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About the Book

WHAT HAPPENS WHEN A GROUP
OF COLLEGE KIDS WAKE TO
DISCOVER THEIR ORDINARY
LIVES HAVE JUST TAKEN AN
EXTRAORDINARY TURN?

A party in a college flat. A case of dodgy
home-brewed beer. A violent storm.
Next day: the mother of all hangovers.
What would you do if the morning
after the night before brought a
banging head, a raging thirst …
Oh, and your very own superpower?

Meet the All-Stars. Harriet, Charlie,
Caroline, Mary-Beth and Jack. Harriet can
make herself invisible, Charlie can read
your mind, Caroline can fly, and Jack, well,
Jack can run faster than a speeding bullet.
Determined to become costumed crimefighters,
but baffled by a lack of supervillains
to tackle, the quintet soon finds
that the ramifications of their new
powers are more complicated than they
anticipated, and that humans (even
themselves) are much more fragile than
they’d ever realised …


About the Author

David J. Schwartz lives in St Paul, Minnesota. His fiction has received an Honourable Mention in 2004’s Year’s Best Fantasy and Horror, and has been shortlisted for the Speculative Literature Foundation’s 2004 Fountain Award. This is his first novel.
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EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION

by Marcus Hatch

IT ALL STARTED at a party, which is damn convenient if you ask me, and if this weren’t a true story I wouldn’t expect you to believe it. People go to parties all the time hoping something will start there—a romance, a career, the best weekend of their lives—but how often does it happen? I’ll tell you: it doesn’t, not unless you’re in a movie or a book. Real life doesn’t have clear-cut beginnings or endings. Everyone’s got a backstory, even if they don’t carry it on them like business cards. (But wouldn’t it be nice if they did? Someone could make a mint marketing it, four-color foldout brochures with baby pictures, family history, educational background, favorite books and sexual positions, police record, that kind of thing. Save us all a lot of heartbreak. That’s assuming that anyone could be reduced to a glossy two-thousand-word Kinkos job, which is an ass-you-me proposition if I’ve ever heard one.)

Anyway, as I was saying, this is a true story. I know some of you won’t think so, and I feel sorry for you, I really do. But I was there, and I saw some of it, and what I didn’t see I heard about, from someone who knows the whole story. Being as this is a true story, there’s no point looking for allegory and symbolism and that sort of thing. This isn’t some snooty book where people nobody likes do things nobody cares about for reasons nobody can figure out. That’s what they call literature. This here is journalism, and journalism deals with facts, not muddy things like theme and such. So.

Fact #1: The party took place on Saturday, May 19, 2001, at 523 West Mifflin Street, Apt. 2, Madison, Wisconsin, 53703.

Fact #2: Five people attended the party, all of them inhabitants of 523. Charles Frost, age twenty, and Jack Robinson, age nineteen, hosted their downstairs neighbors Caroline Bloom, twenty, Harriet Bishop, twenty, and Mary Beth Layton, twenty.

Fact #3: Of the five, only Charles Frost was available to be interviewed in the aftermath of these events, and except for the events witnessed by your intrepid reporter, the following is based on his account alone. The others—well, you’ll understand why I was unable to interview the others by the time the story’s told, and the only way to tell it is to start it.

Read on.


SATURDAY

May 19, 2001

CHARLIE FROST HAD the look of someone waiting for a punch line. It wasn’t that he seemed about to burst out laughing, but that he had an anxious way about him—as if he were afraid the joke was on him, or worse, that he wasn’t going to get it. He was pale and tall and bit his nails and habitually forgot to get his hair cut for months at a time, so that his brown locks ranged from close-cropped and neat to moppish and view-obstructing. Charlie was on day forty-one of his most recent haircut, and he looked like the scruffy fifth member of a struggling boy band. Judging by his ensemble—wrinkled green army pants, a Nike T-shirt, and red Chuck Taylor sneakers—the band’s wardrobe person had either taken the day off or was hoping to be fired.

Charlie and two other young men shared a second-floor flat, if that was the word. Flat implied sprawl, and one thing their apartment didn’t do was sprawl. It creaked, sagged, and let cold air in during winter, but it did not sprawl. The building was in its early forties, and after half a dozen renovations most of its rooms were higher than they were wide. It was a terrible place for a party.

Charlie and Jack had gotten around that problem by setting up on their front deck, and by inviting only three guests. The alcohol they had brewed themselves, or Jack had. His brother Lloyd had given him a brewing kit for Christmas, and this was his third attempt at making beer. The first batch had turned green, and he had put too much yeast in the second; one night in April Charlie had woken to the sound of exploding bottles. He’d thought it was someone shooting out the windows, and he’d fumbled around in the dark for a phone to call 911 until Jack knocked on his door and told him it was the beer.

Jack was not as tall as Charlie, but he was more physically impressive, with coal black hair and broad shoulders. He had grown up on a farm an hour from Madison, and Charlie had wondered a few times if his parents had ever strapped him to the plow.

“We should have backup,” Charlie said. “What if the beer doesn’t turn out?”

“It’ll turn out fine.” Jack inspected the refrigerator, which contained the beer, five frosted glasses, and an empty bottle of ketchup. “Besides, backup is your department, Dr. Nelson.”

Dr. Frank Nelson was the name on Charlie’s fake ID. He was cautious about using it because the photo was of a bearded man, and Charlie had never needed to shave more than twice a week. There was also the matter of the 270 pounds the license credited Dr. Nelson with, easily twice the amount of flesh clinging to Charlie’s bones.

Despite this, Charlie had managed to lay his hands on a couple of bottles of Captain Morgan, which he had hidden in his room. He was half-hoping that Jack’s Madison Maibock would turn out to be undrinkable. Then he would have a chance to save the party, and score some points with Caroline.

Caroline Bloom didn’t know it, but she was one of the primary reasons for the party. Charlie had wanted her from the day he had first seen her, on August 15, 2000. August 15 was the traditional and much-dreaded moving day for renters in Madison, a day of U-Hauls, abandoned furniture, and enough cardboard boxes to enclose the campus in a corrugated wall. Charlie had been carrying a crate filled with CDs from Jack’s truck when he saw Caroline for the first time.

It was ninety-four degrees and humid, but while Charlie was sweaty and sunburned, Caroline’s shoulders showed tanned and healthy under her yellow tank top. She sat on the front steps, drinking from a bottle of water while a pair of young men struggled to fit a couch through the front door of 523. Her brown hair was tied back from her neck, and Charlie stared as she swallowed. She saw him as she finished drinking and smiled.

“Moving in upstairs?” she asked.

He nodded.

“Maybe I’ll see you around.” She followed the couch inside, her cutoff jeans moving in fascinating ways.

“Downstairs neighbor?” Jack had asked, carrying a dresser up the steps.

“I hope so.”

A goal had presented itself to Charlie: “Sleep with the curvaceous dark-haired girl who may or may not live downstairs.” Charlie set such goals several times a day but rarely gave them much subsequent thought. “Sleep with the cashier at the convenience store” was a common one, or “Sleep with the girl who sat in front of me in history on Tuesday.” But most of these random lust objects left his thoughts as quickly as they left his line of sight.

Caroline might have been no different if she hadn’t been his neighbor, and if Charlie had been able to find something wrong with her. She wasn’t snooty or stupid, and she didn’t have an annoying laugh. She didn’t flirt with every man she saw, but she wasn’t shy either. In the end Charlie had decided that if anything, she was probably a little too good for him.

As if his insecurity were a summons, a knock fell upon the door.

Charlie answered it. “Good evening,” he said, trying not to sound like Bela Lugosi and failing.

“We brought food,” said Harriet, and she handed him a sack of blue tortilla chips. Mary Beth followed with an ice cream bucket full of salsa. Charlie waited by the door for a moment, but no one was behind them, only the narrow stairs twisting down to the first floor.

“Where’s your roommate?” Mary Beth asked.

Charlie shut the door, wondering if she knew he had been about to ask her the same question. “He’s in the kitchen, getting the beer.”

“Not Jack,” Harriet said. “The other one.”

“Scott? He mostly stays with his girlfriend. I haven’t seen him in days.”

“We haven’t seen him in months,” Mary Beth said. “You’d tell us if you guys had killed him, right?”

Charlie nodded. “We like to keep the community abreast of our many crimes.” He gestured toward the hall with hands encumbered with chips and salsa. “Let’s head to the deck.”

Again, deck was perhaps not the correct word. Accessible only through the window in Jack’s “bedroom” (which had once been a walk-in closet), the deck was the railing-enclosed roof of the first-floor porch. Jack and Charlie had furnished it with a few lawn chairs and an old table with crooked legs.

Charlie set the food on the table. “Where’s your roommate?” he asked.

“She had a date,” Mary Beth said.

“Oh.” Charlie replayed his last conversation with Caroline in his mind, trying to find the ambiguities hidden in the words “See you there.”

It wasn’t as though Harriet and Mary Beth weren’t attractive in their own right. Harriet was five-foot-six with deep brown skin, and she wore her dark, curly hair short. In Charlie’s fantasies she wore leather pants and high-heeled boots, a white see-through blouse over a black bra, and a chain belt.

(Charlie’s fantasies were detailed and—except for the costuming—strictly grounded in the plausible. It was not enough to simply imagine having sex with Catherine Zeta-Jones. It was important to establish, within the context of the fantasy, the manner in which he met Catherine Zeta-Jones, became friends with her, helped her through a difficult divorce, and finally screwed her brains out in a Cannes hotel, aided by a bottle of Cristal and her acquisition of a Grand Jury acting prize.)

Charlie’s fantasies about Mary Beth were no less elaborate but tended more toward the breathless and sweaty. Mary Beth was small, but he liked her red hair, and her cleavage—not that she ever showed it—was spectacular. Tonight she wore jeans and a baggy sweatshirt, while Harriet was dressed in white pants and a T-shirt reading CORPORATE RADIO SUCKS.

“Anyone thirsty?” Jack stepped through the window, balancing a tray of chilled glasses in one hand and a six-pack of bottles in the other. He eased the tray onto the table and pulled a bottle opener from his pocket.

He cracked open four bottles and poured glasses for each of them. “A toast,” he said. “To another year of classes done.”

Charlie took a small taste. The color was right, and the head was healthy but not too fizzy. It was a bit sweet, not enough to offend, and light, with a hint of an aftertaste. He took another sip, and then a long drink.

“You did it,” he said.

“He sure did,” Harriet said. “Nummy.”

“I hope there’s more,” said Mary Beth.

“Of course.” Jack grinned.

It was a warm, cloudless night, but the stars were obscured by the city lights; only the crescent moon and the bright triangle of Deneb, Vega, and Altair were clearly visible through the haze. For a Saturday night, Mifflin Street was quiet. There were only two parties on the block, music and people spilling out onto the sidewalk in an invitation to a police raid. It was the first weekend after finals, last chance to party for those who were headed home for the summer. Across the street a couple packed belongings into a van, pausing after every load to kiss and hold hands.

Charlie was drifting off on his own, as he tended to do. He rose to put on some music but realized that the Stop-and-Starts—Jack called the band next door that because they had never played a song all the way through—were playing in the attic next door.

Harriet leaned back in the plastic lawn chair and put her feet up on the railing. “They’re getting better,” she said.

“What makes you say that?” Jack asked.

“The drummer stopped playing fills all the time instead of keeping the beat, and the bass player is starting to understand chords. The problem is the guitar player. He can’t sing and play at the same time.”

“He can’t sing at all,” Charlie said.

“That’s true,” Harriet said.

“Harriet writes music reviews for The Campus Voice,” Mary Beth said. Charlie had been watching Mary Beth for a while, he realized. He liked her smile.

“I’ve never seen your name in the Voice,” Charlie said.

“I have,” Jack said. “You really ripped into Creed. I like that album.”

“I never told you not to,” Harriet said. “It’s just an opinion. I’ll never understand why people get so angry about it—I get some seriously threatening letters. You wouldn’t believe how much pent-up rage the average Britney Spears fan has.”

Jack laughed and set his beer glass on the table, which shifted alarmingly and sent an empty beer bottle tumbling to the deck. It rolled down the shingles and fell to the sidewalk below, shattering.

“Jesus!” came a voice from below. “Who’s throwing shit at me?”

“Caroline?” Mary Beth looked over the railing. “I thought you went out for the night. Where’s your date?”

“I don’t know and I don’t care. The restaurant sucked, the movie sucked, and he sucked. Is there any beer left?”

Ten minutes later they were all on their second bottle of Madison Maibock and deep into the snacks.

“The best thing about salsa is there’s no fat,” said Caroline. She was wearing tight khakis and a cut-sleeved blue top, which was closer, in Charlie’s mind, to appropriate fantasy attire.

“You look nice,” he told her.

“Thanks,” she said.

“Caroline made that top,” Mary Beth said. “She’s a fashion genius.” Charlie didn’t know Mary Beth all that well, but he had noticed that she was quick to brag about her roommates but hardly ever said a word about herself.

He put his feet up on the rail and surrendered again to the shyness that always came upon him in groups. He followed the conversation with his eyes, laughing with the others but feeling separate.

Somewhere between the fourth and fifth beer, after they had finished off all the salsa and Caroline had moved her chair closer to Charlie’s, clouds blocked out the visible stars and a humid breeze blew down the street. The breeze made Charlie wonder how long ago everyone else had gotten smart and gone inside. Mifflin Street had gone silent. He looked up and saw tree branches swaying eerily in the damp air. A plastic cup skipped down the middle of the street, flashing intermittently beneath the streetlights.

“Maybe we should head inside now,” Charlie said. An instant later a flash of white cast the street in stark shadow and light. Then all the lights went out, and the music stopped.

Charlie remembered stumbling inside as the first sheets of rain cascaded onto the deck, and he remembered spilling a stack of CDs over the floor inside. He remembered saying that they might as well finish the beer while it was still cold. What he didn’t remember, to his eternal regret, was having sex with Caroline Bloom. Bits and pieces came back to him later—fumbled groping in the hall, banging his shin on the bed, someone closing the door on them after they were both naked. But as to who had instigated the encounter, what had been said, or even how it had felt, he was only ever able to reconstruct a blurry and incomplete picture, one he was never sure was the truth.


SUNDAY

May 20, 2001

MARY BETH DREAMED that a springer spaniel in a lime green jumpsuit chased her with a machete until her mother—her real mother—took the machete from the dog’s four-fingered cartoon paw and replaced it with a tommy gun. She woke as the springer took aim, its long tongue lolling out the side of its mouth.

She tried to read the clock, but it didn’t make any sense. 12:00? But it was light out. And it couldn’t be noon, because she’d set the alarm for 8:00 so she could get to the library early. Finals might be over, but she wanted to get a jump on the summer session.

She couldn’t stop blinking. No, the numbers were flashing. 12:00 . . . 12:00 . . . 12:00 . . . 12:00 . . .

“Shit!” The power had gone out, she remembered now; how she’d gotten back downstairs and into her own bed, wearing only a T-shirt that she wasn’t sure she owned, was a mystery. She looked for her watch, but it was nowhere in the tangle of clothes on the floor. She pulled on sweatpants and stumbled to the door. She squeezed the knob, and it came off in her hand.

Mary Beth tried to fit it back into the door, but the shaft was bent. She dropped the doorknob and tugged at the gap above the door. With a metallic groan the hinges gave way, and the door collapsed in on her. She reflexively caught it in one hand and leaned it against the wall.

Mary Beth took a deep breath and stepped into the hall as if amazing feats of strength were part of her morning ritual, which they were not. She had long ago resigned herself to being small and, if not helpless, at least better off walking away from trouble and making sarcastic comments from a safe distance. She had been the tallest girl in her class in sixth grade, and had for a few short months enjoyed the feeling of towering over the boys. She had imagined herself to be intimidating, though truthfully she was a gawky girl with a mouthful of braces and a wardrobe consisting primarily of sweater sets in pastel colors. Her reign as the tall girl was short-lived. She stalled out at five-foot-two, and one by one the other girls in her class outgrew her.

She was used to it, now. Mary Beth had found her identity in being the good student. They called her Bookworm and Teacher’s Pet and other things that ought not to have stung as much as they did. But no one had ever labeled her athletic, or strong.

Her heart beating hard, she gently pushed on the half-opened door to Harriet’s room and peered in at the battery-operated clock. 2:08, it said. Half the day was gone.

How much beer had she drunk? It hadn’t seemed like so much, and it hadn’t seemed to affect her in the beginning. But sometime after the lights went out she had lost track of what was happening. She remembered stumbling down a hallway looking for a bathroom. She remembered Caroline and Charlie entwined and naked on the floor of his bedroom. The thought made her vaguely nauseated.

She went to the kitchen, thirst refusing to be ignored. Her eyeballs felt scratchy and sunken, her muscles stiff and dry. She reached for the refrigerator handle and pulled it right off the door.

She broke into a sweat and set the handle on the kitchen table. She eased the refrigerator door open from the side. Carefully, as if she were handling a thousand-year-old ceramic baby, she lifted a pitcher of Kool-Aid from inside and set it on the table. Then she slowly shut the door and crossed to the cabinet, which she opened with her fingertips alone. She reached for a glass and held it gingerly as she lifted the pitcher to pour.

The phone rang, and Mary Beth tensed. The glass shattered in her hand, and the pitcher handle crumbled in her grip, leaving the body to fall to the floor and shatter, spattering her toes in Kool-Aid and splinters of broken glass.

Mary Beth crossed to the phone on sticky feet and picked it up on the third ring. She said “Hello?” five times before realizing she’d snapped the cord in two. She slammed the receiver down and the entire apparatus fell from the wall, fused into one useless heap of plastic.

When Harriet came home an hour later Mary Beth was sitting on the couch. On the coffee table in front of her lay her doorknob, the refrigerator handle, the destroyed phone, the toilet handle, a TV remote bent at a right angle, the splintered remains of a broomstick, and a cardboard box filled with shattered glasses, plates, bowls, and one pitcher.

“Don’t ask me to shake hands,” said Mary Beth.

“What’s going on?” Harriet stood in the doorway, as if afraid to enter. The trepidation on her face made Mary Beth want to cry.

Instead she picked up a shard of broken glass and jabbed at her wrist with it.

“Jesus, girl!” Harriet moved to stop her but stopped short. There was no blood.

“I can hardly feel it,” said Mary Beth. She pressed the glass harder into her skin, and it snapped into three smaller pieces. She held her arm up for Harriet to inspect. There wasn’t even a mark on it.

Harriet leaned back against the wall. “I am having the weirdest day,” she said.

“You?” Mary Beth waved a hand at the wreckage on the coffee table. “Are you saying you’ve got something to compare with this?”

“Yes. I was invisible for an hour and fifteen minutes today.”

“Invisible?”

“Yeah. As in, not visible. Unseen. Gone.”

“But you’re here.”

“For now I am.” Harriet shrugged off her backpack and tossed it into her bedroom. “I went into the Voice to finish up an article that has to be in tomorrow. The only people in there were Jake and Darren, the editors. They were sitting on the couch in the newsroom, bullshitting. I came in, we said hi, I went to my desk. I wasn’t feeling great after last night, and I was having trouble concentrating on what I was doing. And my eyes were bugging out on me.”

“Bugging out how?” Mary Beth asked.

“Everything looked sort of flat. Two-dimensional. And the colors were really bright, brighter than normal. I thought I was passing out, but I could still hear Jake and Darren talking. Then I realized they were talking about me.”

“What were they saying?” Mary Beth asked.

“The usual crap. I’m a snob who treats the rest of the staff like no-talent hacks. I don’t care about that—they are no-talent hacks, especially Jake and Darren—but the point is that nobody would talk like that in front of me. I started to say something, but then I realized I wasn’t there. No reflection in the monitor, no lap or legs in my chair, nothing except bright colors spread across my vision. I nearly puked.”

“No one noticed?”

“What’s to notice?”

“I don’t know. Disembodied tapping on the keyboard. The chair moving around.”

“Jake and Darren only notice the rest of us when we’re making them look bad. They were still talking about me when I dragged my invisible ass out of the office and hit the ladies’ room. It was bad. My depth perception was screwed up, and I banged my knee into the doorway because I couldn’t see myself. I thought I was going to pass out, but I couldn’t even throw up. I couldn’t even close my eyes, because my eyelids were invisible. And then, all of a sudden, I was back.”

“Your eyelids were invisible?”

“Yeah. Gross, huh?” Harriet moved to the bathroom but halted in the doorway. “You broke the toilet?”

“Sorry. You can still flush, but you have to take the cover off.”

“What the hell is happening?”

“If I knew that, maybe I’d know how to stop breaking everything.”

Harriet shook her head. “I mean, how is it we both start exhibiting weirdness on the same day? Did you put something in the salsa?”

Mary Beth thought about it. “Some of the tomatoes were a little green.”

“It doesn’t make sense.” Harriet picked up the refrigerator door handle and tapped it against her other hand. “I can’t think about it right now. Let’s go to the SERF.”

“I was thinking maybe I should see a doctor,” Mary Beth said.

“What’s a doctor going to do? Once he breaks half a dozen needles on your skin he’s going to be calling Freaks-R-Us.”

“Maybe that’s not a bad idea,” Mary Beth said. “I can’t touch anything without breaking it. I’m going home to visit next weekend. What if I go to hug my mom and shatter her rib cage?”

“Exactly why you should get a handle on this now, so you won’t hurt anyone.” Harriet stepped into her room and started changing clothes. “We’ll hit the weight room and see how strong you actually are.”

It was a beautiful afternoon, and most of Madison seemed to be out walking dogs, riding bicycles, playing volleyball on the commons outside Witte Hall. Mary Beth kept her eyes lowered, convinced that everyone could see her freakish new abilities. She had searched her image in the mirror for larger muscles, for some increase in mass that could explain what was happening, but she couldn’t see it, and Harriet said she hadn’t noticed anything either.

“How can you be so calm?” Mary Beth asked her.

“I already had my freak-out session, remember? I spent an hour spent huddled in a stall wondering if I was dissipating into nothing. But whatever’s going on with me . . . don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t think I’m dangerous. We can worry about me once we get a handle on what’s happening with you.”

“Dangerous.” As frightened as she was, Mary Beth had to smile.

“You can feel sexy about it later,” Harriet said. “For right now just don’t touch anything.”

Across from the Southeast Recreational Facility a crowd of boys were playing basketball on the concrete courts. Mary Beth wondered if she could jump now, or shoot a basket. When she reached the steps to the SERF she bent her knees, and with a little hop she sailed up and over all the stairs, to land and fall on her face outside the doors.

Harriet crouched at her side, looking around to see if anyone had noticed. “Don’t do that again, either,” she said. “Are you OK?”

Mary Beth bounded to her feet. “Not a scrape,” she said. “What do you think that was, about twelve feet vertical? I wasn’t even trying.”

Harriet clicked her teeth and stepped past her. “I’ll get the door.”

Mary Beth didn’t like the gym. She liked working out, liked pushing herself, sweating, even enjoyed being mildly sore afterward, but she hated the gym. She didn’t know if it was a lingering aversion that she’d acquired in high school phys ed—she had vivid and unpleasant memories of boys leering at her in her sweats—or if it was simply a fear of being embarrassed by her own clumsiness and ineptitude. Either way, her dislike kept her from visiting the SERF more than a couple of times a month.

Today, though, she was looking forward to showing off a little. She and Harriet skipped the locker room and headed directly for the circuit.

There were only a few guys on the machines, but just inside, Harriet stopped and swore.

“What’s wrong?” Mary Beth asked.

“Hatch.”

“Huh?”

“Marcus Hatch,” Harriet said. “On the leg press. Used to write for the Voice until he went over the edge. Conspiracy theorist. Couldn’t write an objective piece about a bake sale.”

“The Asian guy over there?”

Marcus Hatch looked as though he spent every day in the gym. He was lean, but his olive skin was taut over well-defined muscles. His hair was cut military short.

“He self-publishes a little rag called What They’re Not Telling You,” Harriet said. “After Jake and Darren fired him, he tried to convince me to work on it with him. Told me it was my duty as a black woman to agitate against the muzzling of the individual voice.”

“Is that a quote?”

“Pretty close. Let’s go over here. Hopefully he won’t see us.”

Harriet guided Mary Beth to a biceps press. “You ever used this one before?”

“No.” Mary Beth usually stuck to the treadmills or the stationary bikes.

Harriet made some quick adjustments to the seat, then looked Mary Beth over. “How much do you weigh?”

“Very funny,” Mary Beth said.

“Seriously. Ballpark figure.”

Mary Beth felt the blood in her ears. “One fifteen, maybe.” If it wasn’t in the ballpark, it wasn’t further than the parking lot.

Harriet raised an eyebrow but set the pin at 120 pounds and stepped back. “Let’s see if you can lift your weight,” she said.

Mary Beth settled into the seat and gripped the bar. She had a moment of doubt—what if the last few hours had been some sort of hormonal fluke? She’d heard of mothers lifting cars off trapped children, adrenaline giving them strength they didn’t really have. She took a breath and pushed forward gently.

The bar swung forward and up so effortlessly that Mary Beth glanced over to be sure the pin was still in.

“How did that feel?” Harriet asked, keeping her voice low.

“How did what feel?” Mary Beth lowered the weight back into place without a sound. She was grinning again, and she wondered if she was still a little drunk from the night before.

“Put it up to two-forty, then.”

Two-forty felt even easier than one-twenty, maybe because she wasn’t tense this time. The machine only went up to four hundred, and she handled that without breathing hard.

“I could probably lift the whole machine,” she said.

“Keep your voice down,” Harriet said.

“Ms. Bishop!” Marcus Hatch smiled at Mary Beth but addressed Harriet. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you here before. Are you working on a story? Or are you still wasting your talents on hip-today, gone-tomorrow bands?”

“Oh, Marcus, you flatterer.” Harriet, too, looked at Mary Beth when she spoke.

“Aren’t you going to introduce me?” Marcus asked.

“Mary Beth, this is Marcus Hatch, the most egotistical man on campus. Marcus, this is Mary Beth Layton, my roommate.”

“Nice to meet you.” He looked past her. “What are you two doing? I don’t usually see spotters in the circuit room.”

“Mary Beth’s just learning the machines,” Harriet said. “I’m helping her find a good level to start with.”

“It looked like she was doing all right.” Marcus’s eyes were narrowed, and Mary Beth realized he was trying to find the pin. Panic hit, and she started talking before she had any time to think.

“I was just about to try lifting four hundred,” she said, and forced a laugh that came out as a mindless giggle.

“Really? Well, no harm in trying, is there?”

“I was just joking,” Mary Beth said quickly.

“She could hurt herself,” Harriet said.

“I doubt it,” Marcus said. “You’ll know pretty quickly whether it’s going to happen. Why not try it? Just for laughs.”

“Sure,” Mary Beth said, ignoring the message Harriet was trying to send with her eyes. “No harm in trying!”

She took a deep breath and gripped the bar. Then she flexed the muscles in her arms and put on her best impersonation of a weak little girl. She made her arms tremble and held her breath until her face was red. Then she relaxed and let her arms fall to her sides.

“Not happening,” she said, breathing heavily.

“I guess not,” Marcus said. “Well, I’ve got to go run some laps. Nice to meet you, Mary Beth.”

“Nice to meet you,” she said, and watched him leave.

She stood up. “Pretty good, huh?”

“There’s a problem,” Harriet said slowly.

“What? He probably just thinks I’m dramatic.” Mary Beth felt good, maybe better than ever in her life. She wondered if she was more powerful than a locomotive, or able to leap tall buildings in a single bound. She wondered if she could fly.

“It’s not your acting ability I’m worried about.” Harriet pointed to the bar. There was a subtle but noticeable bend near its center.

It didn’t work over the phone, and Charlie was sure that was all that was keeping him from losing his mind. He had to be near someone for it to work. Anything closer than ten or fifteen feet was too close, as he’d learned that morning.

It had started before he’d woken up. He’d been having someone else’s dream. He couldn’t have put into words how it differed from his usual dreams, because he rarely remembered them. But this jumble of images didn’t belong to him.

When he had opened his eyes, feeling bleary and thirsty and sore, he had wished to be someone else; someone who hadn’t gotten so drunk and slept with someone he barely knew. I have to get out of here, he’d thought.

“Where are my pants?”

Charlie had to do some mental connect-the-dots to make sense of the voice. It was a woman’s voice. She sounded like she had just woken up. He was just waking up. He had slept with someone. Caroline.

“I found them, never mind.” He blinked away sleep and rolled over to look at her. She stood beside the bed, pulling her khakis up over her lovely and quite naked ass. Her dark hair fell tangled down her bare back. She sat and started to pull on her socks.

Panties, he heard her thinking. Where are my panties? Forget about them. God, I have to get out of here before he says something.

“What do you think I’m going to say?” Charlie asked.

“What?” She turned to look at him, pulling her top on as she did so. “How did—what are you talking about?”

But that wasn’t what she was thinking. This is creepy. He’s creepy. No, it’s not his fault. What was I thinking? He could hear her need to escape, to be away from him.

“I have to go to work,” she said, and although he knew what she was thinking, that she didn’t have to be at work for five hours yet, he let her go without protest. It wasn’t until later that he had time to be hurt.

He lay in bed after she had gone, trying to make sense of what had happened. He was remarkably calm, he thought. “I’m remarkably calm,” he said out loud. He imagined narration by Stone Phillips: “Charles Frost is remarkably calm for a young man who’s begun to hear other people’s voices in his head. He lives life as he always has, with one small difference.”

He stayed calm while he brushed his teeth and got dressed. There was no one around, and his thoughts were his own. It was when he went out to get some lunch that it hit him, like a slap in the face with an industrial dishwasher. Just scattered thoughts at first, but once he was among the Sunday crowds, he was overwhelmed.

Going to fail shouldn’t have eaten those college kids think they can’t be pregnant after I got the high score on one quarter to last me the fucking suits broke a nail I need to work out damn she’s hot need sleep coffee food sex money wonder would he have sex with god don’t let Grandpa die what’s wrong with that guy?

Charlie slumped against the side of a building, clutching at the cool brick and sweating in the shade. He tried to focus beyond the cravings and revulsions flowing through him and figure out where he was. He managed to turn himself back toward home, too preoccupied with the foreign thoughts to be conscious of his own fear.

Some of the thoughts were not words, though he was able to turn some of them into language. Many were images and emotions that yanked at Charlie’s under-brain and set his heart racing like a chipmunk on PCP. He could stay with one mind, but it didn’t help; he found himself inside the thoughts of a homeless man at a bus stop who was convinced that the three girls across the street were assassins sent by his enemies. He jumped into one of the girls and found her cocooned in an elaborate fantasy involving a horse whip, a Great Dane, and a man who seemed to be her stepfather. He reeled away from her and into a bicyclist weaving down State Street between the buses and taxicabs, mulling over a mathematical proof that Charlie wasn’t even capable of articulating. And yet in the seconds before the bicyclist passed out of range Charlie found that he understood what the symbols represented and saw the complex beauty of the problem. He thought he might weep for the elegant machinery of the cosmos; it was as if a door had opened in the fabric of the universe and he had been invited through—

“Watch where you’re going!”

Charlie was sprawled on the sidewalk, and his hands were scraped. A sunburned man led his family around him, thinking that Charlie was high. An unforgiving corner of the man’s mind wished the drugs would kill off all the junkies and leave the world to decent people. His daughter took her father’s hand and thought that someone should call a doctor, that when they got to the movie theater she’d ask her mom for money to call a doctor, except money for a phone call might buy gummy bears too. . . .

Charlie got to his feet and focused on placing his feet. He found that he could block out some of the sharper thoughts and coast instead through the emotions, letting rage and doubt and lust and happiness flow through him like a stream. Disconnected and directionless, the emotions themselves were less overwhelming than the dark and irreconcilable ideas beneath them.

The crowds thinned closer to his block, only single pedestrians or small groups. Some people stared at him, and he realized that he was running. He was no longer swept up in the mindstream that threatened to pull him under and drown his thoughts in the press of so many others. Even so, he didn’t slow down until he reached the last intersection before his block.

There was traffic, and after a few speeding thoughts sprayed over him he stepped back from the curb. Instantly he was inside someone else’s thoughts.

Fucking bitch kill her talk to me like that she knows I love her kill her she had her chance teach her how much I kill her always treated her right ungrateful—

Charlie turned, nearly lost his footing, and came face-to-face with a nondescript sandy-haired young man. He’d seen him before; he lived on the block somewhere. He looked perfectly calm.

“You all right?” he asked Charlie.

“I’m fine.” Charlie backed away. “Thanks. See you later.”

The other man stared after him for a moment, then crossed the street. Charlie followed at a safe distance, remembering at the last second to check for cars. When he made it across, the other man was gone.

Back inside his apartment, Charlie thought about crying. He wasn’t sure it was the appropriate response. It wasn’t as if he’d suffered a great tragedy. It had been stressful—he was still trembling—and people cried from stress, sometimes. But it had been brief, and there didn’t seem to be any lasting damage. He decided not to cry.

He lay on the couch and thought about telepathy. Telepathy was one of a large set of things that took so much energy not to believe in, like Bigfoot and UFOs and compassionate conservatism, that Charlie had always reserved judgment on their plausibility. He couldn’t disprove their existence, but neither had they seemed very likely, until now.

Of course, there was always the chance that he wasn’t reading minds but rather losing his. Charlie picked up the phone. He didn’t need to call 911—if it wasn’t worth crying over, it wasn’t an emergency. Could the police trace incoming calls? There was a way to disable caller ID, but would it work on the police? It must. They couldn’t trace every incoming call, he hoped. He didn’t want them backing up the fruit truck yet. If he was going to go crazy, he wanted to do it on his own schedule.

He dialed *67 and the number for the nearest precinct.

“This is Detective Bishop, how can I help you?”

“Hi. I’m—I have a problem. I’m hearing voices. In my head.”

“What are they saying?”

“Nothing right now. It’s only when people are around.”

“I see. Do people make you nervous?”

“A little, I guess. But that’s not what’s causing this. It’s like I can hear them inside my head. I can hear what they’re thinking.” I sound like a lunatic, Charlie thought. He’s sending a squad over right now.

“You hear what they’re thinking? What are they thinking about?”

“Sex, mostly.”

“Huh. That sounds about right. How long has this been going on?”

“Since I woke up this morning.”

“Have you been using any drugs, Mr. . . .?”

“No.” He was crying. Did that make this an emergency after all? “I don’t use drugs. I just—I thought you might know what to do.”

“Here’s an idea. You own a hat? Ball cap, anything?”

“Yeah.”

“You have some tinfoil?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Take some tinfoil and line the inside of the hat with it. If you can find some pipe cleaners, tape some of them to the tinfoil, with the wires touching the foil. That should ground the mind energies and keep the foreign thoughts out of your head.”

Charlie let out a breath. “Are you making fun of me? I saw this routine on NYPD Blue. I called you for help.”

“Just try it, Mr. . . . what did you say your name was?”

He thinks I’m a loon. “OK,” Charlie said.

“And listen, if the voices don’t go away, and if they start telling you to do things you don’t want to do, like if they tell you to hurt people, or hurt yourself, call us first, OK?”

“It’s not . . . OK. I will.” Charlie hung up.

He turned on the TV and flipped through the channels for a while. The people there were flat and distant, for which he was grateful; if he had started hearing Opie’s and Andy’s thoughts he would have known he was crazy.

He walked to the front window and watched the people out on the street for a while. Then he went to his room, dragged his futon into the farthest corner from the door. Even if someone knocked, he shouldn’t be able to hear their thoughts.

He locked the door and curled up in a ball in the dark.


TUESDAY

May 22, 2001

PROFESSOR MASON PEERED up at Jack, his eyes ridiculously enlarged by his thick lenses. Jack was never comfortable being the focus of Mason’s attention. He was used to stares—he was a big guy, and people always gave him a good look, as if to make certain he wasn’t dangerous. But Mason looked at him the other way, the way that Jack dreaded, as if he questioned the plausibility of someone so solid and muscular having a working brain.

“You must be careful to do good work, Mr. Robinson. Dirty slides and a dirty lab mean bad data, and my data is very important to me. Your work is not something to be rushed through simply because you want to lay around in the sun today.”

It was raining sheets outside, but then Mason had probably slept in the lab again. Most of the time he wasn’t sure what day it was.

“I understand, Professor,” Jack said. “I’m doing good work, I promise you. I just finished a little early today.”

“Go, then.” Professor Mason waved his hands at Jack, as if shooing an animal.

“I’ll be in early tomorrow,” Jack said, but Mason was already back at his bench. Jack grabbed his jacket and left. There were people around, so he strode casually up the hall and down the stairs to the front entrance.

It was ten in the morning and yet almost pitch-black. Rain cascaded off the roofs and dripped through the maple leaves. There were only a few people on the street, and they were all hunched beneath umbrellas, struggling against the wind.

Jack looked behind him—there was no one in the entrance hall. No cars on the street, and no pedestrians nearby. No witnesses. He looked at his watch. 10:04:38.

He took off running, dodging raindrops as he went.

He couldn’t evade them all, of course, not in this downpour. He had to be careful where he put his feet, and watch for obstacles—mailboxes, pedestrians, cars. They were all the same to him, at this speed—a bicyclist hydroplaning alongside the curb was as stationary as a lamppost. But if he ran into something or someone, he didn’t know what might happen, and he didn’t want to find out. He wanted to know, sure, but this wasn’t like Mason’s experiments. There were no controls, and no safe conditions to test it under.

He knew he was moving fast; he felt the exertion, and the exhilaration. But he saw his surroundings clearly, even more clearly than before. He was alert to everything around him, except sounds, which he left behind him. He heard only the sound of his own breathing, and that in a hollow, truncated way. It was more as though the world had slowed around him than that he had speeded up, but that was a relativity problem, and not one he wanted to think about.

He cut through Library Mall, where water stood immobile above the fountain like an ice sculpture. A thrown football hung over a knot of mud-soaked players poised on the grass, arms outstretched and legs planted in impossible postures. Raindrops hung like molten gemstones. Jack picked his way among them, down the alley between the University Bookstore and the Lutheran church, across University Avenue and down Lake Street.

How had this happened? Yesterday he hadn’t cared; he’d been having too much fun testing himself. He didn’t care that much today, if he was honest with himself. But these were definitely strange phenomena. At some point he should try to find out what was going on.

Not today, though. He reached Mifflin Street, climbed the steps of 523, opened the left-side door as gently as he could manage, and let it fall shut behind him. He stopped at the base of the stairs and looked at his watch. 10:04:45.

Door to door in seven seconds. He could run to England in about—well, a few hours, anyway. He’d have to cross an ocean, but maybe he could run over the water at that speed, like a water skate. He’d have to test it out on the lake later.

I’m a superhero, he thought. I’m faster than a speeding bullet. I can walk on water, or at least run very fast on water. Maybe.

He slogged up the stairs to the apartment. He didn’t want the girls downstairs to hear a staccato of footfalls and come up to find out what was happening.

The steps creaked. Dust motes revolved through the air. It took longer to walk up the stairs than to run three miles! This was going to be tough to adjust to.

He finally made it to the apartment. No one seemed to be home. He walked—slowly, ever so slowly—back to Charlie’s bedroom, and knocked. Silence. He tried the door, but it was locked. He knocked again. “Charlie?”

“What.”

“Are you sick or something? I didn’t see you at all yesterday.”

“Yeah. I’m sick.”

“Too much beer, or too much Caroline?”

“What do you want?”

“Just checking on you. I’m going home for the afternoon. You need anything?”

“No.”

“All right. Later.”

Jack shoved a few books into his backpack, locked the door, moved slowly down the stairs and outside, and looked up and down the street to make sure no one was around. He looked at his watch. 10:10:33.

He hitched up his backpack and took off running.

He went northeast on Mifflin, turned right onto Bassett and took it to Wilson, then Wilson to Broom to John Nolen. He passed among speeding cars and leapt over the spray kicked up by them. It was like running through a freeze-frame.

He took John Nolen to the Beltline, the Beltline east to Highway 18. The speed limit here was sixty; the cars around him might as well be in a showroom. His heart was pounding; he was getting an erection.

Maybe he didn’t need the job at the lab. He could do the work of an eight-hour shift in a few minutes—but he couldn’t do it in a workplace, not without drawing a lot of attention. Discovery meant doctors and needles and those suction-cup wired sensor thingies you always saw in the movies. He’d be sedated and locked up and probed and pinched and shaved, and he wasn’t going to let that happen. He had to be careful.

He turned off Highway 18 and onto Highway 26. Maybe he could work from home. Stuff envelopes or something. Of course, stuffing envelopes was still stuffing envelopes, no matter how fast he could do it. There had to be something more exciting.

Home was a farm off the highway, all but the top of the silo screened by trees. He slowed as he moved up the driveway, not wanting to kick up a cloud of dust. Grace was at school, but Mom’s cherry red Blazer stood in the parking space out front, next to a silver Taurus Jack had never seen before. Dad’s Chevy was tucked up next to the house, the same spot it had been in for months.

Jack ducked inside the machine shed and straightened his hair as best he could in the mirror inside the combine. He looked a bit ragged, but he didn’t look as though he’d just run forty miles in—he checked his watch—under four minutes
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