. She always wore her hair as a thick curly mop. She thought she’d caught the look from an American Barbie. It wasn’t until the psi people tested her that she found it made her less reactive to other people’s anger. Staying cool under pressure might’ve been a useful skill to the mother-country. Yet, like Ivan, she was too nice a person to be involved in dirty dealings. So it seemed the best use of her and Ivan was to put them into the mating program. They weren’t forced together, but when they did interact, their meeting of minds did indeed lead to a meeting of bodies. The result was startling. A year after their first meeting, Viktor was born in the psi wing of a secret military hospital. 

The birth caused a commotion. The cause wasn’t immediately apparent. Amidst the usual blood and gunk of birth, the baby appeared completely normal. It wasn’t until the nurse cleaned him up that her jaw dropped and her eyes popped. 

“Doctor!” she called. “Doctor!”

Dr Sergei was on duty, a gentle man with a round face and body that did not at all match with his skinny arms and legs. He hurried over. “Yes, nurse, what is it?” Not from Moscow, Dr Sergei had a slight country accent together with a lisp.

“Look!” The nurse opened the towel.

Dr Sergei looked. He frowned. “Good grief!” With a very gentle touch, he ran his fingers over the tiny body. To his amazement, although he could only see one arm, he could actually feel two. “This is incredible. The left arm is invisible.” Very carefully, he explored both arms. “They feel the same.” He peered into the eyes and tested reflexes. “He seems fine. Well, this’ll be a baby to watch. Who knows what psi he might have?”

Who indeed? Yet other than one transparent arm, Viktor seemed completely normal. The psi scientists grumbled. Both parents had useful emotion-related skills, but both were too nice to be of any use. Surely the son wasn’t also going to go to waste. Professor Mendeleff, the main military man, brought his planners together. 

“We have to mould this child,” he said.

“The parents might be a problem,” Professor Skintov, said. 

“Then take him away from his parents.” Mendeleff was a military physicist who thought of psi in terms of field theories. He had no problem with separating a baby from its parents. He knew that a wire frame covered with fur would do just as well.

“That might make him resent us.” Professor Skintov was a psychologist who thought interpersonal relationships were little more complex than fur on wire frames.

Mendeleff leaned forward. “What if we’re subtle about it?”

“You? Subtle?” Skintov laughed. But after a moment, he added, “There might be a way.” He rubbed his jaw. “With proper planning.” 

After two more days of investigation, Sofia was allowed to take Viktor home. She had strict instructions not to make a problem of the invisible arm. That was fine with her. Although the psi program did provide some extra cash, she and Ivan much preferred to follow their own trades and to mix with their own non-psi kind. So, they kept quiet about the mysterious arm and, when in public, Sofia kept the baby well covered. At home, with guests, Viktor wore long sleeves and gloves. 

“His left arm hasn’t developed properly,” Sofia explained. 

The guests didn’t probe. Since Chernobyl wasn’t their last radiation disaster, whose family didn’t have skin conditions? Just be lucky no child had two heads. Oh, wait a moment, wasn’t there that case in...?

A bright kid, Viktor learned to walk before he was one and to speak soon afterward. At two, he learned something else, something quite different. “Look, Mama,” he said. He narrowed his eyes and screwed up his face. Slowly, the transparent arm darkened. The invisible was made visible!

Sofia was taken aback. But always positive, she exclaimed “Why Viktor, that’s fantastic!”

Then he went in reverse and the arm again disappeared. Tentatively, Sofia reached out. Yes, it was still there, solid as ever. But now, looking for it, and she couldn’t see the arm at all. 

Suddenly, however, Viktor keeled over; his mother just managed to catch him. “Hard to do,” he said. “Very hard.” 

“Yes, dear,” Sofia said, keeping her voice calm, although her heart raced like a hummingbird’s. “Don’t do anymore now. Have some milk. Watch the cartoons on telly.”

Professor Mendeleff was very interested in this development. “Perhaps,” he said while studying a spycam, “he could teach an adult to become invisible.”

“He’s too young.” Professor Skintov hoped that his military physicist companion didn’t ever have children. Robots, perhaps, but not children. “Let’s wait until he’s a bit older.”

By five, Viktor could easily switch his arm on and off. But it was an effort to keep the arm visible and so he tended to leave it transparent. In fact, as far as other kids were concerned, Viktor was functionally one-armed. Following Professor Skintov’s recommendations, Viktor’s shirts and jackets were tailored in such a way that his left shoulder appeared hunched. His arm out of sight, his public life went on. 

Some readjustment was required when the boy went to primary school. An English-speaking school was arranged by Professor Skintov. Here, the kids were taught by Oxford and Harvard graduates. The kids also watched English and American films. As a result, they spoke perfect pom when in class but gangsta when in the playground. 

Viktor, quite aware of his differences, mixed with the other kids but always remained reserved. That was no real problem until, when older, the teachers expected him to join in with the sports. His English school played cricket, a game that the Brits had introduced to St Petersburg in the 1870s. It had been suppressed during the communist revolution as a bourgeois, elitist nose-in-the-air, look-down-at-the-working-class game. But, with their long-term plans, his minders saw fluency in both cricket and English as a necessary background. 

Not that there were many sports that the boy could play with one arm out of action. Even at cricket, given his left-hand hindrance, his right hand couldn’t bowl. An extra handicap was added when Skintov - the ghost in the machine - put a boy named Alexei in Viktor’s class. A big boy with flaming red hair, he was generally known as Krasny, the Russian word for Red. With Skintov acting in the background, it was clearly no accident that the big boy just happened to turn out to be the class bully. Viktor avoided Krasny. Cricket, however, made permanent avoidance impossible. 

Even their first game together proved problematical. Viktor tried to catch the ball between his right arm and his chest. Unfortunately, he dropped the ball. Krasny laughed.

“Catcher with a glass arm!” he bellowed. 

Taken by surprise, Viktor thought that the other boy knew about his invisible arm. Turning pale, he stammered, “What... what d’you m...m... mean?”

Krasny snorted. “It’s a saying, stupid!”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning you can’t catch, that’s what!”

“Oh.” Viktor smiled with relief. If only Krasny knew. If he only knew.

Krasny, who was big, pasty-faced and mean, kept on calling Viktor, Catcher With A Glass Arm. The nickname caught on and the other kids also called him Catcher or Glass Arm. Viktor didn’t like it, but given his secret, he learned to live with it. 

But cricket remained a problem. Krasny used the game as an excuse to bump into other kids. It wasn’t too bad when he and Viktor were on opposite sides. That way, they couldn’t be fielding together. If they were on the same side, though, then Viktor tried to be on the far side of the pitch from Krasny. One day, however, they were both placed close to the wicket. Viktor had a bad feeling about this - a bad, bad feeling. 

The batsman, playing defensively, just blocked the ball. Viktor ran for it, aware of background shouting. The background, however, quickly became a foreground.

“Mine!” Krasny was bellowing. “Mine!”

Viktor just had time to brace himself when a belly rammed into his chest. Viktor went flying head over heels. Krasny, smirking, dropped the ball. It hadn’t been his main concern, anyway.

The teacher ran up, shouting, ““Viktor, are you alright?”

“Uh, it was an accident, sir.” Krasny gave Viktor a don’t-you-dare-tell look.

The teacher helped Viktor to stand. His knees and elbows were grazed. “I’m okay,” he said. 

“And that?” The teacher pointed to a wet mark on Viktor left side. 

Although Viktor thought his transparent left arm was bleeding, he just shrugged. “Must be from the grass,” he said.

The teacher tut-tutted. “Take a break, Viktor, and clean yourself up. As for you Krasny, if anything else like this happens, you’re in trouble.”

“Yes, sir.” Krasny tried not to grin.

Viktor cleaned himself up and made no mention of the collision when back home. As soon as Ivan saw him, though, the empathy that worked through his shaved head caused a tickle as if ants were walking across it. “Something happen today?” he asked.

“No, dad. Just a bump at cricket.”

“Too much testosterone?”

“Too much what?”

Ivan ruffled Viktor’s hair. “Testosterone. It’s the hormone that turns mild-mannered boys into crazed supermen.” 

“Oh yeah, I remember.” Viktor was silent for a moment. “What does it do to boys who’re already crazed?”

“Just turns them into idiots.”

Viktor sighed. “Yeah, that’d be right.”

Ivan lightly touched his son’s shoulder and his scalp again tingled. Later, Sofia ruffled through her thick blonde hair. “Viktor’s angry,” she whispered. “But he won’t say why.”

“Kids with rampaging hormones,” Ivan said. “We’d better keep an eye on him.”

For quite a while, though, nothing further happened. Krasny was a vague threat on the horizon, a thunderstorm that rumbled and flashed but caused no real damage. But that changed when Galina joined the school - another little Skintov prompt. She had red hair that flashed bronze in the sun and green eyes that glittered with flecks of gold. She played tennis and she played cricket. Everyone liked her. Everyone wanted to be liked by her. 

She liked Viktor. 

Nearly eleven, Krasny was jealous. “She’s my girlfriend,” he said, giving Viktor a shove.

Yet Viktor was not given the choice. Galina was drawn to the lanky boy with one good arm and one indeterminate lump. “It’s Saturday tomorrow,” she said. “Let’s go to the park and practise cricket.”

An offer Viktor couldn’t refuse. “Yeah, olright.” He was speaking gangsta. “See you at ten.”

Since they lived at opposite sides of the primary school, they arranged to meet at Teremok, a new fast-food joint. When Viktor arrived, he found that Krasny was there with his mates and stuffing his face with blini. 

“Wanna berry?” Krasny shouted.

Viktor ignored him and sat at a separate table. A berry hit the back of his neck. When he didn’t respond, Krasny flicked sauce. Viktor touched the wet spot. It came away red. For a moment, he startled. Then he recognised the texture. With a look of disgust, he moved to another seat.

Krasny dunked another berry in the sauce, but didn’t throw it because Galina had just arrived. She was wearing shorts, a green tee shirt and her rust-red hair was tied into a ponytail. 

She waved cheerily. “C’mon, Viktor. I’ve brought a bat. Did you bring the ball?”

“He ain’t got no balls!” Krasny looked at his mates and they giggled. 

As Viktor walked past, the bully stuck out a leg and pushed the smaller boy into the plastic rubbish bin. The lid slid open and his right hand disappeared into the gunk. For a moment his vision darkened and he grabbed a handful of squashy mess. He brought his arm back ready to throw.

“G’wan!” Krasny taunted. “G’wan and I’ll push your head inta the bin.” His English now turned fully gangsta. 

Galina caught Viktor’s wrist. “Don’t bother.” She tossed her ponytail. “He’s not worth worrying about.” Her English was Oxbridge-perfect.

At the cool touch of her hand, Viktor blinked and the red mist cleared. He opened his hand and let the gunk drop back. At the same time, he was aware of a change in his transparent arm. He couldn’t uncover it to see what was happening. Everyone thought it was just a lump. But Viktor thought it was testosterone. Yeah, he was pretty sure that his transparent arm was being flooded with testosterone.

With that feeling in his left arm, Viktor couldn’t concentrate but kept missing the ball. “You’re usually pretty good,” Galina said. “What’s up?”

“It’s cos I’ve got a glass arm.” Viktor replied.

Galina shook her head. “That’s just what Krasny says. No one else thinks so.”

“Oh, yeah?”

Without a word, Galina threw the ball. Viktor automatically caught it. “See. You don’t have to believe what Krasny says.”

“Cool.” 

For Viktor, just then, a golden halo sparkled around Galina’s red hair. Her sympathy and encouragement were a balm for his soul. For a moment, for quite a long moment, he thought of telling her about his transparent arm. But years of caution prevented him and they simply continued to play.

After an hour, Galina looked at her watch. “Got to go. Going shopping with mum this afternoon.”

“Okay.” Viktor tried not to sound disappointed. He’d hoped that they might continue for another year or two. “Have a hit next week?”

“Sounds good. See you at school.” Galina hurried off, her ponytail swinging.

When Viktor arrived home, Ivan asked, “How’d it go?”

“Good, dad.” Although he was supposed to speak English, at home, Viktor automatically switched to Russian.

“She’s a nice girl.” Ivan paused, sensing some underlying trouble.

“She’s great.” At his father’s concerned look, Viktor added, “It’s just that we ran into Krasny. He was a bit of an arse...uh, a bit of a pain.”

“He’s been at you for a couple of years now.”

“He’s been at everyone for a couple of years.”

“He’s the big fat boy.”

“That’s right, dad, a big tub of lard.”

Ivan wandered into the shed. Sofia was at the lathe, turning a block of wood. “Got a moment?” he asked. Sofia stopped the machine as Ivan scuffed the wood shavings. “It’d be good if Viktor could go to boxing or wrestling classes,” he said.

“Trouble at school?”

“With one kid, yeah.”

“About his arm?”

“That’s probably the underlying problem.”

Sofia twisted her facemask in her hands. “Is fighting a solution?”

“He doesn’t have to fight. It’s just that... oh, just having the know-how can give you heaps of confidence.” Ivan looked distant.

Sofia grinned. “I know, you’re thinking about your boxing medal.”

“I only had to beat one kid, but I can still say I was school champ.”

“That’s right, school chump.” Sofia pecked him. “Buy a boxing kit. You teach him.”

Ivan didn’t need to be told twice. That afternoon, he took Viktor to a sports shop where they tried on gloves and hefted focus mitts. “What d’you reckon, Viktor?” he asked.

“Far out!” his son replied.

They hurried home, stripped down to shorts and met in a sheltered part of the garden. Viktor put on the gloves. His left looked very strange, a bright red blob of leather on an invisible support. He paused. “Why do I want gloves, dad?”

“You’ll hurt your fists if you don’t wear them.”

“Yeah, but this is about Krasny, isn’t it? I wouldn’t be wearing gloves then.”

“No.” Ivan began to bounce on the spot. “This isn’t about fighting, Viktor, this is about spin.”

Viktor imitated his father, bouncing and jabbing. “Spin? Cricket?”

“Spin as in politics. Just tell the other kids that you’re learning to box. That’ll keep the bullies away.”

“Yeah? Cool!”

A good idea in theory, but not in practice. When Krasny heard that Viktor was learning to box, he burst out laughing. “Who does he think he is, the one-armed warrior?”

Krasny’s mates joined in the laughter and that became Viktor’s new nickname: One Armed-Warrior. It niggled him so much that after a couple of weeks, he said, “Dad, do I have to go on? They’re making fun of me.”

“Who are?”

“You know, Krasny and his mates.”

“Is Galina?”

“No! No way. She’d never laugh at me.”

Ivan lowered the focus mitts. “Your call, Viktor.”

Viktor looked around the garden. They were sheltered from their neighbours by trees and bushes. No one had to know he was still learning to box and he did enjoy it. “Okay, dad, let’s go on.”

So, they continued. For variety, Ivan added kicks to the punches. Viktor was certainly getting stronger. The name-calling went on, but Viktor let it go. Then Krasny shifted his attention to Galina. 

“Yer play ball with him,” he shouted. “How about playing ball with me?”

Galina was not easily intimidated. “If you had any...” she said and flounced her ponytail.

Krasny went pink, from his neck to his pasty forehead. After school, he was waiting for Galina. “I’ll walk you home,” he said.

“No way!” she retorted. 

“Why not?”

“I’m going with Viktor. Come on, Vik.”

Galina pulled Viktor along. Krasny watched them, his eyes mean and squinty. Right then, it seemed to Viktor that the whole balance of
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