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The Ohio State University
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Special Agent Rick Bowlsby pushed through the crowd of media, students, faculty, administrators, and parents, ignoring the pleas for information. 

“Was Meaghan Wills injured? Please, is Meaghan hurt? Please! She’s not answering her phone,” a middle-aged woman shouted, tears running down her face.

“How many were shot?” a young woman asked, reaching out to touch Rick’s arm, her hand visibly shaking. 

“I just got here,” Rick said, walking on. 

“When can we get in?” a male student asked. “I left my backpack in there.” 

Turning sideways to pass that student, Rick elbowed him sharply in the forehead.

“Sorry,” Rick mumbled as the student staggered back. “Just trying to get through.”

Ignoring the anguish, curiosity, and insensitivity, Rick cleared the crowd, showed his identification, and climbed the stairs. Even with its glass panes entrance, the psychology building was industrial-ugly on a campus filled with classic architecture. Easily ignored until now, the unimaginative building was about to become infamous. Mass murder tended to drag ordinary places into the collective memory whether those places wanted to go or not; Virginia Tech, Columbine, Green River, Newton, Umpqua, Orlando, Mandalay Bay, and on and on without end.

To the left of the entrance, University and Columbus Police public relations staff were organizing a news conference. The CPD chief of police huddled with his handlers, wearing his full dress uniform complete with white hat and an excess of gold braid. Rick had phoned ahead and now a detective in a brown overcoat opened the glass door, extending his hand. Rick took it.

“Ross Johnson,” the detective said. “I was at one of your seminars on Serial Killers.”

Johnson was a large black man, bald, with a graying mustache. His thick neck, barrel chest, beefy arms and limp said “offensive lineman.” Rick suspected Johnson once played for Ohio State; Columbus liked to take care of its own. Johnson sized up Rick, taking in his close cropped light brown hair, six-foot frame, and firm handshake. Rick had been a quarterback in college and Johnson seemed to know another athlete when he met one. 

“Seminar any use to you?” Rick asked.

“Columbus hasn’t had a serial killer since the seventies. Come to think of it, he was a serial rapist.”

“Not the same profile,” Rick said.

“You an expert on mass murder too?” Johnson asked, leading Rick down the hall.

“I was nearby,” Rick said evasively.

“Nothing federal about this that I can see,” Johnson said. “Unless he got the weapons across the state line.”

“Just information gathering,” Rick said.

“Unh-huh,” Johnson said. “Were you at the shooting at Georgetown?”

“Yes.”

“Man, you got a shit job.”

Rick unbuttoned his overcoat. The building interior was thirty degrees warmer than outside. Johnson led him to a staircase and up to the second floor. Corpses in neatly spaced black body bags lined one wall like piano keys. Clumps of officers, the medical examiner, and CSU staff loitered in the hall, talking in low tones, none doing anything obviously useful.

“I’m guessing all the forensic evidence has been gathered,” Rick said, taking in the inactivity.

“The scene’s pretty well processed,” Johnson said. “We’re about to move the bodies. The victims will get autopsied before their remains get released. The cause of death is pretty clear but it’s procedure.”

“This all of them?” Rick asked, walking slowly along the row.

“I wish,” Johnson said, shaking his head. “There are seven more in that classroom and five more in the office up the hall. These are mostly students—I think this one’s a teacher.”

Johnson stopped in front of one body bag and waited as if he expected Rick to ask to see the corpse. Rick did not.

“There are seven survivors at local hospitals,” Johnson continued. “A couple of those won’t make it.”

Rick turned into the classroom, a uniformed officer stepping aside, studying Rick curiously. More body bags lined the wall under the whiteboard at the front of the room. A pull-down screen covered part of the board, the LCD projector in the ceiling still projecting a cross section of a human brain. Chairs were tumbled as if a hurricane had blown through. Rick picked out five large bloodstains in the carpet still fresh enough to be red. The muffled ring of a phone came from one of the body bags. The ring was the theme music from a popular TV show. Rick walked along the bags, listening.

“They’ve been going off regularly,” Johnson said. “Department policy is not to answer a victim’s phone. We have to have positive identification before we can notify next of kin.”

Rick unzipped the ringing bag just enough to see the face. The musical ring was louder now, more insistent. It was a young blonde woman—almost all the victims would be young. The hair on the left side of her face was matted with drying blood. Most of her left ear was missing. The rest of her face was unmarked. Pretty, Rick thought, wondering if this was Meaghan? Or was Meaghan in the next bag, or one of those in the hall, or down in the office? Mercifully, the phone stopped ringing. Rick re-zipped the bag.

“How did it end?” Rick asked. “He run out of ammunition?”

“Not a chance. The guy had a shit-load of ammo. He was wearing one of those fishing vests with a hundred pockets in it,” Johnson said, patting his chest and sides to illustrate. “Every one of ‘em was stuffed with ammo. He started with a shotgun and used it in the office and in the hall,” Johnson said, leading Rick out of the classroom and gesturing. “It was a fancy-ass Remington with gold inlay. Semi-automatic but thank God it only held four rounds. If he didn’t have to keep reloading he would have killed a lot more.” 

Johnson started walking sideways, talking as he walked like a tour guide, gesturing and pantomiming. 

“The shooter was a graduate student and had a cubicle in that room down there. He started in the main office with the office assistant, killed a professor and then some students. After that he came out in the hall, working his way down to the classroom. There was a trail of shotgun shell casings from here to there but only one casing in the classroom. In there he did most of his killing with a Sig Sauer.”

“Nine millimeter?”

“Naw, the forty caliber. I’d never seen one before. The nines are as common as my last name but not the forties. Anyway, he still had shotgun shells in his vest so we figure the weapon jammed.”

“Or maybe he just got tired of killing people in the same way,” Rick said.

“Like a guy gets tired of playing the same video game?” Johnson said.

“Something like that,” Rick said. “After a dozen victims it gets too easy so you switch to a handgun to make it sport again.”

“Damn, that’s sick,” Johnson said.

Rick walked slowly along the hall, examining the walls. Built of concrete blocks and painted institutional beige, the walls were cold to the touch. Rick found one large hole but otherwise only minor pellet damage.

“He was a good shot,” Rick said.

“No, not so much,” Johnson said. “The office is a mess like he couldn’t tell a file cabinet from a person. Out here it was all point-blank shooting. Some classes were just finishing and students for the next period were showing up. When he popped out of the office, he stepped right into the middle of a crowd. He couldn’t help but hit someone, that’s why there was a pile of bodies here.”

Johnson knelt near the office door. Rick knelt too, seeing dried smears of blood. Someone had done a hasty job of wiping up the gore.

“With all that ammo he might still be shooting but he got tackled by another student. Believe it or not it was some guy he knew who took him down.”

“Any chance that student was in on it?” Rick asked.

“An accomplice?” Johnson said, sounding like he had never thought of it.

“Hell of a coincidence,” Rick said.

“Not really,” Johnson said, reconsidering. “The shooter and his friend were both graduate students—psychology or some such. This is the psychology building and they were here every day.”

“Any motive?” Rick asked.

“Nothing that makes sense. He said something about getting even and then started shooting. The problem’s that no one knows what he was getting even for. We’re told he was a good student. He had a teaching assistantship and was going to take his doctoral comps in a few weeks.”

“But he said he was getting even?”

“That came from one of the survivors. She said the shooter said he was tired of getting passed up and it was time to get even.”

“Was he having academic problems?” Rick asked.

“Not from what we know so far,” Johnson said, shaking his big head. “His advisor said he was right on track for his degree. Kind of a department star, actually. Most likely the witness had it wrong. You know how they are after something like this.”

“I heard the shooter was dead?”

Johnson made a gun shape with his right hand, putting the extended finger under his chin. Then he made a popping sound.

“Right here,” Johnson said. “His friend did CPR until the first EMTs arrived but they refused to work on the shooter until they took care of everyone else. It didn’t matter. There’s a big exit wound. That slug went clear through and took half his brain with it.”

“Where’s the guy who tackled him?”

“Down the hall, if he’s still here.”

Johnson led Rick around the corner. A knot of uniformed officers and campus security personnel blocked the entrance to another office complex. Most of them held cups of coffee; one a twenty-ounce bottle of Diet Coke. Johnson cleared a path like an offensive lineman, Rick following close.

“Captain, this is Special Agent Bowlsby,” Johnson said, once inside. “Agent Bowlsby, Captain Krueger.”

Krueger was a small man in a blue suit over a powder blue shirt with a perfectly color-matched tie. Rick had seen shirt and tie sets like these sold in boxes in department stores. Rick thought any clothing that perfectly matched and coordinated made a man look like his mother dressed him. Smaller than anyone in the room, Krueger must have stood on his tiptoes to meet the height requirement for the force. Kruger’s gray hair was cropped short, giving him a hard appearance. His pale blue eyes, sharp features and thin lips made the small man intimidating. When he spoke, it was with surprising warmth.

“Bowlsby? You do those seminars on serial killers?”

“I used to. I’m doing different assignments now.”

“Like this?”

“I was available,” Rick said.

Looking past Krueger to a small office, Rick could see a young man sitting on the edge of a desk, talking animatedly with a middle-aged white woman and a black man in a white shirt and black tie. Rick guessed the man was a professor. Given the woman’s deep frown wrinkles, pants suit, and her short, unnaturally brown, curled hair, Rick pegged her as a counselor—probably a psychologist, given the building they were in.

“What’s your assessment so far?” Rick asked Krueger.

Krueger paused, eyes flicking to the others who listened expectantly. Rick had just put him on the spot.

“I don’t have it figured yet,” Krueger said, being honest. “There’s no apparent history of mental illness, the shooter was well-liked, not an outcast, not a Muslim convert, anarchist or a fundamentalist of any kind. We looked at his social media and there’s none of that crazy rambling crap you get from some of these guys. The only things he seemed worried about were paying his rent and taking qualifying exams for his Ph.D. We might turn up a history of abuse, or cruelty to animals, but so far he looks like the All-American Boy who just had a screw rattle loose.”

“His choice of weapon, Captain?” Johnson prodded.

“Oh yeah,” Krueger said. “You might know this better than us but we thought a shotgun was an odd weapon for a mass murderer. It’s damn effective but typically these guys have military fantasies and choose semi-automatic assault rifles or sniper rifles with scopes. The shooter used a fancy shotgun. Ever heard of that?”

“Sounds like he used what he had,” Rick said.

“I suppose,” Krueger said, sounding uncertain. “We found a receipt from Walmart in the fishing vest. He bought the vest and ammo this morning.”

“But not the guns?”

“Nope. There’s a waiting period on guns but not ammunition,” Johnson said.

Now everyone looked at Rick, expecting the FBI expert to pontificate from on high.

“It doesn’t fit any pattern that I’ve seen,” Rick lied. “Mind if I talk to him?”

Krueger eyed him for a few seconds, running the pros and cons behind his gray eyes.

“Sure,” Krueger said. “He might be talked out though. Just about everyone here has talked with him, including me.”

Rick knew it was unlikely the hero would be “talked out.” Every victim or hero he ever met could not stop talking about what happened for days or even months. Some never recovered, obsessed with the tragedy, or perhaps, possessed by it. Most would be diagnosed with PTSD and suffer to the end of their days.

“Who’s with him?” Rick asked.

“Naomi Melton is one of the psychologists. She chairs the Department of Clinical Psychology. Professor Winters is the man with the tie. He’s some other kind of psychologist—does mostly research or something. He’s Ira’s advisor; Ira Gibbons is the grad student. Of all the strange damn coincidences, it turns out he was a friend of the shooter. Can you believe that? What are the chances? That Ira kid’s got some balls, I’ll tell ya. He just ran into the classroom and tackled the sonofabitch between shots. Didn’t even wait for him to change clips or reload. He just ran in. They were rolling around on the ground before Ira realized who he was fighting with.”

Rick noticed Krueger avoided using the shooter’s name. He had known cops to do this. Cops knew shooters craved immortality through infamy. The fantasies that fed their madness included having their names become household words and the hope that Hollywood would make a movie about their crimes. Refusing to use the names of murderers denied the killers what they wanted most and, the cops hoped, might deter others seeking immortality in the same way. Unfortunately, the media operated under a different set of values.

“The kid had guts, that’s for sure,” Krueger said.

Looking past Krueger again, Rick could see blood on Ira’s sleeve, shoulder, and collar of his denim shirt. Rick passed Krueger, tapping on the doorframe. All three in the office turned toward Rick.

“Excuse me. I’m FBI Special Agent Bowlsby. I would like to speak with Mr. Gibbons for a minute.”

Professor Winters squeezed Ira’s shoulder and then started toward the door. Dr. Melton held her ground, glaring at Rick and then turning to Ira.

“You don’t have to talk to him right now. Not if you don’t want to.”

“I don’t mind. Really, it’s okay.”

Rick could see the mix of horror and excitement on Ira’s face. Right now he was basking in the glory of what he had done but night was coming and he would be alone with his memories.

“I’ll be right outside if you need me,” Melton said, giving Rick the evil eye as she passed.

“If you aren’t up to it, we can talk later,” Rick said for Melton’s sake.

“No, no, it’s fine. They said something about an interview with the TV people so we better talk while we can.”

“So you knew...” Rick began, pretending he did not know the shooter’s name.

“Mike. His name is Mike Millikin. He’s from Cleveland.” Then suppressing a sob, he said, “Do you think they called his parents?”

“Someone will,” Rick said. “Did you know him before you came to Ohio State?”

“No, not ‘till I got here. He and I have the same advisor.”

“Professor Winters?”

“Yeah. We’re both into cognition.”

“Cognition?”

“Thinking. We study the electrophysiological correlates of thought.”

“Oh,” Rick said, although he knew what cognition meant.

“Mike was brilliant, not just smart. There are a lot of smart people around here but he was on another level. His mind was something special. You wouldn’t believe the memory tricks he could do,” Ira said, then his face darkening. “And he shot himself in the head. Can you believe it? In the head!”

“Was there anything unusual in Mike’s recent behavior?”

“I haven’t seen him around much lately. A few weeks ago he missed a couple of classes and that wasn’t like him. He was OC when it came to going to class. OC means obsessive-compulsive.”

“I figured,” Rick said. “Why did he miss class?”

“He said he was sick.”

“Was he?”

“Not sick like the cold or flu or something but he looked like hell, like he hadn’t slept in a month. Kind of pasty with bags under his eyes.”

Gibbons pushed up the skin under one eye to simulate bags. 

“Did you ask him about that?”

“Yeah, but he wouldn’t talk about it. He said he just needed to get some sleep. We’re friends and stuff but I’m not his mother. I didn’t push it. If a guy doesn’t want to talk about something, well, that’s his business. Know what I mean?”

“Sure. Did he have a girlfriend?”

“Not really. He took a few of the undergrads out now and then but he never dated any of them more than a couple of times. He didn’t have a girlfriend to break up with if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“Was he gay?”

“Nah, I would’ve known if he was. He told me he slept with one of those undergrads. The way he said it made me think it was true. He was kinda excited like it was his first time. Anyway, I believed him.”

“Was he into porn, slasher movies, online video games, The Matrix, anything like that?”

“He’s a graduate student. We don’t have time for stuff like that. Until a few weeks ago he was normal and boring just like the rest of us. If he wasn’t in class he was logged into a database or doing homework. Saturday nights we would hang out in one of the bars on High Street or in my girlfriend’s apartment. He never did anything that the rest of us didn’t do.”

“Until this,” Rick said.

“Yeah,” Gibbons said, looking sad. “Really, he was a good guy. I can’t believe he did this. Some of the people he killed were our friends.”

Putting his face in his hands, Johnson sobbed, gently rocking.

“Would you like me to get Dr. Melton?”

“No, no thanks. I’ll be okay. I just don’t like to think about it. There had to be something wrong with Mike. He wasn’t like this...he wouldn’t do it.”

“Do you know where he got the guns?”

“I’ve been thinking about that. One time Mike told me his grandfather liked to shoot and hunt and stuff. Maybe he got them from him.”

“Where does his grandfather live?”

“Cleveland. Mike was up there last weekend.”

Rick made a mental note. Mystery of the guns solved.

“But something was bothering him?” Rick asked.

“I guess. The only thing I heard him talk about was not being able to pay his rent. Then he got a kind of part-time job and the extra money covered it.”

“What kind of job?” Rick asked.

“It was a research project of some kind. I think it had to do with memory.”

“Something Dr. Winters was into?”

“No. Mike didn’t say much about it. I don’t even know which department was doing the study.”

Rick had enough. He did not want to give Gibbons ideas he did not think of himself. He asked a few more innocuous questions, leading him away from the part time job and then excused himself. Dr. Melton rushed back in, putting her arm around Ira’s shoulder.

“Get anything useful?” Krueger asked.

“The shooter’s grandfather owns guns,” Rick said. “The shooter visited him in Cleveland last week. You might want someone to do a welfare check on Millikin’s grandparents.”

Krueger furrowed his brow and then exchanged looks with the others in the room, clearly unhappy Rick had turned up something they had missed.

“Gibbons told me he just remembered about his grandfather,” Rick said to make Krueger feel better.

“Anything else?” Krueger asked.

“No. Sounds like the shooter started having emotional problems a few weeks back and it reached a crisis stage before anyone could intervene,” Rick said.

“That sounds right,” Krueger said. “The emotional collapse was pretty damn fast. That’s why there weren’t any warning signs. We’re doing a full drug panel on the shooter. If he was using it could explain the sudden change.”

“Good idea,” Rick said, reinforcing that train of thought, even though Rick knew they would not find any drugs in Mike Millikin’s system. After thanking Krueger for his cooperation, Rick left, managing to push through the crowd without elbowing anyone in the face and got to his car. Inside he called to check in.

“It’s our guy,” Rick said.

“Have they connected him to the project?” the voice at the other end asked.

“No, and they aren’t sniffing down that trail.”

“That’s good.”

“No, it’s not good,” Rick snapped. “We need to shut the project down.”

“But it’s promising.”

“I just saw bodies stacked like cordwood,” Rick said.

“We’re all sorry about that, Rick, but no one saw this coming.”

“Georgetown?” Rick said.

“There was no reason to connect it to the study.”

“That’s the point. You couldn’t see this coming and you can’t see what else might be coming. Shut it down,” Rick repeated.

“We’re mothballing the cognitive profiling program for now but we’ve decided to keep victim identification running. There’s no risk from that track.”

“I suppose,” Rick said, unsure. “What about therapeutics?”

“Suspended, and that’s too bad. The reports show it was very effective.”

“Wasn’t there a suicide?” Rick asked

“Attempted.”

“Thankfully,” Rick said.

“You still with us?”

“For now,” Rick said, then hung up. 

The end. 
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Chapter 2. The Eidetiker
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University of Washington
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Singer McKenzie avoided email, texts, tweets and every other form of messaging and social media with the same passion the Wicked Witch of the West brought to avoiding water. Not just because most messages were trivial but because Singer could not forget anything he read. Singer kept an email account only because the university used it to communicate and for those rare occasions when his techno-phobic mother would send him a message.

As he did most mornings, Singer dropped message after message into his trash unopened. His desktop was as tidy as his apartment, his neatness a leftover of his army training. New to Seattle, Singer had few local friends and his buddies from his army stint were not the social media types. After trashing fifteen unopened messages Singer came to one with the subject “I need your eidetic ability.” Singer paused. Only a psychologist would call Singer’s ability “eidetic” memory instead of photographic memory, and only a handful of people knew about Singer’s unique talent. Singer opened the message. It was blunt and mercifully short. 

“Dr. Yamoto gave me your name. We are conducting a neurological research project that has advanced as far as it can without the help of someone with eidetic ability. Few adults have this ability and the nature of this experiment prohibits the use of children. I can’t stress how important you are for the continuation of this project. You will be compensated for your time. Please let me know if you are willing to participate.” It was signed “Dr. Kay Mintner.”

Singer poised with his finger over the delete key. Singer had been a lab rat several times and swore he would never do it again. A parade of psychologists had wired him up, asking him to memorize list after list, image after image. Serial position recall, paired associate recall, free recall, delayed recall, audio interference, visual interference, audio and visual interference, and on and on. Interested in knowing more about his own abilities, Singer cooperated enthusiastically at first, hoping they could help him control his memory. Eventually Singer gave up on psychologists, dropping out of college and enlisting in the army.

Now Singer ran his hand through his hair, thinking. He kept his hair short on the sides but longer on top. He never let his hair get too long since it tended to curl and he thought it made him look feminine. Singer knew that curly hair was the result of asymmetrical hair follicles that produced oval shaped hair, something he had read once several years ago and now could never forget. Singer did not mind the curly hair, nor his 5’10” perfectly average height, or his brown eye color. The one feature he would change was his nose, which turned up slightly. When younger, Singer was sure that his nose was all people saw when they looked at his face. Now an adult, he knew the thought was irrational but nevertheless he thought it anyway. Continuing to rub his head, Singer pondered the words “You will be compensated.” 

Singer looked around the basement room he rented—a bed, a microwave, a propane stove (in violation of house rules), a chair with a stained cushion, and a rack on the wall where his towels hung. The bathroom was down the hall and shared with another renter who used the only towel rack as if it was his own. The carpet was dingy and the faded curtains were shredded from the floor to as high as the previous renter’s cat could reach. The only window was small and high in a perpetually damp concrete wall. Waterlogged Seattle was no place to live in a basement. Singer had Internet access but only because he had deduced the password of the woman who rented the second floor (PINKY3-the name of her Toy Poodle). Singer thought about the textbooks stacked on the floor by his bed and the rental charges for his e-books;eight hundred dollars and that was for one quarter. Veteran’s benefits helped but Singer was going deeper into debt each month and had three years to go for his engineering degree.

Singer clicked “reply” and wrote “Dr. Mintner: I am willing to participate but only if you meet my terms. Pay my tuition, fees, books, rent for a two bedroom apartment of my choice, and travel expenses if the experiment is not local. I need a stipend of four thousand a month with a minimum commitment of one year.” Singer hit send, knowing he would not hear from Dr. Mintner again. Singer was eating a tofu omelet and reading his Fundamentals of Engineering text when an email alert beeped. There was a message from Dr. Mintner.

“We will cover educational expenses in excess of your Veteran’s benefits. We agree to a one-bedroom apartment within walking distance of the university and a stipend of two thousand a month with a six-month commitment.”

Singer leaned back, forgetting about his breakfast. His terms had been fanciful, yet this Mintner was willing to meet most of them. Singer decided to see how badly Mintner wanted him.

“The apartment complex must have a pool and a fitness center,” Singer wrote. “I must have a minimum of three thousand a month with a nine month commitment.”

Singer hit send, took two bites of his omelet and Mintner responded.

“Agreed, pending demonstration of eidetic ability. I will have the terms in writing. When can you start?”

“Finals are next week. Anytime after that is fine,” Singer sent.

“Today? I can arrange laboratory space and screen you tonight.”

Singer paused. Mintner seemed desperate. How desperate?

“If I start today, I want a thousand dollar signing bonus.”

“I will give you a five hundred dollar signing bonus and an advance on your stipend if you need it.”

Now Singer paused because the offer was generous; too generous. Singer never expected to get so much of his initial pie in the sky ask.  Now Singer was suspicious. This Dr. Mintner was throwing money around like she was a tech mogul’s mistress. Who had this kind of money?

“Is this DOD funded?” Singer sent.

Singer had no compunctions about working for the Department of Defense, after all he had just left the army. His mother was the problem. A committed pacifist and anarchist, Mona McKenzie would make his life miserable if she found out that Singer left the military only to go to work for the DOD, CIA, or even the FDA. Given Mona’s smoking habits, the FDA might be on the top of Mona’s enemies list.

“My work is part of a larger project and funded by the Department of Justice and the Kellum Foundation,” Mintner replied.

Mintner’s answer was evasive. She did not deny DOD involvement, only that it was not directly funding Mintner’s research. Singer had not heard of the Kellum Foundation and searched it. Seconds later he had a long list of hits. The official Kellum Foundation page described the mission as “funding cutting edge research” but was otherwise vague. Singer went back to the results page and checked other sites, finding that the Kellum Foundation was notorious for funding not just cutting edge research but over-the-edge research. If reports on the web were to be believed, the Kellum Foundation funded research into teleportation, mind reading, telekinesis, ESP, UFOs and “gravity neutralizing generators.” One passionate posting claimed that the trustees of the Kellum Foundation were manipulating society in cahoots with the WTO and the Masons.

“Has the project received approval by the University’s Human Subjects Research Committee?” Singer sent to Mintner.

There was a long pause now and then a reluctant response from Mintner.

“This research has never been submitted for university review. Honestly, I can’t imagine it would get approval from the HSRC. However, you can withdraw from the project at any point that you feel uncomfortable and you can keep the signing bonus.”

Singer could tell Mintner feared scaring Singer off, but the exotic, even dangerous nature of the experiment intrigued Singer. While most people enjoyed quiet time, letting their minds drift from thought to thought, Singer dreaded it. Unless he was focused on a task his photographic memory filled his mind with pages of data, text, newspaper articles, lists of nonsense syllables, the word list from his first spelling test in grade school, the assembly instructions for a bike one of Mona’s lover’s (one of the better ones) gave him for Christmas when he was eight, the Denney’s menu, his high school graduation list, and every name and measure on the ballot from the first time he voted to the last. Worst of all were the nightmare images from combat. Just the act of considering Mintner’s project drove everything else from Singer’s mind, dragging him from under the mountain of minutiae and the horrors of war with terrorists.

“I’ll try it. When and where do we meet?” Singer sent.

It took three hours for Mintner to arrange university space. Singer found her message on his laptop when he stopped at the HUB (Husky Union Building) to eat his lunch. Too budget conscious to buy lunch, Singer sat on a bench near the entrance watching the protests and eating a bag lunch. It was June and Seattle had a welcome break from the drizzle. Apparently, evil in the world was indexed to weather since the number of protests in front of the HUB was inversely related to rainfall. When the rain stopped the protests began. The silliness of most protests amused Singer, distracting him from the quicksand of memory fragments waiting just inside his eyelids.

Today Singer ate a bologna and mustard sandwich while two groups of protesters competed for attention. Singer first tasted bologna when he was eighteen. Mona was a Vegan and in Mona’s home meat was the forbidden fruit. Singer’s first taste of this processed meat product was a bite of a friend’s bologna sandwich at lunch, and like Adam and the apple, there was no going back once your eyes were opened. Five years after that first taste, bologna still held a special place in his heart.

Six students made up one of the two groups vying for attention. This smaller group held signs and placards in Spanish but chanted in English. Singer pieced enough together from the signs and the chanting to understand that the cause of their outrage was one of the university’s chemistry professors who had refused to translate an organic chemistry test into Spanish for a bilingual student. The students were demanding that the tenured professor be fired. Singer knew the professor by reputation and that he recently landed a seventy million dollar NSF grant extension for his research on breast cancer. The chances of the university firing this professor were the same as Seattle residents switching from coffee to tea. While the crowd was small they were vocal and righteously angry at the injustice of having to take a chemistry test in English.

The other protest had a bigger crowd and its numbers kept growing. Eight “performance artists” were the core of this demonstration—five females and three males. The administration had denied them permission to perform their art in front of the administration building. Their “art” was to drop their pants, assume different positions and then pee. Singer rarely read the student newspaper, since once he did he would remember every bit of it for the rest of his life, but he had been sucked in by the irresistible headline “Admin Pisses-Off Pissers.” According to the article, the administration did not object to the nudity or the public urination. The administration’s concern was with the pee; it was considered unsanitary. When someone pointed out that urine was virtually sterile, university administrators were accused of censorship and of trying to impose white, patriarchal, values on the performance artists and that their art was actually being censored for political reasons.

Mintner’s message came in just as someone in the crowd shouted “Pee-in!” A group of fraternity brothers immediately joined, chanting “Pee,” “Pee,” “Pee.”

“I have arranged to screen you at the University Medical Center, third floor, Pongo laboratory. Seven PM okay?”

Singer accepted and then checked his watch. His next class started soon but he decided that watching the pee-in was more interesting than English Composition and he waited until the performance artists were naked from the waist down and posed. Singer left just as the urine started to flow, the sound of cheering echoing off the HUB.

Research labs were named for the faculty member who brought in the grant funds to pay for the lab. Researchers with named labs supported two or three colleagues, six or more graduate students, and various support staff. All of these jobs depended on soft money, so the head of each lab was a demigod to those who depended on him or her for their livelihood. Singer had no idea who Dr. Henry Pongo was, or what his research interests were, but did not look him up since he did not need Dr. Pongo sharing his brain for the rest of his life.

The Pongo lab was actually a series of laboratory spaces and offices taking up a quarter of the floor. The front door was unlocked and only one lab lit. Dr. Mintner and a research assistant were waiting for him.

“Singer McKenzie?”

They shook hands. Mintner was mid-thirties, red hair (not natural or at least color enhanced), freckles across her nose and cheeks. She wore a white lab coat over green slacks. Her hair came to her shoulders, curling under. It was an expensive cut, as were the large gold earrings resembling seashells. Her make-up was perfect. Her assistant looked like a graduate student, with black hair cut almost as short as Singer’s, and an athletic build. There was a Chinese symbol tattooed on the back of her neck. She had a bit of an overbite and her dark eyes were slightly oval shaped as if there was a touch of Asian in her gene pool. It gave her a bit of an exotic aura. Singer was not sure if he liked the look or not. She wore a short blue and white striped shirt over navy slacks, the top exposing an inch of bare skin and her navel when she moved.  On her feet were black and white bowling shoes.

“This is Alison Adams, my assistant.”

Alison flashed a smile, her lips bright with red lipstick. 

“Take a seat,” Alison said, indicating a desk chair pulled to the middle of the room.

Mintner and her assistant were all business. Singer sat, looking around. The Pongo lab had state-of-the-art equipment, some of which Singer had seen before. There were unusual pieces too, possibly unique to the Pongo research team. One piece was labeled with Cyrillic letters; Russian? Sitting to one side were three large rolling trunks and some smaller cases. Inside the trunks were custom-cut foam spaces for equipment. Clearly, some, or all, of this equipment came with Dr. Mintner and Alison.

Alison handed Singer a page printed with a mix of nonsense syllables, words, sentences, and images. Singer looked it over for a few seconds, spending more time on the images than the words and then handed the sheet back.

“Which words and images began with an ‘L’?” Alison asked.

“The nonsense syllables were LUP, LOP, and LAR. The words include Lion, Limp, Llama. The images include, a lamp, a lock, a light bulb, a lariat—unless you meant rope.”

“Which words and images began with a ‘P’?” Alison asked.

“POS, PUV, PAB. Popcorn, Pourquoi, Pullet, Pinch. The images were a pig, a pentagon, a pouch, and a pancake.”

There were two more rounds like the first. Singer made no errors. Next, Alison had Singer shift to sit in front of a computer screen.

“I am going to show you three rows of four letters or numbers like these,” Alison said. An example appeared on the screen. “The image will appear for two hundred and fifty milliseconds. You will then hear either a high tone, a medium tone, or a low tone. If you hear the high tone, recall the top row. If you hear the medium tone, recall the middle row. If you hear the low tone, recall the bottom row.”

Singer knew the protocol. People with normal memories could accurately recall the first row indicated by a tone but could not recall a second row or a third because the image faded. They ran ten trials, and Singer correctly recalled every letter or number on the screen, no matter which row was selected for recall, or which order they were recalled in. Alison then projected a picture of a crowded street. Singer scanned it. Ten seconds later it was gone.

“How many men in the photo were wearing hats?”

“Two,” Singer said after seeing the picture in his mind. “Bottom right corner and left of center.”

“What is the make of the car sitting at the traffic light?”

“Lexus.”

“What is the license number?”

“Oregon plate, RFX 278.”

Alison asked a dozen more questions, again Singer got them all correct. The presentation time then decreased with each round, and Singer performed well at first, but then began to make errors. With just a couple of seconds of viewing, Singer’s eyes had to flick rapidly across the image and he would miss things. Singer’s remarkable mind could hold an image unusually long, if he has time to process it. In normal memories, images begin to fade almost immediately, but Singer could hold images and scan them, picking out details. More children than adults have this ability, suggesting that eidetic imagery is a tool of infancy, allowing slower processing infants time to make sense of their world before visual memory fades away. Some researchers believe that everyone is born with the ability but as a person ages, and needs it less, the ability goes away, replaced by other processes. In that sense, Singer’s eidetic memory was a developmental disability, not a talent.

Finished with her tests, Alison looked to Dr. Mintner who was fiddling with her equipment that was set up nearby but situated so that Singer could see only the cables running from the back of the consoles. 

“We’re going to do some neural mapping,” Dr. Mintner said, handing Alison a scalp cap. 

Singer was happy to see that Mintner used a scalp cap. Putting on individual leads could take half an hour or more, although it would mean that Alison would hover around him, gently attaching lead after lead to his scalp and he found that appealing. Alison moved close now, using an emery board to remove dead skin from Singer’s forehead and every bit of exposed skin on his head. Then she held up a bottle of electrolyte gel.

“Even with my short hair?” Singer asked.

“Oh yeah,” Alison said.

Before the army, Singer wore his hair longer and when his brain waves were measured with an electroencephalograph, technicians would work gel down to his scalp. It helped the sensors pick up the low level electrical signals in the brain. With short hair, Singer hoped to avoid the gel but it was not to be. Alison squirted a line of gel along the middle of Singer’s head, and then began to knead it in. The gel was warm and the sensation pleasant.

“At least it’s warm,” Singer said.

“Like all my body gels,” Alison said.

Singer tilted his head, seeing her mischievous smile, revealing straight white teeth framed by the red lipstick. As Alison worked on his hair, Singer looked over the equipment Dr. Mintner was fussing with, seeing as much as he could from his side. It was familiar looking, beginning with the scalp cap, the long leads connecting to the DC amplifiers, a computer to present the stimuli and another to receive the signals and monitors for the subject and the researcher. There were oddities to the setup and one strange piece of equipment sitting to the side, larger than the rest, that looked like a super-sized laptop computer. Still, generally, it resembled setups Singer had been tested with before. 

With the gel worked to his scalp, Alison slid the scalp cap over Singer’s head, covering his ears. The cap had a strap that was sealed with Velcro under the chin. Alison tightened the strap, snugging it to Singer’s head.

“He’s ready,” Alison said. 

“Next, we’re going to do some cortical mapping,” Mintner said.

Again, Singer faced the monitor, recalling letters, numbers, symbols, and details from images. After nearly an hour, Mintner had all that she needed. 

“All right, Alison. It’s time.”

Alison removed Singer’s skull-cap and handed him a towel. Singer began rubbing his hair, surreptitiously watching Alison’s bottom as she walked to the far side of the lab and dragged a cot back to where Singer sat. Then she dragged another cot and placed it head to head with the first. One cot had a monitor mounted on an arm that allowed it to swivel. Puzzled, Singer rubbed his head absently. Next, Alison carried a case over from the stack and opened it. Inside were two white helmets. Disconnecting the leads from the scalp cap she plugged them into the back of one helmet and then connected a second set of cables to the other helmet.

“Sit on the cot, please,” Alison said. 

Singer did, and Alison handed him a helmet. Shaped roughly like a jet pilot’s helmet, it had odd cutouts replaced by inserts for connectors, and six knobs. The interior was sprinkled with hundreds of silver dots. 

“The next generation of scalp caps?” Singer said.

“You’ll see,” Alison said.

Singer put the helmet on and Alison twisted the knobs, the interior of the helmet reshaping, getting tighter and looser in places. Mintner directed the adjustments until she was satisfied and then nodded to Alison. Picking up the other helmet, Alison sat on the cot with the monitor. 

“I thought you were the assistant?” Singer said.

“I am a regular Do-It-All-Dolly,” Alison said.

“This is the part where I need you to sign this,” Dr. Mintner said, coming around to Singer’s side of the table holding her equipment, then handing Singer a clipboard with a secrecy agreement on it. Essentially, if Singer signed the agreement he could never talk about the experiment with anyone without being financially ruined after he spent years in a federal correctional facility.

“I’ve never seen an agreement this...firm,” Singer said diplomatically.

“Sign it and you’ll find out why,” Mintner said.

“And if I don’t sign it?”

“Then we say goodbye and you leave with your bonus,” Mintner said.

“You’ll love what comes next,” Alison said, encouraging Singer to participate with a slight smile.

Singer signed.

“Good,” Mintner said, trying to suppress her own smile.

Singer felt like he had signed over his soul to the Devil.

“Lie down and relax please,” Dr. Mintner said.

Singer did, putting his head on a small pillow, finding the helmet surprisingly comfortable to wear. Alison stretched out too, tugging her top down as she did although it covered even less skin when lying down. Then she pulled the monitor over so she could see the screen.  Alison began taking deep breaths, beginning a relaxation routine.

“Try to relax and clear your mind, Singer,” Mintner said.

“It can’t be cleared,” Singer said.

“I know the problem but focus on one thing only,” Dr. Mintner said. “Try to have as little in your mind as possible.”

Singer thought about Mona but his mother set off a range of emotions. Singer switched to Alison’s face—the white teeth, the oval shaped eyes, the asymmetrical smile, red lips—deciding she was beautiful in her own way. Unfortunately, the image of Alison’s legs and her bare midriff kept intruding. After a few minutes, Dr. Mintner spoke.

“Singer, I am now going to show an image to Alison. We will then transfer the image to you.”

“What?” Singer blurted, sure he had misheard. Suddenly he saw a triangular red and white yield sign.

Surprised, Singer sat up.

“What the hell?” Singer said, rubbing his eyes under the helmet.

“What did you see?” Dr. Mintner asked.

“A yield sign. How did you do that?”

“We read the neural pattern in Alison’s occipital lobe as a three dimensional magnetic matrix and then used microelectrodes built into the neuro-helmet you’re wearing to recreate the same matrix in corresponding functional regions in your occipital lobe.”

“Cool, isn’t it?” Alison said.

“That’s mind reading!” Singer said, amazed.

“Far from it,” Dr. Mintner said. “Please relax. We’ll try a more complex image.”

Then Alison concentrated on another image and almost immediately Singer saw a snow scene—skiers, lodge, snowman in the foreground.

“I saw a lodge, two skiers—a man and a woman—and a snowman.”

“How many buttons on the snowman?” Mintner asked?

“Three—but they’re rocks, not actually buttons.”

“Is there smoke coming from the lodge chimney?”

“No.”

“Relax again,” Mintner said. “I am going to transfer another image.”

Singer saw the snow scene again.

“That was a rerun,” Singer said.

“Were there any differences?” Mintner asked.

Singer compared the new image with what was left of the old.

“The snowman is missing an eye and now there is smoke coming from the lodge. There are two more trees on the horizon. One of the skiers is missing a pole.”

“Very good,” Mintner said, clearly pleased. “Ready yourself.”

Seconds later Singer got a flash—a brief image. It was a room seen from the floor—the bottom of a wicker chair, a white tiled floor, a book lying upside down and open-then it was gone.

“It’s a room. I saw a chair, the floor-“

Singer stopped, the image was still there but it was breaking up, chunks floating away. He chased the chunks picking out what he could.

“There’s a book with a red binding, the chair is wicker, there is a doorway...” Singer chased the chunk with the doorway. “There’s another room. It’s a kitchen. There’s a plate on the floor and, and....I lost it. I think there was food splattered on the floor. Tomato soup I think.”

“That’s good, Singer,” Mintner said.

“What happened?” Singer asked. “I couldn’t hold the memory. Is that what it’s like for normal people?”

Singer sat up, still wearing the helmet.

“Those aren’t normal memories for anyone,” Mintner said, jabbing a keyboard as she spoke. “You have to understand the level we’re working at here. Neurons generate a miniscule magnetic field and we have to recreate that field for thousands of neurons. At best, you are getting a fuzzy flashbulb image. Clarity comes because your brain fills in the details based on what the images resemble in your experience. Then almost instantly your neurons return to whatever they were processing before we interrupted their work.”

“Wouldn’t that mean memory loss for me?” Singer asked.

“Possibly, but none of our subjects reported any noticeable memory gaps.” Mintner paused, studying Singer. “Do you wish to go on?”

“Yes. Sure.” Singer said. “But why did that last image break up like that? I couldn’t hold it like the others and I’ve never had a memory dissipate like that.”

“I’m testing the limits of your ability to receive a transfer. The unusual dissolution of the memory is typical for those who receive images,” Mintner said.

Singer looked at Alison who nodded knowingly.

“We’ll be dealing with incomplete neural matrices that will be difficult for your brain to receive,” Mintner said. “I simulated those by only sending part of what Alison was seeing. You can expect other odd memory experiences.”

Singer had more questions but Dr. Mintner moved on.

Next Mintner transferred a series of images, Singer able to receive even the most complex although all the images broke up shortly after he received them. While he had no physical reaction to the transfers, he felt a growing pressure behind his eyes. When Mintner finished, the pressure was a headache. Alison sat up, immediately removing her helmet and massaging her temples.

“Headache?” Singer asked.

“Yeah. You?” Alison asked.

“Bit of one,” Singer said. “Is sending harder than receiving?”

“No,” Alison said, standing and helping Singer out of his helmet. “I’ve sent and received and got headaches doing both.”

“Some volunteers can’t take more than a single simple image,” Dr. Mintner said. “Alison is one of our best subjects, although she doesn’t have your eidetic ability.”

“Don’t get any ideas, Mr. Eidetiker,” Alison said to Singer in a scolding tone. “You’re still not better than me.”

“Better ask Dr. Mintner about that,” Singer said. “I think she just documented my superiority.”

“You’re confusing different with superior,” Alison said.

“This is amazing technology,” Singer said, turning to Mintner. “Are there clinical applications for this? It would be interesting to see the world the way a schizophrenic sees it? Or maybe as an autistic child?”

“We took the research in a different direction,” Mintner said, avoiding his eyes. 

Dr. Mintner came around the console, looking serious. 

“My project is essentially a branch of a larger classified research project. I can’t give you any details of the main research line other than to say that the idea is to be able to link the minds of two or more people and they have had some success. What I am doing is different. It has an applied focus. I don’t try to achieve a full neural integration between people. I simply transfer a snapshot from one mind to another.”

“It’s an amazing breakthrough,” Singer said. “But if it’s already working, why do you need me?”

“The process works better with some people than others. People with atypical memories are the best recipients but it’s not clear why. Ultimately, our goal is to understand the neurological basis for this difference.”

“Okay, I get that,” Singer said. “You said there was an applied focus?”

Mintner and Alison exchanged looks. Sitting on the edge of her cot, head tilted slightly sideways, Alison pretended to be disinterested.

“There is a law enforcement application for this process,” Mintner said. “For example, a witness to a crime might have an image available with details important to solving the crime. We can transfer that image.”

“But if they can recall the image, why transfer it? Why not just ask the witness to describe it?”

“Sometimes victims are not able to communicate,” Mintner said.

“Like if they’re unconscious?” Singer suggested.

“Like if they’re dead,” Dr. Mintner said.

Singer was quick but it took him a few seconds to understand what Mintner was saying.

“You take images from dead people?” Singer asked.

“The project code name is Dead Start,” Alison said. “Creepy, huh?”

Dr. Mintner gave Alison a withering look.

“By using receivers like you, we can transfer the last image a person saw as long as we act before terminal biochemical changes disrupt memory coding.”

“Holy Les Freres Kip,” Singer said.

“What?” Dr. Minter said.

“It’s from a Jules Verne novel,” Alison explained. “In the book the hero photographs the eyes of a murdered man to see who killed him.”

“Ridiculous,” Dr. Mintner said. “What we do is a bit more sophisticated.”

“You’ve actually pulled images from dead people?” Singer asked, finding it hard to believe.

“Several times,” Mintner said. “Three suspects were arrested because of images we’ve recovered post mortem.”

“I’ve never heard of this,” Singer said. “Why keep it a secret? If people knew you could do this it would deter crime. You could save lives.”

“No,” Mintner said firmly. “Most murders are crimes of passion—committed on impulse so nothing would deter the act. If the murder is premeditated then the person plotting the murder thinks he or she is too clever to get caught so nothing deters them.”

“And, if they knew we could see what the victim sees, then the killers would destroy the brain,” Alison said. “You can’t get anything out of a pile of mush.”

“Bodies are often burned for the same reason,” Mintner said. “The perpetrators want to remove all forensic evidence to prevent identification.”

“So, my job is to be hooked up to dead people and then see what they see—or saw?”

“Yes,” Mintner said. “If you’re willing. Your eidetic memory makes you ideal. Most of us can’t hold a transferred image long enough to scan it. For reasons I can’t understand yet, you pull more details out of transfers than any subject I’ve tested and with near perfect accuracy.”

“Even better than Alison?” Singer asked playfully.

“You’re still in the minors,” Alison said, smiling. “I played in the big leagues.”

“Why does it work so well with me? My memory is uneven. I’m actually better with text than images.”

“It’s more complicated than just memory. For some neurological reason, ion overlays work better with your neuroanatomy than with others. Think of it like blood type. People who are O negative blood are universal donors since they can give to anyone. Those who are AB positive are universal recipients since they can receive blood from anyone. You are nearly the perfect universal cognitive recipient. Also, your military experience should help desensitize you to what you’ll see at some crime scenes. Intense emotional responses interfere with the ability to receive.”

The reference to Singer’s military record told him Dr. Mintner had government connections and had used them before contacting Singer. 

“What kind of images do dead people carry?” Singer asked, thinking of the horrors carried in his head.

“If we’re lucky, the face of the killer,” Alison said. “Sometimes other stuff.”

“If you do this you can literally save lives, Singer,” Dr. Mintner said.

“You can fight for truth, justice and the American way,” Alison said, smiling.

Singer thought for a few seconds, disturbed by what they were asking him to do but intrigued at the same time. Then, realizing he had thought of nothing else since Mintner had started explaining, Singer made his decision.

“I’ll do it,” Singer said. “Now, where’s my five hundred bucks?”
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Chapter 3. Mona
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Seattle, Washington

––––––––
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With Dr. Mintner’s financial backing, Singer went looking for an apartment but instead found a small, rundown, house for rent behind one of the apartment buildings he visited. The small house was nearly invisible in overgrown shrubbery, the yard fifty percent grass, fifty percent dandelions. Inside, the kitchen and bathroom fixtures were seventies era, the counters laminate; gray in the kitchen, pink in the bathroom. Even the toilet seat was pink, matching the counter top. There was central gas heat but the only air conditioning was a unit that sat in the window of the bigger bedroom. With two bedrooms and just over 1,000 square feet, it was perfect for Singer who had had enough forced coziness in the military. An apartment would have been an improvement over where he was living but a house was better since there were no immediate neighbors. Mintner made Singer pay the difference between the cost of a one bedroom apartment in the complex next door and the cost of the house. Singer could manage it and he moved out of the basement room he rented the day after getting the house, finding his few belongings made the small house look huge. 

Now, opening the door of his new home, Singer stepped into a haze. The swirling smoke and the fruity smell instantly transported Singer back to his childhood.

“You found the key,” Singer said.

“You dealing?” Mona asked.

“Hello, Mona,” Singer said. “No, I’m not dealing.”

Mona sat at Singer’s new kitchen table smoking an expertly rolled joint. Mona wore a loose gray shirt over gray shorts and sandals, making her look like a mail carrier stripped of insignia. Her long gray hair was tied back in a ponytail with a green rubber band.

“Then just how in the hell can you afford this?” Mona said, sweeping her hand around as if Singer was living in a Hilton.

“It’s student housing, Mona. It’s not expensive.”

The house was not student housing but Mona would not know that.

“That’s not an answer,” Mona said, taking a deep drag and blowing the smoke out her nostrils.

“The VA helps with my tuition,” Singer said.

“Don’t rub my nose in that,” Mona said.

“Staying for supper?” Singer asked, changing the subject.

“I looked in the fridge,” Mona said, glaring. “It looks like Auschwitz in there.”

“Mona, I have bacon and eggs and a little lunch meat.”

“Auschwitz, like I said.”

“I have broccoli, rice, cheese, mushrooms...maybe an onion. I can make broccoli lasagna.”

“Your broccoli is frozen,” Mona said, revealing how thoroughly she had searched Singer’s home.

“Do you want the lasagna or not?”

“I can eat it,” Mona said.

Singer pulled the ingredients out of his refrigerator, quickly closing it again to avoid setting Mona off at the sight of an Oscar Meyer label.

“How’s your supply?” Mona asked as Singer worked.

“I’m set,” Singer said.

“You couldn’t be unless you’re buying that retail shit. Here, I brought you some fresh.”

Mona picked up the large canvas tote that served as a purse, grocery bag, and carry-all. Digging in the duffel-sized purse, she pulled out a huge zip lock bag stuffed with marijuana.

“Mona, if I get caught with that much weed they’ll prosecute me as a dealer.”

“It’s legal,” Mona said. 

“Only for personal use.”

“Does anyone really care?” Mona said.

“The state deeply cares about the tax revenue,” Singer said.

“Then don’t get caught,” Mona said, setting the bag on the kitchen counter. “Besides, this isn’t so much.”

“Take half of it back,” Singer said, looking for a compromise.

“Give it away if you don’t want it. I had a good crop this year.”

The main floor of the house was L-shaped with the living room along one side and then a small kitchen branching off. The kitchen had just enough space for Singer’s new table. A screened door led to the back yard. The yard had once been fenced and remnants of it could be seen buried in the out of control shrubs. Off the living room a short hallway led to two bedrooms.

“Next time I come up I’ll get a crop going for you,” Mona said looking out the window at his yard.

“You have to be licensed to grow,” Singer said, as he worked in the kitchen. 

“You can grow for personal use,” Mona said.

“That would be about one plant,” Singer said. “You going to plant that little?”

Mona snorted and then laughed.

“It’s temporary housing,” Singer said. “I could move before a crop came in.”

A melodious chirping interrupted the argument and Mona and Singer both looked around.

“What the hell is that?” Mona asked. “A fire alarm?”

“It’s my phone,” Singer said, reaching for his pack and digging in the outside pocket.

“You have a cell phone!” Mona said. 

“Everyone has a phone,” Singer said. “Except you.”

“They cause brain cancer, you know!”

Singer answered.

“This is Dr. Mintner.”

“Yes,” Singer said.

“We need you,” Dr. Mintner said. “Meet me at Boeing Field in thirty minutes. Pack enough for an overnight.”

“Thirty minutes?”

“Bodies decay and we don’t know when this person died.”

“My mother’s here,” Singer said.

“It can’t be helped. We have to make the transfer before neural dissolution renders memories irretrievable.”

Singer hung up.

“Mona,” Singer said.

“Got a date?” Mona asked.

“It’s my job,” Singer said.

“The one you haven’t told me about?”

“Yes, that’s the one,” Singer said. “You can finish the lasagna. Stay the night if you want. Make me cinnamon rolls if you still love me. Here’s my phone number in case you need to call me.”

Singer wrote his number on a yellow sticky and handed it to Mona.

“Don’t worry about me. I’m used to being alone.”

“What about Luis?

“He split. His brother Marcos left that red headed whore he was carrying and Luis suddenly discovered he loved his brother so much he just had to run down to San Diego,” Mona said. “What he’s doing is sniffing around to see if he can pick her up. Remember she had that lisp that made her sound like Sylvester the cat.”

“Sylvester James Pussycat,” Singer said. “Wasn’t her name Raspberry?” Singer said.

“You know it was! Raspberry!” Mona said disdainfully. “It wasn’t even her real name. You’d think if you’re gonna pick your own damn name you’d pick one you could pronounce. Every time she introduced herself she said “Rathsberry. And she slobbered too.”

“She didn’t slobber,” Singer said.

“Every time,” Mona said.

Singer let it slide.

“She might as well have said thuffering thucotash my name is Rathsberry ". Marcos was so embarrassed every time she met someone he’d cut her off and tell people her name before she could say, ‘I’m Rathsberry.’”

“That part’s true,” Singer said.

“It’s all true,” Mona said. 

“Smoke some of this,” Singer said, poking the zip lock bag. “You’ll feel better.”

“Where’s the onion?” Mona asked, moving to the kitchen to work on the lasagna.

“Look in the fridge in the Tupperware container,” Singer shouted from the bedroom as he stuffed clothes and toiletries in a bag. 

“Tupperware! You know plastic lives forever in the landfills,” Mona said.

Not knowing where he was going, Singer tossed his passport in too. Bag over his shoulder, Singer found Mona taking pasta from a cabinet, a joint hanging from her lips. 

“Sorry, Mona. I don’t have a choice,” Singer said, kissing her lightly on the cheek. “If you want to stay overnight you can sleep in the other bedroom. There’s no bed frame but there’s a mattress and bedding.”

“Go on. Do your secret work. Don’t even think about me. Of course if I wanted to be alone I would have stayed home.”

“That’s the spirit, Mona,” Singer said as he left.

As Singer climbed into his car his thoughts were not about Mona, they were about connecting his mind to a corpse.
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Chapter 4. The First Murder
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Boeing Field; Seattle

––––––––
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Alison was waiting in the visitor parking lot. She wore a short gray skirt over black leggings and a black sweater with a picture of Mr. Rogers over a white tank top. A small black backpack hung over her shoulder.

“Nervous, excited, afraid?” Alison asked.

“Hungry,” Singer said. “I was fixing my dinner when Dr. Mintner called.”

Alison pulled a granola bar out of her backpack, handing it to Singer.

“You’ll learn to come prepared,” Alison said.

Alison walked Singer to an executive jet. Dr. Mintner waited at the door, talking to a man near her own age. Both Mintner and the man were dressed in suits. Minter’s was the tie-less female version of the blue business suit, the man’s gray, with a matching gray and blue paisley tie. The man looked Singer and Alison over, subtly shaking his head.
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