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	His world began in agony.

	Squealing brakes. An impact. He floated for a moment and crashed onto a hard surface. Bones splintered, and he screamed. Cramps folded him over.

	He was lying on his back on a cold, hard surface in bright sunlight. For a moment, he saw a baby lying beside him in a pool of blood, kicking its legs and screaming in impotent baby rage.

	Lights flashed, red and blue, and the baby disappeared. A man in uniform rushed toward him, leaned over him, did things to him, mouthed words meant to comfort. The agony of being torn out from inside himself intensified.

	Blows thudded against him. There was a man with a red face, shouting, throwing punches.

	He stumbled backwards and tripped over a chair and fell, turning, landing hard on his stomach on a carpeted floor. He floated in pain. He examined memories that meant nothing to him. He stored them away and tried to scream as cramps doubled him up again, but his mouth was filled with liquid. He was being torn in two, expelled from himself. He couldn’t escape. It wouldn’t end.

	Exhaustion.

	He had no strength left, no will, no life. Everything was fading away. Darkness waited.

	He pushed the pain, the fear, the dying away from him, put them behind a thick, hard wall, and became himself. Alone. The wall protected him.

	No man remembers his birth. The pain and confusion remained buried behind that wall for forty years. And then Max Iverson went to a movie and was torn open again.
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	The phone rang as Max was moving drowsily around his tiny kitchen, preparing his morning coffee.

	It was Anton. “I need you on graveyard for a couple of days. I’m switching Suzy to days. I’ll shift things around when I can, and then I’ll put you back on days.”

	Made incautious by sleepiness, Max said, “She’s willing to fuck you just to get moved to the day shift? I bet it’s not worth it.”

	Anton said, “You’re fired, dickhead. I’ll mail you what I owe you.” He hung up.

	Max was now fully awake without needing any coffee.

	“Shit,” he said aloud. “Now what?”

	Now you have to find yourself another job, he told himself. Again.

	Fortunately, there was no lack of the right kind of job available in Piketon at the moment—meaning work where the pay and status were both low, where little experience was required, and where he would not have to deal with other people on more than the most superficial level.

	I’ll give myself a few days’ vacation before I look for another job, he decided. I’ll take a couple of days, and I’ll...do something.

	Mechanically, he continued with coffee, breakfast, shaving, and showering as though he were getting ready for work. Then, all dressed up with nowhere to go, he went downstairs and down the block to a vending stand and bought the morning edition of the Chronicle. He took it back up to his apartment and read it as slowly as he could, killing as much time as possible.

	Any day now, the Chronicle would discontinue its print edition and be available only online. That was happening everywhere. The Chronicle was one of the last holdouts. Max understood why newspapers were going digital and discontinuing print editions, and he knew he would adjust to the change when he had to, but he was glad it hadn’t happened yet in Piketon. Right now, he needed the distraction of handling a physical newspaper.

	He read the national news and all the trivial items from surrounding states. He read about the machinations of state legislators and city politicians. He looked at every word in the summaries of the night’s burglaries and bar brawls.

	He studied the unsolved murder of a young woman at a gas station.

	The murder was a week old, and the newspaper implied that the police had no leads at all, despite their vague hints that they were hot on the trail of the killer. The victim was an eighteen–year–old girl working alone in the cashier’s booth at an all–night self–service gas station. As far as anyone could tell, she had been held up, had handed over all the cash she had available, and had been shot and killed anyway.

	Only eighteen, Max thought. Just like Suzy. Maybe Anton wants to shift her from nights to days because of that murder. Maybe he’s just trying to protect her, and there are no sexual favors involved.

	The article included a request from the police department that anyone with information about the crime call the police tip line. Anonymity was guaranteed.

	It better be, Max thought. Who would be willing to risk exposing themselves to a brutal killer?

	He wondered if such tip lines ever worked. He knew he wouldn’t be able to call that number even if did have useful information. It wasn’t in his nature.

	The article tangentially mentioned Deputy District Attorney Grady Jacobs, who had some connection with the investigation.

	Grady Jacobs, Max thought, turning the name over in his mind. The name appealed to him. Grady Jacobs. He repeated the name to himself. He felt confidence in the man, although he could not have said why.

	This isn’t paying my bills, he thought. Maybe if I call Anton and apologize, I can get my job back. I could grovel. That would earn me points with him.

	Then he remembered that, unlike the young cashier who had been murdered in the gas station, Suzy had not been working graveyard by herself. There were always at least two clerks on duty in the store, even in the middle of the night, and often three. So it was about sex, after all.

	Sex with Anton, he thought. Jesus, Suzy. No job is worth that.

	That any woman, especially a young and pretty one, would ever consider sleeping with Anton was beyond Max’s understanding, but the workings of other people’s minds generally were.

	When Max finished the newspaper, the morning was still only half over. The day before at work, he had borrowed a copy of a Dick Francis novel from the racks, intending to return it as soon as he was done. Now it belonged to him.

	He spent the rest of the morning and the first part of the afternoon lost in horse racing and murder in the misty English countryside. He could not have traveled farther from the climate and terrain of Piketon without buying a plane ticket—and now that was even more out of the question than usual.

	Engrossing as the novel was, Max emerged from it suddenly.

	Exercise. Something physical. He had been sitting in one place for too long, and he was feeling jumpy and nervous.

	I should work out, he thought. Use that gym membership while I still have it.

	He wouldn’t be renewing it unless he found another job soon.

	No, not the gym. He wanted the outside world—traffic, movement, people, the city with all its life. It was a life he was always cut off from, never able to connect to, but he loved its presence, the feel of it.

	He put on a light jacket and went out.

	Instead of English mist, old buildings, green meadows, and a quiet broken only by hoofbeats, the world outside the apartment building was filled with noise and sunshine. The autumn air was chilly and dry. Traffic moved steadily along the street. Horns blared. People walked past him, all carefully avoiding eye contact. This was the anonymity of the city, and he welcomed it. Don’t talk to me, and I won’t talk to you. Don’t look at me, and I won’t look at you.

	He strode along the sidewalk, stretching his legs, trying to imagine that he had a purpose and a destination even though he had neither.

	A block ahead of him was one of Piketon’s two remaining old–style neighborhood movie theaters. This one, The Baron, had been renovated a couple of years earlier and was being used to show an eclectic combination of foreign films and restored Hollywood classics. Big red letters on the marquee spelled out SPARTACUS.

	Max headed for The Baron to check the times when the revival of Spartacus would be showing. The first showing of the day was due to begin in less than five minutes.

	He hesitated when he noticed a sign that read FOR THIS SPECIAL EVENT THERE WILL BE NO REDUCED MATINEE PRICES. Since his morning telephone conversation with his then–boss, finances had assumed a larger role in his calculations.

	Why not? he asked himself. Spartacus had had a purpose in life, a great, grand, noble purpose. He had also had the ability to connect with large numbers of his fellow humans.

	To hell with the bustling life of the city. Maybe watching the movie would
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