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Chapter 1

Pierce had only gone out for a quick swim, but they were already waiting for him when he returned. They were inside his house. He hadn’t been gone very long, maybe twenty minutes, half an hour at most. He didn’t even think he’d been gone long enough for the woman in his bed to wake up—not after the night they’d spent together, anyway.

Pierce almost always woke up early, no matter what type of insanity he’d gotten himself into the night before. He was always eager to start the new day because every day, for him, was an adventure. That morning, he crawled out of bed quietly so that he could sneak down to the beach for a swim without waking up his new friend. She hadn’t even moved as he slid out from under the single thin sheet that covered the two of them. He didn’t bring his surfboard. He didn’t have time. He wanted to get back to her but first, he wanted to plunge himself into the ocean. He made the short run to the beach and dove headlong, unfettered, into the bright blue waves of the early Hawaiian morning. He was alone in the water. No one else was out yet. He pushed his body through wave after wave. When he’d had his fill, he body-surfed back to the beach. He hadn’t brought a towel, so he was still dripping when he walked through the door to his house. His chest was heaving from the rush of the water. He’d planned on running back to the house, heading into the bedroom, yanking the thin sheet off his bed to reveal his new friend’s taut, naked body, and diving into her the same way he dove into the deep blue ocean.

He hadn’t planned on these uninvited guests. Not yet. He was only two weeks into a monthlong rental. They were more than a week early. And, yet, they were there, waiting in his house in the early morning as if they owned the place. Of course, they didn’t own the house. They owned something much more valuable.

“Good morning, Pierce,” the man in the chair said as Pierce ran in, his body gleaming with water. “It’s good to see that you’re keeping up your morning routine.”

Pierce glanced around the room. It was bright and airy, full of giant open windows that let the breeze blow all the way through the house. Besides the bald man in the chair, whom Pierce had known through almost a decade of periodic meetings, a large man that he’d never seen before stood silently in one corner of the room. “What are you doing here?” Pierce asked, finding it harder now to catch his breath. The large man positioned himself between Pierce and the door. Pierce glanced down the hall toward his bedroom, thinking that maybe, merely by being here, she could save him.

“It’s time, Pierce,” the bald man said without standing up. Pierce could hear what sounded like sincere sadness in the bald man’s voice. The sadness made it so much worse, made what was happening so much more real.

“I can’t,” Pierce stammered. “I have a guest.” He motioned toward the hallway. “She might hear us. She’ll wonder where I went. She’ll ask questions.”

“No, she won’t,” the bald man said with absolute certainty. “Our employees know not to ask questions, Pierce. She was my little going-away present for you.” The bald man smiled.

She wasn’t a present. Pierce knew better than that. She was a spy. How many others, over the years, Pierce wondered, worked for the Company? How many others were merely agents meant to make sure that I was doing what I said I was doing? “But it’s not time yet,” Pierce argued. “I have another week and a half. You told me yourself on the phone that I had another week and a half.” The sun was blaring in. It was a gorgeous morning. There was barely a cloud in the sky. Pierce could hear the wild roar of the ocean waves through the open windows.

“I know,” the bald man said, the pathos returning to his voice. “I’m sorry. It’s a shame we had to lie to you like that. It’s not your fault. It’s just that we’ve had a couple runners in the past, and we’ve invested far too much in you to take any chances.”

Pierce looked around for a place to run. He was in phenomenal shape and there were only two of them. All he would have to do was get out of the house, and they wouldn’t be able to catch him. Then he’d have the whole world to hide in. His new life wouldn’t be what it had been. He’d have to give up the lifestyle that he’d grown accustomed to, but he could still make a life out of it. If he could just put five minutes between him and the two collectors, then those five minutes would turn into ten minutes and then into half an hour and an hour and a day and a week and, with each passing moment, he would be harder and harder to find. The bald man saw Pierce’s eyes as they darted around the room. “Don’t try to run, Pierce,” he said, sounding like a disappointed parent. “It wouldn’t be right. After everything we’ve given you, it’s time for you to hold up your end of the bargain.”

Pierce shook his head. He’d always known this day would come, but he wasn’t ready for it. Not yet. Not today. “You told me that I had ten years. That was the deal. It hasn’t been ten years. It’s only been nine years and eighty-seven days.” Pierce could hear the weakness in his own voice. He tried to keep himself under control, but he could feel that control slipping away. That was all he wanted, a little more control and a little more time. He had no regrets. He didn’t regret a fucking thing. He merely wanted more time. It had gone by too quickly. How could it have all gone by that quickly?

“No,” the bald man said. “What we said was that the average was ten years and that we guaranteed you at least eight. I was there, remember? I was the one who told you. With the way you’ve lived your life, Pierce, I’m surprised you’ve lasted this long. You’ve got some amazing memories in that pretty head of yours. You only lasted this long because we priced you accordingly. Now is not the time to run, Pierce. Now’s the time to reminisce. Take advantage of the time you have left with those beautiful memories.” Pierce kept scanning the room, looking for an escape route. His hands were trembling. “After all, they’re worth a fortune,” the bald man finished.

“I’m sorry, Fergus,” Pierce said. “I’m just not ready yet.”

“We had a deal, kid,” Fergus shouted. He was a businessman now, the pathos in his voice gone. “We invested a lot of money in you.” He shook his head. “Most people don’t take advantage of the deal we give them the way you did. Do you remember where you were when I found you? Do you remember what type of life you had ahead of you? And now look what you’ve done. Look at everything you’ve done.” Pierce could hear the awe in Fergus’s voice. “We don’t begrudge the fact that you cost us so much. You have to invest money to make money. But now, show us a little bit of appreciation and hold up your end of the bargain. I’m pleading, Pierce. Don’t waste your last few days. Take that time to remember.”

Pierce wasn’t in the mood to remember. Remembering was for other people. He was the one who made the memories. He eyed the open windows. The one to his right wasn’t that high off the ground. None of the windows in the house had any glass or screens, and the ground beneath the window was all soft, white sand. He could jump through it without hurting himself. Then he could run.

Fergus stood up, his patience wearing thin. “Okay, let’s go,” he ordered. With that, Pierce bolted.

Pierce took five quick strides toward the window and dove headfirst through it, hurtling to the ground. The drop was about eight feet, but Pierce landed in the sand, and the adrenaline coursing through his body erased any pain that he would have felt otherwise. His hands weren’t trembling anymore. His body was full of purpose, a single purpose: Run. He got back on his feet and started to move. He ran away from the beach, toward the jungle behind the house. His body could save him. They wouldn’t dare hurt him. He was too valuable; they wouldn’t risk it. All he had to do was make it into the jungle.

“He’s running,” Pierce heard Fergus shout from inside the house. Pierce didn’t even have time to imagine whom Fergus was shouting to because, a moment later, he was tackled by a man the size of a small bull. The man moved quickly. He got on top of Pierce and wrapped his boa constrictor arms around Pierce’s legs. Pierce tried to kick his way free, but it was no use. The man’s grip was pure muscle.

“Let me go,” Pierce pleaded. “Let me go. Let me go. Let me go.”

Pierce could see a fourth man walking toward him now, two long syringes in his hands. Then he heard Fergus’s voice, barking orders. “Don’t hurt him. We don’t want to tarnish the memories.” The man with the needles stepped closer to Pierce. “We’ve invested too much in this one. This kid is an artist,” Fergus’s voice continued. “Wrecking his memories would be like tearing a Picasso.” The man with the syringes squatted down on Pierce’s chest, pinning his arms to the sand.

“Which one first?” the man called back to Fergus.

“Hit him with the protein inhibitor first,” Fergus ordered. “We want him to remember as little of this as possible. The kid is already tainting a masterpiece. Then we can give him the tranquilizer.” Pierce felt the first needle stab him in the side of the neck.

A moment later, Fergus was standing over Pierce, his body blocking out the sun, shaking his head. “I told you, Pierce. You could have had another day or two to reminisce, but you wasted it. Don’t worry, though, your memories, those beautiful memories, they’ll live on. That’s the great thing about what we do. Because of us, those brilliant little works of art in your head don’t have to die. It’s only that you won’t be the one who gets to remember them anymore. It’s only fair, Pierce. You’ve already had your turn.”

Pierce pushed up one more time with all his might but couldn’t budge the two men sitting on top of him. “Now the tranquilizer,” Fergus ordered. Then Pierce felt the second needle jab him in the neck. It was the last thing he ever felt.


Chapter 2

The two bodies lay motionless on adjacent operating tables. One was Cole’s. The other was the body of an unidentified teenage girl. She’d been murdered with a hammer, her naked corpse found inside a shopping mall Dumpster in Queens. Both bodies were lying facedown, their shoulders and the backs of their heads exposed. Wires and tubes ran from different parts of Cole’s body to various machines. One wire ran from Cole’s fingertips to an electrocardiography machine that monitored his heartbeat. Other wires ran from Cole’s head to a separate customized electroencephalography machine that closely monitored his brain activity. An IV was hooked up to Cole’s forearm, delivering directly into his veins the sedatives that he needed to knock him out. Other tubes had other practical purposes related to normal bodily functions. The heart monitor beeped with an eerie, rhythmic cadence, almost as if the operating room had its own heartbeat. The electroencephalography machine hummed along monotonously, barely registering. That was one of Cole’s requirements: that every effort be made to reduce his brain activity during the procedure. When they asked him how far they should go, Cole ordered them, “Do as much as you can without causing me any permanent damage.” He knew from experience that this was the cleanest way to come at the new memories, that this would allow him to remember things before his brain could alter them. Doing it this way kept the memories as pure as possible.

The other body, the young woman’s body, didn’t have any tubes or wires connected to it. It simply lay there, utterly still. Her head was wrapped in bandages, but the bandages weren’t doing her any good. They’d simply wrapped her head to keep it from falling apart. It was only dumb luck that the hammer the murderer had used to crack the girl’s skull open hadn’t reached the part of her frontal lobe storing the neurotrophic factor proteins that formed the basis for her long-term memories. At least, the preliminary tests seemed to show that the area was still intact. The only way they would know for sure was to wait until Cole woke up. If the procedure worked, he would wake up with the victim’s memories and be able to recall them as if they were his own.

The surgeon made two small incisions in the base of the girl’s skull, right at the top of her neck. Then, with the help of two attending nurses, she slid a thin cable with a fiber-optic camera on its end into the first incision. Seconds after the camera was inserted, a small screen above the woman’s body was powered on. Then the surgeon and her team placed a thin, flexible syringe, little more than a glorified vacuum, into the other incision. A small vial was connected to the end of the syringe to collect the clear, nondescript fluid that housed the woman’s neurotrophic factor proteins and whatever else came with them, including memories of a life barely lived and, with any luck, memories of a murder.

The surgeon began to manipulate the camera with one hand and the syringe with the other, steering them both into the recesses of the woman’s brain. She watched the screen, letting the camera be her eyes. The transparent liquid that she was looking for appeared hardly different from any of the other fluid stored in the brain. However, contained in that clear, nondescript fluid were the proteins that made up the building blocks for every memory the dead woman ever had. Since the surgeon had no way of identifying the liquid itself, she had to navigate by looking for certain architecture within the brain. All she could do was find the spot in the woman’s frontal lobe where the memories should be and hope they were actually there.

As the surgeon carefully rooted around in the dead woman’s brain, one of the nurses began to prep Cole for his part in the procedure. The anesthesiologist stood by, monitoring Cole’s brain and heart function and adjusting the medication in his IV accordingly. Selecting the spots for the incisions on Cole was simple. They merely had to find the two tiny marks at the top of his neck from all of his previous procedures. There was a time when the doctors had worried that scars would become a problem. They gave him creams to rub into the back of his neck, and he came to the hospital periodically so that they could shave the scar tissue down. After about half a dozen procedures, however, the scar tissue stopped developing. Now it was as if Cole had an instructional map at the base of his skull, two tiny pinholes that let the doctors and nurses know exactly where to work. The nurse found the holes and inserted the fiber-optic camera. Then he inserted the syringe. As he pushed the tools in, the machine monitoring Cole’s brain activity began to light up. Neither the nurse nor the anesthesiologist flinched. Everybody in the room understood that the activity on the monitor was due to the direct stimulation of the brain, not because Cole’s brain had become active.

Like the back of his neck, the pathways to the appropriate part of Cole’s brain were marked by scarring, like microscopic road signs. The nurse got the tools into position in mere minutes, while the surgeon was still searching through the dead woman’s brain. “He’s ready for you, Doctor,” the nurse said, stepping away from the instruments.

“Just another minute,” the doctor said, teeth clenched in concentration. While the blow from the hammer had not hit the area of the woman’s brain where her memories were stored, it had done enough damage to make finding that area a bit tricky. The doctor twisted both her hands. “I think I have it,” she said. “What do you think, Bill? It’s a bit of mess in there.”

The nurse looked at the monitor. He nodded. “That looks right to me.” Even before the nurse was done speaking, a small suction noise came from inside the woman’s skull and barely more than a teaspoon of liquid was sucked into the vial at the end of the vacuum.

The benefit of working with dead bodies was that the surgeon’s team had no pressure to close anything up immediately. Instead, they moved quickly to Cole. One of the nurses unscrewed the vial and handed it to the surgeon, who took it and moved toward Cole’s body. She screwed the vial onto the back of the syringe still connected to Cole’s brain and took one last glance at the two machines monitoring his heart rate and brain activity. The doctor paused before pushing the plunger that would inject the dead woman’s memories into Cole’s brain. She knew that physically, Cole could handle this; from a physical perspective nothing about his brain would change at all, at least not at first. Everything on the monitors looked perfect. Still, the doctor wondered how much more of this Cole could take. There was still so much about these memory transfers that nobody understood. Then she dropped her thumb on the plunger. She was in charge of making sure the memories made it into Cole’s head, not assessing his mental health.

The new memories seeped into Cole’s brain tissue as the surgeon and the nurse slowly removed the camera and syringe from the base of his skull. They used a dab of medical glue to reseal the incisions. Then a separate group of nurses came to wheel Cole back to his room. The machines and the anesthesiologist went with him. Cole had requested that he remain fully sedated for eight hours after the procedure, after which he would wake up and begin searching his brain for his new memories. “Good job, team,” the doctor said as Cole’s body was wheeled away. “Nice. Quick and clean.” Then she walked out of the operating room to go wash up before heading home to her family. Bill and one of the other nurses were left to clean up the dead woman’s body and to see that it was tagged and stored appropriately.

Bill, without any more care than was necessary, pulled the instruments back out of the woman’s skull. “Do you think her memories were damaged?” one of the other nurses asked Bill. Bill had assisted on a number of these procedures before. In fact, he’d assisted on a few of Cole’s.

Bill looked down at the woman’s shattered skull. Then he looked toward the door through which they had wheeled Cole’s body. The nurse knew Cole’s track record. “Well,” Bill answered, “whoever did this better hope so.”


Chapter 3

Even before opening his eyes, Cole Jones tried to remember being murdered. Everything else could wait—Cole’s fix could wait. All the woman’s other memories could wait. It didn’t matter whether they were going to be useful in solving the woman’s murder or not. They could wait. It was essential to remember the murder first, to come at that memory at least once as something entirely pure, before the other memories running amok in Cole’s brain began to bleed into it and alter it. After that first clean pull, every time he recalled a memory, Cole ran the risk that he would contaminate it with other thoughts and other memories. And Cole had lots of memories.

Cole squeezed his eyes closed and focused, girding himself for the oncoming memory. It wasn’t going to be pleasant. He understood that. It would hurt. It would be scary and sad. It would change him. The memories always changed him, at least a little bit.

Then, after only a few moments of concentration, Cole was in it. Sometimes new memories would hit him like a fleeting thought. This wasn’t that. This was the beginning of a full immersion. Cole always had trouble describing immersion because it was so much more than remembering your own memories, more than any virtual reality machine ever built. The closest Cole could come was telling people that it was like being a child again, lost inside a daydream so powerful that it swallowed up the reality around you. When Cole was fully immersed in someone else’s memory, it was like he was bathing in it. It overtook him. He forgot himself and the memory became real. Full immersion usually only happened the first time Cole experienced a memory. On a couple of occasions, with particularly powerful memories, it had happened twice. It had never happened more than that.

Once immersed, Cole could feel the rope burning into his wrists, digging into his skin. He could feel tiny fibers scratching him as he wriggled his hands, trying feverishly to loosen the knot pinning his wrists together. But whoever had tied the rope knew what they were doing. The more he struggled, the tighter the knot became. Cole remembered the thoughts running through the woman’s head during that moment. She’d thought that if only she could see the knot, she might be able to free herself, but her hands were tied behind her back. She could barely move them, let alone see them. Cole focused, trying not to get lost in the woman’s thoughts. The thoughts were a distraction. He needed to remember details. The details were what mattered. He was lying on his stomach on a cold hardwood surface, like some sort of carpenter’s workbench. He wasn’t alone. A man was in the room with him. Cole could hear the man humming quietly to himself, as if the girl weren’t even there. It was the man who had tied her up. He knew it because she had known it. The man was humming a song that Cole didn’t immediately recognize, a slow, melancholy tune. The woman looked up toward the man. His face, Cole thought as she looked up, look at his face. But Cole couldn’t control what happened inside the memory. He could hope, but he had to be careful. If he hoped too much, his brain might change the memory, and a changed memory is ruined forever. Once a memory is changed in your head, it’s nearly impossible to get the original version back. Cole needed to remember what happened, not what he wanted to have happened. If he was going to catch the girl’s killer, he needed to remember the truth.

The man was facing the wall, working on something with his hands. His back was turned to the woman. She couldn’t see his face. Not yet, Cole reminded himself, staying alert. The woman’s eyes traced the curve of the man’s arm down to a table. A hammer lay next to the man’s hands. The hammer didn’t mean much to the woman. She felt nothing as her eyes fell upon it. The hammer meant more to Cole. Unlike the poor woman, Cole knew what the man was going to do with that hammer. Cole hated that hammer, hated knowing that this poor woman’s life was on a collision course with that horrid, blunt tool. The police had found the hammer in the same Dumpster where they’d found her body. As her eyes drifted over the hammer, Cole wanted to stop. He had an urge to pull himself out of that memory. He wanted to skip this part and go right to swimming in the woman’s other memories, but he couldn’t. Not yet. He had to stay present, to focus on what happened next, to follow it through to the end. As horrid as it was, he had to focus on the hammer. He’d seen that hammer bagged in evidence, chunks of dried blood still covering its face and matted blond hair still tangled up in its claw. The hammer lying on the table was clean; no blood, no tangled hair. Not yet. The blood was still pumping through the woman’s body. The hair was still on her head. Cole thought about trying to slow the memory down so that he wouldn’t miss any details, so that he could take everything in. Even that was risky. If he wanted the memory to be true, he had to let it come naturally. Cole knew how to do this. According to all the records, he’d done it more times than anyone else in the world.

The ability to recall a specific memory so shortly after the transfer is a learned skill. One that, based on the numbers alone, Cole thought was likely unique to him. For most people, it took time—weeks, even months—to get accustomed to having another person’s memories running around inside their brain. For most people, it took time to learn to locate new memories inside the complex maze of their own minds. Cole was an anomaly, unlikely, he and the other experts thought, ever to be matched. This was his fourteenth transfer, the fourteenth murder victim whose memory Cole had agreed to have injected into his brain when no one else was either willing or able. When someone dies, the neurotrophic factor proteins in their brain stay stable for roughly forty-eight to seventy-two hours, then start to break down. So far, nobody had been able to develop a method for storing a person’s memories outside of a human body. So, when a body came in, the cops had forty-eight hours to decide whether or not to call Cole. If they couldn’t locate the victim’s family and didn’t have any strong leads, or if nobody in the family wanted the victim’s memories, or if the family simply wanted the murder solved more than they wanted the memories, that was where Cole came in. So far, his record was perfect. He’d closed all thirteen of his prior cases using the murder victims’ memories.

The state of New York put a legal limit on the number of memory transfers a person could receive: two. Every state had a limit; Florida’s was the highest at three. Doctors were worried about what inheriting more memories than that might do to someone’s brain. Cole was the singular exception. He got special dispensation from that law because he was “performing an invaluable public service.” That’s what the certificate from the governor said anyway, and Cole wasn’t about to argue with official paperwork.

Details. Cole tried to stay focused on the details. He didn’t notice anything special about the hammer. It was a standard carpenter’s hammer with a rounded face in the front and a curved, split claw in the back. It had a wooden handle and the head, while clean in the memory, was a bit rusty. Cole craved even a glimpse of the man’s face. If he could just glimpse the man’s face, the job would essentially be over. All he would have to do is match the face to a photo, and then he could go away and begin exploring the rest of the woman’s memories. Just keep watching him, Cole thought. But, even as he thought the words, he could remember how much the woman wanted to look away, how much she wanted to close her eyes and pretend that none of this was happening. Fight it, Cole thought, knowing full well that his thoughts were powerless, that speaking to the woman’s memories served no more purpose than talking to your television set during a horror movie. She would either see the killer’s face in this memory or she wouldn’t. Until then, Cole had to look for other clues, clues that might give him an idea about where the woman was or how she got there or what the man with the hammer wanted from her. Cole had read the medical report. The woman had not been raped. The motive for the murder was unclear from the details that the police had collected about the crime. Stay calm, Cole reminded himself again. What else did she see?

The man kept whistling that same melancholy song over and over again. “What do you want?” the woman asked as she continued to try to work her hands free, to no avail. “I’ll do whatever you want.” Tears began to pool in her eyes. “I won’t tell anyone. If you let me go, I won’t tell anyone,” she promised. It was a lie. She knew it was a lie. Cole knew it was a lie. The killer must have known it was a lie too. He didn’t answer her. He simply kept on whistling. The woman’s eyes raced around the room. They were in a basement of some sort. The room wasn’t too large, maybe fifteen by fifteen. The walls were all red brick. The floor was concrete. There were no windows. The ceiling was low, maybe eight feet. The killer was tall and thin. He was at least six three, with a slender neck leading down to deeply sloped shoulders. He had brown hair, cropped thin in the back. He was wearing a red-and-black flannel shirt tucked into a pair of jeans that were held up by a tightly cinched belt. The clothes hung on the killer’s body as if they had been purchased for a much heavier man. “Please,” the woman begged. The man’s whistling grew louder, as if he was trying to drown out her voice. “Please,” she repeated, yelling now, finally believing that she might be getting through to him. The whistling stopped. “Please,” she said, one last time, this time in little more than a whisper. Cole’s own heart began to race in sync with the heartbeat of the woman in the memory.

“There is no sense in pleading,” the man spoke without turning toward her. His voice was thin and reedy. “There is nothing you can say. There is nothing you can offer me. I’m going to do what I’m going to do.” The man’s hand moved toward the hammer.

“But why?” the woman asked, the fear inside her so strong now that Cole could almost taste it, like a sour metal taste that could never be washed away.

The man’s hand gripped the handle of the hammer, his fingers tightening around it. “Because I have to,” he answered, and Cole almost believed that he could hear pity in his voice. Then the man lifted the hammer off the table and turned toward the woman.

Before she could see his face, she closed her eyes. “No,” she said. “No. No. No.” She was trying to wish it all away, to make it stop, but even over her own words she could hear the man’s footsteps draw closer. She opened her eyes one last time after she heard the footsteps stop. When she did, she still didn’t see the man’s face. All she saw was the glint of metal as the hammer came down toward her head with blazing speed. Then darkness. Pain was always difficult to remember, but Cole remembered it then. The pain was intense but mercifully quick. Then it was over.


Chapter 4

“It’s not a lot to work with,” Ed said after Cole described the memory over lunch. Ed had been assigned as Cole’s partner on this case. Cole changed partners with almost every case he took. Nobody wanted to get stuck with him long-term, because everything about being his partner was too strange. One of Cole’s early partners said that it felt like working with a dead person trying to solve their own murder. Cole even looked a bit like a ghost with his messy white hair, angular features, and dark, deep-set eyes. Looking at Cole was like staring at a living, breathing film negative. Besides, there wasn’t much glory to be had in these cases. The victims were usually the down-and-out, people living on the fringes of society, unidentified, with no leads and cold trails. That’s why no one else stepped forward to take their memories. Cole made the news for a while after he started working these cases. The tabloids dubbed him the Memory Detective and the Saint of Lost Souls, but the fame faded once the novelty of how he solved the murders wore off. Even then, Cole’s partners rarely got to share in what little glory there was to go around. How could they? All the clues were inside Cole’s head. Nobody could have guessed at the time that this Jane Doe’s memories would hold clues to things far beyond her own murder.

“No,” Cole admitted without much concern. “It’s not.” Cole stared at Ed for an uncomfortably long stretch of time. Cole knew he made people uneasy when he did this, but he couldn’t help it. He stared at Ed’s face, searching his mind to see what, if anything, he could remember about Ed. He had so many memories in his head now that it was hard to distinguish which he’d made and which he’d inherited. He flashed through them as if flipping through an old photo album, trying to find that one picture that meant something. It took time. He should have been able to find something about Ed. They’d worked for years in the same department. Still, he couldn’t find anything, so he let it go. “Do we have any more facts about the case?” Cole asked, finally averting his eyes from Ed’s face.

“Still no ID on the body,” Ed told Cole. “We know that she was about nineteen years old. There was no trauma on any part of her body except her wrists and her head.”

“So there was no struggle getting her into that basement?” Cole said out loud, half asking a question and half making a mental note.

Ed shook his head. “It doesn’t look like it.”

“So she probably knew the guy,” Cole said to Ed. “But she couldn’t have known him too well.”

“How do you know that?” Ed asked.

“If she knew the guy better, the memory would have been different.”

“How so?” Ed asked.

“There would have been more baggage attached,” Cole said. “Even staring at the back of his neck would have triggered more memories. If you really know the person who’s about to kill you, you start running through all the shared memories you have with that person so you can try to understand what’s happening and why. She didn’t do that.”

“How do you know people do that?”

Without meaning to, Cole gave Ed a look that sent a chill down Ed’s spine. It only lasted a split second, but it was enough. “I’m sorry,” Ed mumbled. Cole waved it off with a quick nod. “So what do we do now?” Ed asked, nervously taking a bite out of his sandwich. Cole had barely touched the food in front of him.

“We should canvass the neighborhood where we found the body.”

“We already did that,” Ed replied.

“Yeah, but now we have a partial description of the killer.”

“A tall, skinny white guy who wears clothes a few sizes too big for him?”

“It’s something,” Cole said. What he didn’t tell Ed was that he wasn’t really looking for the killer. He was merely looking for anything that might trigger more memories. He only knew one way to do his job, and this was it. There were no eyewitnesses, no forensics, no labs, just memories. He’d started with less before.

“Okay,” Ed agreed. “I can ask around the neighborhood to see if anyone knows someone that fits that description.”

“Good,” Cole said. “If you hear anything, let me know right away and I’ll come by. Anything.”

“Okay,” Ed said, somewhat relieved that he and Cole were splitting up. “And what are you going to do?”

“There are more memories,” Cole answered. “I just need to find them.”


Chapter 5

Fergus waited until the jet was in the air before making the call. They rarely ran into issues with the private jet, but he’d hate to have to interrupt a call with a client because of a security problem. After all, they were still putting a living, incapacitated body on an airplane to fly it a quarter of the way around the world. The truth is, there isn’t much that you can’t get onto a private jet. This jet had a special room in the back for their special cargo. It had a bed equipped with straps to keep the body stable, as well as equipment to administer sedatives and monitor vital signs and brain activity. In the beginning, they had relied on their partners—the talent, the merchandise, whatever you want to call them—to come back when they were summoned. When their time was up and the Company had lined up a customer, they would get a message telling them where to go and when. It worked for the most part; most people honored their deals and kept their end of the bargain. Some, like Pierce, tried to run. The problem was that the runners were often the more valuable properties. Most of the ones who ran were caught, but a few got away. The jet was Fergus’s idea. It was expensive, and the customizations cost about as much as the plane itself. Everything was worth it, though. It only took three or four people like Pierce, valuable talent that might have otherwise gotten away, to pay for the whole thing.

Once the plane rose above the clouds, Fergus dialed the number. He let it ring until the voicemail clicked on, then hung up. He didn’t leave a message. He waited three minutes. Then he dialed again. It went to voicemail a second time. He hung up again without leaving a message. Then he sent a text to the number. It’s on its way. Call me to make arrangements. You have two hours. Fergus’s texts always had perfect punctuation. Once he sent the text, Fergus sat back in his chair. It wouldn’t be hard for him to find another customer, not with the product he was selling, but he had high hopes for this one in particular.

Fergus only had to wait about ten minutes for his new client to call him back. Carter Green was in a meeting in the large conference room on the thirty-eighth floor of his company’s offices on the corner of Madison Avenue and Fifty-eighth Street. From where he was sitting, he had a clear view all the way across Central Park. Eight other people were in the meeting, six men and two battle-worn women. If Carter had to estimate the aggregate net worth of the eight people in that meeting, he would have guessed somewhere in the range of a billion dollars. The poorest one was probably worth over ten million, the richest—well, the richest was worth a lot more than that. About half of them had families, though Carter guessed that they didn’t see their families very often. He also guessed that was by design. Families had never been of much interest to Carter. Money, however, had always been of great interest to him. By the time he’d run out of things to buy, he realized that he was old and had spent most of his life in offices and conference rooms, just like the one he was in at that moment.

A long wooden table sat between the nine of them, and they were each staring down at a PowerPoint presentation one of their hotshot young executives had put together about potential expansion in Asia. Everyone was interested because they suspected that they might have already bled every available dollar out of the Western half of the world. The presentation was full of charts and diagrams and littered with the latest corporate buzzwords. Not very long ago Carter would have laser focused on each word and every number, down to the second decimal, but today he was having trouble. The presentation began to look too much like a thousand other presentations that he’d been handed over the years. He’d seen enough of them by now to know that very little of it actually meant anything other than that whoever put it together hadn’t been home for a few days, not even to sleep. The truth was, Carter was finding it harder and harder to care about the bullshit. He used to love the bullshit. All the good ones did. They lived for it.

Carter felt his phone vibrate in his pocket when he got the first call. He ignored it. It was only a phone call. Then he felt it vibrate again a few seconds later. If he had had a family or anyone else to worry about, back-to-back calls like that might have made him nervous, might have made him worry that there was an emergency somewhere. But he didn’t have a family. If there was an emergency that would have any impact on him, one of the other eight people at that table would likely be the one to tell him because the only emergencies Carter had were related to his business. So, even after he got the second phone call, he wasn’t worried. Then he felt the shorter vibration telling him that somebody had sent him a text. Carter hated text messages. How hard was it to send a fucking email? Carter slipped the phone out of his pocket to see what sort of clown was trying to reach him now. Then he saw the message and the sender’s name.

Carter read the message three times before he reacted. It’s on its way. Call me to make arrangements. You have two hours. He looked at the time of the message and then at the clock on the wall just to make sure. Only three minutes had passed. He still had more than a hundred and fifteen minutes to get back to Fergus. He didn’t care. He didn’t want to wait. He stood up. He was a middle-aged man, pale from spending all his time in the office and a bit doughy in the middle. But in that room, in those offices, he was a titan. When he stood up, everything stopped. He’d earned his reputation through years of devotion to building up his empire, regardless of the sacrifices he had to make, whether those sacrifices were in hours or days or other people’s careers. “I have to make a phone call,” he announced to the silent room. Everyone had been staring at him. Once he spoke, they all stared at one another, their jaws dropped in disbelief. He had to make a phone call? When had Carter ever had to do anything? “It shouldn’t be long. I’ll be back in a couple minutes. Feel free to continue without me.”

“Is everything okay?” a younger executive with slicked-back hair and a sharp pinstriped suit asked. He didn’t ask because he cared. He was merely curious. He’d never seen Carter Green walk out of a meeting before.

Carter shot him a look, one of Carter’s patented looks, the one that caused people’s mouths to shut tight and their assholes to shut even tighter. Carter looked around the room. He wouldn’t call a single person in that room a friend. Sometimes they were allies, sometimes they were enemies, but they were never friends. “I just need to make a phone call,” Carter repeated. Then he headed for the door and stepped outside.

He went up to the roof. He could have gone to his office, but the roof felt more private. He was confident that no one else would be there to hear his conversation. He only had to walk up one flight of stairs. Above him, the enormous bright blue sky was dotted with crystal-white clouds. Carter barely noticed. He dialed the number that he’d been assigned. Every client was assigned his own dedicated, untraceable phone number. He heard the phone ring once. Fergus answered before the second ring. “You got my text,” Fergus said before Carter could say a word.

“Yes,” Carter replied. He recognized Fergus’s voice. They’d been working together for nine months now. Fergus was the only person at the Company with whom Carter had ever dealt, and Carter admired Fergus’s dedication to his company and his craft. He wondered why he couldn’t find more people with Fergus’s client management skills.

“Good. Then you know we’re on our way. Everything is set. We can discuss logistics tomorrow.”

“When will we do the procedure?” Carter asked, more anxious than he’d felt in a long time.

“In two days,” Fergus told him.

Carter looked out over the miles and miles of New York City laid out below him. “Two days? I thought you were going to give me more notice than that.”

Fergus didn’t hesitate. “We need to do this quick, the quicker the better. I have other buyers who will take this with an hour’s notice.”

Carter paused. He understood what Fergus was doing. Carter was used to applying pressure to the people he did business with. He wasn’t used to being on this end of it. He considered trying to negotiate but thought better of it. This wasn’t an ordinary business transaction. He had no idea what Fergus was capable of. Even though he’d known Fergus for almost a year, he still didn’t know a single thing about him other than his pitch and what he’d read in the catalogues. But, if you had the money—and Carter had the money—it was a hell of a pitch. “No. No. Two days is fine.”

“Good. I’ll come to your apartment tomorrow at two P.M. Be there.”

Fergus didn’t wait for Carter to reply. He hung up, and Carter heard the line go dead.

—

Back on his plane, Fergus smiled, happy with how the call went. Giving it any more time could only turn it for the worse. Fergus could line up other buyers on a couple of hours’ notice, but Carter was an important client. It wasn’t just Carter’s money that made him important, it was his entire profile. If Fergus managed him right, he suspected that he and the Company would make a lot of money off Carter.

Fergus put his phone down and walked back toward the cargo room. Pierce’s body lay there, strapped to the bed. The only movement that Carter could see was the gentle rise and fall of Pierce’s chest as he breathed. Fergus checked Pierce’s vital signs. Everything looked good. The heart rate was slow but steady. The brain activity was at a healthy minimum.

Fergus thought back to when he’d first recruited Pierce. Of course, he hadn’t been Pierce then. Fergus couldn’t remember the kid’s real name. He remembered just about everything else about him, though. Pierce really had been special, doing everything that he’d done from where he began. Fergus reached down and brushed the hair off of Pierce’s forehead, away from his eyes. Fergus’s new client was going to be very pleased.


Chapter 6

In cases like the dead girl’s, the John and Jane Does, the lost ones, the forgotten ones, where the only information Cole had about the victim came from the autopsy report, the memory of the murder was actually the easiest memory for Cole to recall, since it was the only one with a known trigger. If he knew more about the victim—where she was from, where she lived, anything—he could use that information to trigger more memories. Most of Cole’s cases were a lot like this one. He had only worked a couple of cases in which he’d known anything much about the victims. In those cases, they’d known the victims’ identities, but no one who knew the victim would volunteer to take their memories. It’s not easy to volunteer to inherit the memories of a murder victim. There’s a bit of bravery in it. But in cases like this, lacking any other useful information, Cole had to go out and find those triggers on his own. So the first mystery for Cole in this case, as in so many of his others, wasn’t who killed her or why but simply who was she? What sort of life had she lived to make it seem like no one missed her now that she was gone?

After lunch, Cole spent the day walking around the city with the hope of seeing something that would trigger new memories. He walked with his head down, trying his best not to be noticed. Cole never knew what the next memory trigger might be. It could be a sound or a smell or a ray of light bursting through leaves. Every memory had its own triggers. Even now, Cole could be walking down the street and a certain odor could hit him and pull up a stranger’s memory that he’d never encountered before, that he hadn’t even known was in his head. That’s why moving was important. In the early stages after a transplant, Cole’s process was all about change: seeing new things, hearing new sounds, smelling new scents. Even if he walked by sights and sounds and smells that he had experienced before, experiencing them again could trigger something new, now that he had new memories to trigger. As he walked through the city that day, memories came to him, flooding his brain, but none of them were hers. They were all memories that Cole recognized, each slightly duller than the first few times that he had remembered them.

When nothing seemed to be working, Cole went home and fell asleep on his couch. That night he had strange dreams, as he always did after a procedure. He knew enough not to trust anything in his dreams.

It wasn’t until the next morning that a new memory finally came to Cole. He felt it coming, felt a dizzying sensation in his head and stomach when he was about to open his eyes. Then the whole memory came to him in that split second between his eyes being closed and his eyes being open, and in an instant it was all there, in his head, as if it had always been there. Simply waking up had been the trigger.

She was on a bus. It was nighttime. She’d been sleeping. The bus was mostly empty, so she’d been able to lie down across two seats with her legs bent and her knees pointed into the air. The bus’s wheels rumbled on the road beneath her. Her eyes opened slowly. He could see everything as if he were inside her head, could remember everything as if he’d experienced the memory himself. Most of the lights in the bus were off, but there was enough light from outside for her to see into the shadows. She lifted up her hand to try to look at her watch, but her wrist was bare. Only then did she remember that she’d pawned the watch to help pay for her bus ticket. It was an antique watch that her grandmother had given her. Now all that was left was the dim outline of a tan line where the watch used to be.

“It’s two-thirty,” a voice said to her from across the aisle. She sat up, slightly frightened by the idea that somebody had been watching her. It was a boy. She could see shadows dancing across his face. He didn’t appear to be much older than she was, maybe twenty-one. Cole studied the boy’s shoulders and his neck, trying to assess whether or not he might be the killer without pulling himself out of the memory. Cole didn’t think the boy was the murderer, though memories can be tricky sometimes. People become bigger or smaller for reasons unrelated to their actual height.

“Huh?” the girl said. Her head was still groggy from sleep. If the boy was giving her the right time, she’d been asleep for over three hours.

“It’s two-thirty,” the boy said again. “You know? The time?” He smiled at her. “Isn’t that why you were looking at your wrist?”

She looked at her bare wrist again, at the tan line where the watch used to be. “Yeah,” she said. “I forgot I wasn’t wearing a watch.” Then she let out a small, fake laugh.

“Where’re you headed?” the boy asked.

The girl hesitated. She wasn’t sure if she should tell him. He was a stranger on a bus. He looked friendly enough, though. “New York,” she said.

“Me too,” the boy said. “You visiting friends?”

She looked past him, out the window behind him and into the passing darkness. “No,” she said softly and slowly. “I’m just going.” As she said the words, Cole could feel the sadness inside her like a chill running through his body. “What about you?” she asked, hoping to perk herself up by hearing someone else’s story.

“Yeah,” the boy said, “one of my friends moved out there a few months ago. He’s got an extra room for me.”

“Have you been to New York before?” the girl asked.

“No.” The boy shook his head. “You?”

The girl laughed. “I’ve never been out of Kansas before.”

The boy slid in his seat to get closer to the aisle, closer to the girl. “Well, we left Kansas about an hour and a half ago. So you’ve been out of Kansas now.”

“Really?” the girl asked, and some of the sadness left her.

“I’m Matt,” the boy said, reaching his hand across the aisle.

“I’m Meg,” Meg said, reaching out and shaking Matt’s hand.

Meg, Cole thought. Her name is Meg.

“Can I come over there?” Matt asked Meg, eyeing the empty seat next to her with that look that she had seen on teenage boys. That look had scared her before but not anymore.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Meg answered Matt.

“Why not?”

Meg’s heart started to race. Cole’s heart raced with it. He could recognize her fear before she spoke. Everybody feels fear a little bit differently. Everyone feels love, joy, and sadness differently too, but it’s not quite like fear. Fear is primal. It’s like a fingerprint. Cole recognized her fear from the memory of the moments before she was murdered, staring at the back of the man who would kill her. This was a little different, though. Excitement mixed with the fear. She started to go through the excuses in her head, the excuses that she normally used to get boys to leave her alone. She couldn’t blame her parents anymore. She was on her own now. They’d left Kansas an hour and a half ago. She had escaped. Maybe if she was honest, the boys wouldn’t be so bad. The courage built up inside her, and the memory of her courage nearly stole Cole’s breath. She said the words. “Because I’m gay.” She’d said the words out loud before. She’d practiced saying them in her room, in front of a mirror, just to see what it was like to say them. This was the first time she’d said them to someone else, though. So she traded her fear of saying the words with the fear of how this strange boy would react.

Matt looked up at her and smiled. “Well, that stinks,” Matt said. “I mean, that’s cool for you. It’s just that you’re really cute and you seem really nice, so it stinks for me.”

Matt’s fumbling, shy reaction made Meg feel like she could fly. All the fear was gone, not forever but for now. The fear ran out of Cole’s body at the same time that it rushed out of Meg’s. He was fully immersed in the memory, and that rush was electric. Few things can match the sensation of fear rushing out of you in a wave. “Does it make me less cute? Or less nice?” Meg asked Matt. The questions weren’t rhetorical. She wanted to know what Matt thought. He was the beginning of her new life.

“I guess not,” Matt conceded but, after that, there was a long lull in their conversation. Both of them began staring out the windows at the moonlit fields that the bus was cutting between. After a few minutes of silence, Matt spoke again. “Are you sure that’s not just a line?” Matt asked. “You sure you’re not just saying that, you know, to scare me off? Because the way you say it, it kind of sounds like a line.”

Meg shook her head. “It’s not a line,” she assured him. “I’m just not used to saying it out loud.”

“Is that why you’re leaving Kansas?” Matt asked.

“Yeah,” Meg confessed. “That’s a lot of the reason, anyway.”

“Well, that’s just about as good a reason to leave Kansas as any,” Matt said, balling his jacket into a makeshift pillow. “I guess we should get some more sleep. We’ve got a long way to go, Meg.” Then he pushed his jacket up against the side of the bus and placed his head on it. When he did, the moonlight hit his face, making it glow an ivory white. It made him look a bit like an angel—a scruffy, ragged angel. Meg could feel the absence of fear. She wasn’t afraid of Matt, and she wasn’t afraid of tomorrow. That was enough for now. Meg lay back down and, as she closed her eyes, Cole’s eyes opened.

As soon as Cole’s eyes were open, he reached for a pad and a pen. He kept pads and pens littered all over his apartment so that they would never be far from his reach. It was important to write everything down as soon as he remembered it. He could revisit memories and try to pull additional information from them, but that first time was as close as he would get to unfiltered truth. As soon as he got the pen in his hand, Cole began furiously scribbling down every detail: her name, his name, what he looked like, where she was from, every single detail that he could remember.

It was a start. This is how it worked. First Cole had to solve the mystery of her life, then he could solve the mystery of her murder.


Chapter 7

“Her name was Meg,” Cole told the small room full of cops. Ed was there. So were two other junior officers who were going to help them canvass the Queens neighborhood where the two garbagemen found Meg’s body three days before. So far, the canvassing had been a bust, and they didn’t have any other leads. Information was key and a name was a good start. The more information you can give people about a missing person, the more likely they are to remember something. “Her name was Meg,” Cole repeated, holding up a picture that had been taken of her face at the morgue. “She was from Kansas,” Cole said. “She met a boy named Matt on the bus ride here.” Matt meant something. Cole could sense it from the memory. “He looks like this.” Cole held up a police sketch that he had worked on with one of their sketch artists earlier that morning.

“Could he be the killer?” Ed asked.

Cole shook his head. “No,” he responded. “He wasn’t involved with the murder, but if we find him, he might be able to tell us more about our victim and about anyone who might have had a motive.”

“How do you know he didn’t have anything to do with the murder?” one of the two junior cops asked.

“Because I know,” Cole replied. He didn’t have the time or the patience to explain how he knew. He knew the way he always knew. He remembered, and his memory of Matt was a fond one. If he’d had anything to do with her murder, at least anything that Meg knew about, it would have infected all her memories of him.

“You want us to go door to door?” Ed asked, intentionally changing the subject.

“I want you to show these pictures to everyone in the neighborhood,” Cole responded. “Oh, and one last thing. I don’t know if this will help us at all, but she was gay.”

“You think that might have had something to do with her murder?” Ed asked.

“I don’t know,” Cole answered, “but it might help us find out more about her.”

So the four of them went back to the neighborhood that Ed had already canvassed alone twice. They mapped out a twenty-block area surrounding the Dumpster where they’d found Meg’s body. They each had copies of Meg’s postmortem picture and the drawing of Matt. They split up and, one by one, knocked on every door. They asked every person in that twenty-block radius if they’d ever seen Meg or Matt before. Ed had already talked to many of them, and seeing the pictures didn’t change their answers. Nobody seemed to know anything. Still, Cole stared at as many of them as he could to see if anyone might be holding back, to see if any faces might trigger new memories. He didn’t have any luck. Meg’s memories weren’t so easy to crack. The triggers were out there. He just had to find them.

They split up and worked for five hours without stopping and without finding a single goddamn thing. They got the same blank stares door after door. On a couple of occasions, Ed called Cole over to look at a room, a door, or a picture that he thought might help trigger a new memory. Once, he asked Cole to come look at a basement that seemed like it could have been the one from Meg’s memory. The owner of the building let them in willingly. Cole only had to step into the basement for a second to know that he wasn’t in the right place, that he had no memory of it.

At the end of another busted day, Cole said to Ed, “It’s not here. We’re not in the right place.”

“What do you mean, Cole?” Ed asked, more than a little upset. He’d just spent three consecutive days exploring this neighborhood. “This is where they found the body.”

“Yeah,” Cole conceded, “but this isn’t where she was killed. This isn’t where he lived. She’s got no connection to this place.”

“So you think the killer dumped her body here?”

“Yeah,” Cole confirmed, almost as unhappy about it as Ed was.

“That would mean he could be from anywhere,” Ed said.

Cole looked at his watch. “We should go home,” he said. They were all getting frustrated. The three other cops were frustrated with the case and with Cole for making them treat the case like something important. It wasn’t that they didn’t care about the dead girl. They simply weren’t sure it was worth it, walking around with no leads, trying to solve the murder of someone whom nobody seemed to miss, anyway. It seemed like they were simply shooting into the darkness. They didn’t know what Cole knew. This was how it worked. When the memories came to him it would seem like luck, but it wasn’t. He knew what he was doing. Besides, even if they doubted whether all of this was worth it, Cole had no doubts. It was worth it to him. He was haunted by the memories, and he loved being haunted. He found beauty in every memory, no matter how hard the lives of these forgotten souls had been. He didn’t just love being haunted—through their memories Cole grew to love the victims, even if nobody else did. But he needed the other cops’ help and he didn’t want to press his luck, so he decided to send everybody home. Besides, he had someplace he was supposed to be and, if he didn’t hurry, he was going to be late again. “Maybe we’ll have better luck tomorrow.” 


Chapter 8

Cole took the subway straight to the restaurant. He didn’t have time to go home or clean himself up after his day at work. He didn’t even have time to clear his head. He spent the whole subway ride going back over the case and over the few of Meg’s memories that he’d been able to recall. He was beginning to get frustrated by his inability to access the other memories that he knew were in his head.

The restaurant was in the Village. The subway from Queens took almost an hour. He would have taken a cab if he’d had any extra money. Instead, he arrived twenty minutes late. Considering his history, Cole couldn’t even be certain that she would still be there. He wouldn’t have blamed her if she’d left. The dinner had been her idea, but Cole knew better than to use that as an excuse.

Cole rushed into the restaurant and immediately saw her sitting in the corner at their old table. She was sitting with a glass of wine in front of her and a book in her lap. She knew he would be late. She understood him. That was the reason they weren’t together anymore. Because while she knew Cole, the real Cole, the genuine Cole, with each passing day it became harder and harder for Cole to know himself. Harder and harder for Cole to differentiate his own memories from the memories of the murder victims in his head. But when it came to memories of her—her dark hair, her blue eyes, the deep curve of her bottom lip—Cole was almost certain those memories were all his own. “Allie,” Cole said as he neared her table.

Allie looked up from her book. Then she put it down on the table and stood up. “Nick,” Allie said as she leaned in to give Cole a hug. She still used his old name—the one he’d used before everything changed. “It’s good to see you.”

“I’m sorry I’m late,” Cole apologized as he sat down at the table across from her.

“That’s okay,” Allie said, “I was able to get some reading done.” She looked at the half-drunk glass of wine at the table. “I’m already on my second glass of wine, though. I hope you don’t mind. Do you want something?”

Cole considered it. Sometimes drinking freed stuck memories but at the risk of altering them. He decided to wait. He wasn’t that desperate yet. “I think I’ll just order an iced tea, if that’s okay with you. You’re not going to be upset if I let you drink alone, are you?”

“No, I won’t be upset, Nick,” Allie said, doing her best to cover the lie. “Drinking alone is something I’ve actually become quite good at. How about some food? Do you want to get something to eat?”

Cole shook his head. It was strange, hearing someone call him Nick. Allie was the only one who still did it. He couldn’t remember exactly when he started telling people to call him Cole. There was no single event that had made him switch. It was an accumulation of memories. After a number of the memory transfers, Cole simply didn’t feel like the same person anymore. The Nick he had been became just another set of memories in his head. “I’m really not that hungry,” he answered before even thinking about the fact that she’d invited him to dinner.

“You’re on a new case, aren’t you?” The melancholy in Allie’s voice was turning quickly to genuine sadness.

“Yes,” Cole admitted. “She was a nineteen-year-old girl. Somebody bashed her head in with a hammer and then threw her body in a Dumpster in Queens.”

Allie reached for her glass of wine and finished it off in two gulps. “I didn’t ask you to tell me about the case, Nick.”

“Yeah, but you brought it up.”

“I only brought it up because you don’t eat when you get new memories. I don’t care about the case.”

“You don’t care that a nineteen-year-old girl was killed and that we don’t know who she is and that her killer is still out there?”

“Until you catch him, right?” The sarcasm dripped off of Allie’s words.

“Yes,” Cole answered her. “Until I catch him.”

Allie shook her head. Cole couldn’t tell if the look on her face was disappointment or disgust. Maybe it was both. “I know you think I should care, Nick, but I don’t. That’s the truth,” Allie admitted.

“She was murdered in cold blood, Allie. She was hit in the head with a hammer, and there is no one else who can help her. How can you not care?”

Allie shrugged. “I don’t care because I don’t know her. I care about you. I know you. I loved you. And I know that what you’re doing to yourself is not healthy.”

“Fine,” Cole said. He hadn’t expected everything to fall apart so quickly. It usually took a little bit longer. “I’ll order some food and I’ll eat. Here.” Cole passed Allie a menu. “You can order for me. Anything you order, I’ll eat every bite.”

“It’s not about the fucking food, Cole.” Allie nearly spat out the name she so despised. She’d never asked him why he’d changed his name. She knew it was another form of Nicholas, so switching from Nick to Cole signified change but not complete transformation. Maybe she would have been happier if he’d changed his name to something completely different: John or Mike. “You know it’s not about the food. It’s about what you’re doing to yourself.”

“And what exactly am I doing to myself?” Cole asked as if he didn’t know. He knew what he was doing to himself even better than Allie did, though he would never admit it.

Allied waited a moment. “You’re losing yourself, Nick,” Allie finally answered him. “Don’t pretend you don’t know that. With every one of these cases, more of you slips away. You’re losing yourself to this insane addiction of yours.”

“Addiction?” Cole asked. “To what? Solving the murders of people who have no one to turn to?”

“Don’t play coy with me, Nick,” Allie said. “You know what I’m talking about. You might not know me anymore, but I still know you. You’re addicted to their memories. Solving the murders is a means to an end for you. You’re addicted to the rush you get when their memories come to you for the first time. I didn’t notice it until the third or fourth case but even then, you’d begun to change.” Allie had promised herself that she wasn’t going to cry, and she fought as hard as she could to keep that promise. “Don’t forget that there are people who care about you, Nick. There are people who care about the real you; the one buried under all those layers of other people’s sad lives. We’re trying to help you. We’re trying to save you, Nick. Fuck this Cole bullshit. We want you to come back to us.”

“Who is ‘we’?” Cole asked.

Allie looked at her empty wineglass. No waiter had come since they started arguing. “I talk to Steve sometimes,” Allie said. Steve was Nick’s best friend from high school. The two men had stayed in touch until about three years ago. “I talk to your mom. She worries about you more than anyone.”

“What am I supposed to do, let murders go unsolved?”

“You’re a cop, Nick. Just be a cop.” Cole looked at her but had no answer. “But you won’t do that,” Allie finished.

“I can’t,” Cole admitted. Allie waited for him to say more. He didn’t. He didn’t know what else to say. He didn’t want to admit how right she was.

Allie looked into Cole’s eyes. She was beautiful. He missed her. At least, in that moment, he missed her. “I’m not trying to get back what we had, Nick. I’ve given up on that,” Allie said to him. “I just care about you and want to save what little of you is still left.”

“I care about you too,” Cole said. She laughed. “Don’t laugh,” Cole said. “I’m serious.”

“I know you think you’re serious, Cole.” She didn’t spit out the name this time. Still, it sounded strange coming out of her mouth. “I used to be special to you.”

“You still are.”

Allie’s smile was small and condescending but still beautiful. “Yeah, but now you have so many special people in your head and most of them are people you never even met. It kinda makes me feel a little less special, you know?”

“With you it’s different,” Cole said, wishing his words were truer. He had loved her once. He remembered that, and he couldn’t remember falling out of love with her.

“Is it?” Allie asked. Cole nodded. “Then tell me how we met.”

Cole didn’t hesitate. “We were in a bar in the East Village. I was playing pool with Steve. You called winner. I took one look at you and Steve didn’t get another chance to shoot.”

Allie smiled. This time her smile was genuine. “Now tell me about the first time we made love.”

Cole opened his mouth, but nothing came out. He began to search his brain. The memory was in there somewhere. Lots of first times came into his mind—in the backseats of cars, in cramped dorm rooms, in parents’ basements—but Allie wasn’t in any of them. After a few minutes, Allie stood up. “I’m going to go, Nick,” she said sadly. She reached into her purse for her wallet.

Cole shook his head. “I’ll get the check.” 

“But you didn’t eat or drink anything,” Allie replied.

“Please,” Cole pleaded.

“Okay.” Allie took a few steps away from the table. Then she turned back toward Cole. “I hope you find her killer—the girl’s,” she said. Then she gathered up her strength and walked away.

As soon as Allie was gone, Cole motioned for the check. The waiter brought it quickly, happy to see them go. Cole gave him a credit card. The waiter returned a minute later with the check and a pen. Cole wrote down a tip that he hoped was big enough to make up for the scene he and Allie had caused and for the fact that he didn’t eat or drink anything. Then he pressed the pen into the paper and began to sign his name. He didn’t look down at the small slip of paper until he was finished writing. When he did, he expected to see his signature on the bill, but something else was written there. It was an address. Instead of his name, Cole had written the words “17 Scudders Lane.”

At first glance, the words meant nothing. He began to search his brain for any meaning or at least for some sort of recognition, but he couldn’t find anything. He knew it was only a matter of searching the right parts of his mind, though. Cole didn’t waste any time. He flipped the check over so that he could write on the blank side. He pressed the pen into the paper again and wrote. This time, he didn’t stop after the first three words. He kept going. He watched as the words appeared unconsciously on the paper: “17 Scudders Lane, Wichita, KS 67212.” The whole address seemed to emerge in front of him. Cole closed his eyes and began writing again, this time concentrating not on the address but on the memory of writing it. As he wrote, he remembered writing it on the back of an envelope. Then he remembered writing it on multiple envelopes: 17 Scudders Lane, Wichita, KS 67212. When he finished the address, he closed his eyes and wrote it for a fourth and final time. He focused everything on that small, simple act. This time, Cole didn’t merely remember addressing a letter: A whole flood of memories came pouring over him. He almost fell into them, into a full immersion. He remembered a sister, a younger sister. He remembered laughter and fighting and teasing and loving. All at once, he had more memories in his head than he could make sense of. She had a sister, Cole thought. Meg had a little sister. Then he opened his eyes and looked down at the paper again. It was her family’s address. She’d been writing letters to her little sister.

Cole took the check with the address written on it and put it in his pocket. He had enough cash in his pocket to cover the bill, and he dropped it on the table. Then he walked away. It was finally starting.


Chapter 9

Cole didn’t make it very far from the restaurant. Even in the late evening, the Village street was crowded with people. Cole needed to be alone. He needed quiet. He turned away from the crowds and began walking down a street lined with old townhouses. Soon the bustle was gone and the street was relatively quiet. His head was spinning. He needed to sit down and focus.

Cole made it another five or six blocks. Then he found an empty bench facing the empty street. He sat down, put his elbows on his knees, and dropped his head into his hands. He’d be able to get the memories to come. Once he found the memories inside his head, he could almost always retrieve them again. It was a skill that he’d mastered about half a dozen murders ago. Still, he sat for a second with his head in his hands and tried to ready himself for what he was about to endure. It wasn’t that he didn’t want the memories. He did. He wanted them more than anything. He wanted them so badly he was on the verge of physical pain. Still, he had to ready himself. Nobody’s memories were free of sadness and loneliness and pain, and the people whom Cole was assigned to help often had all of those feelings in spades.

Cole didn’t lift his head. He let it rest in his hands as if they were the only things holding it up. Then, he let the memories come again. He let them wash over him. He was careful this time, though. As much as he could control them, he tried to force the memories to come one at a time so that he might have a chance at making sense of them, so that he might be able to keep them from bleeding into each other.

A shot of laughter came to him first: an irrepressible giggle; a jolt of pure joy. Even knowing how these memories would eventually end, Cole couldn’t help but smile at the sound of the laugh. Then the immersion began. They were in a room together. It was a small room, just big enough to hold two beds and two dressers with a bit of extra room in between them to walk through. It was dark. The lights were off, and the room was illuminated by the soft gray-blue glow of the low midwestern moon.

“Go to sleep, Annie,” Cole remembered saying. He recognized the voice. It was Meg’s, only it sounded far younger than it had on the bus.

“But I’m not tired,” said the little voice from the bed on the other side of the room.

“What does Dad say?” Meg chided her little sister. “Sometimes you don’t even know how tired you are until you lie down and close your eyes. It’s really late, Annie.”

“But what about you?” Annie argued. “How come you’re not going to sleep?”

Cole looked down. Meg had a book in one hand, the moonlight glowing off each empty white page. She had a pen in her other hand. “I’m going to bed soon, Annie,” Meg promised her little sister. “I just need to write one thing first.” The sisters spoke in conspiratorial whispers, knowing that their parents were asleep not too far down the hall.

“What are you writing?” Annie asked, trying her best to change the subject. She was sitting up in bed in her pink flannel My Little Pony pajamas, hugging one of her pillows in front of her.

“It’s my journal, Annie,” Meg answered her. “You know that.” The frustration in Meg’s words echoed inside Cole.

“Can I read it?” Annie asked with another electric giggle.

“Annie, sshhh!” Meg hissed at her sister. “And no, you can’t read it. Nobody else even knows I have a diary, and nobody better find out. Okay?”

“Is it about boys?” Annie asked, saying the word “boys” like it was something profane.

“It is definitely not about boys,” Meg promised her sister.

“Then how come I can’t read it?” Annie bounced up and down on her bed as she spoke. Cole could hear the squeak of the springs.

“If I let you come into my bed, will you try to go to sleep?” Meg asked Annie. Annie was across the tiny room and sliding under Meg’s sheets almost before Meg finished asking the question. Cole could feel Annie’s warmth through her flannel pajamas. She curled up beside Meg and put her head on half of Meg’s pillow. Meg reached down with the hand holding the pen and began to stroke her little sister’s hair. There had to be a good five years between the two of them. Annie closed her eyes and snuggled next to her big sister.

Meg placed the pen inside her journal and closed the pages around it, then put the journal on the dresser next to her bed. She would pick it up again in a few minutes, after Annie fell asleep. She could wait. Instead of writing, she stroked her little sister’s auburn hair. “I love you, Meg,” Annie mumbled quietly as she began to drift off to sleep.

“I love you too, Annie,” Meg whispered back. Then she leaned down and kissed Annie on the top of her head. A contented warmth spread over her. Annie’s face glowed in the moonlight like a painting. It didn’t take long for Annie to fall asleep. When she did, Meg climbed out of bed, slid her arms beneath her sister, and carefully carried her over to her own bed, pulling the covers up to her chin.

Now that Annie was safely asleep, Meg climbed back into her own bed and picked her diary back up. She opened it to the page where she’d placed the pen. She’d written the date at the top of the page. It was six years ago. Meg was thirteen. Her little sister had to have been about eight. That meant that Annie was now fourteen years old. Meg began to write but, whatever she was writing, Cole couldn’t remember it. They were only words—words that meant something to Meg when she was thirteen but that had lost their significance over the years. The words had seemed so important then, but it was everything else about that night that stuck with Meg.

The memory ended with Meg hiding her journal under her mattress and then getting up to close the shades. The room and the memory went dark at the same time. Cole wanted more. A small pang of voyeur’s guilt ran over him, but he told himself that he needed every memory to help him solve Meg’s murder. So he let another memory come. The next memory was later. The girls were both older. Meg was old enough that she could hardly even be called a girl anymore. Cole could sense the age in Meg’s memories. They felt like the memories of someone much older. In the same way that the last memory began with a jolt of Annie’s laughter, this one began with the sound of Annie sobbing. The sound was painful. It hurt Meg. It hurt her even more, Cole noted, than the falling of the hammer.

“I don’t want you to go,” Annie protested. They were outside. It was light out. Judging by the lush golden color of the sky, it may have been early evening. They were sitting on swings next to each other. Cole followed Meg’s vision toward the horizon. The land around them was flat and seemingly endless.

“You know I can’t stay, Annie,” Meg said to her little sister. Cole guessed that Meg was roughly eighteen. This memory wasn’t so old.

“Why not?” Annie asked through falling tears.

Meg fought back her own tears for Annie’s sake. “You know that this town isn’t meant for someone like me, and neither is our house.”

“Wichita isn’t so bad, Meg. People will understand,” Annie promised her sister.

“Okay, but will Mom and Dad?” Meg asked.

“Why does it matter?” Annie asked. “They love you. You know that.”

“Do they?” Meg asked, a head and heart full of doubt.

“I love you,” Annie said. “What about me? What happens to me?” Annie asked, gripping the chains of her swing.

“You’re going to be fine, Annie,” Meg said. “You’re popular and you’re smart and all the boys like you.”

“I need you,” Annie pleaded.

“No, you don’t,” Meg said with a laugh. “I can only mess things up here for you. Things will be easier when I’m gone.” Meg thought back to the teasing at school and the shouting at home. She thought back to the first time she heard Annie get teased because of her and how Annie had fought back, defending her big sister. Meg didn’t want Annie to have to fight for her anymore. She wanted Annie to be free.

“What if I don’t want things to be easier?” Annie replied.

“Well, then I guess you’re fucked,” Meg joked. “Do you remember when I used to push you on these swings?” Meg asked her sister.

“Yeah,” Annie said, laughing a little bit through the tears. “You used to push me so much higher than any of the parents would. I remember the looks on their faces. They were so afraid that I was going to fly off the swing and land on my head. I think sometimes you were trying to make me fall.”

“But you never fell, did you?” Meg said.

“I’m going to miss you,” Annie said, the sadness in her voice ripping through the air around her.

“Do you want me to push you?” Meg slid off of her own swing.

“Now?” Cole could hear the excitement in Annie’s voice.

“Why not now?” Meg answered. She walked behind her sister, her little sister who wasn’t so little anymore. Then Meg placed her hands on Annie’s back. Even that small touch was a gift to them both. Then Meg pushed and Annie began to float back and forth through the air. With each swing, Meg pushed Annie again, pushing her higher up, pushing her farther away.

“Higher!” Annie called back to her big sister, reverting to her seven-year-old self again.

“Aren’t you afraid?” Meg called up to her sister in the sky. Annie simply responded with a laugh that echoed across the flat, endless land around them.

After a few more minutes of pushing, Meg let the swing slow down again until Annie came to rest. “Will you write to me?” Annie asked Meg.

“What do you mean?” Meg asked in return.

“When you get to New York,” Annie said, “will you write to me so I know that you’re okay?”

“I can send you emails,” Meg argued.

“No,” Annie said. She knew what she wanted. “I want you to write me. I want to be able to hold the paper in my hands and know that you wrote on it and know that the paper was there with you in New York. I want to be able to smell it and know what New York smells like and to remember what you smell like. Will you write to me like that?” Annie asked again.

Meg walked in front of Annie’s swing and squatted down so that their eyes were level. “Of course I will, Annie,” Meg promised her. “Will you write me back?”

Annie nodded. She didn’t speak. Meg knew she was afraid that saying anything would make her cry again. Then Meg reached out to Annie and pulled her close, clutching her in a long, deep embrace. Cole shuddered on the bench as the memories came to him. When they stopped, he felt weak. He felt spent but still, he wanted more.


Chapter 10

Cole didn’t bother going home. He went straight from the bench to the police station. His desk was piled high with old newspapers and half-finished paperwork, and he pushed some of the papers aside. He pulled the check from the restaurant out of his pocket and placed it in the middle of the space he had cleared. Then he logged on to his computer.

Cole waited as his computer came to life. He listened to the footsteps shuffling through the hallways around him. He tried to temper his excitement. Once his computer was ready, Cole opened up a web browser. He looked at the back of the check on his desk again, barely recognizing the neat, feminine handwriting. Cole typed the address into a search engine. A map came up. Cole clicked on satellite view and saw a wide angle of a small neighborhood on the outskirts of the city, with house after house lining the nearby streets. He zoomed in closer to the roof of the house at 17 Scudders Lane. He could see the backyard, a single tree growing in the corner. He hit zoom again. Now the house and the yard were taking up almost his entire screen. Then he hit the street view button and a picture of the front of the house appeared.

The image showed a small white house with a screened-in front porch, lit by bright morning sunlight. Through the porch, Cole could see the dark green front door. Then the picture came to life, and he fell into another immersion. Shadows began to move inside the house. Cole could hear shouting, the deep growl of an angry father. Beneath the shouting, he could hear crying. Then the green door swung open.

Meg stepped out of the door and, as she did, Cole was yanked suddenly inside her head, as if sucked there by some elemental force. He was her again, inside her memory. “I’m sorry, Dad,” Cole remembered yelling, tears flowing down her cheeks.

“Get out of my house,” Meg’s father shouted at her, pointing toward the street as he yelled.

“But, Dad,” Meg responded with so much sadness that Cole’s body ached. He couldn’t take it. It was too much. He looked away from the computer and pulled himself out of the memory.

Then he picked up the phone and dialed Ed’s cell phone number. Ed answered on the fifth ring. “Hello?” Ed said, sounding disoriented.

“Ed, it’s Cole. I’ve got something.”

“Cole?” Ed responded. He sounded tired. Cole looked at his watch. He hadn’t realized it was almost one o’clock in the morning. “What did you find?”

“I know where her family is. I have their address.” Cole glanced again at the picture of the house on his computer screen but made sure he looked away before getting sucked in again.

“That’s good, Cole,” Ed said. “We can reach out to them tomorrow. We can tell them what happened to their daughter and give them some closure.” Everything Ed said was protocol. Everything he said was reasonable.

“No,” Cole said to Ed. “I want us to fly them out here. I think they can help us with the case.”

“You think they know something about the murder?” Ed asked, confused. This was why people hated working with Cole. “Do you think they’re suspects?”

“No. It’s not like that. They have another daughter. The victim, Meg, she had a little sister. The sister’s thirteen or fourteen. I think she knew where Meg lived.”

“Can’t we just ask them for the address?” Ed asked, still trying to figure out what Cole was up to.

“No,” Cole said, “I want to talk to the girl myself.”

“What good is that going to do, Cole?”

Cole didn’t have a good answer. In truth, it was all about his need for more memories. It would help the case. He kept telling himself that it would help the case. “Do you think we can arrange it?” Cole asked instead.

“You’re the celebrity, Cole,” Ed said. “You’re the Memory Detective. You’ve got a lot more clout than I do, so you’d know better than me.”

“I think we can arrange it,” Cole said, as much to himself as to Ed.

“I’m going to go back to bed,” Ed told his partner, not bothering to hide his growing frustration. “My kids are going to be up first thing in the morning. Maybe you want to get some sleep too.”

“Okay, Ed,” Cole said. “See you at the station in the morning?”

“See you then, Cole.” Ed hung up the phone.


Chapter 11

Carter found himself in a small wood-paneled room being prepped for surgery by a startlingly attractive female nurse. Despite the medical equipment, the room didn’t look much like a hospital room—more like a country club locker room. Everything was pristine. The wood glistened. He could see himself in the metal doorknobs. Not one thing was out of place. Carter couldn’t spot a single smudge. The nurse, who looked more like a Hollywood actress playing a nurse than an actual nurse, wrapped a blood pressure cuff around his upper arm and pumped it until Carter felt the constriction cut off his circulation. Then she placed a stethoscope on his skin and let the pressure go. “Is all this really necessary?” Carter asked.

“The doctors are going to put you under,” the nurse told him. “We need to make sure that the anesthesiologist has all the information he needs to keep you safe.”

“Why do they have to put me under?” Carter asked.

The nurse smiled at him. “Because the procedure works better that way,” she said to him. “Don’t you want the procedure to be as successful as possible?”

“I guess so,” Carter said, reminding himself how much he was paying for all of this. He was getting a little nervous. Not nervous enough to think about backing out, but nervous nonetheless. He didn’t even know where he was. Fergus had sent a car to pick him up at his apartment. He sat in the back. The car had plush leather seats, a minibar stocked only with spring and mineral water, and a glossy catalogue advertising the Company’s services. What the back of the car didn’t have was windows. Carter picked up the catalogue. He had seen an earlier version before, but he picked it up again and flipped through it. This time he skipped the beginning, which was full of a dozen or so pages of sales mumbo jumbo about what a person’s life was meant to be and how everyone now had a chance to remember living life to the fullest. Instead of having memories of conference rooms and board meetings, you could have whatever memories you wanted. You could remember whatever you thought you’d missed as the years flowed by while you toiled away. It wasn’t that the pitch wasn’t effective. It was quite effective. After all, it had worked on Carter. Carter simply didn’t need to read it again. He was already sold.

Instead, he flipped right to the actual catalogue part of the catalogue, the part that described the various products they currently had for sale. He wanted to make sure he still believed that he’d made the right choice. It hadn’t been easy. Carter had seriously considered a few of the others. He was intrigued by the jazz musician who traveled the world, staying in the finest hotels and playing trumpet in private late-night clubs. He considered the high-stakes gambler. He even thought for a few minutes that one of the women might be interesting. In the end, he chose the surfer. Carter didn’t have any experience surfing; he chose the surfer mostly because he was the most expensive. If you’re going to do this, Carter told himself, you might as well go all the way. The descriptions of the products were extensive. Section after section detailed where in the world the person had lived, where they’d traveled, what their interests were, what they had seen, what they had done, what their type was. Parts went into extraordinary detail about their sex lives, describing their partners, what the partners looked like, and what they had done together. Carter noticed two new additions from the last time he had read the catalogue. One was a mountain climber. The other had spent five years sailing around the world, from island to island, stopping to explore—and everything that entailed. Every time Carter read a new description, he wanted that one. He was satisfied with his selection, though. Fergus had assured him he had chosen wisely, describing the surfer’s memories as “a private work of priceless art.” Only, Carter noted, it actually had a price.

Carter had no idea how long he was in the windowless car. He had been asked to surrender his watch and his cell phone before he got inside. He felt naked and vulnerable without them. He guessed that he’d been in the car for about three hours. When the car stopped, they were in a high-end garage with an elevator that led straight to where he was now being prepped.

Fergus had shown up at his apartment the day before, to go over the logistics of the procedure and to see if Carter had any more questions. Carter did have one question that he hadn’t seen addressed. “What about bad memories?” he asked Fergus.

“What do you mean, sir?” Fergus answered.

“Everybody has bad memories,” Carter said. “Nobody gets through life without them, right? So do I get those too?”

Fergus nodded. “Sure. Not every single memory is”—he paused, looking for the right word—“enviable,” he finished. “You have to take some of the bad with the good. But in our experience, with our product, the good so far outweighs the bad that we never get complaints. Also, we do what we can to weaken the memories of our volunteers from the days before they started working with us. I don’t want to trouble my clients with those memories.” God knows that’s not what they paid for, Fergus thought but didn’t say out loud.

“How do you do that?” Carter asked.

“It’s a relatively simple procedure,” Fergus said. “We give them a protein blocker and ask them to think of their most painful memories. We do this over a period of weeks. Every time they pull that memory back up while under the influence of the protein blocker, the memory gets a little weaker. By the time they start on their desired lives, everything before that moment is a mere shadow in their heads. You might remember some of it,” Fergus told Carter, “but it will be fleeting and weak and then”—Fergus chuckled a knowing chuckle—“you’ll have plenty of other, stronger, wilder, more outrageous memories to help wash those away. We’ve never had an unsatisfied customer,” Fergus assured him. Fergus knew how to answer the question. Most of his clients asked it. It made sense. They were paying a considerable amount of money for the extraordinary memories. The last thing they would want was some poor kid’s sad memories trapped inside their brains.

“Okay,” Carter had said, accepting Fergus’s answer. He was accepting so much on faith already, anyway.

“You can get undressed now,” the beautiful nurse said to him. “There is a robe behind you. You can put that on.”

Carter turned, expecting a flimsy hospital gown. Instead, he found a black robe made of fine silk. As he undressed he thought about the rest of the catalogue. After the various product descriptions came the testimonials. Each one was anonymous. Instead of a name, the catalogue listed a description.

“Worth every penny.”—Fortune 500 CEO

“The best money I’ve ever spent.”—Venture capitalist

“To say it changed my life would be an understatement.”—Chairman of a leading investment bank

“You won’t regret it. You’ll only regret not doing it sooner.”—Real estate mogul

The last ten pages of the catalogue were all about the science, about how they were constantly studying and making new breakthroughs that would make their customers’ experiences even better. Near the end, the catalogue discussed recent breakthroughs in repeat transferees. “Because why remember only one amazing life, when you can remember so much more?” The bottom of that page had a picture of a New York City homicide detective called the Memory Detective. The catalogue noted that he’d had more than a dozen transfers with no ill effects, and that the Company was continuing to monitor and study him so they could learn how to provide an even better experience to their customers. Carter looked at his picture. The man had a strange look to him, with his dark eyes and white hair. Carter thought that maybe he’d heard about this Memory Detective before, but he couldn’t be sure. He would remember this time, though.

Carter slipped the black silk robe over his shoulders. He was ready to go. One new set of memories was enough for him now, but those final pages of the catalogue would stick with him. They would mean something to him one day not so far in the future. Of course, the Company had planned it that way.

Shortly after he tied the robe around his waist, he heard a knock on the door. “Yes,” Carter said. “Come in.”

A small surgical team came into the room with a gurney and some other medical equipment. “We’ll need you to lie down,” one of the team members said, motioning toward the gurney. Carter pushed his way on top of it. “We’re going to take you down the hall to another room,” the same team member said. “There, we’ll give you some drugs to get you to sleep.” The man then looked straight into Carter’s eyes. “When you wake up,” the man said with a flourish, “everything will be different.” Then they pushed the gurney through the open door and into the hallway, with Carter riding silently on it, waiting for his life to change.


Chapter 12

Cole gave Ed the job of calling the family. Ed had daughters. He wore his empathy on his sleeve. Cole guessed that if they talked to Ed, they’d want to come. Cole was right. Ed spoke to Meg’s mom. He didn’t give her any of the details, only telling her that they had information about their daughter. “What is it?” the mother asked.

Ed, under Cole’s direction, had to bite his tongue. “We want to fly you to New York so that we can go over everything in person,” he said. “All three of you. We’ll arrange for the plane tickets. You don’t have to worry about the costs.”

“Okay,” Meg’s mother said numbly, blind to how much information Ed was holding back. “Is that normal?”

“Not entirely,” Ed told her. Nothing about Cole and his cases was normal, he thought. “We think you might be able to help us with the case.”

“Is there something you’re not telling me?” Meg’s mother pressed.

Jesus Christ, Ed thought, we’re torturing them. “Please trust us,” Ed said to her, even though, at that moment, he barely trusted himself. “This is important.”

The three of them got on a plane the morning after Ed’s call. When they landed they were brought straight to the police station; Ed and Cole were summoned upon their arrival. Cole moved quickly. He had the whole family moved into one of the interrogation rooms, equipped with a one-way mirror so that other cops and prosecutors could observe the interrogation. Cole was staring through the mirror at the family when Ed arrived and saw what his partner had done.

“What the fuck are they doing in an interrogation room?” Ed shouted, loudly enough that everyone around him could hear. He didn’t care. “They’re not suspects, Cole. You said so yourself. Their daughter was murdered, for Christ’s sake.” Cole barely looked at Ed. He stood there, watching the family through the one-way glass, holding his hand near his mouth. “I’m going to get them out.”

Cole stopped him. “Ed, I know they’re not suspects, but I wanted to be able to watch them, to get a good look at them in person. I need to spark more memories, Ed. This is how it has to be done.”

Ed’s face contorted into a look of thinly veiled disgust and confusion. “But why? There’s got to be a better way.”

Cole didn’t look at Ed. He didn’t take his eyes off Meg’s family. “I wish there was,” Cole said, “but this is the best way that I know right now.” Cole finally turned toward his partner. His face was completely white, even paler than normal, void of any color. Ed could see the sadness in it, an immensity of sadness that he wished he’d never seen. He had to let it go. Whatever Cole was doing, he wasn’t doing it for his own enjoyment. “I’d like you to go in and ask them some questions. Nothing serious. Ask them how their flight was. Then I want you to walk the little one, Annie, out of the room so that you can tell her parents what happened to Meg.”

“You don’t want to talk to them? Isn’t that the whole reason we flew them out here?” Ed asked.

Cole shook his head. “I can’t. Not yet. Will you go in and talk to them, please?”

“Okay,” Ed said, forcing himself to believe this was all for the good of the case. He took a moment to steady himself before going inside. Cole kept watching through the one-way mirror.

Ed gave a slight knock before opening the door, but he didn’t wait for an invitation. Ed was the right person for this job. Cole could see that as soon as he walked through the door. His portly form and friendly face almost immediately put the family at as much ease as was possible under the circumstances. “Hello,” Ed said to the family. He went to one of the chairs and sat down. “Thank you all for coming all the way out here.”

“We spoke on the phone, didn’t we?” Meg’s mother asked after hearing his voice.

“Yes,” Ed told her. “That was me. How was your flight?”

“It was fine,” Meg’s father answered. Ed could hear the strain in his voice. His patience was beginning to wear thin.

“Did you hit much traffic coming in from the airport?” Ed asked, feeling ridiculous even as he asked the questions, glancing periodically at the mirror, wondering how he’d know when he’d given Cole enough.

“Traffic was fine,” the father replied tersely. Ed felt lucky that they were from the Midwest. People with less patience would have ripped him to shreds already.

All the while, Cole watched them closely, his eyes moving from one person to the next. He let the memories pass over him like waves. He didn’t try to make sense of them. He would have time for that later. For now, it was all flashing images, a wild montage of memories of first days of school, Christmas mornings, birthday parties, softball games, and camping trips. There were bad memories too, unhappy moments littered among the good days and the dull days.

“Good,” Ed said. “We’ve got a hotel room for you tonight.”

The mother broke first. She leaned across the table toward Ed. “Can you please tell us what’s going on?” she pleaded.

That was enough. Ed made the call. He couldn’t hold back the wall anymore. “Maybe we should let Annie go outside for a bit,” Ed said to Meg’s parents, relieved that one of Cole’s requests finally seemed reasonable. “Then I can tell you what we know.”

“Is that okay with you, Annie?” Meg’s mother asked.

“Sure,” Annie said uncertainly.

“I’ll walk you out,” Ed said. He led her out of the room and handed her off to one of the other cops, who took her to a quieter part of the station where she could sit alone. She wasn’t alone for very long, though. Cole was following her. He left Meg’s parents in Ed’s hands. He wanted to talk to Annie and only gave her a minute or two to settle in. She sat in a chair and took a book out of her backpack. Cole approached her.

“Can I sit next to you?” Cole asked when he had gotten close enough to her to talk in a low, almost whispering tone.

Annie’s hair was straight and auburn with random streaks of blond. She was in her early teens, but when Cole looked at her, he had trouble seeing anyone other than the little girl from Meg’s memories, the little girl from the late nights in their shared bedroom, the little girl Meg used to push on the swings. The memories did that sometimes. They froze people in time in ways that Cole couldn’t control. “Okay,” Annie said with indifference, barely looking up at Cole.

Annie’s indifference hurt Cole a little bit. It shouldn’t have. Annie didn’t know him. But he knew Annie. He wanted to reach out and hug her. He wanted to embrace her and tell her how much Meg loved her. And because Meg loved her, Cole loved her too. That’s another thing that other people’s memories did to you. They made you love people. They made you fall in love with strangers. Cole’s love for Annie wasn’t the only reason he wanted to talk to her in person, though. Cole was also sure that Annie knew something, something that could crack the whole case open, something that she would only divulge in person, to him. “What are you reading?” Cole asked her.

Annie looked up from her book. “It’s for school,” she said, holding up the book to show him the cover: Great Expectations, by Charles Dickens. “Have you read it?”

Cole searched his brain. He had vague memories of the book, but he had no idea whose memories they were. “I think so,” Cole said to Annie, “but I don’t remember much of it.”

“That good, huh?” Annie said sarcastically.

“You’re here about your sister, right?” Cole asked her.

Annie looked back down at the pages of her open book. “Yeah,” she said. “Do you know anything about what happened? They won’t tell me anything.”

Cole nodded. “I’m one of the people working on your sister’s case. If you really want to know what happened, I can tell you.”

Annie shook her head. She didn’t want to know—but she needed to know. “She’s dead, isn’t she? That’s why everyone’s making such a big deal about this.” Tears began welling up in Annie’s eyes. She’d always been a smart kid. Cole remembered that too. Cole wanted to reach out and comfort her, but he knew that he couldn’t. It would only scare her away.

“Yes,” Cole confirmed Annie’s greatest fear. Now Annie had to deal with losing her older sister for a second time. “She was murdered. We don’t know who did it yet, but we’re going to find him.”

“What happened?” Annie asked.

“We’re still working on that,” Cole said, leaving out the details about the basement and the rope and the hammer. “Did you miss your sister when she left?” Cole asked, even though he already knew that she did.

“Of course,” Annie said, her voice only cracking slightly. “She was my best friend.”

“She missed you too,” Cole told her. “She loved you so much. She felt very guilty leaving you behind.”

Annie looked up at Cole, into the swirling dark seas that were his eyes. She looked so lost and so sad. “How do you know that?” she asked, though she didn’t doubt him for a moment.

“I know things,” Cole replied without elaboration. “You knew she was here in New York, didn’t you?” He could have sat talking to Annie all day. Even as he sat there, more memories came to him and he had to fight off wave after wave of onrushing immersions. All the memories were of Kansas, and the answers that Cole needed weren’t in Kansas, not if he wanted to solve Meg’s murder. The memories that he needed were in New York. Cole knew that Annie couldn’t give him those memories, but he thought she might have the key that he needed to unlock them. So he decided to seize the opening and go for it. He wasn’t sure how Annie was going to react to his secret, but Meg’s memories gave him confidence that she could handle it. He had to try. After all, that’s why he’d flown her to New York in the first place. “I have her memories,” Cole said to Annie slowly and deliberately, trying to make sure she understood. He wanted Annie to see Meg inside him. He needed Annie to trust him. “They’re coming a bit slowly to me, but I remember a lot about you. You’re at the middle of so many of her most precious memories. All she ever wanted was for you to be happy. She worried about you all the time.”

“How did you get her memories?” Annie asked, ignoring Cole’s pleasantries.

“When they brought her body in, we couldn’t identify her. Without anyone else to inherit the memories, I volunteered. That’s how we found you and your family. I remembered you.”

“If you have her memories, can’t you just remember who killed her?”

“I wish it was that simple,” Cole said. “When someone dies, their memories get scattered. The memories that are most special often come first. So far, most of your sister’s memories have been about you. But,” Cole went for it, “if you tell me where you sent the letters you wrote to your sister, I’ll be one step closer to finding her killer.”

Annie shook her head. “It was our secret,” she said in a near whisper.

“She’s gone,” Cole said to Annie. It was harsh but true. Meg never hid the truth from her sister. “She has no secrets anymore. All that’s left of her is inside me.” Cole gave Annie a moment to consider what he’d said. When she didn’t look convinced, he inched closer to her. “Do you remember sneaking off and lighting off those fireworks in Grandma’s cornfields?” A small smile crossed Annie’s lips. “Do you remember that time you punched Tommy Harper in the face? You gave him two bloody lips with one punch, and he was so embarrassed, he wouldn’t tell anybody what happened, so you didn’t even get in trouble for it.”

Annie laughed. “He thought he was so tough,” she said, “but he had no idea how to fight.”

“But you did,” Cole said, egging her on into the memory.

“Well, I learned how to punch fighting you,” Annie said, catching the “you” in her mouth just after she’d said it, remembering suddenly that she wasn’t talking to her sister but to a strange older man that she’d never met before. It was almost cruel how easily Cole played her. He’d been through this before. Annie hadn’t.

“Tell me where you sent Meg’s letters. I’ll keep it a secret. Meg’s secrets are my secrets now. I won’t tell your parents.”

“You promise?” Annie asked.

“I promise, on your sister’s memories.”

Annie paused for only another second. Off the top of her head, she recited the address of an apartment on the Lower East Side. As she rattled it off, Cole found a pen and wrote it down. Annie told Cole that she’d sent three letters to that address, and she knew that her sister had gotten each one. “Thank you,” Cole said, standing up, resisting the urge to lean over and kiss her on her forehead. He started to walk away. He wanted to go back and get Ed. He wanted to get to the Lower East Side as quickly as possible. He didn’t want to waste any more time.

“Wait,” Annie said as Cole walked away from her. Cole stopped. “In the letters Meg sent me, she told me she was happy. Was she happy?”

Cole considered lying. He thought that would have probably been the right thing to do. The problem was, he couldn’t bring himself to lie to Annie. “I don’t know yet,” Cole told her. “I still have a lot to remember.”

Annie nodded. She seemed to understand. “But will you tell me?” Annie asked. “When you remember, will you tell me?”

“I will,” Cole promised and then hurried off to find Ed.

Ed was still in the interrogation room with Meg’s parents, trying his best to answer questions that had no answers, at least none that Meg’s parents wanted to hear.

Cole didn’t bother to knock before barging inside. “I’ve got it,” Cole said to Ed when he was barely through the door. “Let’s go.” Ed looked at Cole like he was insane. Ed wasn’t sure that Cole wasn’t insane. He seemed pretty crazy.

“Excuse me,” Meg’s father said to Cole. “You’ve got what?” Cole heard that voice and the memories rushed into him. He didn’t even have to look at Meg’s father’s face. The tenor of that voice alone triggered them. Cole remembered the fear, the feeling that the whole house was trembling along with that booming voice as Meg’s father yelled for her to get out. Cole shut off the memory. It wasn’t important now. He needed to ignore it.

“Let’s go, Ed,” Cole said again without even looking at Meg’s parents.

“Where are we going?” Ed asked.

“The Lower East Side.”

“Now?”

“Yes,” Cole said. “The sooner the better. I don’t want to waste any time.”

Ed leaned in toward Cole and asked in a whisper, “But what about them?”

Cole still didn’t bother to look at them. “Let’s go,” he repeated.

“Does this have something to do with our daughter?” Meg’s mother asked.

“Yes,” Cole answered. Her voice pulled at him too, tugging him down even harder than Meg’s father’s voice had. “Ed. Please. Let’s go.”

Ed stood. “I’m sorry,” he said to the parents. “Someone else will come get you in a moment.”

“Where’s Annie?” the father asked, fear creeping into his voice.

“She’ll be here in a minute,” Cole growled. He reached out and grabbed Ed by the wrist and pulled him out the door.

“Should I even ask what that was about?” Ed said as Cole dragged him away from the interrogation room.

“He kicked her out of the house,” Cole said to Ed. “That’s why she came here. Her father kicked her out. I remembered it. If it wasn’t for him, she might still be alive. The only thing he didn’t do was swing the hammer. Now let’s go. We have a murder to solve.”


Chapter 13

“That’s all you got? The address?” Ed asked Cole as he drove them across town. “Did you ask her anything else? What about names of friends? You know, potential suspects? People we can question?”

Cole shook his head. “I only wanted the address,” he said. “We can ask the sister other questions later. First, I need to get closer to Meg’s life here in New York. The closer I get, the more I’ll remember.”

“We brought them all the way here for that?”

“Yes,” Cole confirmed.

Ed exhaled audibly. “Do you have any idea how strange it is to work with you?”

“I’ve been told.” Cole’s voice was dry and emotionless.

Ed glanced at Cole as he drove. He could see the lines on Cole’s face and death in his eyes. “If you see the killer, will you recognize him?” Ed asked Cole. He wondered what it must be like to remember being murdered.

“I don’t know,” Cole told him. “I might.”

“If you see the killer, will you be able to control yourself better than you did in front of her parents?” Ed asked as he turned the squad car down a side street.

Cole stared out at the street, knowing they were getting closer. He searched everywhere for clues to Meg’s life, anything that might trigger a new memory. “You have to understand, Ed,” Cole explained, “that when it’s all said and done, if you have the chance to look back on your life, dying is unlikely to seem like the worst thing that ever happened to you.”

“Sure, I get it,” Ed responded, “but I’m kind of hoping that my life won’t end with a hammer bashing in my skull.”

“Just keep driving,” Cole ordered.

In less than fifteen minutes, their car was idling in front of the address Annie had given Cole. Cole stared at the building, hoping that the sight of it alone would trigger something. Nothing made it stand out. It was a brick apartment building with fire escapes running up the front, surrounded by other brick buildings and a few old townhouses. Cole opened the passenger door. “What are you doing?” Ed asked him.

“I’ll head inside,” Cole said as he climbed out the door. “You can meet me upstairs after you park.”

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Ed said to Cole. Cole made him nervous even when he was accompanied by responsible adults. “Can’t you wait?”

“I’m not going to do anything crazy, Ed,” Cole tried to assure his partner. Then he slammed the door and turned toward the building. He stood there for a moment, looking the building up and down. He counted up three flights and over two, to the window that should have led into Meg’s room. Still nothing. Cole walked up to the door. He looked at the names next to the buzzers. Meg’s apartment number had a name next to it that Cole didn’t recognize. The name was written in black ink on a piece of lined yellow paper that had been cut from a notepad. Cole couldn’t tell how old the paper was. He reached out and pushed the buzzer, not expecting anyone to answer. Cole began to scan the rest of the buzzers to see if there was one labeled for the super. Then a crackle came over the intercom.

“Yeah,” a man’s voice called out above the static. Cole felt something when he heard the voice. It registered in his brain, but he still couldn’t piece anything together.

“Is this apartment 3C?” Cole said into the intercom.

“Who’s asking?” said the man’s voice from the intercom.

Cole looked around to see if Ed was coming yet but didn’t see him. “It’s the police,” Cole spoke into the intercom. “I was hoping that I could come up and ask you a few questions.”

“You got a warrant?” the voice asked.

“No,” Cole answered. “Should I go get one?”

After a pause, Cole heard a buzzing sound. He stepped forward and pushed through the building’s front door. The building didn’t have an elevator. Cole walked down the hallway to the stairs. Then he looked up, following the stairs with his eyes as they swirled up six flights. Cole wondered if there was a basement. He walked a few steps past the stairs until he saw a door leading to another staircase that went down. He didn’t have time to explore, not yet; he turned back and headed upstairs.

The building was old and well worn. The light orange paint in the stairwell was chipping. The fluorescent lights emitted an utterly unnatural color. The stairs were dirty white concrete, and Cole could hear his own footsteps echo through the stairwell as he climbed them. Despite all of this, Cole felt safe. He got to the third floor, walked over to apartment C, and knocked on the door.

From behind the door, Cole heard the voice that had spoken over the intercom. “Everybody behave,” he called out. “It’s the cops.” Cole heard the person on the other side of the door unhook the chain lock. Then the door swung open.

For a moment, Cole and the young man stood staring at each other. Cole studied the man’s face. He was probably about twenty-seven years old. He had messy brown hair and about five days’ worth of stubble. His face was thin, but he didn’t look unhealthy, just skinny. He must have expected Cole to say something. “You got a badge or something?” he finally said, breaking the awkward silence.

Cole reached into his pocket and flashed his badge. “What’s your name?” Cole asked.

“Tony,” the man answered.

“Tony what?” Cole asked.

“Tony Gray.” His name was the one next to the buzzer.

“Do you mind if I come in, Tony?” Cole asked. He looked over Tony’s shoulders. He could see two other men inside the apartment. One looked to be about Tony’s age and the other looked about five years younger.

“Kinda,” Tony answered. “Look, can you tell me what this is all about?”

“Sure,” Cole said. “There’s a girl. Somebody found her naked body in a Dumpster in Queens a few days ago. Her skull had been bashed in with a hammer. It turns out that she was having her mail sent here. Can I come in now?”

All the blood rushed out of Tony’s face. “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, come in.” He stepped aside and let Cole walk into the apartment. “Who was it?” Tony asked. Cole eyed the apartment. Something was rising inside him, a mixture of fear and excitement. Something had happened in the apartment. “Officer?” Tony asked, breaking Cole’s chain of thought. “Are you going to tell me who it was?”

Cole looked at him, not even trying to hide his anger. “Do you get a lot of girls’ mail here?” He didn’t try to hide the sarcasm.

“Actually, yeah,” Tony said. “I do. You see”—Tony motioned over to the other two men sitting on the couch—“we’ve got a lot of friends that don’t really have permanent addresses. They crash here sometimes. Sometimes they stay somewhere else, but I let them have their mail sent here if they need to.” Cole kept eyeing the apartment. The place was a mess. Empty pizza boxes were stacked up against the wall in the kitchen. Crumbs covered the kitchen table. It didn’t look like anybody’d vacuumed the living room in years. “So can you tell me who the girl was?” Tony asked again.

The concern in Tony’s voice caught Cole off guard. It sounded sincere. “It was a girl named Meg,” Cole said. “Meg Davidson.”

“Meg?” Tony repeated, searching his brain. Tony knew not to trust last names. Then, it dawned on him. “Matt’s friend?” Tony asked, a look of horror coming across his face.

“The dyke,” one of the guys on the couch said. They’d been listening to the conversation. Cole felt the immersion coming on. He couldn’t stop it. He wasn’t even sure he’d want to if he could. There was a knock on the door. Cole figured it had to be Ed. Thank God for that, he thought, maybe he’ll keep them busy. Then he fell into the memory.

Suddenly, Cole remembered walking up the stairs toward apartment 3C again. This time Matt, the kid from the bus, was in front of her, leading her up. “You’re sure this is okay?” Meg asked. Her heart raced as she bounded behind her new friend.

“Yeah,” Matt assured her. “My buddy said everybody new in New York comes to Tony’s. It’s like a way station for people from Kansas.” He smiled at her. He liked doing this for her. It made him feel important.

Meg could hear the noise coming through the door even before Matt knocked: music, loud and fast, some sort of punk rock that she’d never heard before. Right away she knew that she liked it. Then a woman’s nasal, angry voice began shouting over the sound of the guitar and the drums and Meg knew that she loved it. She could hear voices too, voices loud enough to be heard over the music.

Matt knocked on the door. Nobody came. Meg noticed that Matt looked a little nervous. He knocked again. This time, he pounded his fist on the door. “Hold your horses,” a voice Cole recognized cried out from inside. Then the door swung open. A thin, older-looking guy, maybe in his mid-twenties, with messy brown hair, opened the door. “What can I do you for?” the guy said, looking Matt up and down and then doing the same to Meg.

“I’m Matt,” Matt stammered. “I’m Bon’s friend. He gave me your address. We just got off the bus about an hour ago. Is it cool that we came here?”

Tony smiled a toothy, wide grin. “Fuck, yeah,” he said. “Come on in.” He stepped out of the way so that Matt and Meg could walk past him. As they did, he stuck out his hand. “I’m Tony,” he said to them, shaking each of their hands. “Welcome to Wichita East.” Once they were inside, Tony shut the door behind them and shouted over the blaring music, “Hey, Bon, your friends are here.”

The apartment was dark and jammed tightly full of people—there had to have been at least two dozen people inside, enough that it was difficult to move from room to room. It was mostly men, but there were probably eight or nine women there too. Meg and Matt weren’t used to such tight spaces. Meg saw Bon before Matt did. He was a giant. He had to have been at least six four, with broad shoulders that he slumped forward. He walked with his head down, as if he were trying to hide his size. Still, Meg saw warmth in his ruddy face and round cheeks. “Matt!” Bon called out and pushed past a few people to reach his friend. Bon pulled Matt into a big hug. Meg waited awkwardly for the hug to end, eyeing the scene. People wandered around the apartment, drinking beers. A couple of people in one of the bedrooms were passing around a joint.

Finally, Matt pushed Bon away from him. “Bon,” Matt said, turning toward Meg. “This is my friend Meg. We met on the bus ride out here. She’s from Wichita too.”

“Another escapee,” somebody yelled from behind Bon. People paid attention when new people showed up at Tony’s. “Did you tunnel under the fence or sneak out with the laundry?” Meg tried to see who was speaking but couldn’t tell through the darkness.

“Come on in,” Bon said to both of them. “That’s a long bus ride. Let’s get you two a couple of beers and I can give you the tour.”

“So, you’re from Wichita too?” Meg asked Bon.

“Nah,” Bon said. “I’m from New Jersey. I have an aunt in Kansas. I met Matt one summer when I was visiting her. I met Tony out there too.”

Bon led them around the apartment. It was a short tour, lengthened only because Bon kept introducing them to people. He seemed to have forgotten about the beer. Bon introduced everyone to Meg as if he and Meg were old friends. With every face and every name, Cole concentrated on trying to find Meg’s killer but nothing clicked. Everyone was young and vibrant. The music, while still loud, seemed to fade into the background once Meg got used to it. By the time the three of them got back to the living room, Meg guessed that she’d been introduced to more than half the people at the party and about half those people were other refugees from Kansas.

“So, you guys made friends on the bus, huh?” Bon asked them with a knowing glance after they’d circled back to where they’d started.

Matt shook his head. “It’s not like that,” he said defensively. “I mean, she’s not like that. I mean, she’s not into guys.” Matt looked over at Meg, suddenly afraid that he’d said too much.

“It’s okay,” Meg mouthed to him. She was actually glad that he said it. She wanted people to know. That’s why she’d come to New York in the first place.

“Jesus, another dyke?” Meg heard somebody behind her say. In Wichita, if she had heard anyone use that word, she would have been afraid. There, it was too often an epithet that preceded violence. But here, at least in this apartment, it felt safe.

“You don’t look like a dyke,” one of the guys she’d been introduced to said to her.

Meg looked him in the eyes. “Not yet,” she said to him, gathering her strength, “but I only left Kansas a few hours ago.” She heard a couple of people behind her laugh at her joke. Her heart nearly exploded with pride.

Then she heard another voice from behind her shout, “Tell her they pay more for dykes.”

“Shut up, Jerry,” Bon yelled back. Meg turned around and saw a short man with greasy black hair and sunken, light blue eyes.

Jerry shrugged it off. “She should know,” he said to Bon.

“What’s he talking about?” Meg asked Bon.

“You can ignore Jerry,” a voice from Meg’s left said. She turned. It was Tony. He was holding three beers in his hands. “Jerry still believes in fairy tales and urban legends.” Tony handed one of the beers to Matt and one to Meg. He kept the third. “He’ll tell you all about the one where you sell your soul to the devil and get a decent price for it.” Tony shot his thirty-watt smile at Jerry.

“It’s not your soul they want,” Jerry echoed back at Tony. Tony laughed at him, and Jerry slunk off to one of the adjacent rooms.

Tony lifted up his beer bottle. “Welcome to New York,” he said. The words sounded like magic. Meg was a little nervous about drinking the beer. She didn’t know if she’d be able to keep it down, because her stomach was churning with excitement. The three of them clinked their bottles together. Bon lifted and clinked his as well. “So,” Tony said to Meg and Matt as they pulled their bottles apart, “I hear Matt’s going to play in a rock band.” Meg looked over at Matt. She’d never asked Matt why he was coming to New York. “What are you going to do now that you’re here?”

“I don’t know yet,” Meg admitted, feeling too alive to be afraid anymore.

“Cole?” a voice called out. “You there, Cole?”

Cole looked around him. He saw Ed standing in the middle of the living room, next to Tony. The two other men were still sitting on the couch in silence. Cole saw how different the apartment looked from Meg’s memory. Either Meg romanticized it in her memory or it just didn’t fare well under the scrutiny of the bright sunlight.

“Yeah,” Cole said to Ed. “I was just,” he searched for the right word, settling on “thinking.”

“I thought maybe you had some questions for these young men,” Ed said to Cole. Cole wondered how long he’d been lost in Meg’s memory. It was often difficult to tell. Sometimes a memory that ran over multiple days took only a moment to remember, but sometimes Cole could spend hours lost in a single memory’s minute details. He turned back toward the four men in the living room, focusing on the two on the couch. He was already pretty sure that Tony wasn’t involved with Meg’s murder, but he hadn’t gotten a good look at the other two yet. He gave both of them a long, cold stare. Neither triggered any new memories, but that didn’t mean that they weren’t buried deeper inside his head. As he stared at them, he tried remembering the hammer swinging toward Meg’s head, trying to see if that memory might now trigger other memories.

“Cole?” Ed interrupted his train of thought again.

“Ed,” Cole said without taking his eyes off the two men on the couch.

“Questions?” Ed prodded.

One of the guys on the couch squinted back at Cole. “Hey,” he said suddenly, “aren’t you that Memory Detective guy?” His voice was ripe with excitement, as if he’d spotted a minor celebrity on the street.

“What else did you guys know about Meg?” Cole asked, trying to keep the subject on anything but himself.

“Not much,” Tony said. “I mean, she hung out here a decent amount, but she was kind of quiet.”

“Do you know where she lived?”

Tony shrugged. “I think she was couch surfing for a little while. I don’t know if she ended up settling down anywhere.”

“Did she ever stay here?” Cole asked.

“No.” Tony shook his head. “She hung out, though. I let her have her mail sent here, but she never stayed.”

“When was the last time you saw her?”

Tony thought about it. “I don’t know. Two weeks ago, maybe. She came by because I texted her that I had a letter from her sister. In the circles we run in, people drop in and drop out all the time. You can see someone every day for a month and then not see them again for a year. Some people go back home. She always seemed a little bit homesick to me.”

“What about a job? Did she have a job?”

“Yeah,” Tony said with a laugh. “I know that. She was a bike messenger. She was fucking crazy for bikes.” An image flashed into Cole’s brain. He was on a tiny bike, pedaling quickly down a small tree-lined street. Meg’s father was running behind him, holding on to the back of the bike seat to keep it upright. Okay, Meg, he said, I’m going to let go. Just keep pedaling, sweetie. You can do it. Then, suddenly, Cole felt like he was flying. “I actually lent her the bike she used,” Tony continued. “It was an old Schwinn ten-speed, but it was in really good shape. The first time she saw it, I could almost see the eyes pop out of her head. I barely ever used it, so I told her she could borrow it as long as she brought it back in good shape. Guess I’m probably out a bike, huh?”

“Do you know which messenger service she worked for?”

Tony shook his head. “I haven’t got a clue.”

“What about you two?” Cole asked the duo on the couch.

“Can’t you just remember this stuff?” the one who recognized Cole asked.

“No,” Cole said. “It doesn’t work that way. So do either of you know where she worked?” They both shook their heads.

“Who would know? Who can we talk to that can tell us these things?”

“Matt would probably know,” one of them said. “Her and Matt definitely stayed in touch. I think he felt kind of responsible for her.”

“Oh, and what about that Sam?” the other one said. “Weren’t the two of them dating for a while?”

“Sam?” Cole asked. The name sent a tingle down his spine. “Who is Sam?”

“She’s just another girl that hangs out here sometimes. I think Matt introduced the two of them. She works at a coffee shop up on Avenue B.”

Cole’s pulse grew quicker with each word. “What does Sam look like?” Cole asked.

The man who was speaking shrugged. “I don’t know,” he mumbled.

“Describe her!” Cole shouted. It was a need now. A memory was percolating, maybe more than one. He needed to free it.

Everyone in the room flinched when Cole yelled, even Ed. “I don’t know,” the man mumbled again. “She’s black. Natural hair, you know, like a combed-out afro look.” He put his hands around his head estimating the size of her hair. “She’s kind of short but pretty. Does that sound right to you guys?”

Cole didn’t hear their response. He didn’t need anyone to confirm what Sam looked like, anyway. He could see her in his mind now, as clear as if she were standing in front of him. She was small, maybe five foot two or three. She had smooth dark brown skin. Her light brown eyes were surrounded by long, curling eyelashes and her hair was natural, picked out into a giant halo of tight curls, all the light from behind her getting caught in her hair. “Hello, Meg,” she said to Cole in his memory. “It’s nice to meet you.” She reached her hand out and Meg met Sam’s hand with her own. Their skin touched and Meg’s whole body erupted in goose pimples. Sam was the most beautiful thing that Meg had ever seen, so confident and calm. “Should we get a drink?” Sam asked. “I’m only eighteen,” Meg answered, nearly overwhelmed by a fear that her age might scare Sam away. Sam just shook her head. “They’re not going to care. Nobody’s going to card a pretty white girl like you.” Sam smiled at Meg and all Meg could think about was the fact that Sam had just called her pretty. Sam was four years older than Meg, though in Meg’s memories Sam was infinitely wiser and more worldly. Meg followed Sam to the door of a bar. Sam opened it. It was dark inside. Sam walked in first, and Meg followed her. Then the darkness hit them and out of that darkness, Cole suddenly saw the head of the rusty silver hammer swinging straight for his head. Everything else was gone. Sam was gone. The bar was gone. All that was there was the blackness and the hammer. It came so fast.

“Do you know where she lives?” Cole asked once he’d regained his bearings. Everyone in the room was staring at him again.

“She lives down here somewhere, I think,” Tony said. “Somewhere on the Lower East Side.”

“I need an address,” Cole said to Tony. “Who can you call right now that would know where she lives?”

“Matt might,” offered the guy on the couch who had brought Sam up in the first place.

“Call him,” Cole ordered. “Call him now and get her address.” Cole was getting closer, but some things still didn’t make sense. He needed more memories.

Tony took out his phone and walked to one corner of the apartment. He came back two minutes later. “Matt said she lives in the building on the southeast corner of Orchard and Stanton. Apartment 2B.” Tony still had the phone held up to his ear. “He wants to know what happened to Meg. Can I tell him?”

Cole began walking toward the door. “Yeah,” Cole said with a wave of his hand. “Tell him whatever you want.”

“Where are you going?” Ed shouted.

“To Sam’s apartment,” Cole told him.

“What did you remember, Cole?” Ed called back to Cole as Cole neared the apartment door.

The hammer, Cole thought as he walked, but he didn’t tell that to Ed. He didn’t say anything. He needed to figure out what it all meant. He couldn’t wait. The memories were coming quickly now, and Cole didn’t want to get in their way.


Chapter 14

Once the transplant was over and they had successfully removed the equipment from Carter’s brain, they wheeled him into the recovery room. At the same time, they wheeled Pierce’s body away for disposal. The doctor’s focus now was on waking Carter up slowly. They would ease the drugs down at a deliberate pace so Carter’s brain would be active before he actually awoke. They’d had the most success that way. Success for them meant satisfied customers. They knew about the research demonstrating that allowing patients to dream before they woke up had a detrimental impact on the transplanted memories’ accuracy. They didn’t care about accuracy, though. Accuracy wasn’t their goal. Their goal was happy customers, and their customers were more satisfied when they came out of surgery having already experienced a new memory. Complaints came when people paid millions of dollars for these new memories and then went days before experiencing anything. So they eased Carter back into consciousness, monitoring his brain activity as they did so. The doctors had gotten so proficient that they could actually pinpoint the exact moment when the first new memory hit. At first, the patient’s brain activity would increase in proportion to the decrease in the anesthesia. Then, suddenly, the monitor would explode like fireworks and they’d know. They wouldn’t know what the memory was or what the patient was feeling, but they could sit back and watch as the memory almost literally blew the patient’s mind.

So the two surgeons and the anesthesiologist watched Carter’s brain monitor as the anesthesiologist slowly reduced the amount of drugs he was administering to Carter’s unconscious body. They’d place side bets, trying to predict the exact dosage where the fireworks would begin. In Carter’s case, the earlier picks paid off. Carter’s brain began springing to life almost as soon as his brain activity resumed. It was like the memories had simply been waiting. A second later, watching the screen was like watching the brain activity of a person in the middle of a battlefield or in the midst of one holy mother of an orgasm. The three doctors, even the two who had to pay ten dollars each to the winner, let out a cheer when Carter’s brain activity spiked. They knew that he was in it now, experiencing a new memory. One that, until a few moments ago, belonged to someone else. That didn’t matter anymore, though, because the memory belonged to Carter now. After all, he had paid for it.

Carter, still asleep on an operating table, felt his body rise into the air. He felt it in his stomach, like he’d just stepped onto a high-speed elevator or was sitting on the slow, initial rise of a roller coaster. His feet were wet. He looked down. He was straddling a surfboard. The swaying sensation was caused by waves passing beneath him, heading toward the shore. The water was warm and clear. He could look past his feet into the water and see the fish swimming beneath him along the reef. Another wave came, lifting him into the air. They were enormous, each wave pushing him up at least twenty feet into the sky. From the top of the wave, he could see far down the beach. It was a gorgeous white-sand beach that ran for miles in either direction. He spotted a few people here and there, but the beach was mostly deserted, except for the surfers. Everyone had a surfboard. A few other surfers were bobbing up and down over the waves about fifty meters away on each side of him.

Carter remembered watching as a wave big enough to crush a house came barreling toward one of the other surfers. Instead of cowering, the surfer began to paddle with the wave until it caught up to him. Carter’s last view of the surfer was the tail end of his board and the tip of his head, sliding down the face of the wave as it crashed into itself. The sound was devastating, like sitting inside a jet engine. Carter’s pulse raced, and he wasn’t sure if it was his pulse or the pulse from the memory. They blended together. At the time, he didn’t know what immersion meant, but he knew how it felt. God, did he know.

He looked down again at his surfboard. It was long and thick, its nose sticking out of the water like the fin of a sea monster. There was so much in that moment to fear. Were there sharks in the water, swimming beneath him? How sharp was the coral? How fierce was the undercurrent? Then another wave barreled by and he realized that he really only had one thing to be afraid of. The waves.

He turned his board and faced out toward the open ocean. The waves came in even sets, three or four at a time, spaced only a few seconds apart. He could feel the muscles in his back ripple as he readied himself to paddle directly into one of these liquid giants. The muscles, developed from hours upon hours of swimming and paddling, felt strange, like they were pushing his shoulders apart. He felt broad and powerful. The sun beat down upon his broad shoulders, and he rolled them once or twice to loosen them up. Those weren’t the only muscles new to Carter. His chest was packed tight with muscles, and beneath them, Carter could see clear ridges of abdominal muscles. He wanted to run his hand over them, to caress the six-pack with his fingers, but he couldn’t change the memory. It would take time to get used to that, to get used to not being in charge. More than just those muscles fascinated Carter. His skin was tanned golden brown. Carter felt like a god. He wished the memory would go on like that forever, simply sitting on that surfboard under the sun, drifting up and down over the giant waves before they broke toward the beach.

It wouldn’t go on forever, though. It couldn’t. Out in the distance, almost all the way at the horizon, he remembered seeing a set of waves begin to form that made the others that had passed beneath him seem small. The first wave in the set was ridiculous, an unstoppable, moving mountain of water. The fear that Carter felt at the sight of that wave was intense, and yet he knew he was going to ride it. The wave continued to grow as it got closer and, as it grew, it sped up. The memories are safe, he thought, right?

He didn’t wait to see what was coming next. He was going after that first wave. The wave was still a good distance away when the surfer turned toward the beach, laid his hard stomach on top of the surfboard, and began to paddle through the water, taking powerful strokes from his broad shoulders. At first, it was almost shocking how quickly the surfboard cut through the water. Then, even though he kept moving his arms at the same speed and with the same power, the surfboard began to slow down until it wasn’t moving at all. Instead of going forward, even as he thrust his hands into the water, the water kept trying to pull it backward. The wave was pulling him in. They were moving, though. Not forward, not backward, but up. The surfboard began to rise as the giant wave caught them from behind. They rose, high above the sea on the back of this monstrous beast. The wave was going so fast now, he was certain that it was going to pass them. Surely it was going to move under them and speed on toward the beach where it would crash with the sound of a hundred lightning bolts. Carter didn’t realize that the surfer had a plan, and letting the wave almost escape was all part of that plan. Just as the giant wave seemed to be moving past them, the surfer sped up his arms, pulling each stroke like a train piston, paddling faster, almost faster even than the wave, catching up from behind it.

They paddled into the back of the wave, the nose of the surfboard dangling perilously over the wave’s edge. Carter knew that it was too steep. Nobody could ride a wave like that. It had to be close to thirty feet high, and the face of it seemed to drop straight down into the reef below them, but one more stroke tipped the surfboard onto the wave and there was no going back.

As his board pointed nearly straight down the face of the giant wave, the surfer pushed his body up and swung his feet under him in one quick, fluid motion, until he was standing on top of a wave bigger than any he had ever seen before. Then, they dropped in. It was like riding a roller coaster standing up with no safety gear while being chased by an earthquake. The speed of the drop was nearly heart-stopping. The surfer needed every one of those beautiful muscles to simply stay on his board. Every muscle tensed as he tried to keep the nose from dropping under the water. They careened down the thirty-foot wall of water, bouncing off each ripple, in what felt like both an eternity and the split second that it was. It was nearly a free fall. Then the sound came, an immense rumble as if the earth itself was cracking open behind them. But the earth was fine. The sound was the wave.

He could feel the mist from the crashing wave on his back and on the backs of his legs. It was so close, barreling down on him as if it was trying to eat him alive. Just go, he thought. Get away. Head straight for the beach. Yet even as these thoughts reverberated in his head, his muscles began to turn the surfboard. It was a subtle movement. If Carter wasn’t so afraid, he might not have noticed it at all, but it was enough. The surfboard slowed down, and the wave caught up to them again. It wasn’t as tall anymore, but it was just as powerful, a deadly mix of unbroken wave and churning white water. Carter wasn’t as experienced as Cole at inhabiting the memory. He couldn’t lose himself in it entirely. Instead, he remembered it as if he were there with the surfer, as if they were both inside the same body. They turned the surfboard back up so that they were now actually moving up the open face of the wave. When they were near the top again, just as its lip began to curve menacingly over them like a giant maw, they turned around and slid back down almost as quickly as they had the first time. After that, the surfer’s thrilling dance with liquid death was almost over. The once-giant wave had become little more than a bump in the sea. The beach stood in front of them, only a few strokes away. It would have been easy to pull the surfboard up onto the beach, to rest in the soft white sand. Instead, they fell back down onto their knees on the surfboard, pointed the board toward the channel between the waves, and began to pull themselves through the water again. They were heading back out to dance on the face of another giant wave.

It went on like that for what seemed like hours. The fear never subsided. Neither did the excitement. Carter lay there, still unconscious, immersed in the memories. The doctors could actually see the moments when Carter’s unconscious body stopped to catch its breath. The doctors were excited. They knew that when Carter finally awoke, they would have another satisfied customer.


Chapter 15

It was a relatively short walk from Tony’s apartment to Sam’s building. Without a bike, walking was the fastest way to go, faster than driving and parking. Cole needed the time on his feet, anyway. Meg’s memories were pouring out of him now. They were different memories, though. Now they were all memories of Sam, and they all ended with the vision of a hammer hurtling through the darkness.

Cole took a few steps, staring around at the odd mishmash of a neighborhood, housing projects next to upscale restaurants; fancy flower shops facing cheap dollar stores. And somewhere, only a few blocks away, was Sam’s apartment. Cole was almost overwhelmed by the sheer number of memories Meg had collected in her one short year in New York. He understood how it happened. New places and new experiences made for strong memories. They were coming so quickly now. Cole remembered words and then images and then the hammer and nothing made any sense to him. He just tried to keep on walking, but even that was difficult. Cole had to stop more than once because he could barely see through the fog of new memories clouding his brain.

“Is it weird?” Cole remembered Matt asking Meg. Cole was standing on a street corner, holding on to a traffic light for balance.

“Is what weird?” Meg answered.

“Is it weird for me to set you up with the only other gay woman I know?”

Meg shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m kind of new at this,” she told him. “What is she like?”

“She’s cute,” Matt said. “She’s black.” He thought for a moment. “She’s tough. She’s smart. She’s really cool.”

“You wish she was straight, don’t you?” Meg said, playfully poking Matt’s thigh as they walked side by side down the street.

“No,” Matt said with a laugh. “If she was straight, we wouldn’t even be friends. She’s way too far out of my league.”

Then they stopped walking. “What’s that?” Matt said, pointing up into the sky. Cole didn’t want to look. He knew what was coming. The memory was turning on him, but he couldn’t stop it. It was already too late. Meg looked up into the sky, following Matt’s finger. The sky was dark. Out of the sky, like a meteor, came the hammer, full of violence and force.

Cole kept walking. Another memory came. A kiss. A first kiss. Soft lips on soft lips. Cole was getting close. He was walking steadier now. He tried to ignore the intense rush that he felt from the memories. He’d have time to bask in that rush later, after he’d solved the murder. That was his quid pro quo. That was the trade he made with himself. Solve their murders and then you can get off on their memories guilt free.

When Cole was only a couple blocks from Sam’s apartment he began to recognize the neighborhood. There was the corner store where Sam would buy herself and Meg ice cream for their movie nights together. There was the street where they first held hands. Cole could feel Sam squeeze Meg’s hand so that she couldn’t let go even if she wanted to. There was the alley. Why did he remember the alley?

Cole stopped walking. He stared into the empty alley. Then he saw it. At the end of the alleyway, propped up against the brick wall, was Tony’s powder-blue Schwinn ten-speed bike. Cole was still two blocks from Sam’s apartment. He wondered if he was seeing things, if the memories were playing tricks on him. “You’re sure?” Cole remembered Meg asking Tony as Cole stared at the bike at the end of the alley. They were in Tony’s apartment with Bon and Matt.

“I’m sure,” Tony said to Meg. “I never use it, anyway. Might as well go to someone who’s going to ride it. Just bring it back when you’re done with it.”

“You’re sure?” Meg asked again as if she didn’t believe his answer.

“I’m sure,” Tony said louder. “Don’t get too excited. It’s a pretty old bike.”

“I’m going to go ride it now,” Meg said, her voice full of joy.

“Right now?” Tony said. “It’s dark out.”

“I don’t care,” Meg said through an irrepressible smile. “I want to ride it right now.”

“I don’t have any lights on it.”

“I don’t care,” Meg insisted, lifting the bike up onto her shoulder.

“Here, at least take a helmet.” Tony reached down and grabbed his old helmet and tossed it to Meg. “It might be a little big on you, but it’s better than nothing.” Meg caught the helmet with her free hand. “And don’t get yourself killed,” Tony said without a hint of irony. “I don’t need that on my conscience.”

“Thanks,” Meg said to Tony, waving the helmet at him. Cole could feel the irrepressible joy Meg had felt. She hadn’t even realized how much she missed riding her bike. Just riding a bike, any bike, would be a little like being home again and young again and innocent again.

Meg carried the bike down all three flights of stairs and out onto the street. She put Tony’s bike helmet on her head and tightened it as much as she could. It got just snug enough to stay on her head without falling off. She adjusted the bike seat and looked down the street. No cars were coming, so she stood up on the pedals, giving them a few quick pushes. Then she was off.

The streets around her were different. Everything was different now. Everything flew by her like it couldn’t touch her. With every few pumps of her legs, she was on a new block and, with each new block, the world around her changed. She felt so far away from Wichita, almost like she was on another planet, but still she felt a little bit like she was back home again. She sped by a Jewish neighborhood, then an Italian one and then a Chinese one. She rode south and she rode exhilaratingly fast. The wind blew by her, and the lights of every color and brightness moved by in a fantastic blur, like she was in a Star Wars movie going warp speed. Meg felt a chill as she rode, and the wind caressed her skin and she loved that too.

Meg didn’t know where she was going. She only knew that she didn’t plan on stopping until she couldn’t ride any farther. When she saw a sign for the Brooklyn Bridge, she rode toward it. Soon, she was riding over the wooden slats on the bridge, watching the cars drive by beneath her. She’d never been on the Brooklyn Bridge before, and she barely believed that it was real. It looked to her more like something out of a steampunk novel than real life, with Manhattan tall and lit up behind her and Brooklyn vast and lit up in front of her. She flew by a few people walking over the bridge, passing them as if they were standing still. The only thing that could keep up with Meg was her own shadow, which always seemed like it was about to pass her but never did.

When the bridge ended, Meg kept going. She was almost flying. As Meg rode, Cole nearly got lost in layers upon layers of memories. Cole remembered riding Tony’s powder-blue bike down Ocean Avenue in the dark as Meg remembered riding her red dirt bike over trails and through cornfields at her grandmother’s farm, getting lost and riding for hours before finally following the smell of fried chicken back home. She remembered her father teaching her how to ride. She remembered riding through the streets of Wichita with her best friends. People she no longer spoke to.

Then the city came to an end. It was just before dawn when Meg made it to Coney Island. She rode once down the boardwalk. Then she took off her shoes and picked up the bike and carried it onto the beach. Cole could feel the cold sand crumble between Meg’s toes. The ocean sprawled out in front of Meg like it was the end of the earth. When Meg was younger, she would sometimes wake up early with her father and they would watch the sun rise over the plains, but that was nothing like this. The beauty of the sunrise over the ocean startled Meg. She wasn’t expecting it, never could have even dreamed of it. She wondered how something this beautiful could happen every day without hordes of people coming out to watch it. How could so many people miss this? She watched until the sun hung low in the sky, and then the memory ended.

When it was over Cole was still standing at the opening of the alleyway, staring at the bike. He’d decided that it was real. He wasn’t imagining it. What is the bike doing here? Cole wondered. He took a few slow steps into the alleyway. Something in the back of his head was screaming at him to be careful.

Cole stared down the narrow alleyway as he walked. It was only a touch wider than the bike was long. The brick walls on either side rose high into the sky. No windows faced the alley. Claustrophobia began creeping in on Cole, like it was whispering to him that he was walking into a trap. As he stepped near the bike, he noticed a door on his left leading into one of the buildings. The sight of the door filled Cole with an almost overwhelming sense of dread. Cole knew that feeling. He’d felt it before. It meant that he was getting closer to the truth.

“Hello,” Cole called out as he stepped toward the back of the alley. He reached under his jacket and ran his fingers over the butt of his gun. He undid the snap holding the gun inside his shoulder holster so that he could pull it quickly if he had to. “Hello,” Cole called out again. Again, only his own echo answered him.

Cole took another glance at the door to his left. There was something terrible about that door. For a moment, he considered walking away, or going to get Ed, but he had an aching desire to get closer to that bike. He wanted to touch it. Hell, he had to fight the urge to walk up and ride it. With each step closer to the bike, Cole searched his mind for any new memories, for anything that might help him. He had a memory of this alley somewhere, but he couldn’t find it. It was buried. He understood what was happening. It was a defense mechanism. His brain was trying to suppress the memory. His own mind was trying to protect him, to keep him sane, and he was fighting it. Then, before anything became any clearer to him, he was standing next to the bike.

Cole reached down and grabbed the bike by its frame. He held on, waiting for that electric shock, for that surge of memories. It didn’t come. Nothing came. Maybe it wasn’t the right bike after all. Maybe it only looked like Meg’s bike from a distance. Cole knelt down next to the bike to inspect it. He ran his hand over the places on the bike’s frame where the paint had chipped. He could have closed his eyes and found those nicks and dents blind. This was Meg’s bike, but the memories were still hiding from him.

Cole stood up again. All of Meg’s memories seemed to be leaving him now, running from him. He looked back out through the alley toward the street. The street suddenly looked very far away. Cars moved past, but Cole could barely hear them. Then he turned back toward the door. The dread came back to him in such a rush that his stomach almost turned. Meg’s memories weren’t running from him. They were running from the door, hiding from whatever was on the other side.

Cole stepped closer to the door. He felt something pushing him back, like he was walking into a strong wind, but there was nothing there. Cole pressed forward. The door was an old wooden door. Cole could see that it had once been painted green but almost all the green paint had either chipped off or faded away. Now all that was visible was the weathered gray wood surrounding slim strips of old paint. Cole checked his gun again. Then he reached out and knocked on the door. He gave the door three light raps at first. The old wood gave a little under the force of his knuckles. No answer. He knocked harder, three more times—still no answer. He called out again. “Hello?” He stood, waiting a moment or two after his call, listening for the sound of any movement from either of the buildings or from behind the door. Everything was quiet. Cole reached down and grabbed the doorknob. He hesitated before turning it. He took a deep breath. The knob turned. The door gave. It was unlocked.

The door let out a low creaking sound as Cole pushed it open. It sounded something like the cry of a frightened animal. It was dark behind the door. No lights were on inside. Standing outside in the light and staring into the darkness, Cole couldn’t see a thing. His eyes had no chance of adjusting as long as he stood outside. If he wanted to know what was behind the door, he’d have to step inside. “Okay, Meg,” Cole whispered to himself before stepping over the threshold, “now’s your chance to tell me what happened.” Then he stepped out of the light and into the darkness.

The odor hit Cole first, even before he could see anything. It was a stale, musty odor, the scent of neglect. Smells were often the strongest memory trigger. Cole knew how quickly the smell of freshly baked cookies could pull someone back to a childhood Christmas, or how the smell of freshly cut grass could remind them of playing baseball as a kid. He also knew with more familiarity than he liked the types of memories that were triggered by the smell of blood or of burning flesh. He inhaled, sucking in the air around him. He’d come here to remember, no matter how horrible it would be. And still nothing came to him. Then, without even realizing what he was doing, Cole instinctively took four steps forward into the darkness and two to his right. Then he reached his hand into the air and, as if conjuring it out of nothing, pulled on a string attached to a naked lightbulb. The bulb gave off a soft yellow light that seemed to die even before it could reach all the corners of the room.

The windowless room had a concrete floor, a low ceiling, and what appeared to be thick brick walls. A long, wooden table stood in front of Cole. It looked like a thin picnic table, long enough and wide enough for somebody to lie on top of it without falling off. Cole walked over to the empty table. He ran his fingers across it. He leaned on it, pushing his palms down on its surface to see how strong it was, to see if it could take his weight. It was sturdy enough.

Cole listened to make sure he couldn’t hear anyone coming. It was quiet. Then he got up on the table and rolled over onto his stomach. He looked around the room. The perspective was familiar, but it still didn’t trigger any new memories. All he was doing now was remembering his own memory of Meg’s memory. It wasn’t alive for him. He still couldn’t see the killer’s face. Cole decided to ramp up his technique. Still lying on his stomach, he placed his hands behind his back, lining up his wrists to mimic what it would be like if they were tied together. He moved into the exact position that Meg had been in when she was murdered. He could only see parts of the room now because it was so much harder to lift his head. He struggled, his wrists pinned together, trying to remember the feeling of the rope as it dug into Meg’s skin. Then, suddenly, Cole lost the ability to pull his hands apart. He started to struggle, to flop and to twist his hands. He began flailing, pulling his arms back and forth, but they wouldn’t give. He began to sweat. The hammer would come soon. Sweat began to trickle down his forehead. Panic began to rise inside him and still nothing new was coming to him. All he remembered was fear and he didn’t learn anything from fear. Cole took a deep breath to calm himself. He lay still for a moment. Then he pulled his hands apart. Memory control. He’d inherited at least five dead men’s memories before he learned how to do that.

Cole swung his feet off the table. He stood up again. He walked toward the workbench at the other end of the room. This was where the killer had been standing in Meg’s memory. Cole looked at the tools on the bench. The first tool he saw was a hammer. It lay out in the open in front of him. The metal shone under the pale light. It was new, with a bright silver head and a soft black grip. There were other tools around him too. He grabbed a wrench and two screwdrivers, a flat head and a Phillips head, and reached for a pair of pliers. Except for the hammer, all the tools were old. Most showed some rust. All were part of a set. All that was missing from the set was the hammer. Cole knew where the hammer was. He’d seen it, first in an evidence bag at the police station and then in a memory. She had been murdered in this room, on that table, but Meg’s memories wouldn’t come to him. Cole understood. If he weren’t trying to solve a murder, those memories were the last thing that he’d want to see too.

Then Cole froze. He heard something. It was faint at first, and he was unsure of where it was coming from. It was a song, a strange, melancholy melody floating toward him. Then the door at the top of the stairs opened, the song got louder, and the memories finally came. The bike. He had offered to fix the bike. Meg had been riding to Sam’s and somebody stepped into the bike lane from between cars, looking in the wrong direction. Meg swerved to avoid hitting them and crashed into a light post. The asshole who got in her way never even stopped to apologize. Meg was fine, but the rim on the bike’s front wheel had bent out of shape. She had no money to get a new wheel or to get the existing wheel fixed, and the only way she had to make money was as a bike messenger. She needed a bike to be able to do that. She almost started to cry, staring at the now-useless front tire, but she stopped herself. She was close to Sam’s place, and Sam would at least make her feel better. Meg walked the bike to Sam’s building. When she got there, the super was standing out front, sweeping cigarette butts off the sidewalk. He was a tall, skinny man who had always been nice to Meg, nicer than a lot of people, even if he was a little bit creepy. His clothes were a bit too big on him, and he was always whistling the same sad song.

“What happened to your bike?” the super asked Meg as she walked the bike toward the apartment entrance.

“Nothing,” Meg said, but then the midwesterner inside her told her to be polite. “I just had a little crash and bent the front rim.”

The super looked down at the tire. His face was old and wrinkled, his eyes sad and hungry. “I can fix that,” he said to Meg. Meg’s heart instantly leapt. That would solve so many of her problems.

“How?” she asked.

“I’ve got tools down in the basement of one of my other buildings. It’s just a couple blocks away.”

“I don’t have much money to pay you,” Meg admitted.

The super waved her comment off with his hand. “Ah, don’t worry about it,” he said. Then he lifted up his eyes and stared into her face. It might have been the first time that they ever really made eye contact. When it happened, Meg’s fear hit Cole like a splash of ice water. Her instincts were telling her to be afraid, but she shrugged them off. She was used to shrugging off fear. Besides, the prospect of getting the bike fixed for free was too good to pass up. “I can do it now. It’ll only take about ten minutes. Why don’t you come with me and I’ll show you how to do it?”

Meg didn’t want to go, but how could she say no? It would be too rude to ask him to simply fix it and bring it back to her. “Okay,” she said, doing her best to hide her concern. “Can I go up and tell Sam first?”

The super looked at his watch. “Listen, I’m off duty in ten minutes. If we don’t do it now, you’ll have to wait until Monday.”

Meg couldn’t wait. Sam would understand if she were a few minutes late.

Cole heard footsteps on the stairs. The super was coming down. Cole stood silently, but he knew it would only be a moment before the super remembered that he hadn’t left the basement light on. Cole didn’t turn around. Instead, he reached under his jacket and pulled out his gun. He placed the gun down on the workbench in front of him. “Is somebody down there?” the super called out once he was about a third of the way down the steps.

Again, moving as little as possible, Cole took out his phone. He typed a text to Ed. It read simply: sam’s super did it. He hit send. The text didn’t go through. Cole had no reception inside the basement. He debated making a run for it, dashing for the door just to get reception. He knew better than to run with his back to a killer, though. He still had his gun. If he had to, he could threaten the super with it. The super didn’t know that it had been years since Cole carried a loaded gun. Only Cole knew that. So instead of running, Cole simply tossed his phone out the still-open door to the alley, hoping that it would send the message once it was outside.

The super must have seen the movement because Cole heard him rush down the last four or five steps. “What are you doing in here?” he called out when he reached the last step. He didn’t come any closer to Cole than that, not yet, anyway.

Cole stared into the face of Meg’s killer. He left the gun on the table behind him but in a place where he could reach it quickly. Cole tried to remain calm. “I was walking by and I saw the bike outside. I had a friend who lost a bike just like that. I thought that bike might actually be hers and was hoping to find somebody who could tell me where that bike came from. I knocked first but no one answered, and when I tried the door, it was unlocked. Any idea why someone would leave a bike out there like that?”

“That’s my bike,” the super said. He cocked his head to get a better look at Cole. It was obvious to each of them that both were lying. “Do you make a habit of walking into strangers’ buildings just because the door is unlocked?”

“No,” Cole said. “There was just something about your door. Are you sure that bike is yours?” Cole could remember more of it now, now that he was staring into the killer’s face.

“Come on in,” the super said to Meg as he pulled the bike in through the building’s side door, the one at the end of the narrow alleyway.

“I shouldn’t,” Meg argued. Cole could feel how wrong it felt to her. Wrong. He couldn’t think of any other word to describe it.

“Come on, young lady,” the super said with a smile. “Don’t worry. I ain’t going to touch you.” He kept that promise too. He never did touch her. At least, his skin never touched her skin. He wore gloves when he tied the rope around her wrists and lifted her body onto the table. Other than that, the closest they came to touching was the hammer.

“It’s my bike. I’m sure,” the super assured Cole.

“That seems odd,” Cole said, “because I could have sworn that it was my friend’s bike. She used to stay in a building just a few blocks from here.” Cole could see the anger begin to well up in the man’s face. “You know what also seems odd.” Cole kept pushing him. “I was looking at your tools”—Cole turned around to face the table again—“and I was wondering what happened to the hammer that came with this set.”

Cole heard the footsteps. He had pushed far enough. The super was coming for him now. Cole grabbed the gun off of the workbench and wheeled around. When the super saw the gun pointed at his chest, he froze. He was about three steps from reaching Cole. “Who are you?” the man asked, staring into Cole’s face. Cole saw in the super what he often saw in murderers’ faces when they looked at him. He saw recognition. The super recognized something about Meg in Cole’s face. It happened almost every time.

“I’m the ghost of the girl you murdered,” Cole snarled at the super. He wanted to pull the trigger. He actually might have if it would have done any good, if the gun had any bullets in it. That’s why Cole didn’t carry a loaded gun anymore, because he didn’t think he could stop himself from blowing a hole in the chest of every single murderer. The memories were too strong. They made him hate too much.

The super heard Cole’s words and Cole saw his face turn, not to hatred or anger, but to anguish. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, though his voice was weak and unconvincing.

Cole dug into the memories now. They couldn’t hide from him anymore. He stared into the murderer’s eyes and, with an eerie accuracy, repeated the murderer’s words back to him: “Don’t fight, young lady. It’s not going to do you any good. If you don’t fight, I might just let you go. But, if you do fight, I might have to go back and get your friend too. You do know that I have keys to every apartment, don’t you?” Meg’s love for Sam kept her paralyzed.

“What the hell are you?” the super hissed at Cole as if he were talking to a demon.

“I have her memories—the girl that you murdered. Her name was Meg. Did you even know her name? I remember everything you did. I can see it. I know who you really are.” The man took a half step closer to Cole. “Don’t,” Cole said, lifting the gun higher, toward the man’s head. The super stopped again, glancing around him when he did. His head was only a few feet from the gun now.

“I’m not a killer,” the super said, his voice shaking. “I didn’t want to do it.”

“You lured her here, tied her hands behind her back, laid her on a table, and bashed in her skull with a hammer. What do you mean you didn’t want to do it, you sick son of a bitch?”

The super began shaking his head. “I didn’t want to do it,” he repeated. “I had to.”

“Why?” Cole asked, wanting, as always, to make some sense of the violence in his head. He had his guesses: because she was gay, or maybe because she was dating a black woman.

“Because she was young and pretty and she smiled at me,” the super said, “but I knew that she thought I was old and ugly, and I wanted her, and I didn’t want to want her, and I didn’t want her to think that I was old and ugly anymore.” He was nearly frothing at the mouth now.

“You’re under arrest,” Cole said without taking his hands from the gun. He could sense how dangerous the man was becoming. “I’m a cop. I’m bringing you in.”

“No,” the super said. “I won’t go.”

“You don’t have a choice,” Cole said, moving his finger over the trigger of his gun.

“Yes, I do.” The super extended one of his long, skinny arms into the air, reaching for the string on the light. He pulled the string and the room went dark, all except for the rectangle of bright light shining in through the open door to the alleyway. A moment later, the super was on top of Cole in a fury of madness and rage. Cole felt the gun get knocked out of his hand as he tumbled to the ground. He was shocked by how quickly the super came. Nothing in Meg’s memories prepared Cole for that. He struggled to push the older man off of him. The super was skinny, but his height gave him enough weight to make him hard to move. He was wiry and strong.

They were on the ground close to the workbench. Through the darkness, Cole could see the outline of the thin man reaching out with one of his long arms. Cole pushed and kicked and hit, but the super would not budge. He had a strength borne from years of manual labor. Then Cole saw a gleam in the darkness, a quick flash of light as the super lifted his new hammer into the air and the shiny metal caught a sliver of light from the open door. Cole’s mind flooded with memories, memories of Sam and of Kansas and of flying across Manhattan on a bike; but also other memories, not just Meg’s memories, memories of the other murder victims and even some of his own, though he couldn’t for the life of him tell the difference. Music. Food. Loneliness. Lovemaking. Joy. Sadness. It all came rushing over him, a thousand memories in an instant. Then the hammer came down through the darkness.

Unlike Meg, Cole wasn’t tied up. This time he could fight. Cole kicked his body upward, not enough to get the super off of him but enough to affect the hammer’s arc. So instead of coming down on his head, the hammer slammed into Cole’s shoulder. The pain was so intense that Cole jerked his body to the side, which threw the super off balance. Cole screamed and tried to roll farther away from the lunatic with the hammer. The super stood up, the hammer still glistening in his hand. Cole could barely move his right arm. Cole looked up at the killer, staring him in the face. “You have no idea what you did, what you took from this world.”

Clasping the hammer, the super took two more steps toward Cole. Then a voice from behind the super cried out. “Freeze!” 

The super didn’t look back. He stopped for a split second before continuing to advance toward Cole. Two gunshots rang out just as he was lifting the hammer to make the final blow. Ed was careful. He was a good cop. Both shots hit the super in the upper shoulder of the arm holding the hammer. The hammer fell to the ground first. The super went down next, alive but unable to stay on his feet.

Cole watched the super’s face as he lay on the ground, writhing in pain. He stared, hoping to purge himself of any more memories Meg had of this monster so that he would be able to concentrate on everything else in Meg’s life, and ignore the memories of its random ending. But when Cole stared at the super’s face, no more memories of the time Meg had spent tied up in his basement came into his head. Instead, more memories of Sam arose, simple memories; the sight of her smiling over a cup of coffee at night; the beautiful way she smelled first thing in the morning. 

It was over. That’s what Cole believed at the time, anyway. He still didn’t know about the other secrets still locked inside Meg’s memories, secrets of other murders, secrets that would lead Cole into a world he could never have imagined.


Chapter 16

As soon as Carter woke up, he knew that he wanted more. The memory of those giant waves was still fresh. He’d never felt anything like that before. He’d had memorable moments in his own life. He’d made millions of dollars over the course of a few days. He’d had dinners in the world’s most exclusive restaurants. He’d stayed in hotel rooms that cost per night more than most people made in a year. But those waves were different. That memory made him feel more alive than he’d ever felt before, and he wanted more.

“Bring Fergus to me,” Carter ordered one of the attendants who had been assigned to serve him until he was sent home. He was still in the building where they’d performed his surgery. The recovery wing was more like a spa than a hospital. He was told that they needed to keep him there for three days so that they could monitor him and make sure there were no complications. In truth, the monitoring was mostly psychological. Different people reacted differently to the new memories; the Company wanted to make sure that the people who left their building would be able to handle what had just been implanted in their brains.

“Fergus isn’t here, sir,” the attendant informed Carter.

“Then tell him to come here,” Carter replied. “I spent a lot of money on this. He can make the trip.”

More than anyone else at the Company, Fergus understood the importance of happy customers. When he arrived, less than three hours after he received the message that Carter Green had asked to speak to him, Carter still hadn’t experienced another of the surfer’s memories. It had been almost twenty-four hours.

“Mr. Green,” Fergus said as he entered Carter’s room. Other than the lack of windows, the room was indistinguishable from an extremely upscale hotel room. It was large and had all the amenities: a big-screen plasma television, a stocked bar, a black Jacuzzi bathtub open to the entire room. “You wanted to speak to me?”

“Where are the memories?” Carter shouted at Fergus.

“Sometimes they take time, Mr. Green,” Fergus answered him. “We told you that before the procedure took place. However, we can assure you that they will come and that they will be worth the wait.”

“I can’t wait,” Carter said. “I need more now.”

“We have people here who will teach you how to find your new memories.”

“I’ve met with them,” Carter replied. “They told me their tricks. I paid too much money to have to wait. I want more, dammit. More like that first memory.”

Fergus smiled. That first memory. That had been a brilliant addition to the procedure. So much better to have a client wanting more than simply wanting. “We can try to induce one more memory, but only one more.” Fergus already had a memory in mind. While targeting memories was not an exact science, Fergus knew Pierce’s history well enough that there was a chance. “After that, please trust me that the memories will have more impact on you if you come upon them yourself.”

Carter thought back on his lone memory of surfing. “I find that hard to believe,” he told Fergus.

Fergus laughed. “It’s true.”

“But you’ll help me get one more first?” Carter felt comfortable ordering around the attendees, not so much Fergus.

“One more,” Fergus promised.

They had to drug Carter again, but this time they didn’t knock him out. He was awake. The drugs were simply Quaaludes, meant to relax him. They made it easier for him to access those parts of his brain that he wasn’t used to accessing. Everything was administered in Carter’s room. Once the initial drugs took effect, the medical team released a scent in front of him, a specific scent of a specific place, brought all the way from the South Pacific. Then he was given one more drug. It wasn’t much, just a slight injection of cocaine. The team knew from their forms that Carter hadn’t used cocaine in decades, so they suspected that only a small amount was needed to create the intended effect. All of this together was enough. Moments later, they could actually see Carter sink into a new immersion.

His muscles still felt taut from a day spent surfing, swimming over and sliding down giant mountains of water. His tanned skin was still warm from the sun. Carter thought that maybe it was the same day as the previous memory. Or maybe it wasn’t? Maybe all the surfer’s memories were like this. How glorious would that be? Maybe there was simply memory after memory of spending the day surfing and the night, well, Carter was waiting to see where the memory of the night was going to take him. He didn’t want to rush it. It was enough for him, for now, to enjoy the memory of how the surfer’s body felt. It felt more healthy and more young than Carter’s own body had ever felt. Not healthier or younger but more of each. Carter remembered reaching down and picking a small vial up from the dresser in front of him. He took the lid off the vial and poured a small line of white powder on the back of his hand. He wasn’t particularly careful about it. Some of the powder fell off his hand and disappeared into the air. The surfer didn’t seem to care. Then he bent down and snorted the powder in one quick huff.

The effect of the bump was almost instantaneous. His already electric body began to feel like it was vibrating inside his own skin. Carter remembered that rush. It was immediate and intense, but the surfer took it as casually as he seemed to take everything, acting as if this feeling was totally normal. He put the vial back on the dresser, now only two-thirds full. Then he walked toward the door of what appeared to be a small hotel room. He opened the door and was hit by the rhythmic beat of music echoing up from beneath him. The door led to a single twisting staircase. The surfer walked down the stairs like a man who owed the world nothing and owed himself even less. He felt light, careless, and totally free. His unbuttoned white shirt flapped around him as he descended toward the music, and it felt to Carter like what a cape must feel like on a superhero.

It turned out that he wasn’t in a hotel. He had been in a private room above some sort of nightclub. The staircase led straight down to the dance floor, where the party was in full swing. The music was loud enough to drown out almost any thought other than the beat. Bodies were moving on the dance floor. They were young, lightly clothed women and men with bodies nearly as lithe and taut as the surfer’s. Carter remembered seeing the bodies grind into each other to the music. He could see the sweat glistening off the dancers’ bodies in the darkness. The bar had a scent, a ripeness that was dizzyingly erotic. That was the scent Fergus had captured: Asian spice, exotic wood, liquor, and the sweat of beautiful youth. Nobody stopped dancing as the surfer descended the staircase, but Carter could sense all the eyes on him, following him. It was as if the female dancers could sense him coming: the alpha male. Some stared at him as they grinded even more purposefully into their partners, as if to entice him. The surfer returned their stares as they performed for him. He teased them with his eyes and his smile. Carter had never known anything like that before. All of his power had always come from his money. This power was more intense, more primal. Carter wanted to steer the memory, to make the surfer go to the dance floor and pick out one of these beautiful women—but memories cannot be controlled or changed. That was part of their power. If they could be controlled or changed they would merely be daydreams. The surfer floated on a potent mixture of music, insouciance, and cocaine. He walked down those stairs the same way he surfed down the face of a giant wave, with grace and an almost complete lack of fear. The only thing that scared the surfer was the continuing passage of time.

Once at the bottom of the stairs, the surfer headed straight for the bar. As he walked, he parted the dancers like some nightclub Moses. More eyes fell on him now, following each step as he walked. Now the eyes were a combination of lustful women and jealous men. It was like a dream, to be so wanted and so envied at the same time. When he got to the bar, the Thai bartender immediately came to him. “What can I get for you, boss?” he said with only a slight accent, as if he’d learned how to speak English by watching Humphrey Bogart movies.

“You know what I want,” the surfer said to the bartender under his breath. The bartender nodded and then reached for a bottle of SangSom, a Thai rum. He began to prepare a glass with club soda, lemon juice, simple syrup, and basil, pouring the rum in last. Then he slid the glass across the bar to the surfer. “Thanks,” the surfer said to the bartender with a conspiratorial smile and lift of a single eyebrow.

“No problem, boss,” the bartender replied.

The surfer took a swig of the drink. It stung his throat and warmed his stomach at the same time. He took another swig, finishing half the glass. Then he looked down the bar. A tall, brown-skinned Asian woman with dark hair and darker eyes was standing at the end with a curvy blond woman. The surfer leaned in to the bartender, motioning to the other end of the bar. “Who are they?”

The bartender shrugged. “They’re new,” he said. “The blonde is from South America, I think. On vacation. The other one is her tour guide.”

“Vacation? Like hell,” the surfer said, half to the bartender, half to himself. He stared back down the bar at the two women. “She isn’t on a vacation. She is a vacation. Please go tell them that they drink free tonight—my welcome gift.”

“Sure thing, boss,” the bartender said before walking over to extend the surfer’s offer.

Then the surfer waited. He finished his drink. He ordered a second. The electric, numbing sensation of the cocaine was beginning to wear off, but he didn’t worry. He had more. He knew the importance of patience. He wasn’t satisfied with simply picking up women anymore, even if it was two of them. He wanted them to want him first. That was the game for him now. He made them come to him. And while the surfer waited, Carter’s impatience grew. He wanted to urge the memory forward, but he remembered some of what he’d been taught. Let the memories come. If you try to change them, you could lose them. So Carter stayed patient as well. Then, about halfway through the surfer’s second drink, he heard a voice from over his shoulder. It was a woman’s husky voice with a slight accent. “I guess we should thank you,” she said.

The surfer turned around. “For what?” he asked casually as he stared into the deep, dark brown eyes of the darker woman. While she had a British accent, she looked Asian. The surfer stared at her and wondered what sort of wondrous mix she was. What magic formula produced a woman who looked like that? The woman’s blond friend was standing next to her, smiling.

“For the drinks?” the woman said. “For the party? This is your party, no?”

“It is,” the surfer said to her. “You’re a tour guide? How is it that my party made it onto your tour?” he asked.

The dark woman looked at the blonde. “I am a tour guide, but this is my friend and she made a very specific request,” the woman said. The blonde glanced at the surfer for a moment before looking shyly away. The surfer didn’t always care for the shy ones but sometimes, with the right women, he found it endearing. It helped that she had a body that could cause traffic accidents.

“You’re good friends?” the surfer asked. Carter’s own body tingled with the question, only guessing at what the question might have implied.

“Yes,” the darker woman said, almost purring the word. She knew what the question implied, and she wasn’t afraid of it. She knew what she was doing as much as the surfer did. It was a game they’d begun to play as soon as they saw each other. The surfer looked at the blonde again, wondering if she was the plaything or if maybe she had actually orchestrated this whole thing. He slid the rest of his drink down his throat while eyeing her purposefully. What did it really matter whose game this was? They were going to end up in the same place either way.

“Would you and your friend like to come upstairs?” the surfer asked. “To take a little tour?”

“What’s upstairs?” the dark woman asked as if she didn’t already know.

“My room,” the surfer answered her, not bothering to play coy. He kept his eyes on the blonde. He could see the desire in her. It was almost as strong as his own. Then he turned back toward the bartender. “Chet,” he called out, “tell them to turn the music up. We want to be able to hear it upstairs.” He didn’t wait for Chet to respond. He didn’t have to. Chet knew the drill. They were halfway up the stairs when the music grew even louder.

The surfer had more cocaine in the bathroom. The three of them shared some of it. The blonde still hadn’t said anything, but she knocked the cocaine back like a pro. He wondered what language she spoke, in what language she would be moaning once they’d gotten past the formalities. The surfer kissed her on the mouth as soon as she’d finished her bump. Her lips were soft at first and firm when pressed, giving in and pushing back to equal effect. She kissed him back eagerly until the surfer pulled away. The drugs moved through the surfer’s body again, like a jolt, like he’d just been zapped by a defibrillator, and Carter was right there with him. The surfer walked over to the bed. He fluffed up one of his pillows and lay down on his back, facing his new friends. Carter was enjoying the memory of the way the surfer’s own body felt almost as much as the vision of these beautiful women—almost. The blonde giggled. He could see her breasts bounce beneath the tiny piece of cloth she was wearing as a dress when she laughed.

“What’s the matter? Are you nervous?” Carter heard the surfer’s voice say. The voice was deep and resonant. It was a masculine voice but full of youth and danger. The memory of that kiss, that casual kiss that the surfer let loose on the blonde with so little forethought, had more passion than any Carter could remember from his own life. His heart was racing.

The blonde turned to her friend and said something in some other language. Portuguese? The surfer had no idea. Neither did Carter. “She doesn’t speak English,” the darker woman said. Of course she didn’t. How wonderful.

The memory kept going in directions that Carter never would have imagined. It was the stuff of male fantasies and adult movies, but it was real, it came to life in his head. He didn’t make it through the whole memory that first time. There was so much more left when the memory ended, but Carter couldn’t handle any more—not yet. For the moment, he was satisfied. He’d paid a large sum of money for extraordinary memories, and that’s what he was getting. He lay there, completely spent, and the memory had only just begun. He could barely contain his excitement, knowing that there was more of that memory in his head that he could save for later, and knowing the possibility that even more memories like that were now trapped inside his head. He’d completely forgotten that there were other people still in the room. He didn’t even care.

Carter had no idea how long he’d been immersed. “You’re going to have to learn to find them on your own,” Fergus said when he saw the telltale signs that Carter was coming out of the immersion, “but I can assure you that there are more memories like that one, and others. It’ll be worth the effort. I assure you.”

“Holy shit” was all Carter could say.

“Take the classes,” Fergus said to Carter. “Learn how to access the other memories. I’ll come back in two more days to see you off.” Then Fergus left. Now that they’d transferred the surfer’s memories, he had to go out and recruit more inventory.


Chapter 17

Three more police cars and an ambulance arrived shortly after Ed. The ambulance was for the super, still writhing on the floor with two bullets buried in his shoulder, only now in handcuffs. Cole was taken to the hospital in the back of a squad car. The doctors X-rayed his shoulder, but all he was suffering from was a deep, painful bruise.

It was barely dark when Cole was released from the hospital. They gave him a sling in case his arm hurt too much, but he didn’t plan on wearing it. Once out of the hospital, he took out his phone, now scratched and battered from when he’d tossed it out the door, and shot off a single text message. Then he headed back to the police station.

Ed was still at the station when Cole got there. Cole felt lucky to catch Ed as he was packing up and getting ready to go home. “I didn’t think I’d see you again today,” Ed said as Cole walked up to Ed’s desk. “How’s the shoulder?”

“It’s fine,” Cole said. “Just a bruise. How’s the case?” Cole’s memories of Meg’s murder weren’t admissible in court, so they still needed to find evidence. Somewhere along the line, somebody had determined that inherited memories weren’t reliable enough to be admissible as evidence. Cole didn’t disagree. He knew how much memories could change and how much they could play tricks on people. So it was his job to use the memories to find the killer. After that, the regular police work kicked into gear.

“It’s still early, but they found some hair in the basement that they think is probably Meg’s. Also, the serial number on the hammer we found in the Dumpster matches the serial numbers on the super’s other tools. That should be enough.”

Cole nodded. Ed was thorough and by the book. “He confessed to me,” Cole told him.

“We’ll get the evidence, Cole.” Ed knew what it would mean to put Cole on the stand to talk about a confession. He knew what sort of mess that could make of the whole case. “Don’t worry. We’ll nail him.”

Cole nodded again. “I can get him to confess on record.” He had no doubt. If they weren’t psychopaths, very few people could withstand being interrogated by Cole. If Cole did it right, it was too much like being interrogated by their own victims.

“If we need it,” Ed said, “but we shouldn’t.” Ed stood up from his desk. It was a sign to Cole that he wanted to go home and see his family. Cole was happy to let him go. The case was over for Cole now. Now he could rest with Meg’s memories. He needed to tie up one more loose end, then he hoped to have some time to relax. He had no way of knowing how quickly his next case would come and the impact that it would have on his life. All the cases changed him. His next case would change everything.

“Wait,” Cole said. “I just have a couple more things. Has anyone told Meg’s family yet?” Cole didn’t care about the mother or the father, but he wanted to be the one to tell Annie.

Ed knew he was going to disappoint Cole. “Yeah,” Ed informed him. “I called them a couple of hours ago.”

“You know where they’re staying?” Cole asked.

Ed nodded. “Maybe you want to let them be, though. Maybe give them a day or two to let this all sink in.”

“Tell me where they’re staying, Ed. I just want to talk to the sister. I won’t cause any problems.”

“Okay,” Ed reluctantly agreed before telling Cole the name of the hotel.

“One more thing,” Cole said to Ed before he was willing to finally let Ed go. “Thank you, Ed. I owe you.”

“No need to thank me, Cole,” Ed said with palpable indifference. “It’s my job.”


Chapter 18

Cole grabbed a cab from the police station to the hotel where Meg’s family was staying. He checked his cell phone on the way. Allie had texted him back. She’d agreed to meet him for drinks later that night at his regular bar, the Arson’s Ashes. It was the first time that Cole had reached out to Allie, and not the other way around, in a long time, long enough that Cole had trouble remembering when he’d done it last.

Meg’s family was staying in one of the big midtown hotels just off Broadway. The police were picking up the hotel tab, so they’d put the family in one of the theater district’s tourist hotels that had steep discounts in the middle of the week. The hotel was giant, three hundred rooms at least. It was way past its prime. The carpets were worn—you could see where the color had faded in the hallways, right down the middle, from years of being walked over by people pulling luggage behind them—and the walls, like the carpet, were all a faded golden color that hadn’t been in style in decades.

Cole rode the elevator up to the sixth floor with a middle-aged couple who he guessed were from the suburbs. They were both wearing wedding rings. Cole didn’t doubt that they were married. He did have his suspicions that they weren’t married to each other. Meg’s family was staying in room 611, the three of them in a single room. Cole wished that he could somehow talk only to Annie, but he knew how unlikely that would be. He wanted to tell Annie himself that they’d caught Meg’s killer. He wanted to make sure she knew that he was going to bring Meg’s killer to justice. He wanted to do as much as he could to make things better for her. After all, at least in his memory, she was his little sister.

Cole reached room 611 and knocked. “Who is it?” a man’s voice, only slightly shaky, called out from behind the door. Once again, the mere sound of his voice tripped dozens of memories inside Cole. He fought to control them.

Cole identified himself through the closed door. “It’s Detective Jones,” Cole said in as official a tone as he could muster. “I wanted to talk to the three of you about your daughter’s case.” He stood there silently for a few moments, listening to the barely audible whispering coming from the other side of the closed door.

“Just a minute,” Meg’s father finally called back. Cole listened as he undid the chain lock. Then he opened the door and, upon seeing Cole, invited him inside. Cole couldn’t even look the father in the face. It was too much. He couldn’t look at Meg’s mother either. The only one he could look at was Annie.

The room was cramped. Without any way to spread out, the four of them were uncomfortably close to each other. “Please, sit,” Meg’s father said to Cole, motioning toward one of the two chairs.

Cole sat down. Meg’s mother sat on one of the beds. Meg’s father took a seat on the other bed, placing himself between Cole and Annie, who occupied the second chair. “I don’t know if you remember me from the police station,” Cole started.

“Why didn’t you tell us?” Meg’s father broke in. Cole finally looked at him. He looked old. His hair was far grayer than it had been in any of Meg’s memories. He looked tired. His eyes were weary and had bags under them. An uncomfortable silence fell over the room. Everyone looked angry with Cole, even Annie. Cole couldn’t have that.

“Tell you what?” Cole asked.

“We remember you from the police station,” the father said, speaking on behalf of the whole family. “How come you didn’t tell us that you have our daughter’s memories?”

“Why didn’t you tell us?” Meg’s mother chimed in. She sounded like she was on the verge of a breakdown.

Cole decided to do his best to answer. After all, it was a reasonable question. “I knew that I was close to breaking through. I could feel it. I knew that I only needed a little more information in order to find Meg’s killer. I didn’t want you slowing me down.” Cole paused, debating with himself whether or not he should say any more. With Cole, the cautious angel almost always lost the fight with its counterpart. “Besides,” Cole said, “I’m not sure that you guys had any right to know. Only Annie had that right.” The anger inside Cole grew as he spoke.

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” Meg’s father was nearly shouting.

“Listen,” Cole said, “I didn’t come here to argue. I came to tell Annie that I found her sister’s murderer, that I know it was him. I remember it. And that I am going to make sure he pays for what he did.” Cole stared at Annie. She had the expressionless face of someone in shock. “She loved you, Annie,” Cole said. “She just wanted you to be happy. Don’t let what happened here keep you from living your life the way Meg would have wanted you to.” Annie looked back at Cole. She still didn’t look like she could speak. She was only fourteen, for Christ’s sake. She nodded to him, though. She at least gave him that, a tiny signal to show that she understood. He had no real right to ask for more than that, so he stood up, saying, “I’ll show myself out.” Nobody said anything as he stepped back into the hallway and closed the door behind him. Nobody said anything to him until he was halfway down the hallway to the elevators.

“Wait,” a woman’s voice called from behind Cole. The voice hit him deep in his gut. Cole turned around to see Meg’s mother standing barefoot in the hallway, tears rolling down her cheeks. “You can’t just leave us like that.”

“Why not?” Cole called back to her. He let his anger show more now. “You guys abandoned your daughter. You kicked her out of the house. And why? Because she was gay? Because she was different?” Meg never really understood why they’d done it. That’s what hurt the most in the memory, the not knowing why.

Meg’s mother began walking closer to Cole. “Is that what you think?” she said. She stared at Cole without really looking at him. Cole knew what she was doing. They all did it, the families, the old friends. She was trying to peer inside Cole to see her daughter. “We didn’t abandon her,” Meg’s mother said. “We would never do that.”

Cole gave her a cold stare. “You can’t lie to me,” he told her. “I remember that night, the night you and your husband kicked her out of the house.”

“Oh, God,” Meg’s mother cried out. “Is that what she thought? Then she never realized.” She looked up at Cole with pleading eyes. “It’s not like you remember it. I swear to God. We loved Meg. Carl loved Meg more than anything else in the world. All we wanted was for her to be happy. That night, the night Carl kicked her out of the house, that was the hardest thing the man has ever done. He cried that night until morning. I don’t know if you remember,” Meg’s mother said to Cole, “but Meg’s father wasn’t much of a crier. Not normally.”

Cole did remember. They had a dog growing up. Meg’s father cried when they had to put it down. Those were the only tears Cole could remember Meg ever seeing her father shed. “Then why did you do it?”

Meg’s mother’s tears began to flow now. She couldn’t stop them. She didn’t try to. “Because it was the only way we could get her to leave. Otherwise, we knew that she would stay out of loyalty to Annie. But she couldn’t be happy in Kansas. We weren’t ashamed of our daughter. We were ashamed of where we lived. All we wanted was for Meg to go out and be who she was and find happiness—Carl more than anyone else. Dear God, how he loved that girl. We talked about it for a long time before we did it. I told Carl I would do it, but he wouldn’t let me.”

Another memory suddenly flashed into Cole’s head. It wasn’t of the night that Meg’s father kicked her out of the house but of a night when Meg was much younger, maybe nine or ten years old. She was lying on the carpet in front of the television, her chin propped up on her hands. Her parents were behind her, sitting on the couch. They were watching a Disney movie. “The Fox and the Hound,” Cole said to Meg’s mother, mouthing the revelation. He suddenly remembered the scene where the hound yells at the fox to run away, telling him they weren’t friends, all in order to save him.

Meg’s mother nodded through her watery eyes. “It was Meg’s favorite movie when she was a girl. That’s why we thought that one day, Meg would realize that we did what we did for her. I guess there just wasn’t enough time.”

“So you let her run away to New York with nothing?” Cole asked, still unwilling to ignore his crystal-clear memory of that night.

“We gave her everything we could. We didn’t have much to give. Sometimes, Carl gave Annie money to send her with her letters. It wasn’t much, but we tried. Carl had taught her how to be smart and how to be tough. We’d hoped that was enough. I guess it wasn’t.”

Cole remembered pulling money out of the letters from Annie. Sixty dollars here, eighty there. Meg didn’t question where the money was coming from. She was young and didn’t want to think too hard about it. Cole stood there, unable to speak, trying frantically to make sense of Meg’s memories in light of what her mother was saying. He’d had it all wrong. So had Meg, and Meg never got the chance to get it right.

“We read about you on the Internet,” Meg’s mother said. “Haven’t you been doing this long enough to realize that not every memory you have is the whole truth?”

Cole didn’t answer her. He stood frozen for another moment, unsure of what to say or do. “Did you read the letters she sent to Annie?” Cole finally asked.

“Every one of them.”

“Did she tell Annie about Sam?”

Meg’s mother shook her head. “Who’s Sam?”

“Meg met someone. A woman. Her name is Sam. I think Meg was in love with her.” Cole could hear the crack in his own voice. “Your daughter’s murder was random. It wasn’t anybody’s fault but the killer’s.” A sigh came out of Meg’s mother that could have been heard at the other end of the hallway. It was as if she was releasing all of her built-up despair, like she had been waiting for someone to tell her those exact words. “And she was happy,” Cole said. “She really was happy. Tell Annie that she was happy.”

Meg’s mother walked up to Cole, put her arms around him, and hugged him. She was saying goodbye to her daughter, the only way she could. She couldn’t hug her daughter again, but she could at least hug her daughter’s memories. Cole didn’t fight it. He had no desire to. Cole felt Meg’s mother’s embrace and let the memories flow through him. Years and years of memories big and small surged through him like water down a raging river. The rush he felt was nearly indescribable.

Then Meg’s mother let go.

“You know where to find me?” Cole said to her as she took a single step away from him. She looked dazed, as if she’d forgotten that she wasn’t actually hugging her teenage daughter but, instead, a world-weary middle-aged man. Meg’s mother nodded. “Good,” Cole said. Then he turned and walked away.


Chapter 19

Two men dressed in dark green painter’s uniforms pulled a lifeless body from the back of a van. It was dark out, even darker under the canopy of tall pine trees. They were in the woods somewhere in upstate New York, parked alongside a river that eventually ran into the Hudson River and then to the Atlantic Ocean. They didn’t know anything about the man who once inhabited the body they’d been tasked with dumping into the river. They didn’t know his names, the one he was born with or the one he picked when he contracted with the Company ten years ago. They didn’t know a single one of his epic, wild tales of adventure and debauchery. They didn’t know where he was born or what he’d become or how he’d become it. They never saw him surf a forty-foot wave. They didn’t know what Carter knew. They were only in charge of one thing. Body disposal.

The body was still partially clothed when they pulled it out of the van. They laid the body out on a tarp behind the van and began to take off what was left of the body’s clothes: a T-shirt, hospital pants, and boxer shorts. The body had already been shaved from head to toe. Its bald head shone in the shards of moonlight that slipped through the trees. Even the eyebrows had been shaved. The theory was that too much history, too much evidence, can be caught inside hair.

The two men couldn’t see any signs of foul play. They never could. Only a handful of doctors would be able to figure out the cause of death, even if given full access to the body. The body was pristine. Its dark tan and firm muscles were still clearly visible. The two men could see the muscles in the moonlight even though the man had been dead for a few hours at least. “Jesus Christ,” one of the men said, “this guy must have gotten some serious tail.” His partner just laughed as they pulled out alcohol and antiseptic wipes and began to clean the body from head to toe. The washing was the last step in ensuring that nothing traceable could be found on the body. The water would help too, but they had their instructions. This whole process was already a cost-saving measure, so the Company didn’t mind being too careful.

The two men didn’t take any steps to hide the body’s identity. That had all been taken care of beforehand. Nobody would know who he was because, as a matter of public record, he hadn’t existed. Everything about his prior life had been erased, and nothing about his life funded by the Company was publicly documented. Travel documents were always forged and aliases always used. So, before disposing of the body, they never felt the need to impair fingerprints or pull teeth. They only tried to make sure that nothing could be traced back to the Company. So they scrubbed the cold, lifeless body until they were sure that it was completely clean.

“You think we’re ready?” one of the men said to the other after they’d been wiping down the body for about forty-five minutes.

“Yeah, I think that’s enough. Let’s get him into the river.” The two men positioned themselves around the body. One grabbed it beneath its knees and the other behind its shoulders.

A small pier jutted out into the river below where they’d parked the van. They carefully carried the naked body down to the pier. Then they walked out to the edge. “You think the current’s strong enough?” one of the men asked. They looked down into the water, rippling past them.

“Sure,” the other man said. “He’ll move.”

“Okay, on three?” The second man just nodded. It was brighter down by the river, out in the open and with the moonlight reflecting off the water.

“One.” They began to swing the lifeless, hairless body back and forth. “Two.” The body’s arc grew even higher. “Three.” On three, both workers let go of the body. The body lifted up in the air for a second and then came flopping back down into the moving water of the river.

The body floated, twisting in place for a moment. Then the current picked it up. The two workers stood on the pier and watched it as it floated downstream, bobbing up and down as it went. They waited until the body was completely out of sight before they headed back to the van.

“You up for a beer before you head home?” one of the workers asked.

The other man looked at his watch. “Sure, but just one. My wife will be pissed if I get home too late.” Then the two men walked back toward the van while the body continued floating away.


Chapter 20

“Thanks for coming,” Cole said as he sat down in the booth across from Allie. As usual, he was late and she was waiting for him. “I really appreciate it.” Allie watched him as he motioned for the waitress. “I’ve kind of had a rough day.” The waitress came over. “I’ll have a Bloody Bull,” he said to the waitress. Allie could have guessed. A Bloody fucking Bull, Allie thought. He’d never ordered that before all those dead people’s memories invaded his head. She didn’t think he’d ever even tried one before. Now it was every time. Allie didn’t know which memory turned him on to the drink. She only knew that it wasn’t one of his own.

“I heard you made an arrest in your case,” Allie said. She still stayed in touch with a few other cops, the ones Nick had been friends with before he started changing into Cole.

Cole stared at her. “You look great,” he said to her. She really did. She’d put on makeup but with the light touch that Cole had always preferred when they dated. She’d pulled her hair up into a loose bun, letting a few strands fall, framing her face. She knew how much the old Cole—Nick—had loved that look. She wasn’t trying to impress him. She wasn’t trying to win him back. She was simply doing whatever she could to remind him who he once had been.

“Congratulations on the case,” Allie said, ignoring his compliment.

“Thanks,” Cole replied. Then they went silent while Cole waited for his drink. The waitress arrived a moment or two later with a drink that looked like a Bloody Mary but smelled like raw leather. Cole swallowed half of it in one pull. Then he wiped the red juice off his lips with a napkin. “This one got kind of close at the end.” Allie could hear a hint of fear in his voice.

“What do you mean?” Allie asked him. She hadn’t heard the details of the arrest, only that he’d made one.

“The girl’s killer, he almost got me,” Cole said in a faraway voice. “I let him almost get me.”

“On purpose?” Allie asked, not understanding what he meant.

“No,” Cole assured her, taking another, smaller sip from his drink. “But the memories, they’re hard to control sometimes.”

Allie laughed at this. She couldn’t help it. It was a laugh full of tired sarcasm. How many times had she warned Cole? “What are you laughing at?” Cole asked, surprised by her response.

“You,” Allie said. She looked around her. “God, I hate this bar.” Cole looked around when she said the words, searching for something to hate. The bar was dark and never more than a third full. Most of the bar’s light came from the jukebox in the corner, which was full of old country songs. The ceiling and walls were covered in fake plastic fish and other phony sea life. A fake rowboat hung from the ceiling and a fishing net and fake spear hung against one wall. The centerpiece, a giant plastic shark with a gaping mouth full of teeth, was mounted over the bar.

“We could have met somewhere else,” Cole said with what sounded like genuine remorse.

“Do you even remember why you started coming here?” Allie asked Cole. She remembered.

Cole tried to remember. Allie watched him as he searched through his Rolodex of memories. It was too many memories for one person. He couldn’t find anything. He only knew that he felt comfortable here. He shook his head.

“The bartender,” Allie said to him. “He was your fourth. He was an old guy with no family. When no one claimed him, you felt bad. You agreed to take his memories, and about three weeks later we started coming here. I’ve always hated it.”

“Why?” Cole asked, looking around again. Cole remembered now. The bartender had been shot in a robbery. At first it looked random, but the robber turned out to be one of the waitresses. Being at the bar gave Cole comfort. There wasn’t anything he could do about it anymore. Every memory changes you.

“It’s not you, Nick,” Allie said. “This is someone else’s bar—an old, lonely man. So do you realize how fucking absurd it is for you to tell me now, after all these years, that the memories are hard for you to control? Are you honestly just realizing that?” She didn’t want to be mad at him. She had promised herself that she wouldn’t get mad.

Cole was used to having people frustrated with him. They didn’t understand. They couldn’t understand. He let it go. Cole cleared his throat and took another swig of his drink. “I remembered things today,” Cole said, his voice growing grave as he spoke. “The killer got me on the ground. He was standing above me with a hammer, just like he’d done to the girl. I thought it might actually be the end. I was lucky to make him miss.”

“I can’t do this, Nick.” Allie reached for her purse. She wanted him, nothing else. She didn’t want any of this bullshit. “I can’t listen to another case of yours. I know how much they mean to you, but I can’t.”

“I wasn’t talking about the case,” Cole assured Allie.

“Then what are you talking about?”

“You,” Cole told her. “I was on the ground. The killer swung his hammer down toward me. I expected memories to come, but I expected them to all be the girl’s, since those memories were the newest. Instead other memories rushed out too—so many I could barely make sense of them.” Cole finished his drink. “It felt like every memory in my head was fighting to be remembered one last time. That’s never happened before. When most people prepare to die, they have only one life flash before their eyes. I had fifteen. I couldn’t tell you whose memories most of them were. So many of them have blended together in my head like a giant Frankenstein monster of lost memories. But a few of the memories stuck out.” Cole looked up. Allie stared at him, stared into his dark eyes, still searching. “Those were the memories of you. My memories of you.”

“What are you trying to tell me, Nick?” Allie asked Cole, barely able to speak in more than a whisper. So much had changed as Nick became Cole. The one thing that never left him was his strength. That’s why she could never fully abandon him.

“I’m not sure,” Cole admitted, “but after everything that happened today, I just wanted to talk to you. I wanted to talk to someone who was alive and who knew me and who maybe still cared about me. And I wanted to let you know I haven’t forgotten you. I haven’t forgotten us. I know sometimes you think I have, but those memories aren’t lost. They’re still there. After everything I’ve done to myself, they’re just sometimes a little harder to find.”

“Tell me what you remembered.” Allie was almost afraid to ask him for this, but she needed it.

“You don’t believe me?” Cole asked her.

“I believe that you think you remember us, but how can you be sure, when you can’t even remember why you come here? So tell me what you remember, and I’ll tell you if it’s real.”

The waitress came and put another Bloody Bull in front of Cole. He took a sip. Allie watched him. He looked confident. Scared, but confident. “I remember dancing with you at your brother’s wedding. It was outside at night, in a field. They’d laid down a hardwood dance floor on the grass.” Allie remembered that night as Cole spoke. His words and her memory intertwined. “You were wearing a dark blue sleeveless dress. I remember watching the curve of your neck from across the room as you were chatting with your new in-laws. You were electric. Then the band began to play ‘It’s Been a Long, Long Time.’ The singer even went into his full Bing Crosby croon. I watched you as the song started. You started to look for me so we could dance. Your eyes were almost in a panic as you scanned the space, not wanting the song to end before we could dance to it. Then I grabbed your attention by waving.”

“I love that song,” Allie said into the air.

“Do you know why they played that song that night?”

“No,” Allie said, and she let a soft smile cross her lips.

“I requested it,” Cole said. “I wanted to get you away from everyone else. I wanted to have you all to myself again. That’s the memory I saw right before I dodged the hammer. That memory helped me dodge the hammer. And when it is my time to die, I hope the memory of that night is the last memory I see.”

That was enough for Allie. Even one memory was enough. She knew it wouldn’t last. She knew she would never get Nick all the way back. For that one night, she didn’t care. She was happy to grab hold of the shreds of the past one last time.

At some point later that night, while Cole was lying in bed next to Allie’s nude body, the cold, naked corpse of a man was pulled out of the Hudson River. He didn’t show any visible signs of violence. He hadn’t been dead for very long, a couple days at most. They might have ignored it, passed it off as a suicide, if it hadn’t been for the others. They weren’t all exactly the same, but they were close enough to make people suspicious. Healthy thirty-something-year-olds don’t often die for no reason, so each unexplained death aroused some suspicion. The fact that they were pulling each of these seemingly healthy bodies out of water after they’d been shaved from head to toe made it almost impossible not to draw connections. People began to whisper about the possibilities of prolific serial killers. They had no leads. Somebody brought up Cole’s name. Maybe there was something hidden in the memories. Maybe Cole could help them crack the case. To that point, Cole’s cases had a history of being small and low profile. He had never been asked to catch a serial killer before.


Chapter 21

After they helped Carter find the second memory, others started to come to him more easily. Carter slept well that night inside his luxury room that they wouldn’t let him leave. He woke up a few times, pleasantly haunted by the wild memory he’d experienced earlier, but every time he was able to push himself back to sleep. Since the room had no windows, they used the lights as an alarm system. As day approached, the lights would slowly brighten, mimicking the dawn outside. That morning, the lights were half up when Carter first opened his eyes. The memory came to him as he drifted out of sleep.

Instead of opening his eyes to a dimly lit room, Carter opened his eyes to a strange darkness. Everything around him was black. The only thing the least bit visible was the night sky above him. The dark sky was dotted with what seemed like an infinite number of stars, spreading from one horizon to the other. He didn’t think he had ever seen darkness like this, not darkness that went this deep and this far. He was certain that he had never seen stars like this before. You couldn’t see stars like this within a hundred miles of a city. He was sure that he could see the whole universe stretching out above him. He felt so small beneath that enormous sky. It wasn’t a feeling that Carter was accustomed to, but he didn’t hate it even though he thought he should. The stars didn’t move, fixed in their place in the sky. He hadn’t even known that the sky could look like this. It looked like a backdrop from a science-fiction movie, but it was real. He could remember how real it was. He wondered how many thousands or millions of years the light had traveled before reaching him. He wondered how far into the past he was looking.

At the edges of the sky, he could make out only the tops of hundreds and hundreds of trees. That’s how he knew that he was in a clearing in some sort of jungle. The only noise he could hear was the rhythmic hum of insects and animals from the trees around him, as if the heart of the jungle was beating. The rhythm of the forest spread through him. The surfer sat in the middle of the darkness, and Carter waited without knowing what he was waiting for.

He heard a whisper somewhere off to the side. He looked over and could see the shadowy silhouettes of a man and woman sitting next to each other about fifty feet from him. They were waiting too. Even as Carter recognized the feeling of that body, that same undeniable and irrepressible feeling, like a coiled spring, he felt relaxed under those stars. Some of his muscles were sore, his legs mostly, but even the soreness felt good.

As Carter waited for the memory to evolve, he couldn’t suppress a little bit of disappointment. He was hoping for another memory like the last one, full of barely believable debauchery. He wanted more of that. He had to remind himself that he had no idea where this memory was going. Maybe this memory would be worth it too. He tried to focus on letting the memory come to him, like they had taught him, and on staying inside of it.

The sounds changed first. At least that’s what Carter noticed first, before the light. It was only after noticing the change in the rhythms around him and hearing the first cries of new birds that Carter started to notice the stars vanishing on the edge of the sky. One by one, the stars began to disappear as if they were being extinguished. Then the sky began to glow. Soon, it was a fiery red. It came on fast. Everything around him began to light up with the sky.

He wasn’t merely in a jungle. He was sitting in front of an old abandoned stone temple. It was three stories tall and covered in vines that looked as ancient as the stone they climbed. A rectangular pool of clear water stood in front of the temple. As the sun rose from behind the temple, it shone down onto the still pool, and the sunlight reflected off the water and shot back up toward the temple and the sky. For a few moments he could remember being in the midst of two suns and two temples and two worlds. Where was he? Carter didn’t know. Someplace not many other people from Carter’s world had ever been, that’s for sure. Someplace that took more than money to get to. That’s why his legs were sore.

How long could it have taken for the sun to rise over the temple in the jungle? Ten minutes? Fifteen? The memory seemed to take only a second and, at the same time, hours. The memory ended when the sun was high above his head and the jungle was screaming, full of wild chaos. Carter had expected more memories about surfing and sex. Those were the items advertised in the brochure. This memory was different. He liked it. He wasn’t sure if he liked it as much as the others, but he liked it all the same. Not knowing what was going to come next was part of it. When the memory was over, he stood up. He walked into the bathroom to relieve himself. Then he came back into the main room and lay back down on the bed. Once on the bed again, he closed his eyes and waited for another memory.


Chapter 22

Cole woke the next morning to the feeling of another person’s warm, bare skin against his own. He hadn’t awoken to that feeling in a long time. He rolled over without opening his eyes and laid a hand on the middle of Allie’s naked back. He ran his fingers across her skin, down the valley of her back, to where her body began to curve upward again. Allie moved slightly under his touch, but she didn’t appear to wake. Then, suddenly and entirely outside of Cole’s control, he began to fall into another immersion. He could still see a naked body next to him, but it wasn’t Allie’s. It was Sam’s. She was lying next to him. He was naked too, only the body he was inhabiting wasn’t his body. It was Meg’s, and it was young and soft and full of curves.

A light sheet covered both of them. It was warm under the sheet, more than twice as warm as being alone. Sam was sleeping on her stomach, and he remembered reaching out and touching her neck, running a single finger down its side, tracing a line all the way to the end of her shoulder. Sam didn’t move, apparently lost in a deep sleep. Her head was on her pillow, facing away from Meg. Her hair exploded like a giant ball of beautiful chaos. The sheet was pulled all the way up to her shoulders. They were in Sam’s apartment, in her tiny bedroom. It must have been summer. The windows were open, but the white floral curtains were pulled across them, so no breeze came in. The curtains didn’t stop the light, though. They only softened it so that the whole room seemed to glow.

Cole felt the urge to kiss Sam’s shoulder and the base of her neck. Cole couldn’t tell if he was remembering Meg’s urge or if the urge was actually arising from him. Sam’s dark skin was a beautiful contrast to the white sheets and pale glow of the room. Her skin looked so soft and so smooth. It was perfect. Meg didn’t move in to kiss Sam. Instead, she pushed the sheet covering her body down a little farther, uncovering the top half of Sam’s naked back.

Cole could see the curves now and the lines. He stared, intoxicated, at the shine of Sam’s skin as it curved down from her shoulder blades to the small valleys on either side of her upper back, only to rise up again at her spine. Meg reached over to touch her as softly as she could. She didn’t want to wake Sam up. She wanted this moment to herself. She ran her fingertips over the top of Sam’s back, starting on one side and grazing them gently across to the other. Meg rolled onto her side and inched closer to Sam so that she could reach all the way across her back, so that she could truly trace her finger all the way from one side of her to the other. Cole could remember the heat emanating from Sam’s body even as Meg kept her own an inch or two away.

Then Meg pushed the sheet down even farther. She was teasing herself, revealing Sam’s body piece by piece. Cole could see Sam’s whole back now, from the widest part at her shoulders to the narrowest point just above her hips. The urge to kiss her skin, any part of her skin now, came back and, this time, Cole was sure he was remembering Meg’s desire even if it was being reinforced by his own. God, how he wanted her to lean over and kiss her, to know, at that precise moment, what Sam’s skin would feel like against Meg’s lips.

Meg inched closer to Sam again, closing what little gap was left between them so that her bare skin touched Sam’s. Still Sam didn’t move. Cole could feel Meg’s heart beginning to race with nervous excitement, that magical mixture of lust and possibility. She wanted to be entangled in her. She wanted to look down and only know where her own skin stopped and Sam’s skin began because of the contrast in the colors. She wanted miracles, and she believed that with Sam they could actually happen.

Meg pushed the sheets all the way down, past the high arc of Sam’s buttocks, letting it rest again on the tops of Sam’s thighs. Cole only got a short glimpse before Sam began to turn her head. Meg looked back up toward the top of the bed. Sam had turned her head and rested it back down, facing Meg now. She smiled as the soft light hit her face. “What are you doing?” she asked Meg, playing coy, pretending not to know.

“I’m just looking at you,” Meg answered her. Meg reached out again, tracing the same lines on Sam’s back that she had traced before, but less lightly now. Now she pressed her fingers into Sam’s skin, feeling the woman beneath the skin. Sam closed her eyes to concentrate on the sensations of being touched. She let out a small sigh as Meg moved her hand from the top of Sam’s back toward the bottom.

“Just looking?” Sam asked without opening her eyes.

Meg pressed even closer to Sam. There was less than no space now. “Should I do more?” Meg whispered into Sam’s ear.

Sam opened her eyes. Her eyes were big and brown with specks of gold inside them that seemed to dance when the light hit them the right way. She arched her back, pushing her ass into the air. “Yes,” she answered. “I want more.”

The memory didn’t have to end there. Cole chose to stop it there. It had already gone too far. Cole literally had to shake his head to pull himself out. When he did, he found himself back in his apartment, lying in his bed next to Allie, his hand moving along her back. His heart was thumping inside his chest and he was throbbing with desire, but it wasn’t desire for Allie. He pulled his hand away from her. It wasn’t right. He looked down at Allie’s skin, but he knew that if he touched her again, he would slip right back into Meg’s memories of Sam. Part of him wanted to simply go for it, to not care, to believe that the memories wanted to be remembered and who was he to deny them. Even if he could accept that, though, he couldn’t do that to Allie. He owed her more than that. So he turned away and stepped out of bed.

Cole didn’t realize Allie was awake, had been awake. She woke up with his first touch. She was awake when his hand stopped moving across her back. She was awake when he suddenly pulled his hand away, as if jerking it from a hot stove. And she was awake when he slipped out of bed. She was awake and she knew. Despite everything Cole had said the night before, she knew that she was still competing with all the long-lost lovers living inside more than a dozen other people’s memories. She waited, pretending to be asleep, until he left the room. Then she stood up and started getting dressed.

Cole was sitting in the kitchen, drinking a cup of coffee, when Allie walked out of the bedroom. “I made coffee,” Cole said when he saw her standing outside the doorway.

“That’s okay,” Allie said to him. “I’m going to go home.”

“You don’t have to leave,” Cole said to her, trying his best to actually mean it.

“It’s okay, Cole.” Cole didn’t even notice that she hadn’t called him Nick. Allie began to walk to the door leading out of the apartment. She knew the way. “Last night wasn’t for you anyway,” she told him as she stood near the door. “It was for me. I knew what I was doing.”

“What does that mean?” Cole was honestly confused.

“I was giving myself one last memory,” Allie said, “one last memory of us, one final memory that I’ll be able to reminisce over when I’m old. That’s how normal people do it, Cole. They reminisce about their own memories.”

Cole could hear the finality in Allie’s voice. “You were awake this morning?”

“Yes,” Allie answered him.

“You know you’re the only person in the world who would know why I pulled away from you.”

“Sometimes I wish I didn’t know,” Allie said.

“You know that I meant everything I said last night,” Cole assured her. “Every word.”

“I know you did,” Allie replied, “and I’m glad our memories mean something to you, but I don’t want to rely on you being on the verge of death to remember me.”

“I can’t stop doing what I do, Allie. I just can’t.”

Allie was about to say something else when Cole’s cell phone rang. Cole knew by the ringtone that the call was from the station. He worried that something had happened to the super, that they’d been forced to let him go for some reason. He reached reflexively for his phone and lifted it to his ear, but before answering, he tried looking up at Allie, to ask her one more time to stay, but she was already gone. The door to the apartment was still open, but the hallway outside was empty.

Seeing the empty space that Allie had left behind, Cole answered his phone. “This is Cole.”

“Cole.” It was the captain. “I know that you don’t like to do cases too close together. I know your doctors in Boston think it might not be good for your mental health. But we’ve got a special case here with no leads, and we need your help.”

“What makes the case so special?” Cole asked. He never would have even considered doing two memory transfers this close together if Allie hadn’t just walked out his door, seemingly forever.

The captain paused for a moment before answering him. “Why don’t you just come in? I can explain it to you at the station.”


Chapter 23

Cole’s superiors didn’t give him much time to think about whether or not he was willing to take the case. Because they’d pulled the body out of the water, it was hard to determine the time of death with any real precision. Making a determination was made even more difficult by the fact that the coroner couldn’t figure out how the man had died. All they knew for sure was that there were others, others with too many similarities to ignore. All the alleged victims seemed to be in their early thirties, give or take a couple years. They were all in extremely good physical condition—too young and too healthy to be dying for no reason. They were all John or Jane Does. The number was now up to six, five men and one woman, and still not a single one had been identified. Nobody had come forward for any of them. No family, no friends. Each was found completely shaved and completely naked, floating in a body of water. Finally, and perhaps most strangely, none of them showed any signs of trauma of any kind. As far as the coroner could tell, they didn’t die so much as they simply stopped living.

The only reason the press hadn’t jumped on this yet was the fact that the bodies were spread so far apart. Two were found in California, one in Northern California and one just north of the Mexican border. That one might have even been thrown in the water in Mexico and dragged across the border. One was found in the swamps outside New Orleans. One was found in Puerto Rico. One was found in France, outside Paris. Finally, the latest one was found floating in the Hudson River. The connections that had been made so far were based on a combination of luck, hard work, and diligent databasing. They were made by people digging deeper than they might have otherwise, because their own case was so strange. The more they dug, the more similar cases appeared. Everybody knew that if they’d already connected this many cases, there had to be dozens of others they hadn’t found yet. Still, the police couldn’t be sure the cases were actually connected. A lot of people would have been happy to find out that they weren’t connected because if they were, some strange shit was going down.

The coroner’s best guess was that the body pulled from the Hudson River had been dead for about twenty-four hours when they found him, which meant the victim had been dead almost thirty-two hours by the time they reached out to Cole. That would normally have given Cole around six hours to think about whether or not he was willing to take the case, but since they were so unsure of the time of death and because of the potential ramifications of the case, the captain pushed Cole hard to make up his mind immediately.

Cole didn’t want to take the case. The memory transplants were too close together. He worried that the memories would bleed into each other. Without having had time to get used to Meg’s memories, he worried that he would have trouble distinguishing her memories from the new guy’s. There were still so many of Meg’s memories that he hadn’t had a chance to explore. There was the risk that Cole wouldn’t be able to trust his memories anymore, and if he couldn’t trust his memories, he couldn’t do his job. But he also wanted to have more time with Meg’s memories, more time to dwell inside them. The final argument was that it went against the advice of his doctors from the Combray Memorial Memory Clinic in Boston, one of the world’s leading memory clinics. The doctors there had been working with Cole, monitoring him and studying him, for years. Cole trusted them. They looked out for him. In return, they got to study one of the most unusual and interesting memory transplant specimens in the entire world. The doctors’ fears weren’t as practical as Cole’s. They didn’t worry simply that doing two memory transplants so close together might make the memories bleed together. They worried that it might drive Cole insane. There was no precedent for what the police were asking Cole to do, and his doctors weren’t sure that the human brain could handle it.

Despite all of this, Cole found himself once again lying on an operating table next to a dead body, waiting for memories that nobody else wanted. If there really was a serial killer out there, Cole wanted to catch him. He wanted to bring him to justice. Cole could always find memories to help him get his fix. The world was full of unwanted memories. Serial killers didn’t come around that often. All he could do was hope that Meg’s memories would stay true inside him so that he could come back to them when he had more time.

“Please count backward from the number twenty,” the anesthesiologist standing over Cole said.

So Cole started to count. “Twenty. Nineteen. Eighteen. Seventeen. Sixteen. Fifteen.” He may have gone further than fifteen. If he did, he didn’t remember.


Chapter 24

Even before opening his eyes, Cole tried to remember being murdered. Everything else could wait. He lay still, trying not to think of anything, trying to let the new memories come to him. In each of Cole’s cases, he tried to keep what he knew about the victim to a minimum. Whenever possible, he wanted to remember the murder first. He wanted to come to that memory clean, to have the details be as pure as possible. He almost always knew something about the case, though, something about the murder. At the very least, he knew how the victim was killed—shot or stabbed or pushed in front of a subway car. Often he would know where they were killed. With Meg, he knew about the hammer. He had seen it. It wasn’t much, but it was something he could anchor his search to. With the amount of practice that he’d had, Cole only needed the thinnest of threads to be able to pull out that first memory. This time, he had no anchor. No murder weapon. No crime scene. He didn’t know how the victim had been killed. All he knew was that the victim’s fit, naked body was pulled out of the Hudson River. That, and the fact that the man’s murderer just might be an international serial killer, which in some ways was worse than not knowing anything at all. It wasn’t a fact Cole could use. It was sensationalist conjecture that made his mind race. He had to fight off preconceived stereotypes of a crazy serial killer roaming the globe. Any preconceptions could corrupt the very memories he was trying to find. So he tried not to think about anything. He tried to simply let the memories come. He lay in place, moving only as much as was necessary to keep breathing, and he waited. And he waited. He waited for a very long time, and the memories still didn’t come. Eventually Cole opened his eyes.

What Cole did was never as easy as people thought it should be. It took time and patience and an understanding of how memories worked. You needed all three in order to find the memories that were actually useful in solving a case. Often the memory of being murdered is buried beneath layers and layers of other memories. A final page, that’s all the murder is—a postscript to an epic story about life and love and struggle. Each person’s life is unique. Each person imbues their life and their memories with their own meaning. Death is ubiquitous. Death is void of meaning, so its memory rarely rushes to the front of the queue on its own.

At the same time, only once before had Cole opened his eyes without finding a single new memory. It was his seventh case. The victim was an eleven-year-old boy who’d been abused his whole life by his parents. They never came to claim his body because they were the ones who killed him. They thought they could hide in anonymity. They probably could have if it hadn’t been for Cole. It took Cole days before he remembered a single one of the boy’s memories. The first memory that finally came was of the neighbor’s cat, pushing up against the boy’s bare legs. The boy squatted down and reached out and the cat pushed his head into the boy’s hand. The boy could feel the cat purring beneath his touch. The boy was giving the cat joy and love, something he hadn’t known was even possible until that moment. That was it. That was the whole memory. From that, Cole was able to coax others out. The boy’s parents were arrested five days after Cole first remembered the cat. But that case had been different. Even though it took Cole four days to remember any of the boy’s memories, he could still feel them. He couldn’t describe how or what it felt like exactly, but he knew they were there. From the first moment after the procedure, they weighed him down. This time it was different. This time, Cole didn’t feel any weight. He felt nothing.

Cole sat up in bed. Waking up in a hospital bed began to trigger memories, some of them his own and some other people’s, but Cole recognized them all, so he pushed them aside. New memories. That’s all he was interested in. As he sat up, he heard a man near his bed call out, “Nurse! Nurse! He’s getting up.”

“Who are you?” Cole asked, staring at the man. 

The man took a few steps closer to him. “I’m Pete.” He looked like he wasn’t sure if he should extend his hand to Cole or not. He chose not to. “I’m your partner on this case.”

Cole looked Pete up and down. He began his usual search through his memories to see if he could remember anything. Pete was an older cop. He probably had a decade on Cole. Cole thought for a second about asking what happened to Ed, but he knew better. He knew how much people hated working with him, hated being his partner. It didn’t take long for Cole to be confident that he had no memory of his new partner. “Why you?” Cole asked. “I haven’t seen you before.”

Pete shook his head. “I know. I usually work up in the Bronx, but I have some relevant experience with these types of cases.”

Cole didn’t bother to ask what his new partner meant. He knew. Pete had experience hunting serial killers. It didn’t matter. A young female nurse came in through the door. “Is there something you need?” the nurse asked.

“Yes,” Cole said, “there is. Did you assist on my procedure?” he asked sharply.

“No,” the nurse said, glancing at Pete nervously for help that he couldn’t give her.

“I need to talk to someone who worked on my procedure,” Cole said, “preferably a doctor, but anyone will do.” The nurse stood frozen for a moment. “It’s urgent,” Cole said, trying to get her to move.

The nurse still hesitated. “Can I ask why? I mean, it will help me to find someone if I can tell them why you need to see them.” She obviously knew who Cole was and, knowing what she knew, staring into his pale face and dark eyes clearly made her more than a little uncomfortable. Cole recognized the fear in her eyes. To some people, he was a comic-book hero, to others he was a monster. She was definitely in the monster camp.

“I want to find out what went wrong,” Cole informed her. “The procedure didn’t take.”

The nurse looked confused. Nobody had told her that anything had gone wrong with the procedure. “Okay, I’ll see who I can find,” she muttered before nearly running out of the room.

“What do you mean, it didn’t take?” Pete asked Cole after the nurse left.

Cole looked up at him, annoyed that he had to deal with this guy’s questions. He assumed their partnership was going to be short-lived anyway, that it might not even last the rest of the day. “I mean exactly what I said. The procedure didn’t take. Something went wrong.”

“How do you know?” Pete asked. Cole could hear a tinge of panic in his voice. He needed this to work. Cole’s memory was supposed to be the key to everything.

Cole looked at Pete. He didn’t want to be wasting his time with him. “Because I have no new memories.”

“You’re sure?” Pete asked. “Nobody told me anything went wrong. They wanted me to be here when you woke up, to start collecting details right away.”

“The procedure didn’t take,” Cole repeated. “So, unless you were in the operating room, I suggest you help find somebody who can tell me what happened.”

“Fine,” Pete said, and went off, following behind the nurse.

Cole waited. He didn’t give up yet. He continued searching his head even though he was confident the search would be fruitless. It was another twenty minutes before anyone answered Cole’s call.

“I hear you think that something went wrong,” the doctor interrupted as Cole was flipping through the memories in his head.

“You did the procedure?” Cole asked. He might have recognized the doctor but couldn’t be sure.

“I was one of two doctors. The procedure went swimmingly. What makes you think something went wrong?”

“Because something did,” Cole pressed. “I don’t have any new memories.”

The doctor chuckled. Cole had a sudden urge to punch him in the face. “You have to give it a little time,” the doctor said. “This is a normal reaction. People often complain that it didn’t work at first, but the memories eventually come.”

“Listen, Doctor, I know what it’s like to have new memories. How many memory transplants have you done?”

“Nine,” the doctor said, “including yours today.”

“Well, this is my fifteenth. So you’ve been a part of six fewer procedures than I have.” Cole gritted his teeth. “Something went wrong.”

“No,” the doctor said, taken aback by Cole’s anger. He softened his voice. “There were no issues with the procedure. Everything went perfectly.”

“Maybe it was the body,” Cole said. “Maybe the body was too old. They say that after, what, forty-eight to seventy-two hours, depending on the age of the deceased and the circumstances surrounding their death, all the memories may have deteriorated?” The doctor nodded. Cole had it exactly right. Cole knew what he was talking about. The doctors in Boston studied him, but they taught him as well. “Maybe the body was dead longer than they thought. I need you to bring me the coroner’s report.”

“I’m not sure we’re allowed to show you that,” the doctor said.

“Get me the fucking report,” Cole snapped at the doctor. His brain was scrambling, trying to figure out every possibility that could explain what went wrong. He was quickly becoming afraid. He tried to ignore the most reasonable explanation, but the questions wouldn’t stop. What if he’d finally done all the memory transplants that his brain could handle? What if he’d reached his limit? What if he would never be able to inherit a new memory again? Cole’s hands began to tremble at the thought.

The nurse came back ten minutes later with the coroner’s report but without the doctor. She handed the report to Cole, and he nearly ripped it open. He flipped the pages, looking for the time-of-death estimates. He found them: thirty-nine hours before Cole’s procedure, give or take three hours. The confidence level on the time-of-death estimate was eighty-plus percent. They’d gotten better at these estimates as memory transfers became more and more popular. They needed to give families an accurate timeline for the decisions they had to make about their loved ones’ memories. The numbers weren’t definitive, but the body seemed to be well within the transfer window. Cole’s heart raced.

As he riffled through the coroner’s report, the doctor came back, this time with a second doctor in tow. “Cole,” the new doctor said with a nod. “I hear you don’t think the transfer worked.”

Cole recognized this doctor. He’d performed procedures on Cole in the past. Cole trusted him, as much as he trusted any doctor outside of Boston. “It’s not a theory, Doc. I don’t think. I know. The memories aren’t there.” The doctor could hear the frustration in Cole’s voice.

“I hate to say this, Cole, but sometimes the transfers simply don’t work, even when everybody does everything right.”

“So nothing strange happened during the procedure? How long were the memories outside of our bodies?”

“Less than thirty seconds. I can assure you that the procedure was flawless.”

“What about the body? What about water?” Cole asked. “Could the fact that the body was found in water mean anything?”

The doctor shook his head. His white hair and beard gave him an air of authority which, instead of calming Cole down, made him more nervous. “There are plenty of documented cases of successful memory transplants after pulling bodies out of water: people lost at sea, bridge jumpers. The theory is that if anything, the cold water helps preserve the memories. Certain people think that you could successfully transfer the memories from a body that had been floating in cold water for up to four days after death, though that’s really just conjecture at this point.”

“So what should I do?” Cole asked. He didn’t want conjecture. He wanted answers. He wanted an assurance that he was still capable of receiving new memories.

The doctor shrugged. “There’s no going back for more. Once the memories are removed from a body, that’s it. There is nothing else we can do.”

Cole wasn’t satisfied. “There is one thing I can do,” he said.

“What’s that?” the doctor asked. He knew that Cole knew as much about memory transfers as he did, maybe more.

“I can go to Boston,” Cole said. “Where’s my phone?”

Cole made two phone calls. The first was to the station, asking for Ed to be reassigned as his partner and allowed to accompany Cole to Boston. Cole wasn’t even sure why he wanted Ed to go with him. He simply trusted him. Ed had saved his life. And Cole didn’t want to do this alone. The second was to the Memory Clinic. He wanted Dr. Tyson to be as ready for him as possible under such circumstances. She told him to give her three days. He tried to push back, but she said she wanted to be able to give him the time he needed, and she couldn’t free up that time for three more days. Cole gave in, even though he knew that those three days were going to seem like an eternity.


Chapter 25

After some cajoling from his superiors, Ed agreed to accompany Cole to Boston. It wasn’t what Ed would have considered a plum job. Ed didn’t like Cole much, and he hated working with him. He was briefed on the case, though, and, in the end, whether it was out of a sense of duty or fear that saying no might hurt his career, Ed gave in. Like that, Pete was out of the picture. When Ed asked Cole why he wanted to work together again, Cole didn’t mention the fact that Ed had saved his life. Instead, he simply said, “You don’t remind me of anyone who I can remember hating.” When Ed laughed, Cole told him, “You’d be surprised how rare that is for me.”

Nobody told Ed why they were going to Boston. He assumed there was a witness there, or some sort of potential evidence. He figured that, at some point during the five-hour trip, Cole would have to fill him in on what exactly they were doing. Four hours into the painfully quiet drive, Ed finally asked. “You know that Boston is a little bit out of our jurisdiction, right?”

“I know,” Cole answered him.

“So what are we doing? Where are we going? What lead are you following up on in Boston?”

“I’m not following up on any leads,” Cole told Ed. “I’m following up on the lack of leads.”

Ed shook his head. “Jesus, Cole, can you just tell me what the hell we’re doing?”

“There’s a memory clinic in Boston. It was founded by one of the guys who invented memory transplants. They’ve got a bunch of doctors there, and all they do is study human memory. I work with them. They’ve been studying me for years. That’s where we’re going.”

“Okay,” Ed responded. “But why?”

“I come up here every couple months and let them study me and run experiments on me. Years ago, after my second transplant, the force sent me up here to meet with the lead doctor, a guy named Dr. Combray, a pioneer in the memory transplant field. They wanted him to sign off before they let me take a third memory. I worked with him a bit. He was a good guy. When he died, I started working with one of their other doctors, Dr. Tyson. She wanted to expand on Dr. Combray’s work. She wanted to study me by interviewing me and conducting brain mapping and brain scan studies. None of it sounded too appealing, so I asked her what was in it for me. She offered me a deal. I let her study me and, in exchange, she had to talk to me, answer my questions, try to explain to me what was going on in my head.”

“And you agreed to that?”

Cole nodded. “Yeah. I’m pretty sure she’s the only thing that’s kept me sane through all of this. She understands what I’m dealing with better than anyone.”

“How do they study you?”

Cole shrugged. “They ask me a lot of questions. I answer them and they write my answers down. Sometimes they hook me up to a machine or sometimes they put me inside a machine before they ask me questions. It’s all so they can get a read on how all of these memories are affecting my brain and my body.”

“That doesn’t sound too bad. No needles or electric shock or anything?”

“Nope,” Cole said, “just hours and hours of intensely personal questions while they stare at machines.”

“Okay,” Ed said, “but why are we going up there now? And what am I doing here? You do know that you pulled me away from my wife and kids for this, right?”

“You know about the body they fished out of the river?” Cole asked.

“Yeah,” Ed confirmed.

“They told you everything?” Cole asked.

“I can’t know what I don’t know,” Ed replied.

Cole looked out the window of the car. He was amazed at how little the scenery changed during the drive from New York to Boston. Every suburb looked the same. They would have had to slow down to notice the differences. “Let’s just say that I need Dr. Tyson’s help and leave it at that.” Cole wasn’t ready to reveal more than that to Ed. Not yet. He was hoping to get some of his own answers first. “And what are you doing here? After our last case together, I thought that having you around could help. You’re a good cop with good instincts. You give me some balance.”

Ed sensed that Cole was holding something back, but he didn’t want to push it. He had another question that he wanted to ask and figured that he would never have a better chance. “So what’s it like?” Ed asked Cole.

“What’s what like?”

“What’s it like having all those memories in your head?”

Cole had been asked this question many times by many people, and he still didn’t know how to answer. “Do you know anyone who’s done a memory transfer before?”

Ed nodded. “My wife. She inherited her mother’s memories when her mother passed away. But that’s different.”

“How is it different?” Cole asked.

“It’s different because my wife knew her mother. She was already a big part of her mother’s memories. And besides, my mother-in-law had a really nice life. The memories that you take…” Ed trailed off. He didn’t know how to finish what he was going to say without defaming the dead.

“People’s lives are not that different,” Cole said. “Everyone has highs and lows and nobody leaves their life on a high note.”

“But what’s it like?”

Cole shrugged. He wasn’t about to tell Ed about the addiction, but he could give him something. “It’s like life without all the bullshit, life stripped of all those nagging little things that seem important at the time but aren’t important at all. It’s life but super-focused on only the important moments, good and bad.”

Ed still didn’t get it, not entirely. How could he? Cole only understood because he lived it. “But wouldn’t it be great if you could inherit the memories of somebody who lived a truly amazing life and not the ones, may they rest in peace, that you get? I mean, wouldn’t it be great if the memories you got to inherit were full of only the good parts?”

“I don’t think so,” Cole responded without even having to think about it. “Let’s just get to Boston.”

“You’re the boss,” Ed said. Then he pushed down on the accelerator to try to get them there a little bit faster.


Chapter 26

Carter Green was leaving his apartment for the first time in three days. Fergus had accompanied him there in the windowless car, after the Company finally deemed it safe for him to go back out into the world. Even with his freedom restored and the world opened up to him again, Carter had no desire to go outside. Since his release, he spent nearly all of his time in his apartment exploring his new memories. His head was swimming as he tried to get a handle on the power the new memories had over him. It wasn’t limited to his brain. He felt better. He felt young again and physically more alive than he’d felt in years. It was as if the memories of all the surfing, exploring, and sex tricked his own body into believing that he had done those things. After all that time, Carter knew his body needed a break. As good as he felt, he knew that what he was doing to himself wasn’t healthy. But he wasn’t ready to slow down. He didn’t think he’d ever be ready.

The only reason he even left his apartment was that the flow of memories had begun to slow down. It worried Carter. It had been less than a week since the procedure. They had warned him about this, though. They had told him that the memories would come in fits and starts, that sometimes they would just flow and sometimes he would have to work for them. In between immersions, he read and reread the literature. In the meantime, Carter could pull up the memories that he’d already remembered, but he couldn’t immerse himself in them anymore. They were still powerful the second time but by the third time, he could feel the power receding. Soon they began to feel distant. That’s not what he’d paid for. He wanted immersion. His body craved new memories.

Carter walked out of his apartment and took the elevator down. The elevator was fast, but it still took time to go all the way to the lobby from his apartment. Carter was eager to get outside, eager to try some of the techniques he’d read about. The elevator opened and he walked out. His footsteps echoed off the shiny black marble floor as he walked toward the doors leading outside. The doorman in his crisp gray uniform opened the door for him when he was still ten strides away.

“Your driver already has your bags, sir,” the doorman said as Carter approached.

Carter reached into his pocket, took out one of the loose twenty-dollar bills that he kept there for such purposes, and slipped it to the doorman. “Thank you, Freddie,” Carter said as he walked past. He didn’t bother to stop or even slow down.

“Have a good trip, sir,” the doorman replied as Carter left the building. Carter stepped into the open air and felt sunshine on his face for the first time in nearly a week. But those few mere rays of sun nearly triggered something inside of him; nearly, but not quite. Even that tiny tingle gave Carter added confidence in his plan.

Carter had always conceptually understood the idea of memory triggers. He’d tried them in the comfort of his apartment. He pulled up surfing videos on his computer and searched porn sites for videos with girls who looked like the ones from his memories. Sometimes it worked, but each time something felt lacking. Everything on his computer was two-dimensional. Everything on the screen was dead. They helped him remember things but only once or twice pushed him into immersion. Eventually, he came to the conclusion that he needed real life to guarantee a full immersion. He needed to smell things. He needed to touch things. That’s what would help him find those memories and pull him into them.

“Mr. Green.” Carter’s driver greeted him with a nod while holding his car door open.

“Thank you, Lou,” Carter said as he ducked into the backseat. The door closed behind him and a moment later the driver’s door opened. “How’s traffic today, Lou?” Carter asked.

“Not too bad, Mr. Green,” the driver responded, glancing quickly at the man in the rearview mirror before averting his eyes again. “It should be a pretty smooth trip. Is this your first time, Mr. Green?”

Carter looked up, eyeing his driver’s reflection in the rearview mirror. “My first time for what?”

“Is this your first time in Montauk?” the driver asked quickly, hoping that he hadn’t somehow offended his boss. Lou hadn’t driven Carter anywhere in over a week. He’d heard that Carter had been sick but still had begun to get nervous about his job. “I don’t remember you visiting Montauk before.”

“Yes,” Carter answered, “this will be the first time that I’ve gone to Montauk.” Carter was hopeful that he wouldn’t have to go in the water, that the smell of the salt from the ocean and the feel of the mist on his skin would be enough. He was more than willing to get wet if that’s what he had to do, though.

“Well, it’s good to see you getting out, Mr. Green. I assume you’re feeling better?”

Feeling better? It took Carter a moment to remember that he’d told people that he’d been ill. That’s why he wasn’t going to work. That’s why he wasn’t leaving his apartment. That explained the four days he’d been away, locked up wherever it was that the Company had taken him. “Look, Lou,” Carter said in a stern voice, “I’d like to get to our destination. If you would please start driving.” He motioned forward with his hand, as if he could push the car with a wave of his fingers.

“Yes, sir,” Lou said. He put his foot on the gas and began to pull the car into the street. He didn’t say another word for the rest of the trip.

As they drove, Carter closed his eyes again and tried desperately to remember. He hated going even a few hours without a new memory. He cursed himself every time a memory came and he recognized it as his own.


Chapter 27

The young receptionist at the Memory Clinic recognized Cole when he walked in. It was hard not to. People didn’t forget Cole. The receptionist greeted Cole with wary warmth and then walked him back to Dr. Tyson’s office. Dr. Tyson was on the phone when they got there. The receptionist knocked on the door, and Dr. Tyson waved them in. The doctor motioned to Cole to take a seat and held up two fingers, letting him know that she’d be only a couple more minutes. The receptionist left; Cole and Dr. Tyson were alone. Ed had gone off to find a hotel.

Cole sat silently in the chair. Without meaning to, he began to catch bits and pieces of Dr. Tyson’s conversation. He could tell by her tone that it was a personal call. She was talking to her husband, apologizing that she wouldn’t make it home in time to help put their kids to bed. She asked her husband to give each of their children a kiss good night for her.

After a few moments, Cole lost the ability to pretend that he wasn’t listening to her conversation. He lost himself in the caring, casual tone of Dr. Tyson’s voice. Suddenly, without warning, he began to slip into an immersion. He was sitting on a couch, a bowl of warm popcorn in his lap, two dark, warm arms draped around him. He felt safe inside those arms. A hand reached into the bowl and plucked out a few kernels of popcorn. Sam popped a kernel into her mouth and then fed one to Meg.

A loud sound came from the television, startling Meg. She turned her attention to the TV in time to see a car crash through a giant plate-glass window, tossing glass and bodies aside as it plowed into the room. “I can’t believe you actually like these movies,” Meg said to Sam.

“Everybody likes these movies, Meg,” Sam replied. “Explosions are fun. I’m still trying to get over the fact that you’re a science-fiction nerd.” Sam gave Meg a quick peck on the cheek. Meg wished it were longer.

“Can I ask you a question?” Meg said. Meg’s fear echoed inside Cole. Cole wished that he could have been there with her. He would have told her not to be afraid. He would have told her she was just young and inexperienced and that’s why she was afraid. But she didn’t feel how Cole felt, and that’s part of what made the memory so precious.

“Of course,” Sam answered.

“Am I just a fling for you?” Cole could feel Meg’s heart pounding in her chest like only a young heart in love can pound.

Sam pulled Meg tighter to her. She spoke quietly, whispering directly into Meg’s ear. “Don’t be silly, Meg. You know you’re not. If anything, it’s the other way around. I’ve been in this situation before. A pretty girl like you comes to New York, running away from her family because they can’t accept her for who she is. And then she meets someone like me. I know what I am. I’m a way for you to rebel. Not only did you come to New York and find a girlfriend, but you found a girlfriend who’s older and more experienced than you, and one who’s black to boot. I’m your parents’ worst nightmare.” Then Sam’s voice became even more serious, even sad. “But you’ll move on. Once the novelty wears off, you’ll move on. I’ve made myself okay with that. I’m happy to help you become who you want to be. Maybe I can steer you a little bit in the right direction.”

Meg shook her head. “No,” she said to Sam. She pulled herself out of Sam’s arms and turned to face her. Meg moved her face close to Sam’s. Cole could feel Sam’s warm breath on Meg’s lips. “I’m not with you to rebel or to grow. I’m with you because I love you.” Meg was trembling. She was so full of hope. It was like a straight shot of the stuff right into Cole’s veins. “This isn’t going to wear off. The love I have for you is not a novelty.” Unfortunately, Cole knew all too well how right Meg was. For good or bad, her love for Sam would not wear off. It wouldn’t have a chance.

“Okay,” Sam said to Meg, leaning forward to give Meg the lengthy kiss on the lips that she had been longing for.

“Cole.” It was like the voice of God, echoing down from above them. “Are you okay, Cole?”

Cole stared in front of him. Dr. Tyson sat behind her desk. “I’m sorry,” Cole said to her. He had no idea how long she’d been off the phone. “I got lost for a minute there. It’s just that you reminded me of someone.” Cole nearly forgot how many of Meg’s memories he had yet to explore.

“Somebody new?” Dr. Tyson asked. “Somebody from a new memory?” Cole knew only two people who would know enough to ask that question. Allie was one. Dr. Tyson was the other. The difference between them was that having to ask the question didn’t make Dr. Tyson angry. It excited her. Every bit of news was something else to study.

“Yes,” Cole answered, “but it’s not one of the memories that I want. It’s from an earlier transfer, one that I already knew worked. It’s the more recent transfer that I’m worried about.”

“Okay,” Dr. Tyson said. She reached for a notebook and a pen and readied herself to write. “Tell me what happened.”

“So, like I told you on the phone, I had another transplant the other day,” Cole began.

Dr. Tyson cut him off. She was doing the math in her head. “But I thought you’d just had one less than two weeks ago. The girl who was found in the Dumpster?”

“I know,” Cole said, nodding.

“You know that it’s dangerous to do two transplants so close together?”

“I know,” Cole repeated without ever having stopped nodding.

“Why didn’t you reach out to me first?”

“Because you would have tried to talk me out of it.”

“Of course I would have tried to talk you out of it, Cole. We have no idea what doing two transplants that close together could do to your brain.”

“I know, but this was a special case.” Cole said the words with enough force to keep Dr. Tyson from asking any more questions on the subject.

“Okay,” Dr. Tyson said with a sigh. “So what happened? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” Cole said. “Nothing bad happened. That’s not why I’m here. I’m here because the second transfer didn’t take. The doctors said that the procedure went perfectly, but I woke up without any new memories.”

“Are you sure?” Dr. Tyson asked. She knew that memories sometimes took time to emerge, but she also knew that if anybody could tell whether or not a transplant worked, it would be Cole.

“I’m sure,” Cole responded, “and I’m scared.”

“Okay,” Dr. Tyson said. “And what is it that you’re afraid of?”

Cole’s leg twitched as he spoke. “I’m afraid that my brain’s had enough. I’m afraid that transfers won’t work anymore because I’ve hit some sort of physical limit. I mean, what’s the most memory transfers anyone else has done?”

“On record? Four,” Dr. Tyson replied. “And that person went mad.”

“So we have no idea if brains have limits. Doc, is it possible that I hit my limit?”

Dr. Tyson paused. She put her pen down. “Would that be so bad, Cole?” Dr. Tyson asked. Cole could hear the compassion in her voice, but he wasn’t looking for that type of compassion.

“Don’t mess with me, Doc,” Cole said. “You know what this means to me.” And she did. She knew better than anyone. Cole had opened up to her. He’d held nothing back. She knew about the addiction. All in the name of justice and science, right?

“I do know how much this means to you, Cole. And you’re right, we have no idea if the human brain has a limit to the number of memory transplants it can take. All we can do is investigate, so let’s talk and see if we can figure something out.”

“Should we go to the scanner?” Cole asked. “Will this be quicker if we go to the scanner now?”

“No.” Dr. Tyson moderated her voice. She had to whenever she dealt with Cole, moving intermittently between the tone she used with colleagues and the one she used with patients. Cole was both. Then, sometimes, she tried to speak to him as a friend. That’s why Cole trusted her. He had so few friends left in the world. “It won’t do any good right now. You’re too worked up. Your brain will light the machine up no matter what I ask you. We won’t learn anything. Maybe later, if you calm down. For now, just tell me what happened.” So Cole did. He started at the place that seemed the most logical to him: with Meg, the last memory transfer that worked. He explained everything to Dr. Tyson. He described how Meg’s memories came to him. Slowly but, with the right triggers, forcefully. He told her about catching Meg’s killer and about talking to her parents. Finally, he got around to the phone call from the captain and the most recent transfer. Dr. Tyson kept scribbling in her pad. She began writing even more furiously when he began to explain the circumstances surrounding the more recent transfer, the state of the body and where they’d found it. Every detail could be important. Then he told her how he’d felt when he first woke up after the transfer. It was the same way that he felt at that very moment: empty.

“What do you know about the last victim?” Dr. Tyson asked when Cole was finished, trying to probe that point.

“Nothing,” Cole said. “Just what I told you. I know where they found his body. I know about how old he was. I know his physical characteristics. I know that he had been something of an athlete. That’s it. Essentially nothing.”

“Have you ever had this little to go on before?”

“No,” Cole admitted.

“Then how do you know that you simply haven’t hit the proper triggers yet? Maybe the memories are there, but they’re really buried.”

Cole shook his head. “No,” he said with a force bordering on anger. “It’s not that. I know it’s not that. There are no memories. I know what it feels like to have new memories that are simply evading me.”

“What does it feel like?” Dr. Tyson asked, still writing at a feverish pace.

“Like having a word caught on the tip of your tongue, only a thousand times more intense.” Cole wanted her to understand. If she understood, she’d see what he was going through. “There’s a weight to a person’s memories. Even if you can’t find them, you can feel them. Doc, I don’t feel anything.” Cole pointed to his head as he spoke the last three words.

Dr. Tyson thought for a moment again. “Sometimes transfers just don’t work Cole,” Dr. Tyson said. “This wouldn’t be the first time.”

“Okay,” Cole conceded. “That’s what the doctor at the hospital said so I’ll give you that. Maybe it just didn’t take, but how often does that happen?”

Dr. Tyson looked down as she thought, as if the answers to his questions were written on the floor. “The numbers aren’t perfect, but the estimation is around three percent.”

“Three out of a hundred?” Cole asked to confirm.

“Yes,” Dr. Tyson said.

“And I get one in my first fifteen?”

“It’s not as unlikely as it sounds. If the number is right, then there’s”—Dr. Tyson thought again, staring up at the ceiling this time—“almost a forty percent chance that it would happen in the first fifteen transfers.” Dr. Tyson kept her voice as calm as possible, trying to help Cole calm down too. It worked, a little. The numbers helped.

“Okay, but what about what I told you before? You can tell me I’m crazy, if you think I am. I would love for you to tell me I’m crazy. But don’t lie to me.”

“You want to know if it’s possible that the last procedure didn’t work because you’ve rendered your brain incapable of any more transfers?”

“Yeah. I’m afraid I hit my limit, that I stretched my brain too far and I won’t ever be able to inherit another memory again. Is that even remotely possible, Doc?” At the time, this idea that he’d physically hit his memory limit was still the worst possibility that Cole could conceive.

“I can’t dismiss it,” Dr. Tyson admitted. “As far as we know, you’re a unique case. Nobody else has ever done what you’ve done. Maybe there is a limit to how many memories any one person can inherit. It is possible, but I haven’t seen any evidence for it. The brain is an amazing organ, more powerful in its own way than any computer ever built. It’s brimming with capacities that have never been tested. What I do know is that people don’t stop remembering things because their brains are full. Besides, if that were the case, you wouldn’t be able to make any new memories at all.”

“What do you mean?” Cole asked.

“You came up here with your partner, right?”

“Yes.”

“What did you and your partner talk about on the drive up?”

“He asked me questions about what it’s like to have other people’s memories in my head.”

“What did you say?”

“I told him that it was like life without the bullshit.”

“See,” Dr. Tyson said. “Your brain isn’t full. You’re making new memories even as we speak. If you are capable of making new memories, you should be capable of inheriting them too. Your brain shouldn’t treat the proteins any differently. Maybe the two procedures were simply too close together. I don’t think there’s much precedent for that. We don’t really know what that might do to a person, but it’s possible that your brain would set up a defense mechanism after the first transfer, like a short-term vaccination.”

“Maybe,” Cole admitted with some relief. He hadn’t thought of that. “How would we know if that’s the case?”

Dr. Tyson shrugged. “You won’t know until after your next transfer. If that one doesn’t take, then maybe there is something wrong.” She did some more math in her head. “There’s less than a tenth of a percent chance that you’d randomly have two transfers in a row not take.”

“And what if there is something wrong?”

Dr. Tyson knew the risks of cutting Cole off from new memories. She knew what they meant to him. “Let’s cross that bridge when we come to it,” she said.

“Okay,” Cole reluctantly agreed.

That night, before climbing into the empty bed in the hotel room, Cole sent an email to his captain. It read simply: I need another memory.

Cole assumed that it would take some time before they found another body. He assumed that by the time they’d found one, his brain would have had a bit more time to recover. He didn’t expect to wake up the next morning having already received an email from the captain. Before he’d even gotten out of bed, Cole opened the email and read it. His captain’s reply read simply: Good—because they’ve found another body.


Chapter 28

The body had been fished out of the St. Lawrence River just south of Montreal. It was another white male, roughly thirty years old with no visible injuries or discernible cause of death. The body was completely shaved and completely naked. It didn’t match any local missing person reports. The coroner put the time of death at only eight hours before they found the body. That meant that the memories were fresh. Cole didn’t want to waste any time. He wanted to do the transfer right away. He wanted to know whether or not it would work. He didn’t care what else it might do to his brain.

“Come back to New York,” Cole’s captain said on the phone. “We’ve gotten permission to transport the body here for the procedure. Everybody’s working together on this one.”

“Tell them not to move the body,” Cole answered his captain.

“You can’t wimp out on me here, Cole,” the captain said, nearly growling. “You just said that you need another memory. We’ve got to solve this one before the news gets out. People will freak if they think there’s some international serial killer out there and we don’t have a single lead.”

“I’m not wimping out, captain. I’m going to Montreal. I’m already in Boston. I can be there in seven hours. Tell them not to move the body.”

“It’s all been arranged already, Cole. Just come back to New York. The doctors are ready.”

“They have doctors in Montreal, right?” Cole asked. Then he looked out the hotel room window across the Boston rooftops and got an idea. “Scratch that. It doesn’t matter. I’ll bring my own doctor. They have hospitals in Montreal. They’ve got operating rooms. They do transfers there. I know they do.”

“Why do you want to go there for this?” the captain asked.

“I don’t want to take any chances. I don’t want anything happening to the body when they transport it. It’s already been floating in a river. Besides, if they found the body just south of Montreal, then maybe there’s some connection between Montreal and the body. I want to talk to the cops there to see what they can tell me. Then I want to be able to walk around a little bit so that I have something to trigger any memories. I want to be as close to those memories as possible. You want this to work, don’t you?”

Cole was answered by silence. Then, “Okay, I’ll tell them to leave the body. You said you were going to bring your own doctor?”

“I’m gonna try,” Cole said.

Dr. Tyson hadn’t done a memory transfer herself in over four years. She tried arguing with Cole. First, she told him that it still hadn’t been enough time, that he should let his brain rest more. When she couldn’t talk him out of doing the procedure, she tried telling him lots of doctors knew the latest surgical techniques better than she did. She even knew of one in Montreal. He was world renowned, one of the leading memory transplant surgeons on the planet. Cole didn’t care. “I don’t need technique,” he argued. “I need somebody who knows how important this is.” In the end, Dr. Tyson relented, agreeing to travel with Ed and Cole to Montreal.

The three of them crossed the border into Canada only a few hours later. They were an odd trio. Ed drove; Dr. Tyson sat in the passenger seat. It had taken some work, but she’d managed to cancel all her meetings over the next two days. Cole rode in the back, alone. That’s what he wanted. He wanted to look out the window and think. “Have you ever been to Montreal before?” Ed asked Cole after they’d crossed the border into Canada.

“I don’t know,” Cole answered without taking his eyes away from the window. He hadn’t been able to locate any memories of Montreal. He tried. He did have a handful of memories of cities that he couldn’t identify, but he didn’t think any of them was Montreal. Almost nothing could have made him happier than that utter lack of memories. If he was right that he had no memories of Montreal, and if the body wasn’t just dumped in the city but had actually been there, then waking up from his surgery with any memories of the city would immediately prove that the transfer had worked. He knew how important the case was, but he would get to that. Right now, he just wanted the transfer to work.


Chapter 29

It worked.

The trip to Montauk was an unmitigated success. Almost as soon as Carter stepped out of the car and smelled the sea air, more of the surfer’s memories began to rise from the depths and shadows of his mind. He could sense them coming even before he could make any sense of them. He immediately dismissed his driver. “Go,” he told Lou, while standing on the cliffs overlooking the ocean in his gray suit and black leather shoes.

“Sir?” Lou asked, confused by Carter’s strange behavior. Lou had never seen him act like this before. Carter had never been a pleasant employer, but he had been predictable—until now.

“Just go,” Carter repeated without even looking back at the car. He didn’t dare take his eyes off the ocean. “Drop my bags at the hotel and go. You can go back to the city. I’m going to be here for a few days at least. I’ll send for you when I need you.”

“But sir, how are you going to get to the hotel?”

Without looking back, Carter lifted his hand in the air in a brusque request for silence. He wanted to be able to hear the waves, nothing but the waves. The memories first emerged because of the smell, but the sound of the waves was tugging at them as well. “Just go,” Carter repeated, shouting the words this time.

Not wanting to push his luck, Lou turned around, got into the car, and drove off to the hotel where Carter was scheduled to stay. Carter still didn’t look back. He began to walk down the jagged cliffs toward the water. He held the memories back as they came to him, hoping that he could delay them long enough to get his feet on solid ground, not wanting to fall from the cliffs because the memories made him lose his footing. Soon, he made it to the bottom. He let the memories come to him as soon as his second foot sank into the soft white sand.

They were a mess at first, a dozen or more memories rushing out at the same time, running on top of each other and mixing together. Carter didn’t want that. He wanted each new memory to come to him pure and unassailed by others. He took a deep breath. He tried to remember the techniques that he’d read about how to handle this. He tried to grab hold of a specific detail from a specific memory, it didn’t matter what or which, and focus on that. The intention was to become anchored to one memory.

Carter picked a memory and anchored himself to the smell. The briny Montauk sea air unleashed a memory of an even more pungent odor, a mix of salt water, dead fish, and blood. He looked around, and he wasn’t on a beach anymore. He was standing on a boat, red water churning all around him as if the sea were boiling with blood. Then some gigantic monster came up near the surface of the water. It was an enormous gray mass. The whole boat rocked as it swam beneath them. “Woow-hee,” a voice yelled from behind him with an accent Carter couldn’t place at first. “She’s a biggie. Might as well jump in now. She’s what you came here for.” South African. Carter had done enough business there to recognize the accent.

Carter was afraid. He knew that it was only a memory, and still he was afraid. His fear didn’t matter, though, because the surfer wasn’t afraid. Irrespective of Carter’s fear, it only took a moment for the surfer to take three giant steps and leap feetfirst into the bubbling red water. The water was cold at first as it rushed into his wet suit. The surfer looked around him. He could see the chum, bloody dead fish and squid, floating in the water. About twenty feet from him, he could see the bars of the floating cage, there to protect the divers from the giant sharks. He could see another diver inside the cage. The surfer was supposed to be inside the cage too. He wasn’t. He was out in the open water. He’d leapt there on purpose, a move that Fergus would admonish him for later. There was a fine line between acceptable and unacceptable risks, and the surfer lived his life right on that line.

At first, Carter didn’t see any sharks, only shadows moving through the water, just outside his view. They’d been chumming for the last hour to lure the giant beasts closer to the boat. The surfer turned his head. He felt surrounded by the bubbles from his own frantic breathing. He was afraid now too, but Carter could remember how much he loved the fear. His heart raced. Even through the surface of the water, he could hear the panicked screams from the boat above him. He hadn’t told any of them that he had no intention of swimming in the cage. They never would have brought him out here if he had. The screams grew louder. They had a reason to scream.

The surfer turned his head. He saw gnarled teeth and lifeless eyes first. A shark the size of a small submarine was swimming straight for him. By the time the surfer saw him, the shark was only a few dozen feet away, appearing out of the murky water like a monster sneaking into a child’s nightmare. The shark’s tail swung back and forth with purpose. The surfer couldn’t do anything to avoid the shark, so he simply watched as it swam straight at him. In all the surfer’s little games with death, it had never appeared so certain or so magnificent. Both Carter and the surfer were now terrified but, while Carter was frozen, the surfer was giddy with his fear. The shark didn’t open its mouth on the first pass. Instead, it bumped the surfer hard with the side of its snout. It was like being hit by a small torpedo. Then the surfer watched the shark as it swam past him, disappearing again into the murky water. It was horrifying how easily and completely the water could hide such a massive, monstrous creature.

Carter, standing on the beach in his gray suit, was breathing heavily. Sweat was beading up on his face. The memory had grabbed him, and he had no power to stop it now, not until it was over. In the memory, the water, beneath its surface, had a sound. It was a churning, grinding sound, like two pieces of sandpaper constantly being rubbed together. Other sharks were in the water around him, monsters in their own right, but none held a candle to the one that had bumped the surfer and was now circling back to swim at him again from somewhere in the murky, blood-filled water. Again, the surfer heard screams from the boat before he could see anything. From the surface, they could see the giant shadow moving underwater before the surfer could. He heard the screams, muffled and garbled though they were. Then he saw it coming, even faster this time than the last, like a freight train thrusting through the water, a freight train with teeth. The beast opened its mouth, showing the surfer rows and rows of razor-sharp teeth. It was all about to be over. Carter remembered the strange peace that the surfer felt, even as Carter felt like he was about to vomit on the beach. Then, a moment before the shark struck, a loud sound ripped through the ocean like an explosion. It was loud enough to startle the shark in mid-attack. Right before it hit the surfer, the shark veered away from the sound. Then it turned quickly and dove back down into the watery depths where it disappeared from sight. A moment later, the surfer felt a tug on his shoulder. At first he worried that a smaller shark might be hitting him from behind. Then he felt himself being lifted out of the water as they pulled him back into the boat. Someone on the boat had thought to gun the boat’s engine as the shark approached the second time, startling the shark away. The fast thinking probably saved the surfer’s life and his memories.

They were all screaming at him as they pulled him back into the boat, telling him that he was insane, asking him if he had a death wish. He didn’t care. He also didn’t have a death wish. Carter knew that from the memories. He simply accepted death because in the back of his mind, he knew that it was coming for him. Yet sitting on that boat, having just been in the water with a shark of mythic proportions, the surfer felt wonderfully small and grateful to be alive. He ignored the reprimands. Their words were like white noise as the surfer stared out over the glistening surface of the ever-churning water.

When the memory ended, Carter was on his hands and knees in the sand. His hands were balled into fists, squeezing the sand inside them. His chest hurt. His heart was tired from beating so fast. He looked around to see if anyone was watching him, to see if anyone was staring at the man in the suit crawling in the sand across the beach. Fortunately, the beach was empty. Carter stayed on his hands and knees for another moment before trying to stand up. His knees were still wobbly. Then he looked out over the ocean in front of him and whispered to himself, “God, this is going to be fun.”


Chapter 30

Even before opening his eyes, Cole tried to remember Montreal. Trying to remember being murdered had to wait this time. This time, it wasn’t all about the murder for Cole. This time, Cole first wanted to see if the procedure had even worked. The memories of the city did come, almost immediately. In them, the city was cool, damp, and gray. It was raining, but Cole’s memories of the city contained no action. Nothing happened. The memories were images, a few sounds and a few smells. Cole recognized each one. The memories were all from his own forty-minute walk around the neighborhood surrounding the hospital before heading inside for the procedure. He ran through those forty minutes of memories in a few seconds, and then there was nothing. He waited for more, for new memories to come. He didn’t wait long. They weren’t coming. He knew it. He felt their absence. For the second time in a row, the procedure didn’t take. Nothing in his head was new, except for more fear. He couldn’t imagine what was going to happen to him.

“Are you sure you’re going to be okay?” Dr. Tyson asked Cole the next morning as she and Ed prepared to leave Montreal. They had to get back home to their families and their lives. Cole, on the other hand, had nothing to get back to.

“No,” Cole admitted with a weak laugh. “But you guys need to go. I’ve taken enough of your time.”

“Why don’t you come back with us, Cole?” Ed asked. “If you’re so sure the procedure didn’t work, why stay?” The three of them were standing in a cold, nondescript private room at the hospital. It could have been a room in any public hospital almost anywhere in the world. Cole’s release was imminent.

“I need some time,” Cole said. “I need to be able to process what’s happening. Montreal is actually perfect for me right now. I don’t know anybody here.”

“Are you sure it’s smart for you to be alone?” Dr. Tyson asked with real concern in her voice.

“What do you think I’m going to do to myself?” Cole asked her.

“I honestly don’t know,” Dr. Tyson answered. “You know there could be other reasons why the procedure didn’t work, right? That it might not be you? There’s still no evidence that any one person can become resistant to receiving other people’s memories.”

“Then what else could it be? Tell me what else it could be.”

“Dumb luck,” Dr. Tyson posited. “You just had two duds in a row.”

Cole shook his head. “I don’t believe that. You told me yourself that the odds of that were less than a tenth of a percent—less than a thousand to one. That’s why I brought you here. You knew the stakes. You weren’t going to mess anything up.”

“The procedures were still closer together than anyone would recommend, than I would recommend.”

“Sure,” Cole conceded, “but that shouldn’t lead to a complete lack of memories. That might fuck some of the memories up. It might create confusion. It might meld memories together, memories that belong to different people. It might even drive me fucking crazy. But it shouldn’t make my body reject new memories. There’s only one explanation that makes sense.”

“And what if it’s true? What if you can’t inherit any more memories? What then?” Dr. Tyson asked. Cole didn’t know how to answer her.

“What’s the big deal?” Ed asked. “I mean, you’re still a cop. You’ll find other ways to solve crimes. People do it all the time.”

“You don’t understand, Ed,” Cole told his partner. Only Cole and Dr. Tyson understood. Allie would have understood too, though she would have been ecstatic at the news. Cole loved his addiction, and Dr. Tyson benefited from it. Only Allie hated it. “It’s not just about the job.” Cole looked at Dr. Tyson again. She knew how serious it was. “Dr. Tyson can explain it to you on the way back to Boston,” Cole said.

“Come to Boston,” Dr. Tyson said. “I can run tests. I can do studies. We can figure this out.” It was as close to begging as she was willing to get. She seemed to want the answers as much as Cole did. “Maybe later,” Cole said. “A few days. A couple weeks, even. Right now, I need some time alone. You two go back. I promise that I have no plans to do anything drastic.”

“So what are you going to do?” Dr. Tyson asked.

“I’m going to take some time to reminisce, to enjoy the memories that I still have in my head. Maybe I’ll find some that I haven’t explored yet,” Cole answered her.


Chapter 31

A literal slap to Cole’s face finally began to unlock the truth. The slap did what everything else that Cole had tried could not. Cole had spent four days in Montreal after Dr. Tyson and Ed had left, trying to unlock as many of Meg’s memories as he could. He wasn’t looking for truth. He was simply trying to immerse himself in what he believed were the last new memories he would ever receive.

As soon as Dr. Tyson and Ed left, Cole made a list of triggers that he thought could unlock new memories. Then he went about checking off each of the items on his list. Cole rented a bike and began to ride aggressively around the city. He found that the faster he rode, the more memories were unlocked. He nearly crashed multiple times when his immersions began just as he hit top speed, zipping through traffic. At night, he sought out bars full of young people that might remind his brain of the parties Meg had gone to when she first reached New York. He found a copy of The Fox and the Hound and watched it over and over again. For four days, he burned through memory after memory in one near-constant bender.

On the night of the fourth day, Cole found himself once again at Peel Pub, a piece-of-shit bar frequented by first-year university students looking for cheap beer. He’d been there before, though he couldn’t remember if it was on his first or second night. It worked the first time. After two beers, the memories shot through him like adrenaline. But it wasn’t working this time, not after two beers, not after four. Cole wasn’t ready to let go. That’s when he saw her, standing at the opposite end of the bar. She was short. Her skin was the color of dark coffee. She let her hair grow high and curly around her head. After only one beer or even two, Cole would have found her resemblance to Sam superficial. Cole was way past two beers when he first saw her, though.

Cole stumbled toward her, instantly certain that this woman was the key to unlocking a whole slew of Meg’s memories that Cole had not yet experienced. Her name was Zoe. Cole remembered that. That was nearly all he remembered about her, though. He didn’t remember what he said to her. He didn’t remember why she turned and slapped him full across the face.

—

The immersion began as soon as Cole felt the heat on his skin where Zoe had slapped him. When he reached up to feel it with his fingers, so did Meg. She paused for only a second when she realized that she could feel her own skin begin to rise beneath her fingertips. Then she turned without a word and sped for the door, leaving the music and the hum of another one of Tony’s parties behind her. “Meg, wait,” Sam called, her hand still held conspicuously in the air. “I’m sorry.” Meg could hear Sam trying to catch up to her as she went through the door, but she didn’t even consider stopping. She was too afraid to stop, afraid of breaking down in front of all these people. Afraid of what they might think of her, afraid of what she might think of herself. She needed these people to believe that she was strong even if she didn’t always believe it herself. So before she could even think, Meg was in the stairwell, skipping every other step as she hurried down toward the street, trying to get away.

Cole couldn’t remember what the fight had been about. He couldn’t remember what had caused Sam to slap Meg’s face in front of all those people. It often worked that way in memories. Like in history, the fights were memorable; their causes usually were not. All Cole could remember was the sting on her skin and the hollow sound reverberating in her head, followed by the intense urge to run, not just from Sam but from everything. As Meg descended the stairs, her mind raced with images of home and all the people back in Kansas. So many of them had been mean to her. They had teased her. Even her own parents pushed her away. But none of those people had ever hit her. If they had, she wouldn’t have cared. None of them could hurt her. Only Sam had that power.

At the bottom of the stairs, Meg turned and stepped outside. There she finally came to a stop. She was breathing heavily. Cole remembered her confusion. She wanted to leave, to run far away, but even more than that, she wanted someone to come down to get her and to make her stay. She didn’t want to spend her whole life running. So Meg waited for a moment to catch her breath and to give someone, anyone, a chance to come for her. The air was cold—not bitingly cold, but brisk enough to send a chill down her back. Meg waited another moment. She wondered how much longer she should wait before she finally walked away. If she walked away, she wondered where she’d go. She waited one more moment. Then the apartment building door behind her burst open.

“Meg,” Sam said, rushing toward her. “I’m sorry.” Sam slowed down as she got closer to Meg, but she didn’t stop. “I’m so sorry.” There wasn’t a false note in Sam’s voice. Meg had never heard anyone sound so sincere, but she could still feel the sting on her cheek. Sam stopped a single step away from Meg, afraid to take that last step. “I’m so sorry, Meg,” she repeated, as if not knowing any other words to say.

Cole could still feel the hot pulse on Meg’s cheek, a throbbing memory of what had happened upstairs in front of all those people. Meg tried to think of how to respond. She had no idea what to do. She was so angry and yet so grateful that Sam had come for her. Frozen with indecision, Meg did the one thing she did not want to do. She began to cry. Cole felt the tears welling up before they came spilling out. Meg, like her father, was not accustomed to crying. She so wanted to be angry, but she was too afraid of what her anger might cost her. So she cried and, as she cried, Sam took her into her arms. She spoke softly to Meg now. “I’m so sorry, Meg,” she repeated, in a whisper this time, her lips only inches from Meg’s ear. “I don’t know what came over me. I’ve never done anything like that before. I promise never to do it again. I can’t even believe it happened.”

Meg tried to control her sobbing so that she could speak. She tried to pull back tears that could never be pulled back. “I’m sorry too,” Meg said to Sam. “I shouldn’t have said what I said. I didn’t mean to upset you. I wasn’t thinking.”

Sam shook her head. “Don’t apologize to me. If you owed me any apologies upstairs, I lost that debt when I did what I did.” Sam squeezed Meg even tighter. Cole remembered how good it felt, how comforting to be in Sam’s arms. He could remember how much Meg needed that, how much she needed to be loved. “I promise never to do that again.” Meg squeezed Sam back. “Should we go home?” Sam asked. She assumed that Meg would not want to go back to the party.

Meg shook her head. She couldn’t simply go home. She still had something to prove. “Should we go back upstairs?” Sam asked Meg. She would do whatever Meg wanted.

Meg stepped out of Sam’s embrace. She shook her head again. “Not yet,” Meg said, still unsure of herself. “Let’s just sit down out here for a few minutes first.” Meg motioned toward the sidewalk. Meg sat down first, sitting on the sidewalk with her feet in the street. Sam sat down next to her, putting her arm around Meg. Meg leaned in and put her head on Sam’s shoulder. The air didn’t feel nearly as cold anymore. “Never again?” Meg asked as they sat there, intertwined.

“Never,” Sam promised.

“Me too,” Meg promised back. Cole still couldn’t remember what Meg had said. Whatever it was, it didn’t seem important anymore. Meg leaned in and kissed Sam on the cheek. She kissed Sam in the same place on Sam’s face that Sam had struck Meg on hers. Cole knew what the word “never” meant to Meg when it came from Sam’s lips. Meg was still young enough to believe in the twin gods of youth, never and forever. Meg believed that the words they’d exchanged and the kiss consummating those words meant that she and Sam would never fight like that again. Even as she knew that it was an impossible hope, she believed it, and she believed it because she wanted to believe it.

Then Cole heard a clicking sound coming from behind them. Meg didn’t bother to turn around the first time. Then Cole heard it again. The second time that Cole heard it, Meg and Sam turned simultaneously and looked behind them. A light flashed from inside a dark doorway next to the building’s main entrance. A face was lit up in the darkness for a second as a small man with greasy dark hair lit the end of a cigarette. Meg recognized the man’s face. Cole recognized it too, but he couldn’t place it, not at first. “Are you girls going to start making out or should I just go back upstairs?” the man said, with a voice not much different from a boy’s. Then he laughed to himself at his own joke. It was a slightly unnerving, off-kilter laugh.

“How long have you been back there, Jerry?” Meg asked the man.

“I just came down for a quick smoke,” Jerry said, stepping out of the darkness and into the light of the sidewalk. “I thought it would be peaceful down here, and then you two bust out and interrupt my peace with all your drama. But don’t mind me. No need to stop on my behalf.” Something about Jerry’s smile was crooked. Meg couldn’t tell by looking at him if it was his face or his teeth. Maybe it was both.

“You know him?” Sam asked Meg. Cole was thinking the same thing. He still hadn’t been able to put it together.

“Yeah, he’s here a lot,” Meg said, almost apologizing to Sam.

“That’s it?” Jerry said, stepping closer to them. “That’s all the love you have for me? Come on!” Jerry spoke directly to Sam. “Don’t believe her. We’re good friends. I met Meg right upstairs, the very first night she got to New York.”

“Maybe we should go back inside and let you finish your cigarette in peace,” Meg said, and started to stand up. Jerry didn’t seem to notice. He went on talking to Sam.

“You know I tried to make your girlfriend rich?” Jerry told Sam. “But nobody ever listens to me.”

“What is he talking about?” Sam asked Meg, trying to figure out exactly how offended she should be.

“Nothing,” Meg said. “It’s some urban legend that Jerry’s always blathering on about. Don’t mind him.” Meg reached down and helped Sam back to her feet.

“It’s not an urban legend,” Jerry said and took a long, confident drag off of his cigarette. “But what do I care? I mean, they didn’t want me, so I don’t know why I keep trying to convince the rest of you. You guys don’t want to be rich, you guys don’t want to live out your wildest dreams, so be it. I really do think that you should let your girlfriend know that they pay more for lesbians, though. I mean, it’s only fair that she gets to make her own decisions,” Jerry said to Meg while staring at Sam. “I’ll be honest, though, I don’t know what being black does to the pricing.”

“What is he talking about?” Sam asked Meg again.

Meg grabbed Sam’s hand and began to pull her toward the door. “It’s nothing,” she said, angry with Jerry for ruining their moment. “He thinks that there are people who’ll buy your soul or something and make you rich.”

Jerry laughed. “I keep telling everyone, it’s not your soul they want,” he called after them as Meg and Sam reached the apartment door. 

It took until that moment for Cole to figure out where he’d seen Jerry before. Now he remembered. It was just like Jerry said. He was in Meg’s memory of that first party on her first night in New York. Jerry had been there too, drifting around in the background of Meg’s memory, talking about the same thing. Cole hadn’t really noticed him before. What was there to notice? Jerry had just been there, blending in. This was the first time Cole actually paid any attention to what Jerry was saying. 

Maybe the last two bodies didn’t have memories to begin with. Maybe someone else had already extracted the memories from them. Maybe it was merely empty liquid that had been injected into Cole’s brain.


Chapter 32

It was after two in the morning by the time Cole picked up the phone to call Dr. Tyson. He didn’t bother to look at a clock. He didn’t care. He found his pad and his pen and dialed her cell number.

Dr. Tyson answered on the fourth ring. “Are you okay, Cole?” she asked as soon as she picked up the phone. She sounded truly worried.

Cole didn’t bother to reply. “Would you know if the person you’re trying to extract memories from had already had their memories extracted?”

“Do you realize that it’s two-thirty in the morning? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” Cole said with a sober and deathly serious tone. “I think I might know what’s been happening, but I need your help. Would you know if the person you’re trying to extract memories from had already had their memories extracted?”

“It wouldn’t happen.” Dr. Tyson dismissed Cole’s question. Cole could hear her voice stiffen as she woke up to what Cole was implying. “There are records of every transfer. We would always know.”

“Forget the records,” Cole said. “Would you know, just by performing the procedure? Would you be able to tell?” Cole could hear mumbling in the background. He guessed it was Dr. Tyson’s husband complaining to her about her talking on the phone at this hour, but it didn’t stop her.

“Not by what’s in the brain,” the doctor said. “You can’t see the proteins when you do the surgery. There’s nothing really to see. We simply know where they are. But we would notice the marks on the back of the patient’s neck from the prior procedure. Not only would we see the marks but, because the person is dead, those marks wouldn’t heal—just the opposite. They degenerate faster, making the holes bigger. We’d notice that.”

Cole rubbed the back of his own neck. He could still feel the two holes from the most recent surgery. Cole knew that Dr. Tyson was right. He stood up and began to pace, still holding the phone to his ear. There had to be another way. “What if whoever did the first procedure didn’t go through the back of the neck?”

“But that’s how it’s done,” Dr. Tyson said. “There aren’t any other approved methods.”

Cole sat down again. “What about unapproved methods? Can it be done other ways?”

“Sure,” Dr. Tyson said. “People have tested other methods, but nothing works as well as the back of the neck.”

“What if someone was trying to hide the fact that the procedure had been done? How would they do it?”

“Why would they do that?” Dr. Tyson asked the question, but she sounded like she didn’t want an answer.

“How would they do it?” Cole repeated. “Hypothetically?”

Dr. Tyson thought for a second. “They’d probably go in through the back of the mouth. You have quick access to the brain from there. It’s almost as easy as the neck. We don’t do it that way because the tongue and teeth get in the way. The back of the neck is easier.”

“But it could be done through the mouth if your goal was to hide the surgery?”

“Yes,” Dr. Tyson said in a single, tense breath.

“If somebody did a procedure that way, would you be able to tell by examining the body?”

“Yes,” Dr. Tyson said again.

“How soon can you get back to Montreal?” Cole asked. His question was answered with silence. “It’s bigger than me now,” Cole said to Dr. Tyson. “You realize how big this is, don’t you?”

Dr. Tyson finally answered him. “It’s almost three now. I can be there by noon. Can you get me access to the body by then?”

“Consider it done.”

For a moment, both Cole and Dr. Tyson sat there, listening to the silence between them. “Do you really think that somebody’s been stealing memories?” Dr. Tyson asked, finally putting Cole’s theory into words.

“I’ve got reasons to think so, yes,” Cole told her. He didn’t bother to tell her that his reasons were the words of a small, creepy man haunting the memories of a dead nineteen-year-old girl.


Chapter 33

They hadn’t yet disposed of the body. After the procedure, the body had been returned to the morgue, preserved inside a timeless cold steel box. It was still there when Cole returned and demanded that it be removed so that Dr. Tyson could examine it. Cole’s word alone wasn’t enough. He had to put a few calls in to NYPD headquarters. Even that didn’t immediately work. In the end, it was Dr. Tyson who was able to convince them to pull the body back out of the box. She put in a phone call to the memory expert she knew in Montreal. Their ability to take another look at the body was as much about science as it was about police work. Not that it mattered to Cole, as long as the body would be waiting for Dr. Tyson when she arrived, just as he’d promised.

Cole didn’t talk to Dr. Tyson before she went in to examine the body. He didn’t need to. She knew what she was looking for far better than Cole did: two tiny holes in the back of the man’s throat that led directly up into his brain. As Dr. Tyson scrubbed in, entered the morgue, and approached the body, Cole sat in the waiting room like the expectant father of a new nightmare. He leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes.

They’d wheeled in a standard operating table and had laid the body there on its back, just as Dr. Tyson had requested. She adjusted the light so that it shined directly into the corpse’s face. The hospital had provided her with three surgical assistants to help her if she needed it. None of them knew what was going on. None had worked on a dead body since medical school, and none was keen to do it again. 

“I need you to hold his mouth open and tilt his head back so that I can see the back of his throat,” Dr. Tyson ordered two of the assistants. They stepped to either side of the man’s head. One of them grabbed the head with two hands and tilted it backward, while the other used his thumb to pull down the corpse’s jaw. The body was pale and a bit puffy, its skin hanging loose on its flesh. 

Dr. Tyson leaned in. Then she stood back up and adjusted the light again. There were still too many shadows. She turned to the third assistant. “Can you get me a penlight?”

The third assistant returned quickly with a penlight. Dr. Tyson took it and turned it on. Then she aimed the beam into the dead man’s mouth.

“Can you get me a scalpel too?” Dr. Tyson asked as she peered inside the dead man’s gaping mouth. A second later a scalpel was in her hand. She moved toward the back of the dead man’s throat. She wasn’t planning on cutting anything. She was merely exploring. She’d spotted two folds in the skin at the back of the man’s throat that didn’t appear natural.

Dr. Tyson didn’t have to cut to pull back the folds of skin. They were more like flaps; the body’s first and last attempt to heal itself. Behind the folds, only about half an inch apart, were two tiny holes.

“I need the camera,” Dr. Tyson said, and the third assistant wheeled the machine next to her. Everybody knew that she meant the camera they used during the transplant procedures to guide them into that part of the brain that stored the memories. She took the long thin wire and slowly guided it into one of the two holes. Once it was inserted, she began to steer it with the controls while watching the progress on the monitor. She’d never performed the surgery by going through the back of the mouth before—as far as she knew only a handful of doctors ever had—but she’d read about it, and she understood how it was done. With every millimeter of progress she saw on the screen, she grew more and more confident of where the camera was headed. Cole was right. He didn’t inherit the body’s memories because the memories hadn’t been injected into his brain. All that was injected was empty fluid. Somebody else had gotten to the memories first. One of the surgical assistants finally asked the question each of them had been eager to ask. “What exactly are we doing here?”

Dr. Tyson looked up at the three of them, unsure of what to say. She assumed that they knew the body had been part of a police investigation, but she didn’t know how much detail they’d been given. She didn’t know if they’d been told that they were investigating a potential serial killer, let alone one stealing his victims’ memories. It was a new type of crime. It was a new type of motive. Everything had changed. Dr. Tyson was an expert on memory transfers and on their impact, possibly knowing more about the subject than any other living person in the world. And she could think of only one man who would truly understand the motive for a crime like this. 

“I’m just trying to understand why the memory transfer involving this patient didn’t work,” Dr. Tyson finally answered the surgical assistant’s question.

Cole was still sitting in the waiting room when Dr. Tyson came out. He was alone. People don’t generally come out to support anonymous corpses. When you can’t identify a body, things like surgeries and funerals become awfully lonely affairs. When he saw Dr. Tyson, Cole nearly jumped to his feet. He could see how tired she looked. “So?” was all that he said to her.

Dr. Tyson nodded to Cole. “You were right,” she said to him. “Somebody beat us to the memories.”

Even though he knew it wasn’t something to be excited about, Cole felt his heart leap in his chest. He fully understood what this meant: that there was a monster out there stealing people’s memories, but also that there was nothing wrong with him. It meant that he would still be able to inherit other people’s memories. It meant that he didn’t have to give up his addiction. “That’s horrid,” he said to Dr. Tyson, but she knew how he really felt. She could hear it in his voice. “Would it still be possible to check the body in New York, just to make sure?”

Dr. Tyson did the math in her head. “It depends on what they did with the body,” she told Cole, “but probably.”

“We should go there. We should confirm what’s happening,” Cole said.

“We should,” Dr. Tyson agreed. Then she walked past him. “But right now, I’m going to go to a hotel and get some sleep,” she said.

“Can we talk later?” Cole asked her.

Dr. Tyson nodded. She felt more than tired. She felt drained. Every muscle in her body ached. “I’ll call you on your cell phone when I wake up,” she said to Cole. Then she pushed through the doors and disappeared.

Cole stood motionless for a minute. He knew he should probably go somewhere to try to get some sleep too, but he also knew how impossible that was going to be. He was too excited. Knowing sleep was a near impossibility, he threw himself into the one thing that he could, his new case. It was going to be a different kind of case for him. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d tried to solve a murder without using the memories of the victim. For the first time in a long time, Cole would have to do some real police work. Then he realized where he needed to start. He almost felt foolish for not having thought of it before. He needed to get back to New York. There was a memory there that he wanted to explore. Only this time, it was still inside its owner’s head.


Chapter 34

Cole decided to take the train back to New York. A plane or even a bus would have been faster, but Cole figured that he could use the time to rest his mind and think. 

The train from Montreal to New York took a little over ten hours, twisting and turning through the countryside of Quebec and upstate New York. It was autumn, and Cole enjoyed seeing the leaves on the trees as they changed color, withering and dying in their own spectacular fashion. If only we could all go out with one final, triumphant show of brilliance, Cole thought. But human lives don’t work that way. Cole knew better than most that we don’t suddenly become beautiful before we pass away. In fact, the passing away is usually the ugliest part.

The train didn’t leave Montreal until ten in the morning the day after Dr. Tyson confirmed Cole’s theory. Even so, he was already over the border and well into upstate New York by the time he heard from the doctor. Cole had been ignoring every other call, letting them all go to voicemail, but he answered immediately when he saw that it was Dr. Tyson. Her voice sounded strained.

“They still have the body,” Dr. Tyson assured Cole. “I’ve arranged to be included in the procedure via video link. It should be relatively easy to confirm that the body went through the same procedure as the one in Montreal. We’re going to do it today.”

“You’re not going to New York to do it yourself?” Cole asked, a bit disappointed. The fewer people who knew about any of this, the better.

“I can’t, Cole. I’ve already been away for too long. I have other patients who need me. The procedure is simple. The doctors in New York can do it. I’ll be patched in to help them if they need me.”

“But you’ve explained to them what you found, what they’re looking for?” Cole asked.

“Of course,” Dr. Tyson said.

“And they all understand that they need to keep this a secret, right? We don’t want any information leaking out.”

“They know, Cole. They understand the significance of what’s happening here. Where are you?”

“I’m on a train headed back to New York,” Cole told her. “I have a lead that I want to follow up on.”

“How can you already have a lead?” Dr. Tyson sounded more than a little surprised.

“There’s a kid in Meg’s memories—” Cole started.

“That’s the girl who was killed with the hammer?” she interrupted.

“Yes,” Cole confirmed. “Anyway, there’s a kid in her memories who I think might know something.” He didn’t go into any more detail.

“Something about this kid made you think that the memories might have already been taken?”

“Yes,” Cole confirmed.

“Could he be the killer?” Dr. Tyson asked.

“I don’t think so,” Cole said. “But he may be able to lead me to the killer.”

“Do you really think that it could be that easy?” Dr. Tyson asked.

“Probably not,” Cole conceded. “It rarely is. I have to start somewhere, though.”

Dr. Tyson called him again only three hours later. The doctors in New York had examined the second body. They found two tiny holes in the back of his throat, pinhole-sized entrances to tunnels that led directly into the dead man’s brain. “That settles it, then,” Cole said. “Somebody’s killing people and stealing their memories.”

“Not exactly,” Dr. Tyson said after a short pause.

“What do you mean? What else could it mean?” Cole stared out the window of the train at the many-colored leaves, wondering if he had missed something.

“They didn’t have only memory surgeons examine the body. They also brought in a forensic pathologist to study the wounds. They did it on their own. It was smart. I wouldn’t have thought to do it.” She stopped as if she didn’t want to finish.

“And?” Cole prodded her.

“They studied the wounds and saw evidence of healing. Not a lot, but some.”

“What does that mean?” Cole could have guessed, but he didn’t want to.

“Dead men don’t heal, Cole. What they found means that whoever is doing this isn’t killing people and then stealing their memories. The killer is extracting their memories while the victims are still alive.”

“That’s insane,” Cole said. “Why would he do that?” But Cole knew why and, even as he spoke, he had to suppress his jealous instinct. Dr. Tyson would catch it if it slipped into his voice.

“Fresher memories,” Dr. Tyson said, matching Cole’s thoughts exactly. “No deterioration. Don’t pretend you don’t understand that motivation, Cole. I know you do. You don’t know anything about this killer, and you already understand him better than anyone else will be able to.”

“Do they simply die without their memories?”

“I have no idea,” Dr. Tyson answered him. “There’s no humane way to test that.” Cole had no response for her, nothing more to say, so they said their goodbyes and hung up.

After his conversation with Dr. Tyson, Cole wanted nothing more than to stare out the window and stop thinking. It didn’t take long before the memories started to come. He’d known they would.

First came all the memories that Cole expected, triggered by the sight of autumn, old memories of trick-or-treating, of leaping into giant piles of leaves, of football games and raging orange bonfires, reaching up into the sky. A memory came of a dirt road that led to a dirty house, full of dirty rooms and dirty people, but Cole pushed that memory aside, the way that only he could. He did the same to a memory of empty liquor bottles piled high in a garbage can on Sunday afternoon after Daddy’s team lost again. Then a new memory came. Cole let himself sink into it and soon was careening down a hill. He was on a bike again but in the woods this time, surrounded by trees, screaming for joy. If it were possible to go any faster, Meg would have, no matter how dangerous. Cole could remember the bike bucking beneath her as it rolled over rocks and ditches. Then she squeezed the brakes and turned the wheel, kicking up dirt as she skidded to a stop. She wasn’t young. At least, she wasn’t a little kid. She was close to as old as she would ever get. She looked back up the hill. Sam sat astride a rented mountain bike at the top of the hill. She’d become small by the distance between them, a distance Meg had covered in mere seconds. Sam’s hair was contained by a bike helmet and still Cole recognized her, her round cheeks and pert nose. “You’re crazy!” Sam yelled down the hill to Meg.

Cole could still remember the spike of adrenaline from that quick ride. “Come on!” Meg shouted back at Sam. “You can do it. It’s awesome!”

“I thought we were coming here for a relaxing weekend in the country. I don’t know how I let you talk me into this.” Meg knew how. Sam wanted to do the Hudson Valley Wine Trail, but she’d forgotten that Meg was only nineteen and that this wasn’t the Lower East Side. Since they couldn’t do the wine trail, Meg got to pick what they did. It was Sam’s first time on a mountain bike. “What do I do?” she yelled down. Meg could hear the fear in her voice.

“Just let go,” Meg called back to her. “You don’t have to go fast.” The woods smelled beautiful, like everything around her was as alive as she was. Meg had never been in a forest like this before. Kansas didn’t have forests. Kansas was full of flat, open spaces. Trees stood alone on horizons, subtle reminders to Meg, even when she was a child, that the world was full of more than corn and grass.

“If I die, I’m going to haunt you forever,” Sam shouted down the rocky hill.

God, I hope so, Meg thought. “You’ll be fine,” she said instead. Sam made it halfway down the hill, slowly and tentatively, before hitting a rock and tumbling over her handlebars. Meg leapt off her bike and began to run up the hill toward Sam. Cole remembered a moment of fear. Then Sam came back up, lifting her head in a fit of laughter. Before Meg even reached her, Meg was laughing too. Then Meg sat down on the rocks next to Sam and they laughed together. Then they kissed. How many kisses does it take before each one no longer feels like a first kiss? However many it was, Meg and Sam weren’t there yet.

Cole fell asleep to that memory, resting his head against the window next to him. He slept for almost an hour. Then he was woken up with a start by one of the handful of memories in his head that he still had no control over, the memory of a hammer coming down at him.


Chapter 35

Cole, back in New York, banged hard on the apartment door with his fist. It wasn’t the first time he could remember knocking on this door. He’d done it once before himself and at least a dozen times in Meg’s memories. At first nobody answered, so Cole pounded again. After the second knock, Cole heard footsteps coming toward the door. “Hold on,” he heard a voice shout from inside the apartment. Then he heard someone fiddling with the chain lock before the door swung open.

“Tony,” Cole said to the man standing on the other side of the now-open door. It was almost noon, but Tony looked like he’d just woken up.

Tony looked at Cole. People tended not to forget Cole. “What do you want now?” Tony asked without bothering to say hello. “Did something happen to Meg’s killer? That dude’s going to jail, right?”

“Yeah. He’s going to jail,” Cole confirmed. “Don’t worry. I’m not here about Meg’s case.”

Despite Cole’s reassurances, worry spread across Tony’s face. “Then what are you here for?” he asked.

“I need to talk to your friend Jerry. I thought you could help me find him.”

“Jerry?” Tony said with genuine surprise. “What the fuck did he do now? Listen,” Tony explained, “that kid is harmless. He talks a big game but that’s it.”

“He’s not in trouble,” Cole lied. “I just want to talk to him.”

“What could you possibly want to talk to Jerry about?”

“It doesn’t matter. Just tell me where I can find him.”

Cole could almost see the idea dawn on Tony as he stood there. “You’re not going to talk to him about that bullshit he’s always going on about, are you? Because you know it’s bullshit, right?”

“You tell me where to find him, and I’ll worry about separating truth from bullshit.”

Tony shook his head. “I can’t do it.”

“Tony, I’m going to find him eventually,” Cole began his final pitch. “I won’t tell him that it was you who told me how to find him, but it’s important that I talk to him.”

“No, it’s not that. I’d tell you if I knew. It’s just that I have no idea how to find Jerry. I don’t know where he lives or what he does. I don’t think anybody knows. He just started showing up at our parties and since he’s from Kansas, nobody ever kicked him out. Besides, we get a kick out of him sometimes, you know?”

“You don’t have any idea where I can find him?”

“Nope,” Tony confirmed. “But here’s the thing, if it’s about the urban legend he’s always going on about, there’s someone else you can talk to.”

Cole’s ears perked up. Maybe this trip wouldn’t be a total loss. “Who’s that?”

“Bon,” Tony said.

Cole recognized the name from Meg’s memories. Bon had been there at the first party. He was the big, ruddy-faced guy who showed Matt and Meg around when they first arrived. “The big guy?” Cole asked.

Tony laughed. “Yeah, that’s Bon. You should go talk to him.”

“Why?” Cole asked.

“Because Bon’s the only one who ever listened to Jerry.” Tony’s voice descended into a guarded whisper. “Jerry apparently even set Bon up on some sort of interview.”

“What happened?”

Tony shrugged. “Nothing. It’s bullshit, remember? Bon was so embarrassed by the whole thing that he refused to talk about it with anybody.”

Cole wasn’t sure that it was embarrassment that kept Bon quiet. “Then where can I find Bon?” Cole asked.

“I don’t know where he lives, but he bar-backs five nights a week at some shitty Irish pub in Queens. It’s called the Brown Penny. He’s there every night but Monday and Thursday.”

“Thanks,” Cole said to Tony. “And do me a favor, don’t tell anyone I was here. It wouldn’t be good for either of us.”


Chapter 36

With each passing day, Carter was finding it harder to locate new memories. The trip to Montauk had worked, but he burned through those memories almost as quickly as he had burned through the ones before them. Even though he was sure there were still new memories in his head, Carter was growing tired of having to work so hard to pull them out. He wanted it to be easy again, like it had been in the beginning. He wanted that flash of brilliance when every memory came to him like it wanted to be remembered, like those first few memories of surfing giant waves and wild drug-fueled orgies. He reached out to Fergus. Fergus told him that he should be patient, but he also told him that he was still hitting new memories at a faster rate than most people. Carter didn’t care. He wasn’t most people. He’d never been most people.

After almost a week in Montauk, Carter traveled back to his apartment in Manhattan. Once home, Carter thought about what else he could do to make more memories come. He sat in his living room, facing the window and staring out over half of Manhattan. He knew that Montauk had never been anything more than a proxy. The surfer had never been to Montauk. Finding a proxy was what the catalogues had told him to do. Carter knew he had the means to do better. Fuck proxies—he could actually go to the places where the memories had happened. He could hear the actual sounds and smell the actual aromas. He could run his fingers over the same places that the surfer had touched. If that didn’t spark more memories, Carter didn’t believe anything would. At the very least, it was certain to add new nuances to the memories Carter had already remembered. Maybe it would even make those memories feel new again. Maybe he could immerse himself in them one more time. 

Carter could think of one other option. He could also get more memories, brand-new memories. He remembered the details in the Company’s catalogue. He could try somebody completely different.

Carter opened up his computer. He checked on his dwindling but still substantial investment portfolio. He checked all his accounts. He would have to liquidate a few things, move some money around. He didn’t care. His wealth was worth nothing compared to what those memories did to him. They made him feel more alive than money ever had. He sure as hell didn’t have any of his own memories that did that for him.


Chapter 37

The night after speaking with Tony, Cole went to pay Bon a visit. It was a Tuesday night, not the busiest night for bars.

Cole stepped out of the subway in Queens beneath dark skies and bright lights. Cole had plenty of memories of Queens, memories of whole neighborhoods he’d never even been to. The benefit was that, no matter where in Queens Cole ended up, he always knew his way around. It wasn’t a long walk from the subway to the Brown Penny, but it was long enough to get away from some of the traffic and the noise. The bar was on an otherwise quiet street. It was painted green with gold trim, its name scrawled across the top in old English lettering.

Cole didn’t recognize the Brown Penny. He had memories of plenty of New York bars, but this wasn’t one of them. Two men were sitting at the bar when Cole walked in. Three empty bar stools stood between them. The men were both sitting in silence, staring down into their pints of beer. Cole went and sat between them. He made sure to leave an empty stool between him and each of them, guessing they were about as eager to be disturbed as he was. Cole didn’t see Bon at first. A square-jawed, freckled, middle-aged woman was tending bar. She walked over to Cole. “What’re you drinkin’?” she asked with a New York Irish accent.

“Any chance I can get a Bloody Bull?” Cole asked.

“If you can drink it and you can pay for it, you can get it. We ain’t got any celery, though,” the bartender said.

“Do I look like a guy who cares about celery?” Cole asked her. The bartender laughed and turned away from him to start mixing his drink.

As Cole waited silently, Bon came out through the swinging doors leading from the bar into the kitchen, carrying a tray of newly clean pint glasses. Cole recognized him immediately. He looked exactly how Cole and Meg remembered him: big, ruddy, and hunched over, as if to hide his size. His face was round and red. He lugged the tray of glasses to one end of the bar and started unpacking it, placing the clean classes beneath the bar. When he saw that the glass of one of the men at the bar was nearly empty, he walked over and refilled it. “On the house, Tommy,” Bon said to the man. The man thanked him by tapping his finger on the bar without looking up.

When Bon returned to his tray, Cole motioned to him. “I think I’ve met you before,” Cole said, loud enough for Bon to hear him. Everybody looked at Cole. “Not you two,” Cole said, waving his hands at the other two men sitting at the bar. “You,” Cole said, pointing at Bon. “I think I’ve met you before.”

Bon gave Cole the quick, sheepish once-over of a man who wasn’t always happy to be reacquainted with people from his past. Then he shook his head. “I don’t think so,” he said, picking up the empty tray and walking back toward the kitchen.

Cole tilted the rest of his drink into his mouth and swallowed it. “I wouldn’t mind another drink,” Cole called out to Bon, lifting up his now-empty glass.

Bon put the tray down and walked over to Cole. He put his hands on the bar. “What’re you drinking?” Bon asked. Even after all this time, Cole still found it disquieting when he had memories of someone who had no memories of him. He understood it, but it still felt strange.

“A Bloody Bull,” Cole said, and pushed his empty glass toward Bon.

“What the fuck is that?” Bon said.

“Bon!” the bartender scolded. She didn’t say anything else. She used his name like a rolled-up newspaper.

“A beer is fine,” Cole said to Bon. “Give me something from the tap.”

Bon grabbed one of the newly clean pint glasses from behind the bar and began to fill it. “So, is a Bloody Bull some sort of fancy drink?” Bon asked Cole as his glass slowly filled up with a dark amber liquid.

“No,” Cole said. “It’s just a Bloody Mary with beef bouillon in it.”

“That sounds pretty disgusting,” Bon said, walking Cole’s beer over to him.

“Your name is Bon,” Cole said when Bon got close to him. “We have met before. Somebody brought me to one of the parties at Tony’s house once. You were there.”

Bon shrugged to let Cole know that he still didn’t recognize him. “Sorry,” Bon said, “I’ve been to a lot of parties at Tony’s place. I don’t remember everyone. I kind of feel like I would remember you, though.” Cole knew what Bon meant. Cole wouldn’t exactly have fit in at one of Tony’s parties.

“That’s okay,” Cole said. “You don’t have to remember me. I remember you. I think you were talking to Jerry. He kept going on and on about some way to get rich, and everybody else kept making fun of him for it, everybody but you.”

Bon shook his head. “I don’t remember and I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He started to walk away again, more quickly this time.

“You sure?” Cole asked, stopping Bon’s retreat. “Because you seemed pretty interested at the time.” He was riffing, just looking to see how Bon would react. “I was interested too, but I didn’t have the balls to speak up because I didn’t know too many people there, you know?”

Bon looked Cole up and down for a second time and shook his head again. “Listen, I got to get back into the kitchen.” Bon tried to walk away one last time.

“Wait. Wait,” Cole yelled. “Come on. I’m just trying to talk to you here. Give me one minute.”

Bon stopped and turned back around. Cole could see the discomfort in his face. He wasn’t a natural liar. Whatever secret he was keeping, it had been a lot of work for him to keep it. He must have had a pretty good reason to do so. “Let me show you something,” Cole said to Bon, waving him back to the bar. Bon looked scared now, but he followed Cole’s wave. Then Cole reached into his pocket. Cole could tell Bon didn’t know what to do or how to react, that he was tempted to run. Instead, Bon stood there and watched Cole as he pulled his badge from his pocket and laid it on the bar next to his drink. He did it casually, so that no one else in the bar would notice. “I don’t want to scare you,” Cole said in a whisper. “There’s no reason for you to be scared. I’ve just got a few questions.”

Bon looked back down at the badge. Cole didn’t peg Bon for someone who’d had a history of run-ins with cops. He was a big Irish kid. He probably had relatives who were cops. That should help. Bon leaned in toward Cole. Nobody else at the bar seemed to be paying attention. “Fine,” Bon said, glancing around him as if to check to make sure, “but not here and not now.”

“Okay. When’s your shift over? I’ll come back here and get you. I know a place we can go.” Somewhere deep in his memories, he remembered a twenty-four-hour diner only about ten blocks away. It would be perfect. Even as he made the offer, however, Cole knew that they’d never make it to the diner. Bon seemed too scared to stick around and wait for Cole to return. Bon knew something, something dangerous. Cole wanted to know it too.

“Come back at one A.M.” Bon said. “I can leave then.”

“Okay,” Cole agreed. Then he settled up and went outside. He didn’t go away, though. Instead, he walked around the corner from the Brown Penny and found a place where he could stand in the shadows and watch the door to the bar. That way if Bon tried to slip out of the bar a half hour before Cole was supposed to come back for him, Cole would be able to follow him. It was merely a matter of waiting.

A few hours went past. At twelve-thirty, Cole saw Bon walk out the front door of the Brown Penny. Bon walked quickly, his head lowered and his hands jammed into his coat pockets, but he was such a big target that he was easy to follow. He walked back toward the subway. Cole walked behind him, pulling out all the usual tricks to keep from being noticed. Bon made it easy by never looking back. After waiting on the subway platform for about five minutes, a train came and Bon got on. Cole did too, only one car behind Bon’s. Each time the train stopped, Cole watched to see if Bon was getting out. Cole had no idea where they were headed. They crossed over from Queens into Brooklyn and took the train another four stops. Then Bon got off the train. Cole got off too, but he gave Bon a minute to build up some distance between them before following him. A few blocks later, Bon reached a run-down brick building. He took out a set of keys and went to open the front door.

Cole guessed the building held about twenty units. He closed the distance between him and Bon and then waited until Bon got the keys into the door. When Bon pulled the door open, Cole stepped quickly out of the shadows and grabbed the door before Bon could pull it closed again.

It was well after one in the morning, but Bon didn’t seem surprised that Cole had been following him. It was almost as if he’d been expecting someone. “I had a different place in mind,” Cole said to Bon as he held the door open. “There’s a diner I like near your bar. I was going to buy you some pancakes and sausage, but your place will have to do. Maybe it’s even better. At least, it should be more private.”

“This isn’t fair.” Bon’s eyes darted down to Cole’s hands as Cole followed Bon into the lobby of his apartment building. Bon didn’t put up any fight, though. He was big, but he wasn’t a fighter. Trying to sneak away was his only card, and he’d already played it. He was resigned to his fate now, whatever that might be. Cole followed closely behind as they walked wordlessly up to Bon’s apartment. They were both waiting until they got inside to talk. Each understood, for his own reasons, how important silence and secrecy were.

Bon lived on the second floor, in a small one-bedroom apartment with a window opening onto the empty space between buildings in the back. The only view from Bon’s apartment was of other people’s windows. The apartment was sparsely furnished, and what furniture there was seemed old and worn, likely secondhand. The walls were empty, nothing on them but cracked paint. “Be it ever so humble,” Cole said to Bon. Bon shot Cole an unhappy look and then closed the door behind them, hooking the chain lock across the door.

“This really isn’t fair,” Bon said again after he’d double-checked to make sure that the door was closed.

“ ‘Fair’ is an urban legend,” Cole said. “ ‘Fair’ is as fake as the Easter Bunny or the Tooth Fairy. But you’re not the type to give up on urban legends too quickly, are you, Bon? You’re a believer. That’s why you listened to Jerry.”

Bon’s already pale skin looked almost gray now, as if his blood were retreating deeper into his body. “This isn’t a joke,” Bon said to Cole. He walked over to the apartment’s one window and looked out to make sure nobody else was looking in.

“I know it’s not a joke, Bon. If I thought it were a joke, I wouldn’t be here at almost two in the morning,” Cole said.

Convinced nobody was watching them, Bon closed the blinds. “Yeah, but do you know how dangerous what you’re doing is?”

“It’s the middle of the night, Bon. Nobody’s out there.”

“You don’t know that,” Bon said. “You don’t know anything. Do you?” His voice was slow but Cole could hear the panic in it. Cole began to question how much he actually knew. The way Bon was acting, he began to worry that his wildest theories may have only scratched the surface of what was truly going on.

“I know a few things,” Cole said, “but I’m here to learn more. If you start talking, I’ll start listening.”

Bon glared at him. “How did you even find me? For real. None of this bullshit about Tony’s parties. You were never at one of Tony’s parties. Look at you. I’d remember you.”

Cole shrugged his shoulders. “Does it really matter?”

“Yeah. It matters a lot. Because before I talk to you, I want to know how dangerous talking to you is. I can’t know that unless I know how you found me. If certain people find out that I’m talking to you, I’m in deep shit.”

“I’m a cop,” Cole said. “You don’t really have any choice but to talk to me.”

Bon shook his head. “There are always choices. There are scarier things out there than jail.”

“Okay,” Cole said, dropping the sarcasm. “Do you remember Meg?”

“The girl from Kansas who was killed by that handyman? Matt’s friend?” Bon asked.

“Yeah.”

“Yeah, I remember her. What does Jerry have to do with her?”

“Jerry used to tell her that he could make her rich. He used to tell her that they pay more for lesbians.”

Bon looked confused. “Okay, but Jerry used to say that to everyone. That still doesn’t tell me how you ended up following me home.”

“Jerry told Meg other things too.”

“Like what?”

“Like how you actually took him up on his offer.”

“But how do you know this?” Bon asked.

“I have her memories,” Cole told Bon, tapping the side of his head with his finger. Cole was riffing again. He didn’t want to rat out Tony, but he also wanted Bon to feel safe. Who better to blame than somebody who was already dead? “When she died, nobody stepped forward to take her memories, so I did. I used them to find her killer, but I found a lot more in there too. There was Jerry and you and all that stuff that Jerry was always going on and on about. It’s in there. I just want to find out a little more about it.”

“I know you,” Bon said, a look of recognition on his broad face. “What do they call you? The Memory Detective?”

“That’s me,” Cole confirmed. “I can’t stand that nickname, though.”

Bon nodded. He seemed pleased that none of his friends had ratted him out. “Does anybody else know you were looking for me?” Bon asked Cole.

“No,” Cole lied. “Why?”

“Because if I get caught talking to anybody about this stuff, there could be serious consequences.”

“What type of consequences?”

“I don’t know. Something bad. All I know is that I got paid five thousand dollars cash after a four-hour interview just to keep quiet. And now here I am, talking to a cop. People who pay you five thousand dollars to keep your mouth shut don’t fuck around when you open it. They kick your teeth in.”

“Who paid you five thousand dollars?” Cole said. He was getting closer. He could feel it. Bon shook his head. He refused to answer. “Look,” Cole assured him, “nobody knows I’m here. Now, don’t you think it’s about time you answered some questions? Because the only reason no one knows I’m here is because I didn’t tell anybody. I can sing it from the rooftops if I want to. If you don’t want that to happen, then you’d better talk.” Cole felt bad about threatening Bon, who had always been very nice to Meg. But Cole didn’t think he had any other options.

“If I talk, nobody finds out that we spoke, right?”

“The more you talk, the surer I am that this conversation never happened,” Cole assured him.

Bon pulled a chair out from under his small kitchen table and sat down. He slouched into the chair, his arms dangling loosely at his sides. He looked like he’d physically given up. “Okay, what do you want to know?”

Cole stayed standing for now, staring down at Bon. “Who paid you the five thousand dollars to stay quiet? Was it Jerry?”

Bon shook his head. “It wasn’t Jerry. It was an older guy. A muscular guy with a shaved head and a nice suit. I don’t know his name.”

“You never asked?”

Bon shook his head again. “It never came up. I figured if he wanted me to know his name, he’d tell me.”

“Why did he give you five thousand dollars? How did you meet him? You said you had a four-hour interview with him—what did you talk about?” Bon stared dumbly at Cole. He was having trouble processing all of Cole’s questions at once. “Just start at the beginning,” Cole said.

“Okay.” Bon nodded. “The beginning. Well, I went to Jerry, kind of quiet, you know, so nobody would make fun of me.”

“You wanted to talk to him about his get-rich-quick scheme?” Cole asked.

“Yeah,” Bon confirmed. “I didn’t believe him at first, but he just kept talking. He wouldn’t give up, so eventually, I figured that there had to be something to it.”

“How did you approach him?”

Bon gave Cole a self-conscious shrug. “At one of the parties, I just pulled him aside and asked him if he was telling the truth.”

“What did he say?”

Bon looked up nervously at Cole. “He said to me, ‘If you’re lucky, I can give you the life of your dreams.’ Well, it sounded a shit ton better than bar-backing.”

“And what if you weren’t lucky?” Cole asked, picturing Bon with his head shaved, floating in a river.

“I asked the same thing,” Bon told Cole. “Jerry said that if I wasn’t one of the lucky ones, they’d just send me home. No harm, no foul. I still didn’t really believe him, but I didn’t think I had anything to lose. He got real excited. He kept telling me that they’d like me because I was big.”

“Did he tell you anything else?” Cole asked.

Bon shook his head. “Not yet. He asked me for a picture of myself and told me to write up a short bio. Jerry tweaked the bio a bit and had somebody doctor up the picture to make me look really good. A couple of days later, Jerry told me that they wanted to meet me.”

“But you still didn’t know who they were?”

Bon shrugged. “I figured I’d learn eventually.”

“Okay. So Jerry set up this interview. Where did you go for it?” Cole kept firing away with the questions, trying not to give Bon a single moment to reconsider answering them.

“A loft down in Tribeca. When I got there, I had to ring the bell and give the guy a password that Jerry’d given me before they let me in.”

“What was the password?” Cole asked, hoping it would be some sort of clue.

“Hell if I remember. It was like a city or something. Anyway, the guy buzzes me in, and I go upstairs to the loft. It was mostly empty, but he had a couple of chairs set up in a corner with a computer and a video camera. To be honest, it kind of creeped me out.”

“Do you still have the address?”

“Yeah,” Bon said, his voice a bit shaky, “but it’s not going to help you any. I’ve gone back there. There’s nothing there anymore. The guy packed up and left. It’s empty.”

Of course, Cole thought, he wouldn’t stay put. He’d have to keep moving. Space to space, city to city. “When you showed up, it was just one guy?”

“Yeah,” Bon confirmed. “He was alone.”

“What did he look like? Tell me again,” Cole asked. This was it: Bon was about to describe the killer.

Bon paused. “I really shouldn’t be telling you this,” he said nervously. “They told me I had to keep quiet.”

“You can’t stop now, Bon. What if I told you that there are more people’s lives at stake than just your own? You’re doing the right thing. Tell me what the guy looked like.”

Bon swallowed hard. He didn’t even know what was going on but, somehow, he knew how serious it was. He’d known it ever since he went in for his interview. “Like I said, he was shaved bald. He was well dressed in a gray suit, but you could see the muscles under his clothes. He was probably in his late thirties, maybe forty. He wore these designer glasses, you know, the ones with thick expensive-looking frames, and he had dark green eyes.”

“That’s a lot of detail. You remember him that well?”

“Yeah,” Bon said. “I can’t forget him. The whole thing was so strange, and in the back of my head, I just kept thinking that this guy could be my ticket out of here.”

“So, if you saw him again, you’d recognize him?”

“Hell, yeah,” Bon said.

“Even if it were just in a picture?”

“I think so,” Bon said with only slightly less confidence.

“Okay, you met the guy and then what happened?” Cole said, finally sitting down in the chair across from Bon. He wanted to be able to look Bon straight in the eyes.

“I could tell right off the bat that he was a little disappointed when he saw me. I don’t know what Jerry said about me but with what he did to my bio and my picture, I had a feeling that he maybe oversold me a bit, you know? Still, he sat me down in a chair across from his desk and started asking me questions. I thought if I answered the questions right, then maybe I could still save it. I figured all I had to do was win the guy over. He was taking notes on his computer the whole time. He barely ever stopped typing. Oh, and I’m pretty sure he was videotaping the whole thing.”

If he videotaped Bon, maybe he videotaped the others too, Cole thought. Maybe the killer videotapes all of his victims. “What did he ask you?” Cole asked Bon.

“What didn’t he ask me?” Bon answered. “I told you, I was there for four hours. I don’t even remember most of what we talked about. It was mind-numbing.”

“I need specifics,” Cole pressed.

Bon paused before answering. “He started out by asking me what I do now: where I live; how I make money; what I do for fun; who I hang out with.”

“What did you tell him?”

“Mostly the truth. I only embellished it a little bit.”

“Only a little?”

“Maybe a little more than that,” Bon conceded. “All I’d been told was that they were looking for somebody with a sense of adventure, so I tried to make my life sound more exciting than it is, that’s all.”

“And then?”

“Every time I began to veer from the truth, he caught me. He told me that he needed me to tell him the truth. If I was going to lie to him, I could just go home. So I started staying closer to the truth because I really wanted a chance.”

Of course he wanted the truth, Cole thought. He wanted to make sure the memories were worth the effort, worth the risk. You don’t want to kill someone for a bunch of crappy memories. Cole stared at Bon, at his slumped shoulders and his lack of confidence. Cole began to think about how lucky Bon was that his life wasn’t more exciting. If Bon’s life had been more exciting, it might already be over. “Then what?”

“Then he started asking me questions about my childhood, like where I grew up and what it was like. He asked me what my relationship with my parents was like. I thought this part was a little bit strange, but I went with it.”

Cole began to imagine what it must be like to be able to pick and choose whose memories you inherit. He had to fight off another bout of jealousy. “So what did you tell him?”

Bon shrugged. “I didn’t even know how to lie about this part. I didn’t know what he would want. So I told him the truth. I grew up in a shitty little town in central Jersey. My dad was a cop, but he’d been in a car accident so he didn’t work much. Instead, he stayed home, collecting disability and mixing painkillers and alcohol. He didn’t beat me or anything. He just kind of forgot I was there.”

“And your mother?”

“My mother forgot about all of us. Technically, she still lived with us, but there weren’t too many mornings when she’d be home when I woke up. Everybody’s got their own ways to self-medicate, right?” Bon smiled weakly. It was a mask meant to cover his sadness. “So, as soon as I could get out of there, I came here. New York City. The promised land.” Bon waved his hand sarcastically around his apartment.

“No siblings?” Cole asked, still trying to put himself in the killer’s shoes, trying to imagine what questions he might ask. What would he be looking for in a fresh set of memories?

“I have a sister. She’s four years older. When she was eighteen, my mom slept with one of her boyfriends and my sister took off. She headed for Los Angeles. She was going to be an actress. Hollywood, you know. After that, we spoke maybe once a year. She called me on my birthday but that was it. Since I came to the city, we’ve spoken even less. We email maybe twice a year.”

“Do you miss her?”

Bon laughed. “That’s funny,” he said. “The guy was interviewing me asked me the same thing.”

“Tell me what you told him.”

“No. I don’t miss her. We were never that close to begin with. She didn’t really know how to act with me. Our mom never taught us how to be nurturing. Angie lives in New Mexico now. She’s married and has a couple of kids of her own. I see pictures on Facebook. She looks happy. I think she figured out how to be a better mom than she was a big sister.”

“Did the man ask you about your friends from growing up? Did he ask you what you did for fun?”

Bon shot Cole a confused glance. “Look, if you already know what he asked me, what do you need me for?”

“Relax, Bon, I’m just asking the obvious. I’m trying to figure out what he was looking for.”

“Yeah, he asked me about my friends from growing up and what I did for fun.”

“And what did you tell him?”

Bon shrugged again. “I told him that I had friends just like everybody else. We hung out, rode bikes, lit fireworks when we could get our hands on them. We played football. I don’t know, you know. Other than the fucked-up parents, I think it was a pretty normal childhood.”

“And when you came here, did you stay in touch with any of them?”

“No.” Bon shook his head. “When I left, I didn’t want to have any more connection to home. If I could have burned the Verrazano Bridge after I got into this city, it would be heap of ashes sitting at the bottom of the Hudson River right now.”

You lucky little shit, Cole thought while staring at Bon. Who in their right mind would want your memories? “So, when you were done, what did he say to you?”

“We weren’t done yet,” Bon said. “We were only like halfway finished.”

Cole sat back, wondering what else the killer could possibly want to know. “He asked you more questions?”

“Yeah, a lot more.”

“Like what?”

“He asked me what I would do if I had all the money in the world.”

“Why would he ask that?” Cole asked, barely realizing that he was asking the question out loud.

“Hell if I know.” Bon swallowed. He stood up. “I’m going to grab a beer. Do you want a beer?” Bon didn’t wait for Cole to answer. He reached into the fridge and pulled out two cans of beer. He carried them back to the table and handed one to Cole. Then he sat back down. The cans made popping sounds as Bon and Cole opened them. Bon went on. “I don’t know why he asked any of the questions. He wouldn’t take any pat answers, though. He wanted specifics. I told him that I’d buy a big house in the mountains, that I’d grow a beard and get fat.” Bon smiled and this time, most of the sadness was gone. “He wanted more. He kept pressing me to stop censoring myself. He told me not to hold back. I couldn’t tell if it was a trick or not. I tried to tell him what he wanted to hear, but I’m not sure he bought it. The truth is that I really think I’d just buy a big house in the mountains, grow a beard, and get fat.”

“Was that it?”

Bon shook his head. “No. For the last hour, we did these weird psychological tests. You know, like word association and shit like that. There were these puzzles that I had to try to solve. It was really strange.”

“Puzzles?” Cole asked. 

“Yeah,” Bon confirmed. “And he timed me when I did them.”

“What type of puzzles?”

“I don’t know, think on your feet type of stuff. Pick out the thing that doesn’t belong. What should be next in this pattern? That sort of thing.”

Cole couldn’t even fathom what the puzzles might be for. He made a mental note to ask Dr. Tyson about them. “So how did it end?”

“After almost four hours on the nose, the man closed his laptop and stood up. He shook my hand and told me that he wasn’t going to pick me. It didn’t surprise me. I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to get it as soon as I walked in, and nothing happened during the interview to change that. I did ask him why, though.” Bon’s voice was a little shaky. Cole could still hear the disappointment in it. “He just told me that I wasn’t quite what he was looking for.”

“What was he looking for?” Cole asked.

Bon nodded. “That’s what I asked. So he told me that he wasn’t looking for one specific profile. He was open to a lot of things, to people with all sorts of backgrounds, but that he just needed a little more than what I had to offer. I didn’t have the heart to ask him what he meant. I know how much less I am, how much less I’ve always been. I didn’t need him to explain it to me. I just wanted to leave.”

“But he stopped you?”

“Yeah,” Bon said. “He stopped me before I was even two steps away.”

“What did he say?”

“He pulled an envelope out of his desk and handed it to me. He told me to open it. I’d never seen that much cash before. ‘There’s five thousand dollars in there,’ he told me. ‘That’s to thank you for coming in and to thank you for not talking to anybody about what went on here.’ Then he said, ‘You’re not going to talk about anything that went on here, are you?’ I looked down at the big wad of money he just handed me and said, ‘No, sir.’ And then he hit a button on the video camera and said, ‘Good, because if you do, I’m going to have to take back a lot more than my money. Not a word to anyone. Not even your friends.’ I said okay. The way he said those words, I could tell he really meant it. So I never told anybody anything. I didn’t even tell Jerry.”

“Until now,” Cole said.

“Until now,” Bon agreed, looking exhausted. “That’s why nobody can know about our conversation. That guy really meant business.”

You don’t even know the half of it, Cole thought. “Do you know where to find Jerry?” Cole asked.

Bon looked at Cole as if Cole just asked him if he knew where to find the Holy Grail. “Nobody knows how to find Jerry,” Bon said. “Jerry just finds you when he needs you. Promise me that you’re not going to tell anyone about this conversation.”

“I promise,” Cole said. He stood up. “I’m going to go. I’ll let you get some sleep. I may come back, though. I may need you to look at some pictures to see if you can identify the man who interviewed you.”

“Okay,” Bon agreed. “What is this all about, anyway?” Bon finally asked Cole. “Does this have something to do with Meg’s murder?”

Cole looked at Bon. He was already scared shitless, and Cole knew the truth would scare him even more. Cole figured the kid had already been through enough. “No, this doesn’t have anything to do with Meg’s murder. I’m just following up on some leads in another case.”

Bon began to fidget with his fingers. He lifted one hand to his face and began to chew on the side of a thumbnail. “What type of case?”

“You don’t need to know.”

“Fuck, I wish I never went on that interview. As soon as they gave me the money, I knew something really weird was going on, but what could I do? It was already too late. It’s always fucking too late.”

Cole dropped his card on the table in front of Bon. “I’ll get back in touch with you tomorrow. In the meantime, call me if you need anything or if you remember anything else.”

Bon picked up Cole’s card. He stared at it. “I will,” Bon promised. He sounded hopeful when he said it.


Chapter 38

Carter stood frozen in the bedroom of his apartment trying to figure out the best way to pack his bags. He was planning on being away for four weeks, so he estimated he’d need two suitcases. He’d traveled before, on business trips that lasted four weeks or longer. The complication was that Carter’s travels had always been for business, and he didn’t have a wardrobe appropriate for his current destination. He got half of one bag full and then simply stood there, staring at it. Maybe that was it. He’d have to buy more appropriate clothes when he got there, shorts and short-sleeved shirts, or at least clothes a little less formal than what he was used to. He picked four weeks because that’s how long the Company estimated it would take to arrange another memory transfer for him. He selected the jazz musician this time, the trumpet player who’d traveled the world playing exclusive, private late-night parties. He’d never cared much for jazz, but he wanted something different, something novel, something that would stretch his mind as much as the surfer’s memories had. He didn’t care about the expense. He didn’t even care if it emptied his bank accounts. He only cared about getting new memories. Until then, he would use his time to try to unlock the rest of the surfer’s memories. Carter was confident that in Montauk he’d only scratched the surface of what was still left for him to explore.

He eventually decided to take only one suitcase, and even that was less than full. He brought the suitcase down in the elevator himself. When the doors opened, he stepped into the lobby and pulled the suitcase behind him over the shiny black marble floor. “Mr. Green,” the man standing behind the front desk said, “your car is here.” Carter walked past him and toward the door. “Where are you traveling to this time, Mr. Green?” the man asked, expecting the answer to be London, Chicago, Paris, Hong Kong, or some other business center.

“Costa Rica,” Carter answered. The surfer had been virtually everywhere in the world. Carter didn’t even recognize half of the places that he remembered. Sometimes he figured out from clues inside the memories. He had remembered jungles and beaches in Asia. He had remembered Zanzibar and swimming with sharks off the coast of Africa. He had remembered surfing the Great Barrier Reef and hiking through the Outback. He had remembered crazy parties in South America and eastern Europe. Then he remembered adventures in spots he couldn’t place, locations that, if he hadn’t remembered them, he would have guessed didn’t really exist. Through all of it, in between wild adventures, the surfer always went back to the same place. He always returned to Costa Rica. Carter didn’t know exactly where in Costa Rica. He was sure that he’d recognize it when he saw it, though, and probably even before then. He expected the memories to pour out of him when he found it. He had no problem exploring a little bit, imagining what it would be like when he found it. “I will be back in four weeks,” Carter told the doorman as he walked through the open doors toward his waiting car.


Chapter 39

Cole was still in bed when he heard the knock. He didn’t move at first. He didn’t want to be disturbed. Moments earlier he had fallen into a memory—one that he hadn’t experienced before of Meg as a young girl, playing in the snow in Wichita with her father.

Cole remembered walking down the street, decked out in a brown winter coat and bright pink snow boots. Meg had gotten the boots from a well-meaning aunt for Christmas. Cole could remember Meg’s revulsion. It came back every time she looked down and caught a glimpse of the boots. Her hatred of those boots was so pure and so honest that it tickled Cole to no end. Meg tolerated the pink travesties on her feet only because her parents wouldn’t let her go out in the snow without them, and nothing could keep her from going out in the snow.

Meg’s father was walking about ten feet in front of her. Cole didn’t know how old Meg was in the memory, but her father still seemed like a giant, towering over her. Cole could remember how much Meg loved him when she was a little girl. Her love for her father even surpassed her hatred of her pink snow boots. They were playing one of Meg’s favorite games. All winter, she waited for it to snow so that she and her father could go outside and play it.

Cole remembered Meg’s father. Even though she had to wear a snow hat, he wore a cowboy hat. He had his hands jammed into the front pockets of his jean jacket. As they walked along the side of the road, Meg focused on his feet. Meg was insanely jealous of her father’s camel-colored work boots. She wasn’t merely watching her father’s feet because she was jealous, though. She had another purpose. Cole could feel Meg’s anticipation grow each time those work boots got close to the snowy edge of the plowed street. Then she’d hear his voice, deep, calm, and resonant. “Here’s one, sweetie,” he’d say in a loving drawl. Cole could hardly reconcile the voice of Meg’s father in this memory with the voice of the man he had met in the days following Meg’s murder. Time had not been kind to him. Time isn’t kind to most people. Eventually, it’s the enemy of us all. Memories have the power to erase all that. In this memory, Meg’s father’s voice was still deep and sonorous. It sounded like happiness. Once her dad said those words, Meg would stop and watch as he walked over toward the snow. Then, with the toe of his work boot, he’d dig out a ball of snow and ice left behind by the plow and, with a tiny flick of his toe, he’d send the ball spiraling into the street.

Meg made herself wait. She wanted to run right away each time, but she made herself wait until the tiny ball of snow stopped spinning. Then, as soon as it came to rest, Meg aimed and started her charge. She ran, the cold air pinching at her skin, and then she jumped as high as she could and as far as she could. Cole remembered feeling like he was leaping across a giant chasm of space. Meg aimed her pink boots at the ball of snow below her. Whether she aimed one boot or two depended on the size of the snowball that her father had freed. For the big ones, she landed with both her feet side by side. Cole remembered the satisfying crunch the snow made beneath Meg’s feet as the ball of ice and snow exploded into a million tiny flakes and shards of ice. The remains of the snowball scattered all over the street. Dear God, that pent-up release felt good. On the really good jumps, there would be nothing left beneath her feet. Sometimes, when the ball was particularly icy or hard packed, she would have to jump on it again in order to obliterate it. She performed the second jumps with almost as much relish as the first.

Cole remembered the sound of Meg’s father’s laughter as he watched his daughter obliterate the balls of snow. She looked up at her father, smiling, proud of the carnage she’d created. “See, sweetheart,” he said to her lovingly, “the pink boots ain’t so bad, huh?” The joy left Meg’s face. “I’m just teasing, kiddo. You’ll outgrow ’em. I’ll get you black ones next winter before Aunt Dell has a chance to do any Christmas shopping.” And with those simple words, Meg didn’t hate her pink boots so much anymore. Now that she knew she would escape them one day, she still hated them, but she hated them a little bit less.

“Ah, there’s a good one, Meg,” Meg’s father said, letting that excitement slip into his voice too. He strode over to a big pile of snow and kicked a snowball about the size of a grapefruit off the top. The snowball skittered across the pavement and stopped. “Let’s see what those little pink crushers can do.” Meg held in a squeal as she started running.

Then Cole heard the voice behind the knocking. “Nick,” the voice called out. “Are you in there?” It was Allie. Cole could hear the fear in her voice. How many times had she already called out to him? Cole had no idea. He leapt out of bed.

“I’m here,” Cole answered as he grabbed a pair of jeans off the floor and threw them on. “One second,” he called as he stumbled toward the door. When Cole opened it, he saw that it wasn’t just Allie. Ed was with her.

Cole eyed the two of them, confused. “What are you guys doing here? What are you guys doing together? Do you even know each other?”

“You do realize that it’s almost noon, right?” Allie answered Cole, deducing from his disheveled state that he’d just gotten out of bed.

“I had a late night last night,” Cole said, thinking back to his interrogation of Bon. “I was working. Why don’t you guys come inside?” Cole offered, not wanting to talk about the case out in the hall. Ed and Allie followed Cole into his apartment, and he closed the door behind them. “So how do you guys know each other?” Cole asked again after closing the door.

“We don’t,” Ed answered. “I’ve been trying to reach you all morning, but you haven’t been picking up, and your voicemail is full so I couldn’t leave a message.”

“I’ve been trying to focus,” Cole told them. “I still don’t understand what you guys are doing here together.”

“When I couldn’t reach you on your cell, I tried you at home. I pulled your address from the files at work. You still have Allie’s apartment listed as your home address.” Ed glanced around Cole’s apartment. “How long have you lived here, Cole?” he asked his partner.

“I don’t know,” Cole said. “Two years?” He looked over at Allie for confirmation.

“Four,” she corrected him. “You’ve lived here longer than you ever lived with me.”

“Okay,” Cole conceded. “So you found me, Ed. What’s going on? What’s the emergency?”

“This,” Ed said bluntly. He took a folded newspaper from under his arm and dropped it on Cole’s kitchen table.

Cole looked down at the paper. Nobody read newspapers anymore, but everyone on the force knew that headlines still mattered. People still saw the headlines when they were going into the subway or walking into a bodega to grab their coffee. Headlines still had power. So Cole only looked at the headline, but that alone was enough to make his heart skip a beat. It read, in all caps: MEMORY VAMPIRE STRIKES NYC.

“What the fuck is this?” Cole asked, grabbing the paper off the table and flipping to the article inside.

“Somebody leaked,” Ed said to Cole with an angry shrug. “It’s all there. The world knows. I don’t know if everybody’s going to believe the story, but they got almost all of it right.”

Cole looked at the first few sentences of the article. He didn’t need to look any farther. Half the case file showed up in the first three sentences. They knew the number of bodies. They knew where the bodies had been found. They knew that somebody had stolen their memories. “Who leaked?” Cole asked Ed. He didn’t try to hide his anger.

“We don’t know.”

Ed had already had a chance to process what this meant. It was new to Cole. He began running through everything in his head. The killer was going to go into hiding. That was almost a certainty. He’d be twice as hard to catch now. But what else, what other fallout could there be? “Shit,” Cole said out loud when the most immediate danger dawned on him. “I’ve got to go see somebody.” He grabbed his shoes and his coat and headed for the door. “I’ll call you,” he said without looking back. “I’ll call you both. I promise.”

“Nick,” Allie called after him as Cole ran out of his apartment. He didn’t answer her. He just kept moving.


Chapter 40

Nobody answered when Cole hit the buzzer. He waited another minute or so, then hit it again. This time he leaned on the buzzer with his thumb. He tried to convince himself that it didn’t mean anything that nobody was answering. After all, hadn’t it just taken Allie and Ed multiple tries to get him out of bed? Bon had been up almost as late as Cole, and Cole had to imagine that Bon hadn’t slept too well after the conversation they’d had. Bon also worked nights, so he was probably used to sleeping late. After about a minute, Cole took his thumb off of the buzzer and waited. When he got no answer, he pushed the buzzer a third time. He would have kept going, pushing it over and over again, if somebody hadn’t finally come to the door.

It was a young couple, a man and woman, exiting the apartment building. They stopped Cole when he tried to slip through the door before it closed. They asked him if he belonged there. He flashed his badge at them. “Sorry,” the man said when he saw the badge. “We’ve had a few robberies, you know?”

“Do you guys know Bon?” Cole asked them before they walked away. The woman shrugged. “Big guy in 2D?”

“Yeah,” the woman said. “He’s nice.” Then remembering the badge, she asked, “Is he in trouble?”

“No,” Cole lied. The truth wasn’t going to do anybody any good. He wasn’t in the type of trouble that she was asking about, anyway. “Have you guys seen him today?”

“No,” the woman said, “but we haven’t been out much.”

“Thanks,” Cole said as he watched them leave. He waited for the door to close behind them before heading up the stairs.

Cole moved quickly but as quietly as he could. About halfway up the staircase, he reached for his gun. Three steps later, he promised himself that the next time he was back at the station he’d load it. Things had changed. As he neared the top of the stairs, he slowed down. He held the gun in one hand. He tried to listen for strange noises, for anything out of place. The building was deadly quiet.

Cole took a few steps closer to Bon’s door. That’s when he first noticed that the door wasn’t closed all the way. He could see into Bon’s apartment through a sliver of an opening. At first, he didn’t see anything. “Bon,” he called out into the silence. “It’s Cole.” He knew how scared Bon already was. If he was in his apartment, if he was okay, Cole didn’t want to scare him into doing something stupid. Nobody answered. The open door troubled Cole. He ran all the possibilities through his head, doing everything he could to avoid the obvious conclusion, the one that Cole was most afraid of. He remembered the fear on Bon’s face.

“Bon,” Cole called out again. He wasn’t expecting an answer anymore. The best that Cole could hope to find was nothing. Bon’s apartment seemed even smaller in the daylight. Cole walked into the main room. He saw the table where he and Bon had sat the night before. The room was messy but not any messier than it had been when Cole left it. Cole couldn’t see any signs of a struggle. The room was empty. He looked around. He saw a door near the couch. Unlike the door to the apartment, this one was closed. Cole figured the closed door led to Bon’s bedroom.

Cole walked over to the closed door. He didn’t knock or call out when he got to it. He simply reached down and slowly turned the doorknob. The door swung open without a sound. Behind the door was a tiny bedroom, barely big enough for the bed, which was unmade, the sheets strewn half on the bed and half on the floor. This room was empty too. Other than the sheets, nothing seemed out of place. Cole didn’t touch anything. He looked around and then he backed out of the room, relieved that he hadn’t found anything. Back in the main room, he turned around. He only had one more place to look, one more door to open.

Cole walked toward the last door, closer to the stove and refrigerator, the door to the bathroom. Memories began to flood his brain when he was still a few feet away. They were ugly memories, terrifying memories. They flashed through his head like an unwanted horror movie highlight reel, full of fear and blood and pain. They were memories of gunshot wounds and stabbings and hammers. At first, Cole didn’t understand why those ugly memories were suddenly coming to him like that. Then it hit him. His subconscious had recognized the smell even before he did. The smell was emanating from the bathroom, ripe and pungent. As Cole neared the door, the odor became too strong to ignore. All the hope Cole held out that this might still end well died with that smell.

Cole tried to push the door open. It hit something before he could even squeeze his head through. He pushed again, harder, and whatever was blocking the door shifted enough for Cole to peer inside. He stared into the bathroom. It was Bon. Both of his legs were sprawled out on the floor, blocking the entrance. His body was dressed only in a pair of boxers and a ratty white T-shirt. The killer must have surprised him. Bon must have been pulled right out of bed and dragged into the bathroom. Cole’s eyes moved up Bon’s body. The top half of his body was dangling over the edge of the bathtub. His head was hanging low inside it. Cole squeezed through the door and took a step closer to the tub. They’d done a neat job. They’d managed to keep all of Bon’s blood inside the bathtub. That couldn’t have been easy, because there was a lot of blood. Cole tried not to look at Bon’s face. He tried not to look into his open, lifeless, accusatory eyes. The killer had slit Bon’s throat and held him down against the bathtub until he bled out. Cole started to believe that the killer couldn’t have done this alone. Bon was a gentle giant, but he was still a big guy. Somebody had to have helped the killer, somebody would have had to hold him down while the other one slit Bon’s throat. Jerry? Cole thought. It made sense. Cole had dealt with plenty of killers in his time and knew that killers normally kept their inner circles as small as possible.

Then Cole noticed something else in the tub, beneath the pool of blood. He leaned forward and looked down past Bon’s lifeless body. At first, he had trouble deciphering exactly what he was looking at because Bon’s blood covered it so completely. Then Cole realized it was a newspaper. It wasn’t the same newspaper that Ed had brought, but it had the same cover story. It even used the same term to describe the killer. Cole managed to read the headline under the dark red stain of blood: Memory Vampire on the Loose. Whoever did this made Bon stare at the newspaper as they slit his throat. They made him watch as his own blood covered the story. The message was clear. Somebody talked, so Bon had to pay the price.

A chill ran down Cole’s spine. Out of nowhere, he got a strange feeling that somebody was standing behind him. He stood up slowly. He still had the empty gun in his hand. “What do you want?” Cole said out loud without turning around. Nobody answered him. Then he turned his head and looked. Nobody was there. Cole’s mind was merely playing tricks on him again. It happens sometimes when you have so many memories of being murdered.

Then it dawned on him. Not everything was lost. Whoever killed Bon had slit his throat. Bon bled to death. He wasn’t like the others. The other victims had no physical signs of trauma except for the two tiny holes in the back of their throats. The other victims died because their memories were taken from them. What happened to Bon was different. It was horrible, but it left Cole with some hope. Bon still had his memories. The face of the killer, of the killers, was still inside him. Cole knew how unpleasant Bon’s memories would be. Bon’s life had never been easy, which was why the killer had rejected his memories in the first place. His death hadn’t been easy either. It would be a painful thing to remember. Cole didn’t care. He wanted those memories.

Cole took out his cell phone and called Ed. “There’s been another murder,” Cole said when Ed answered the phone. “I need an ambulance to get the body to a hospital. I need it fast. The victim needs to be prepped for a memory transfer.”

“What’s the use?” Ed asked. “Aren’t the memories already gone?”

“Not this time,” Cole told him. “This one is different.”


Chapter 41

Cole made it to the hospital shortly after they dropped off Bon’s body. He walked directly to the memory transfer ward. He could make the walk in his sleep; he’d done it so many times by now. He was ready. Nobody stopped him. Everyone in the ward was used to seeing Cole. Cole was their one and only regular. A nurse whose name he could never remember was sitting behind the desk near the entrance to the ward. Cole gave her a quick nod. He wanted to move fast. He was certain that all the answers to the mystery of the Memory Vampire were inside that dead boy’s head. In only a couple of hours, he would have everything he needed. All he would have to do is figure out how to find it. “Is everything ready?” Cole asked the nurse.

The nurse looked up at him. “Is what ready?”

Cole looked around him again. A few people were sitting in chairs reading magazines. Otherwise, everything was quiet. Cole leaned in and dropped his voice. “They brought a young man in a little while ago. His name was Bon. They were supposed to be prepping him for a memory transfer. I’m ready when they are.” Cole knew that he might be a little bit early, but he’d wait if he had to.

The nurse got a worried look on her face. She typed a few words into her computer. “You’re Detective Nicholas Jones, correct?” the nurse said.

“Yes,” Cole confirmed, relieved that she’d found him in the system. Now they could get on with things. Cole’s relief didn’t last long, though.

The nurse shook her head. “You’re not scheduled for a procedure,” she said.

“What do you mean?” Cole asked, his head swimming with conspiracies. “Maybe it’s just not in the system. Did the body make it here?”

“I’m not allowed to say,” the nurse began. “It’s a personal matter.”

“You know who I am,” Cole said to her. “Tell me what’s going on.”

“I’m sorry,” the nurse said, “but it’s private.”

Cole spoke to the nurse in a whisper. “I don’t remember your name. I’m sorry for that, but you know me. You’ve seen me here before. You know that I’m a cop and that I can be trusted. You can tell me what’s going on. I won’t say a word to anyone.”

“Fine,” the nurse whispered. “But you didn’t hear any of this from me.” Cole nodded. “The gentleman’s body is here,” she continued in a whisper. “It’s scheduled for a memory transplant procedure, but not until first thing tomorrow morning.”

“Why are they waiting?” Cole asked. “I’m ready now. The sooner the better.”

The nurse shook her head again. Cole stifled a desire to reach across the desk and grab her head so she couldn’t shake it anymore. “According to the file, you’re not the recipient of the transplant. They’re waiting until tomorrow morning because the recipient is flying in from New Mexico.”

The shock hit Cole like a small truck. The possibility had never dawned on him. He’d never had to fight for a murder victim’s memories before. “Who is it?” he asked.

“A family member,” the nurse said.

“His sister?” Cole asked.

“I shouldn’t say,” the nurse responded.

“He barely knew her,” Cole argued.

“How well did you know him?” the nurse asked Cole in a moment of unexpected candor. She didn’t wait for an answer. “Look, there’s nothing I can do about it. It’s been scheduled. In the absence of clear instructions from the deceased, memories are first offered to the next of kin.” Then she leaned in toward Cole and added, in the strict voice of a schoolmarm, “But you know that.”

“She doesn’t know what she’s getting herself into,” Cole said.

The nurse shrugged. “There are other people waiting behind you, Detective Jones.” She was right. Cole looked at the small line forming. He didn’t know what else he could do, so he walked away from the desk.

Cole spent the rest of the day working the phones, trying to impress upon people how important it was that he be given Bon’s memories. He tried to explain that Bon’s sister didn’t understand what she was doing, that she would regret inheriting her brother’s memories. No matter who Cole called, everyone said the same thing. There was nothing they could do. “She’ll be a target,” he told the police commissioner when he was finally able to reach him. “Whoever killed her brother did it because of what was in his head. She’ll be as much of a target as he was. An international serial killer will go after her and will kill her.”

The commissioner seemed confused. “If that’s the case, then why didn’t they make sure the kid’s memories were destroyed when they killed him?” the commissioner asked. It was an obvious question, one that Cole had been doing his best to ignore.

“I don’t know,” Cole admitted. “Maybe they didn’t have time. Maybe they thought it would have been too noisy. Maybe something spooked them and they ran. I don’t know. All I know is that the woman won’t be safe.”

“There’s nothing I can do, Cole,” the commissioner said. “We’re not above the law here.”

“At least let me talk to her before the procedure. Can you arrange that? Don’t let her go in without speaking to me first. I might be able to talk her out of the biggest mistake of her life. She has kids, for Christ’s sake.”

Cole heard a deep sigh come over the phone. “I think I can make that happen,” the commissioner said.

“Don’t just think,” Cole said. “Besides saving this woman, the kid’s memory could lead me right to our killer. Do you want to be the guy who catches the Memory Vampire, or do you want to wait until there’s another dead body on the front page?”

“The press doesn’t even know that Bon’s murder is connected to the Memory Vampire yet.”

“No, but it won’t be too long before we find another hairless, naked body floating down a river, and I don’t think the press will have trouble figuring out who was involved in that.”

“Okay,” the commissioner said, “I’ll get you in a room with her, but nobody can know about it. And, Cole, behave yourself.”


Chapter 42

For only the seventh time in his twelve years with the Company, Fergus had been summoned to meet with its board of directors. Fergus knew that getting summoned by the board was never a good thing. They never called someone in to congratulate him or to tell him that he was doing a great job. Your reward for doing a great job was getting paid and not being summoned in front of the board. At the same time, Fergus wasn’t entirely surprised when he got the call. Things were getting messy—messier than Fergus would have liked and far messier than the board of directors would approve of. For only the second time since the Company was founded, they were feeling heat from authorities. And for only the fifth time in the Company’s history, they were forced to approve certain collateral losses. However, as Fergus rode in the back of the Company’s windowless car to his meeting with the board, dressed in his tightly pressed black suit, white shirt, and red tie, he remained confident that he had everything under control. Of course, confidence was Fergus’s job.

The board of directors met in a small, inconspicuous building outside Greenwich, Connecticut. The Company didn’t have any other office space anywhere else in the world. The only permanent locations they had were the facilities where they performed the memory transplants and this boardroom. Fergus arrived at the building and was escorted by two rather large men into the small, private, windowless waiting room just outside the boardroom. The waiting room was about the size of a large elevator. The only furnishing was a pair of wooden benches facing each other on the two walls without doors. Fergus knew how uncomfortable those benches were. Sitting in them was like sitting in a colonial church pew with slim, hard wooden seats and a back that was completely vertical. So, as he waited for the door into the boardroom to open, Fergus stood. The dark leather portfolio in his hands, full of charts and other paperwork illustrating his plans, matched the dark color of the waiting room’s walls almost perfectly. Fergus hoped that he wouldn’t need the dossier. If he did, that would mean the meeting was progressing poorly. He knew what he was doing. He merely needed to put the board at ease. He needed to prove that he still had everything under control. He was well aware of what the board was capable of if they decided that he had let things spiral out of control. He’d acted as their hatchet man before, but he knew he wasn’t the only one. There were others who would be more than happy to take Fergus out.

Doors stood on either side of the waiting room. The one that Fergus entered through led back outside. The other led into the boardroom. As he stood there waiting, Fergus didn’t bother trying to open either door. He knew that both doors would be locked from the other side. The waiting room was deathly quiet. Even though the board was meeting on the other side of the interior door, Fergus couldn’t hear a thing. He stood alone in the waiting room for a full forty-five minutes before the door to the boardroom opened and he was finally allowed to join the meeting. Fergus brushed his suit and stood up straight. He stiffened his back and walked into the boardroom. The board members sat on one side of a long, dark wooden table. Like the waiting room, the boardroom had no windows to the outside world. All the light came from the single chandelier dangling over the table. Other than Fergus and the seven board members, the only person in the room was the white-gloved butler who had opened the door to let Fergus in.

Fergus stepped forward. “Good morning, Fergus. Thank you for coming,” the chairman of the board said with artificial joy. There had been very little turnover in the board since Fergus joined the Company. Six of the members were part of the original group. One had died four years earlier and been replaced by his eldest son, who was now the youngest person on the board. The board comprised six men and one woman. Fergus had dealt with each of them before, each time in this room, each time under similar circumstances. He knew their faces. He didn’t know anything else, and he was smart enough not to look for anything. “Would you like some tea?” the chairman asked, motioning toward the butler.

“No, thank you,” Fergus said with a nod of appreciation. “I’d prefer we get right down to business.”

A few of the board members chuckled. “That’s why we’ve always liked you, Fergus. No time for pleasantries. If you’re ready to get started, please sit down.” Fergus sat in the single chair on the side of the table opposite the board. “So Fergus, we’ve got a bit of a mess on our hands, don’t we?” the chairman said as a few of the other members nodded in agreement. The acoustics in the room gave the chairman’s voice a bit of an echo.

Fergus leaned forward in his chair. “Pardon my frankness, but our business can sometimes be a bit messy.”

Another board member chimed in. “I don’t think this is business as usual, Fergus. The authorities have drawn connections among at least a third of our former properties. That won’t do. Who approved disposing of the bodies in public waterways in the first place? It seems to me that there should be a more effective way to dispose of them.”

Fergus leaned forward again as he answered. He placed his dossier on the conference table ready to open it if he had to. He had been expecting this question. “The board approved of the disposal method seven years ago,” he informed them. “It was agreed at the time that this method, from a cost perspective, was the simplest way to avoid leaving any forensic evidence. Prior to that decision, we were using chemicals to liquidate the bodies. But that was deemed, I believe”—Fergus placed one hand on the dossier—“ ‘uneconomical.’ ”

A few of the board members leaned toward each other. Fergus could hear them whispering, but did his best not to decipher any of their words. When the whispering ended, the chairman turned back to Fergus. “What do you recommend at this time, Fergus, with respect to disposal of the bodies?”

“I think that, despite the increased operational costs, we should go back to the liquidation method. I think we can all recognize that our profit margins on each individual property have gone up considerably over the past few years, which will more than offset any increased cost. Besides, while the up-front costs are higher than our current method of disposal, in the long run we’ll likely save money because it will help us avoid any additional governmental oversight.”

Fergus’s words were followed by more whispering from the board. “Fine,” the chairman said to Fergus, “we’ll take your recommendation under advisement. You’ll get our instructions before the turnover of our next property.”

“What about the police, Fergus? What are we doing about that?” one of the other board members asked.

“And the press?” the lone woman echoed.

“The press is a nuisance,” Fergus responded, “but it will die down. It always has in the past. As long as they don’t have pictures of any of the bodies, they’ll move on. As far as the police are concerned, we’re monitoring the situation. We don’t believe that they have any real leads at this point. They’re still focused on the idea of a single serial killer. At this point, I don’t see any way that they can trace anything back to the Company.”

“But what about this cop, this Memory Detective? Wouldn’t it be simpler to cut our losses and dispose of him?”

“We’re tracking him,” Fergus said. “We won’t let him get too close to us.”

“Okay, but again, wouldn’t it be easier to simply get rid of him?”

Fergus sighed. He did his best to cover his frustration. It angered him how shortsighted the board could be at times. They were more concerned about covering their own asses than about growing the Company. “Let’s not be rash. We don’t want to cut off our noses to spite our faces here. I’m not sure you all fully understand how valuable an asset that policeman is to us. Eliminating him could set our research back years.”

“But isn’t that a cost we should be willing to accept if we have to?”

“Yes,” Fergus agreed, “if we have to. As you all know, we have already taken certain precautions to make sure we can easily eliminate any threat—if we have to.”

“We took the same precaution with the cop that we take with all of our clients?” one of the board members asked.

“Yes,” Fergus confirmed. “So, now that we have taken that precaution, all you need to do is say the word and the problem goes away. However, for now, I still don’t believe that the Memory Detective poses a great enough risk to us to offset the benefits we’re getting from him. I think you should let me stick to the plan, the one that each of you approved two days ago.”

“You told us that was an emergency, that we were taking emergency measures. That’s why we approved the collateral loss. Now we’ve had time to think about things.” God, how Fergus hated corporate speak. How he wished that they would just say they’d approved having Bon’s throat slit. The meetings would go so much faster and more efficiently that way. Still, Fergus played the game because he knew he had to. “Yes, but the plan still holds,” Fergus said.

“Remind me what that plan was,” said the most senior board member. Fergus couldn’t tell if this was a test or if the board member had truly forgotten.

Fergus put his hands on the table. He took a deep breath. He was doing his best to remain patient. “Now that the appropriate precautions have been put in place with respect to the Memory Detective, you allow me and my team to stay on top of him and, as I said earlier, to tie off any leads before he has a chance to follow them in the direction of the Company.”

“Won’t that mean more collateral loss?”

“It might,” Fergus confirmed. “Our hands aren’t clean now, and they’re not getting any cleaner. More people may have to be killed as part of the plan.”

“And you think the value that we’re getting from this Memory Detective is worth the risk of having him around?” the chairman of the board asked Fergus.

“For now,” Fergus answered. “For now.”

“I’m okay with this plan, but I don’t want you delegating the job of keeping track of the Memory Detective. I want you to do it.” There were murmurs of agreement across the table.

“We’re already behind our transplant schedule,” Fergus informed the board. “If I have to do this personally, we’ll fall even further behind.” This wasn’t a job that Fergus wanted.

“I think it’s worth it,” one of the board members stated. Everyone else seemed to agree. They didn’t even bother to vote on it.

The room echoed with a loud cracking sound as the chairman slammed his gavel on the table. He stared Fergus in the eyes. “It’s decided, then. Knowing the precautions that you’ve already put in place, Fergus, you are personally in charge of keeping track of this Memory Detective.” The chairman’s voice boomed through the room. “If that becomes too much of a risk, then you must eliminate that risk.”

“Yes, sir,” Fergus said.

“Okay,” the chairman said in an instantaneously more conversational tone, “and you’ll wait to hear from us on the other matter?”

“About the disposal of the bodies? Yes, I’ll wait for your instructions.”

“Thank you, Fergus. You may go.”


Chapter 43

They picked Bon’s sister up at the airport and drove her straight to the hospital. Cole made sure of it. They didn’t have a lot of time. The forty-eight-hour window during which they could be confident that there would be no memory deterioration was quickly closing. Cole needed to make sure the memories were sound. When she finally made it to the hospital, Cole would be waiting for her. He’d have to work fast if Bon’s memory was going to do anybody any good.

Ed met Angie at the entrance to the hospital. Because of the nature of her brother’s death, she wasn’t surprised that the police were involved. She didn’t know, though, that Ed was escorting her to a room where Cole was waiting.

As usual, Ed wasn’t sold on the whole idea. He asked Cole why they couldn’t just let Bon’s sister have Bon’s memories and then interview her. He thought she would be able to help them find the killer. It made perfect sense to someone who had never inherited another person’s memories. Cole knew better. He knew it would take weeks before Bon’s sister would be able to make any sense of all the new memories in her head. She was an amateur, a first-timer. Even then, by the time she had found the memories they needed, she would have already changed them. She would have already inserted her own biases inside them. Whatever she told them wouldn’t be reliable. Cole only trusted himself. If they really wanted to catch this killer, Cole needed those memories. He needed to remember the killer or killers himself.

The room where Cole was waiting had one window, two empty hospital beds, and two rather uncomfortable-looking orange chairs. Cole kept the lights off. The sun was blaring through the window, giving the room its only light. It was enough. Everything in the room was lit up except for a few shadowy corners. When Ed led Angie to the room and she stepped inside, Cole stood up to shake her hand. “Angie?” The woman stepped forward. Her resemblance to Bon was unmistakable. Cole could see that she was older than her brother and considerably smaller, but other than size and the passage of a few extra years, they could have been twins. They had the same hair, same freckles, same round red face.

“Yes,” Angie confirmed, shaking Cole’s hand.

“You’ve got fifteen minutes, Cole,” Ed said to Cole before closing the door, leaving the two of them alone.

Everyone had agreed to a hard stop. Cole was well aware that in fifteen minutes, one of them was going under the knife. Whether it was Angie or Cole could mean the difference between catching a serial killer and letting him get away. It all depended on how convincing Cole could be. “Do you want me to turn the lights on?” Cole asked Angie.

Angie looked around her as if she hadn’t even realized that they were off. “No,” she said. “I haven’t slept much. I can’t sleep on planes. The natural light is probably better for my eyes.”

“Okay, then do you want to sit down?” Cole motioned toward the two orange chairs. Angie walked over to a chair and sat. Cole sat in the other. “Did anyone tell you why I wanted to talk to you?”

Angie looked at him. She looked tired. Tired and scared. You don’t even know how scared you should be, Cole thought. “They told me that you were working on my brother’s case and that you had a few questions for me. I’d love to help, but I don’t know anything. My brother and I weren’t really close.”

“That’s okay,” Cole said, passing Angie his best sympathetic smile. “You can help more than you think.” He paused. He’d tried to plan things out. He knew that he couldn’t just blurt out the truth. He had to work his way there in what little time he had. “Your father was a cop?”

Angie laughed. “I guess you could call him that. I think he was more of a high school metal head who grew up and realized that life wasn’t giving him too many options. I mean, he named his two kids after AC/DC, for Christ’s sake.” Cole hadn’t caught the reference. She shook her head and laughed again. “Angus and Bon?” Cole shrugged. “AC/DC’s guitarist and lead singer. God, how I used to hate AC/DC.”

“Used to?” Cole asked, thinking he might be able to use anything he learned.

Angie shrugged. “You get older. Hate gets harder.”

“Not for everyone,” Cole told her without elaboration. He had plenty of memories in his head that would prove her wrong.

“Well, it’s gotten harder for me.” Her expression went blank for a minute. She stared out the window, looking lost, like she didn’t know how she’d gotten to where she was.

Cole looked at his watch. “Do your parents know about what happened to Bon?”

Angie nodded. “Our dad does. I spoke to him. He cried. Nobody knows where Mom is anymore.”

“Was it your dad’s idea, you taking Bon’s memories?”

“Do you have a brother or a sister?” Angie asked Cole before answering his question. Tears were welling up in her eyes.

Cole shook his head. “Not really,” he said to her, not bothering to explain.

“It wasn’t my dad’s idea. I mean, I asked Dad if he wanted them, but he said no. He said that he was too old. I don’t think he wanted to remember himself through my brother’s eyes. But it wasn’t his idea for me to take them. I wanted them.” She looked at Cole. “I want them. He was my little brother.”

“But you said yourself that you guys weren’t close. Why do you want his memories? Do you have any idea what those memories might do to you? Has anybody talked to you about that?”

“Why are we even talking about this?” Angie asked, confused by Cole’s questions. “Aren’t you supposed to be asking me questions that might help you solve my little brother’s murder? Isn’t that why you’re here?”

“That’s one of the reasons why I’m here. Did they tell you that I was the one who found your brother’s body?”

“No,” Angie admitted. “They didn’t.” She paused. “I didn’t know that.”

“Did they tell you how he died?”

“No.” Cole could see fear cross her face. “Just that he was murdered. I don’t know if I want to know any more.”

“You do realize that if you go into that surgery in”—Cole looked at his watch—“seven minutes, that’s not going to be a choice you have. Not only will you know how your little brother died, but you’ll remember it, every bit of it.” He hated himself for what he was about to do. He did it, anyway. “You’ll remember how your brother was grabbed out of bed. You’ll remember how much he struggled. You’ll remember how scared he was as they dragged him into his bathroom. He knew what was going to happen there. You’ll remember being pushed all the way into the bathtub.”

“Stop,” Angie said, but Cole couldn’t stop. He didn’t have enough time.

“You’ll remember being held down, your legs on the floor and your head dangling over the tub. You’ll remember what your brother felt when they pushed the knife they used to butcher him up against his skin, what he felt when they slit his throat. You’ll remember what it was like for him to watch his own blood spray all over the bathtub, what it was like for him to know that he was going to die.”

“Why are you doing this to me?” Angie asked. Cole didn’t stop.

“You’ll remember what it feels like to have your life drain out of you before you’re ready to let it go. You’ll remember a helplessness and hopelessness that nobody should have to remember. Do you have any idea what that might do to you?”

“What are you trying to do?” Angie pleaded, fighting to hold back her tears.

“I’m trying to make sure that you’re ready for what will come if you go in there and let them inject your brother’s memories into your head.”

“And who the hell are you? What do you know?”

Cole gave Angie a cold, hard stare. “I know plenty,” Cole assured her, and those words and that look gave her the answer. She knew she didn’t need to ask the question again. “You don’t have to do this, Angie.” Cole looked at his watch again. He still had five minutes to close the deal. “If you don’t go through with it, Bon’s memories won’t die. I’ll take them. I’ll take them, and I’ll use them to track down the people who killed him. It’s what I do. I can do it for your brother.”

Cole lost another minute to silence as Angie sat, unable to talk, unable to move, unsure of what to say. Cole didn’t interrupt the silence. It was costing them time, but he knew he had to let everything run over her. He had to let her absorb it. Cole knew what she would say when the silence ended. He knew. He was certain. He was wrong.

Angie lifted her head into the silence. “No,” she said, with more strength than Cole would have guessed she had in her. “I want them. I’m not going to abandon my little brother again.” She shook her head at Cole. “He never got to meet my kids. They never had a chance to meet their uncle. Maybe they can meet him through me, even if it’s just a little bit. I’ll take all the bad stuff if I can just have a little bit of my brother back. I should have been there for him. I have to do this.”

Her response caught Cole off guard. Suddenly, a series of memories flashed through his mind. They went fast, like they were rushing to be remembered. Cole could barely make any sense of them other than to understand that they were all memories of brothers and sisters, image after image of playing together and laughing together and being scared together and being happy together. They only slowed down near the end. The penultimate memory was of Annie. Meg and Annie were sitting on a bed together. Meg was reading to Annie, who couldn’t have been more than three years old. Cole remembered Annie looking up at Meg, her eyes wide with amazement. He didn’t remember what Meg was reading or what they did when they were done. The entire memory boiled down to that look on Annie’s face as she stared up in awe at her big sister, frozen forever in Meg’s memories. The last memory was his own. He remembered the sight of Annie, thirteen years old and sitting alone in the police station, reading Great Expectations. The memories flashed by him in an instant, but it was long enough. “And you think you can handle everything that’s in those memories?” Cole asked Angie before he realized what he was about to do. Even Cole had underestimated the power of memories.

“I don’t know, but I’m willing to take my chances,” Angie answered him.

There was a knock at the door. Before Cole even had a chance to respond, he heard Ed’s voice. “It’s time, Cole.”

“Not yet,” Cole yelled back through the closed door. “You said fifteen minutes. I still have two minutes.”

“I’m not going to change my mind,” Angie said to Cole with a fierce determination. “He was my brother.”

“I don’t want you to change your mind,” Cole said back to Angie, barely believing the words as he spoke them. “I just want two more minutes.”

“Cole?” Ed’s voice came through the closed door again.

“Two minutes, Ed!” Cole shouted back.

“Why?” Angie asked him.

“Because your brother’s memories are dangerous.” Angie started to stand up. She was going to walk away. “Wait,” Cole said. “I’m not trying to convince you not to take his memories. Please sit. Please listen.” Angie sat back down. She could hear the sincerity in Cole’s voice. He could hear it himself. He wasn’t used to the sound. “Your brother was murdered because he knew things that someone didn’t want him to know. If you take his memories, you’ll know them too, or at least they’ll assume that you do. I don’t have time to explain it all to you now. I just want you and your children to be safe.”

Angie believed him. “How?” Angie asked.

“You can have your brother’s memories. You should have them. I shouldn’t be trying to stop you. You’re his sister. He’d want you to have them.” Cole reached out and grabbed one of Angie’s hands. “But people don’t need to know that you have them. We need to let everyone think that you changed your mind. We need everyone to believe that I took Bon’s memories. Then they’ll come after me. I want them to come after me. I’ll be ready for them.”

“But what about the memories? What about this dangerous thing that I’ll know?”

“If I don’t tell you what it is, there’s a chance you’ll never remember it. It may seem too insignificant to you compared with all the other memories. If we’re lucky, it will be lost in your brain forever. It’ll be better if you never remember, but if it does come to you, I’ll make sure that you know how to find me.”

“How will I know if I’ve remembered the dangerous thing?”

“You’ll know,” Cole assured her. “Trust me.” There was another knock at the door. “Until then, follow my lead, okay?” Angie nodded. Cole could see how afraid she was. He was glad that she was afraid. She was about to do something worthy of that fear. Cole stood up. Angie followed suit. Then they walked toward the door together.


Chapter 44

The sudden, vivid, almost savage memory of naked flesh pressing against naked flesh made Carter certain that he was getting close. He’d tried Costa Rica’s west coast first, because he’d read all about a surfing town there called Nosara. He’d convinced himself that if it was the place, when he got there the surfer’s memories would come flooding out of him. Nosara was beautiful; Carter couldn’t deny that. The beaches were long and lined with palm trees. They were backed by jungles full of monkeys and brightly colored birds. It would have been paradise for most people, but it wasn’t the right paradise. The memories didn’t come. Carter wasn’t interested in beauty. He wasn’t interested in making his own memories. He knew that whatever memories he could make wouldn’t hold a candle to the surfer’s. The surfer had been young and godlike when he made his memories. Carter was old and flabby and totally out of his element. He’d spent most of his life lording over conference rooms and committee meetings. Not here.

Carter purchased a hat to keep the sun off of his face. He bought long linen pants to cover his pale legs. He did his best to stay in the shade, to keep the sun from burning his skin. Those weren’t the memories he wanted. He wanted memories of being young and vibrant and alive. He tried other surfing towns on the west coast. None of them triggered any new memories. He’d already been in Costa Rica for over a week when he decided to head east.

The first memory of sex came to Carter before he even reached the coast. He had stopped at a resort in the mountains for one night to break up his trip across the country. He woke up in bed in the middle of the night, covered in sweat, his cock so hard it hurt. At first, he thought he was merely having a wild, erotic dream. But it wasn’t a dream. It was so much more powerful than a dream. It was a memory. He knew because it didn’t stop even after he opened his eyes. He was immersed in it. She was on top of him, riding him. Her light skin glistened with sweat, and her blond hair bounced over her shoulders as she moved. She wasn’t as young as the others—she had to have been a good ten years older than the surfer—but she was fit and beautiful. She was probably in her late thirties, a woman on vacation, escaping whatever humdrum life she had back home, looking for that release, looking for a tan, muscular body that would know how to make her forget things. Her whole body glowed in the moonlight as she lifted herself off him and then drove herself back down again with an intensity that Carter, even after all the surfer’s other memories, hadn’t known was possible. Then she shifted and, instead of bouncing on top of him, she began to grind herself into him. Unlike the others, Carter could tell this wasn’t about power or jealousy or even fun. This was about need. It was about trying to fuck away death, about trying to fuck away the passage of time. It was about flesh, about the fact that all we are is flesh. The surfer reached up and squeezed her breasts so that her nipples poked out between his fingers as she rode him. Then he lifted himself up and took each nipple between his lips one at a time. She let out a groan and began to ride him even harder.

For a moment Carter thought about what it would be like to have her memories, to be living this moment through them. For her, this was probably a wild conquest, an adventure, maybe even an act of rebellion. Maybe, Carter thought, after the jazz musician, he should look into purchasing a woman’s memories. That could wait, though. Carter pulled himself back into the memory, the woman still straddling him. Carter wouldn’t have known what to do next, but the surfer did. He took his hands off the woman’s breasts and moved them around to her lower back, right above the top of her ass. Then he pushed down, pushing her into him even harder, not letting her ease up, not giving her any room to escape the pleasure even if she wanted to, making sure that he hit every part of her that felt good. A bead of sweat rolled down her breast. It stopped for a moment on her nipple like a drop of rain dripping off a leaf. The surfer licked it off with a flick of his tongue. That sent her over the top. Carter could remember what it felt like, her tightening around him as she came hard, gasping and digging her fingernails into his chest. Carter would have been finished. He almost came just lying there, not wanting to move, not wanting to touch anything for fear that he’d lose the memory. But the surfer wasn’t done. He’d come close, but he stopped himself. He could do that. He’d had enough practice. When the woman’s bucking stopped, he gave her a few seconds to let her breathing return to normal. Then he threw her off him so that she was lying on her stomach on the bed next to him. “Get on your hands and knees,” the surfer ordered the woman. She obeyed, lifting her ass into the air, her body still wet with sweat.

“Where are you going to fuck me?” she said to the surfer in a raspy whisper, unable to manage anything stronger because she was still recovering from her orgasm. “You can take me however you want. I want it so bad.” She was already rubbing herself, getting herself ready again. By the time the surfer got behind her, Carter was powerless. He didn’t move other than to breathe, but even his breathing moved the sheets on top of him, and that was enough to end it all for him. He couldn’t keep up with the surfer. He didn’t want to. That’s why he wanted more memories. Without his touching anything Carter’s own body contracted, once, twice, three times until he was lying on his side in a ball. Then the memory stopped. The memories of sex never made it past Carter’s own orgasm. If he were lucky he’d be able to pick them up again another time where he’d left off.

He lay there, his stomach and chest sticky from the mix of sweat and semen. He felt embarrassed, but no one was there to see him, so the embarrassment passed. Then he realized that the memory hadn’t come to him out of nowhere. Something brought it on. He couldn’t be sure what. The smell of the forest? The sounds? Whatever it was, it was something about this place. Maybe it wasn’t this room or this resort, but it was this mountain. If this mountain could bring on a memory that potent, then Carter knew he would find a beach that would unlock memories more powerful than any he’d experienced so far. He grew giddy with excitement.

Despite what he was sure was coming, Carter checked his email to see how the arrangements for his new memories were proceeding. Without any explanation, Fergus informed Carter that there had been some complications. He told Carter not to worry, and that they would have the memories that he’d requested, but that it might take a bit longer than had originally been expected. Carter took the news well. He didn’t need to rush it now. He could spend more time in Costa Rica. He merely wanted to be sure everything would be ready for him when he returned. Once he was done with the surfer’s memories, he wasn’t going to want to wait for the next ones.


Chapter 45

Cole checked his rearview mirror again. He didn’t see anything. The blue sedan that had been behind him for the last forty minutes was gone. Now he could simply drive. He was on the highway, heading west, into the woods. A week had passed since they’d let the world know that he had inherited Bon’s memories. Cole was pretty sure that someone had been being following him ever since. All he could hope was that, if he was being followed, then maybe Angie was being left alone.

Cole left the hospital that day with bandages on the back of his neck. As soon as he stepped out of the building, he felt a shadow behind him. Walking away, he twice stopped and turned to look back. The New York City sidewalk was full of people, but none of them seemed to notice that Cole even existed. And still the feeling didn’t leave him when he started walking again. Since turning and looking behind him did nothing, Cole sped up. He didn’t run. He merely moved more quickly through the crowd, slipping between strangers’ bodies, hoping that the shadow wouldn’t be able to keep up with him. Cole couldn’t be sure that it wasn’t simple paranoia, but he trusted his gut. Instead of going home, he went straight to the police station. When he got there, he went to his desk and loaded his gun.

Six days went by before he got another break in the case. During those six days, Cole rarely felt the shadow leave him. He began to double-check the locks on his apartment door every night. All the while, he was doing everything he could think of to find another break in the case. Cole didn’t have any new memories to rely on, which meant that he had to be a real cop. He had to chase down every lead, analyze every clue. He didn’t have a lot to work with. As far as he could tell, he only had one lead: Jerry. Cole was determined to find Jerry, no matter what it took. If Jerry was alive, Cole was going to find him. If Jerry was dead, Cole was going to find his body. Cole kept going back to every one of Meg’s memories that had Jerry in it, looking for something that might help. The more he looked, the more certain he became that nothing more was there. So, instead of searching for Jerry, Cole decided to try to flush him out. He began tracking down everyone else in Meg’s memories who might know something about Jerry. Cole knew those risks. He still at least partially blamed himself for Bon’s death, but he went ahead anyway. Nothing mattered to him except for finding this Memory Vampire.

“Let Jerry know that I’m looking for him.” Cole used those words on each of Jerry’s old acquaintances he could locate. He began to pass out business cards with the frequency of a traveling salesman. “Call me if you hear anything.” Nobody would talk. “Let him know that I’m looking for him” became Cole’s mantra.

“Look, I really don’t know the guy that well,” a few of them said, trying to hand Cole’s card back to him.

“Keep it,” Cole answered them. “You never know when you might need it.” Cole was trying to make it dangerous for Jerry. Based on what they’d done to Bon, Cole had to imagine that Jerry had plenty of reason to worry about having his name associated with the cops. Even though nothing new was happening, even though no one had connected Bon’s murder to the others, the papers kept printing Memory Vampire stories. Cole made sure of that, slowly feeding them information, one small detail at a time. Most of them were even true. The world was intrigued. Suddenly, being happy or interesting was dangerous—good memories could make you a target. Cole never let it spill to any of the people he’d talked to that Jerry was in any way connected to the Memory Vampire. The people who needed to know that already knew. Cole simply told them that Jerry was in trouble and could use some help. All the while, Cole could feel the shadow lurking behind him.

On the sixth day, Cole got a phone call at the station. “Detective Jones,” Cole said, bringing the phone to his ear after letting it ring a couple of times.

“Are you the Memory Detective?” the voice asked.

“My name is Detective Jones,” Cole repeated.

“But you’re the Memory Detective, right? I need to talk to the Memory Detective.” The voice was shaky. It sounded more like a nervous boy’s voice than a man’s, but Cole recognized something inside it.

“What do you want?” Cole asked even as the memories began to flood into him. The bus. The introduction to New York. The introduction to Sam. Everything. That voice was the source of everything.

“I have some information for you,” the voice said.

“Matt?” Cole said into the phone when he finally put it all together. He stood up. “Are you okay?”

“How do you know who I am?” Matt asked. Cole worried that he might hang up the phone.

“That doesn’t matter. Are you all right?” Cole was willing to risk Jerry, but he didn’t want to hurt another one of Meg’s friends.

“I’m fine,” Matt said. “I have information for you. But how—?”

“I remember you,” Cole said before Matt could finish his question. “I have Meg’s memories. I remember you. Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I’m okay,” Matt answered even though he now sounded even more nervous. “Listen, he wants to talk to you. He asked me to set up a meeting. That’s all.” The sentences came out like machine-gun fire, one right after the other.

“Who is he?” Cole asked.

“Jerry,” Matt said. “He wants to talk to you. He knows that you’ve been looking for him.”

Cole sat back down with a thud. Then he leaned forward and grabbed a pad and pen. “You know where he is?” Cole’s hands were trembling.

“Yeah. He wants to talk to you, but he wants to talk to you alone, and he wants you to go to him.”

“Where is he?”

“He’s hiding out in the Poconos.”

“He told you all of this?”

“Yeah,” Matt said. “Listen, he’s scared. He thinks the people who killed Bon might be after him next. He told me he doesn’t trust anyone anymore and that he’ll only talk to you.”

“Why me?” Cole asked.

“He didn’t say.”

“Just tell me where to go. I’ll go,” Cole said. “Give me the address.”

“Before I give the address, Jerry told me to tell you one more thing.”

“What’s that?” Cole asked.

“He told me to warn you that you’re being followed and that you need to be careful, especially when you go to see him.” Matt stopped for a moment, as if trying to remember exactly what Jerry had said. “He said that you need to lose the person who’s following you before you get anywhere near the Poconos. If you don’t, he’ll know and he’ll run. You need to show up alone. Nobody can know where you’re going. He told me to tell you that this is the only chance you’re going to get.”

“Give me the address, Matt. I’ll get there alone. I’m not about to give Jerry any reason to run from me.” Cole knew it might be a trap, but he was willing to take that chance. Matt gave Cole the address, and instructions about what he should do when he got there. Any deviation from the instructions, Matt told Cole, and he’d never see or hear from Jerry again.

It took Cole almost an hour of looping up and down random country roads before he felt confident that the blue sedan that had been behind him on the highway was gone for good. He was alone now, for better or for worse, driving deeper and deeper into the woods to visit someone who had been recruiting his friends to be victims of a serial killer. The farther Cole drove, the less there was around him except for miles and miles of barren trees. They looked like the many-fingered hands of skeletons plunging out of the earth. Their fallen leaves littered the ground, dead and just beginning to rot. For the last twenty minutes of his drive, Cole saw nothing but the army of skeleton trees.

Then he saw a single cabin sitting at the top of a hill. A thin line of smoke came from the metal chimney. The cabin had a long view of the road. Jerry could watch from there. He would be able to see any cars as they came up the road miles before they reached the cabin. Cole understood now. Jerry would have enough time to run down the other side of the hill and hide if he didn’t like what he saw coming toward him. He could make sure that Cole was alone.

Cole had his gun. It was heavier than he was used to. After so many years of carrying an unloaded gun, Cole could actually feel the extra weight of the bullets.

As Cole neared the house, he remembered the final instructions Matt had given him. Cole stopped the car. If this was a trap, that moment was his last chance to turn around. From here on out, he’d be totally vulnerable, without any cover or means of escape. He followed the instructions. He parked the car at the bottom of the hill. When Cole stepped out of the car and slammed the door, the sound echoed through the barren hills, the only noise for miles. He began to walk up the hill toward the cabin. It was a longer walk than Cole expected, at least half a mile. 

“Jerry!” Cole shouted when he was partway up the hill, his voice echoing across the barren countryside. “I’m alone. I just came to talk.” There was no answer. He kept walking slowly up the hill. He was completely exposed, naked to any danger. “Are you there?” Cole shouted after a few more agonizing steps. With each step, he waited for the trap to reveal itself, for a bullet to plug his body.

“Would you shut up?” a quieter, more measured shout came from inside the house. Cole recognized Jerry’s voice. Jerry was watching him. All Cole could do was hope he was alone and not aiming a gun at him. Cole trod the remaining steps to the cabin in silence.

Jerry opened the door before Cole could knock. He was holding a gun, but down at his side, not aiming it at Cole. Jerry was smaller than Cole remembered, maybe five five or five six, and skinny. Cole wondered if he’d lost weight or if Meg’s memories had just added a few pounds to him. His skin was pale and his dark greasy hair hung over his eyes and ears. “You sure you’re alone?” Jerry asked Cole as they stared at each other through the open doorway.

“Do you see anybody else here?” Cole asked, looking behind him at the miles of empty hills.

“Nobody followed you?”

“No,” Cole assured him.

“Okay, come on in.” Jerry motioned Cole inside with a nod of his head and a wave of his gun.

The inside of the cabin was warm. Jerry had a fire burning inside an old-fashioned woodstove in the center of the cabin. The wood crackled as it burned. Cole stared at Jerry, trying to reconcile everything he now knew about him with everything that Meg remembered. Then he looked around the cabin. It was small and sparsely furnished. Everything—the walls, the floor, the ceiling, the table and chairs—was made out of pale-stained wood.

Jerry started to talk. “This place belongs to the uncle of a friend of a friend. A few of us came out here about two years ago to get out of the city for a weekend. The uncle never really comes. I thought of it when I went on the lam. I figured I could crash here without leaving any trace, any record I’d been here. Then, when I have to go”—Jerry motioned with his hand, moving it through the air like an airplane—“I’ll just be gone.”

“Does anyone else know you’re here?”

“No,” Jerry said, with a quick, nervous laugh. “Nobody knows where I am except for me and Matt and you.”

“You trust Matt?” Cole asked.

Jerry shrugged. “You gotta trust somebody.”

“Do you trust me?”

“No,” Jerry said to Cole, shaking his head. His voice lacked any doubt or pretense. “But it doesn’t matter if I trust you, because you may be the only one who can help me. With you, I’m being practical.”

“Fair enough,” Cole conceded. “So, why did I drive all the way out here? What do you want to talk about?” 

“You’ve been asking a lot of people about me,” Jerry said to Cole, eyeing him suspiciously.

“I have,” Cole confirmed.

“Well, I wanted to talk to you about what you can do to keep me from ending up like Bon.”

“You know what happened to him, then?”

“Of course I fucking know what happened to him, man. You went and got him killed and now you’re trying to do the same thing to me.”

“I wouldn’t put it that way,” Cole said.

“Really? Then how would you put it?”

“I’m just trying to get the answers to some questions,” Cole said.

“What the fuck do you need answers to questions for? Before you started nosing around, everything was cool. Now it’s all turned to shit. What you did to Bon was not cool, man.”

“I didn’t do anything to Bon,” Cole argued.

“You did everything but hold the fucking knife,” Jerry said, “and now you owe me some protection.”

Jerry was starting to make Cole angry. “I don’t owe you anything, you sick son of a bitch. You were recruiting victims for a serial killer. We’ve identified seven of his victims. There are probably a lot more, and your hands are as filthy as they come.”

Jerry took a step away from Cole, shaking his head and laughing. He was still holding his gun. Cole watched the gun. “No way, man,” he said. “No fucking way. You’re not going to put any of that bullshit on me. What they did to Bon was uncalled for but the others, the others knew what they were getting into. The others all signed on. They knew the deal. I was doing people a favor until you came along and fucked it all up.”

“Are you really talking about your sales pitch, your line about being paid to live the life of your dreams? Are you honestly going to try to tell me you believe that bullshit? He was killing them. You know that.”

“It’s not bullshit,” Jerry insisted.

“Don’t try to play games with me, Jerry,” Cole shouted. He had an urge to grab his own gun just to speed this conversation along, but he held back. The last thing he needed was a gunfight way out in the middle of nowhere.

“It’s not bullshit,” Jerry repeated.

“Don’t play games with me,” Cole repeated. “We’re past that. I think we passed that when they held your friend down over a bathtub and slit his throat. But you had already tried to sell him out anyway, so maybe that doesn’t bother you.”

“I’m not playing games,” Jerry said, “and I never would have done anything to hurt Bon. I tried to help him.” Cole heard a sincerity in Jerry’s voice that Cole had never heard in Meg’s memories. “You don’t believe me because Meg didn’t believe me, and you have her memories. But don’t you have Bon’s memories too? Don’t you see the truth in those?”

Cole shook his head. He finally began to believe that there might be some truth to what Jerry was saying. “Sometimes it takes a while. Bon’s memories haven’t come to me yet,” he lied.

“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.” Jerry ran his hands through his hair, even the one holding the gun. “That’s the whole reason I invited you here. That’s the whole reason I thought you would help me.”

“Why would having Bon’s memories make me help you?”

“Because then you might actually understand. He believed me. He was one of the only ones.”

“What do I need to understand?” Cole asked.

“That everything I said is true.” Jerry’s voice sounded desperate. “Meg never believed me. Most of them never believed me, but it’s true. Bon believed me. I couldn’t get him in, but at least he believed me and at least I tried.”

“Tell me the truth, then, Jerry. We have seven dead bodies. What am I missing here?”

“Jesus Christ!” Jerry yelled. “You’re a cop. Aren’t you supposed to be able to figure these things out? He doesn’t steal people’s memories. He pays them to make the memories—ten years of the finest crazy-ass memories anyone can make. They get ten fucking years!” Cole’s knees went wobbly. He took a step backward. If Jerry was lying, he was a magician at it. “The bodies that you found, do you remember how old they were?”

Cole thought about it. “They were all in their early to mid-thirties,” Cole confirmed.

“And Meg and Bon and all the people that I was recruiting, how old were they?”

“In their early twenties,” Cole conceded. He couldn’t believe he hadn’t put that together himself.

“Because that’s what he wanted. He wasn’t stealing people’s memories. Do you think anybody would want the memories of any of those fuckups? They’re a bunch of misfits and runaways. He didn’t ask me to find him memories. He asked me to find him potential. He was looking for people who would blow the doors off life if they were just given the chance. You want to know what he was looking for?” Jerry lifted the hand that wasn’t holding the gun and started counting off the required traits. “They had to be attractive. They had to be smart. They had to be risk takers. And they had to be people that no one would miss. They had to be people who had everything going for them in their lives except for dumb luck. Then he would make up for their bad luck by giving them wads of good luck, and by luck I mean more money than they could ever dream of. Money,” Jerry repeated. “Shitloads of money, and all they had to do to earn it was to turn it into memories. They were getting paid to spend money. They weren’t victims. They were lottery winners.”

“And after ten years?” Cole asked.

Jerry nodded. He knew what Cole was asking. “Sure, ten years later he came to collect. That was the deal. But those bodies that you guys fished out of the rivers, they all made that trade with their eyes wide open. I’m pretty sure they would all do it again. And if they turned it down, I’d step into their shoes in a second.”

“You’re telling me that this has been going on for more than ten years?” Memory transplants were only a quarter century old, and had only gone mainstream about twenty years ago.

“Yeah,” Jerry confirmed.

“And you’re telling me the victims understood they would be killed after those ten years?”

“Yes,” Jerry confirmed, “and they signed papers to prove it. You want to know why they did it?”

“Sure.”

“Because it’s worth it. Do you have any idea how much living you can do in ten years if you’ve got an almost unlimited supply of money and no worries? You start out as Oliver Twist and you end up as James Fucking Bond. Who wouldn’t take that deal? Ten years, man, it’s a long time. Where do you get off accusing me of trying to hurt my friends? I was trying to help them. I was trying to give them a chance to get more out of their crappy lives. We deserve more than the piece-of-shit hands we were dealt.”

“Okay, let’s say I believe you,” Cole said, though it was clear to both of them that he didn’t, not yet. “Then explain to me how you ended up doing this for him.”

“Fine,” Jerry agreed. “I was trawling online for odd jobs—you know, contract stuff where I could make some nice coin pretty quick—and I saw a post for what I thought was a job, advertising that you could make money living the life of your dreams. I figured it was a scam at first, but what did I have to lose? So I answered the ad and a week later I went in and took all these tests and answered all these questions.”

“From a well-dressed bald man with a computer and a video camera?”

“So you are starting to remember?”

Cole didn’t answer Jerry one way or the other. “But you didn’t make the cut?” he asked instead.

“Of course not. Look at me. But I did do something right, because I got another email from the guy about three weeks later. He wanted to talk to me again. I got all excited. I thought that maybe he’d reconsidered, maybe he went back and looked and I did better on all those tests than he’d initially thought. I didn’t have a clue what he was looking for back then. Anyway, a few days later, he showed up at the restaurant where I worked. We arranged a time and place to speak in private. That’s when he told me what he was doing and what he was looking for. Of course, I knew he was right not picking me. No matter what I did in my life, nobody was going to want my memories. But he told me the test showed that I had something going for me. So he offered me a job. He told me that, even if I didn’t make the cut, I could work for him and help give someone else, maybe one of my friends, the life of their dreams.”

“What was in it for you?” Cole asked Jerry.

“Money mostly, but also the chance to tag along. In addition to the recruiters, he needed handlers. He told me that, if he picked a few people that I introduced to him, then maybe I could become a handler. Maybe I couldn’t win the lottery, but he was giving me a chance to be close to someone who did.”

“And now you’re willing to give that all up?”

“You’re not leaving me much of a choice, are you?” Jerry said, shaking his head. “Besides, what he did to Bon wasn’t right. He wasn’t supposed to do shit like that. That’s not what I signed up for. That’s not what Bon signed up for either. I mean, he rejected Bon. I thought that was bad enough. Now, because of you, I don’t know what he’ll do to me.”

“Tell me his name,” Cole demanded. “Tell me his name and I can make this all go away.”

“I can’t,” Jerry said. “I don’t know his name.”

“How is that possible?”

Jerry shrugged. “He never told me. I never asked.”

“Then tell me where I can find him.”

Jerry shook his head again. “I don’t know. I used to meet him at a diner on the Upper East Side once a week. I’d show him pictures of people and we’d discuss prospects. Last week, he didn’t show up. I don’t know how else to find him.”

“If you haven’t seen him, how did you know that he had someone following me?”

Jerry shrugged. “It was a guess. I mean, that’s what he does. He had people following me too, until I gave them the slip.”

“Sounds like quite a business partner.”

“Look,” Jerry said, “I never said he was a saint. I know he wasn’t doing any of this out of the goodness of his heart, but who gives a shit? I wasn’t doing it out of the goodness of my heart either. The fact is, up until Bon, he gave everybody exactly what they wanted, and everybody understood the deal.”

“You don’t know where I can find him. You don’t know how to reach out to him. You don’t even know his fucking name. What in God’s name makes you think that he was telling you the truth? Ten years is a long time to wait. How do you know he wasn’t just taking the memories of the people who passed his test? Did he ever hire one of your recruits?”

Jerry walked over to a little wooden table in the corner of the cabin and sat down. He put the gun on the table. “No, he never hired any of my recruits. But I know he was legit because he introduced me to one of the lucky bastards.”

“What?” Cole asked.

“When he asked me to recruit for him, I was pretty skeptical. It all sounded super sketchy to me. So, to prove that he was telling the truth, he introduced me to one of the people whose lives he bankrolled.” Jerry shook his head. “I’ll never forget it.”

“Who was it? Who did you meet?”

Jerry laughed. “They never told me his name either.”

“Where did you meet him?”

“He was staying in the penthouse at the Greenwich Hotel, down in SoHo.” Jerry shook his head. “I met him up there. It was just the two of us. That place was the swankiest place I’ve ever seen. Holy shit, it was so fucking classy. And huge. I mean, there were two fucking fireplaces in a goddamn hotel room. Everything was made out of this crazy old wood and these giant stones, real Zen, you know? The guy I met was already eight years into it. You could see it in him. He looked like a fucking model who didn’t have a care in the world. He showed me around the hotel room. Then he took me out onto the terrace so we could talk. The terrace was even bigger than the room. It was unreal. I could barely believe it. I didn’t know places like that even existed. You know what he tells me when we walked out onto the terrace?”

“What?” Cole asked.

“He tells me that Robert De Niro designed the place.” Jerry laughed again at the memory. “Robert Fucking De Niro.”

“How long ago was this?” Cole asked.

“Almost two years.”

Cole did the math in his head. It wasn’t hard. Then he took out his phone and began to flip through the pictures he had stored on it. “Keep going,” Cole ordered Jerry. “What else did you learn?”

“I asked him how it started. He told me that the guy flew him to a new city, let him pick a new name, and two days later he had a bank account with half a million dollars in it. He could do whatever he wanted as long as he kept a detailed journal and kept the guy in the loop on where he was and what he was doing. Whenever the account got low, it got filled up again—like magic.”

“I need more.”

Jerry thought. “He told me that he was only in New York for a couple days. He was flying back from Bali, stopping in New York before heading to Central America. He had a party planned for that night on his terrace. He was only in the city for a couple days, and he already had some swanky party arranged. I asked him if I could come.”

“What did he say?”

“ ‘Maybe next time.’ ” Jerry laughed. “Fuckin’ A, man. I couldn’t even get invited to the party.” 

“What else did you talk about?” Cole asked as he kept flipping through the pictures on his phone.

“He told me about how he’d spent the last eight years traveling around the world, surfing and partying. He’d been everywhere. Asia, Europe, Africa, South America. He grew up in a trailer park in Arizona. He’d never met his dad. Before he was picked, he’d never been near a surfboard. Now he’d surfed everywhere in the world. He told me he’d surfed waves as big as mountains. It was crazy. He was the luckiest person I’d ever met.”

Cole sat down in the chair across from Jerry and placed his phone on the table. “Is that him?” Cole asked.

Jerry picked up the phone. He could tell in an instant that the man in the picture was dead, but he could still discern his features. The age looked about right, so did the chiseled jaw, but it wasn’t him. “No,” Jerry said, and slid the phone back. 

Cole picked his phone up and flipped through a few more pictures as Jerry kept talking. “I asked him if he was worried about the end,” Jerry said. “You know what he told me?”

“What?” Cole asked, genuinely interested.

“He told me that he wasn’t afraid of anything anymore. Can you believe that? I can. Because when I’m lying on my deathbed and thinking back about my life, I know I’m not going to think about how long it was. I’m going to think about how much fucking life I fit into the time I had. What could be a better life than having someone pay you to make memories?”

Cole put his phone on the table again and slid it back to Jerry, this time with a picture of the body they’d found in New York. “Is that him?” Jerry picked up the phone and stared at the picture. His face went pale for a second. He took a moment. “Yeah,” he finally responded. “That’s him.”

“It’s not a great picture,” Cole told Jerry. “That’s what happens when they pull a body out of a river. You lose a little something.”

“What’s your point?” Jerry asked. “This just proves that everything he told me was true. You can’t deny it now.” Jerry was right. Cole did believe him. 

“We recovered this body a little more than two weeks ago. That means the memories are still relatively fresh.” Cole thought about it. Even with his experience, it took him months to make it through a new set of memories, and the memories he inherited sounded pretty simple compared to the ones the Memory Vampire was taking. “That means he’s still working his way through them. I know how long it takes to discover all the memories implanted in your head. I know how bad you want them when you know they’re in your head and you just can’t find them—that desire. I know the lengths that people will go to get to them. You called me out here, Jerry. Do you want me to catch Bon’s killer or not?”

Jerry paused. “I don’t think I have a choice. I don’t think I’m safe anymore otherwise. You aren’t either.”

“Then you need to lead me to the killer, for both of our sakes.” Cole thought about all the conversations he’d had with Dr. Tyson. She’d taught him how to find the memories lost inside his head. She’d taught him about the triggers, about songs and smells and places. The tricks were well known now. “If he knows what he’s doing, he’ll go where the memories take him. I need you to tell me everything you learned about the surfer.”

“I don’t know what else to tell you,” Jerry said with a shrug. “The guy had an amazing life. He could go anywhere. He could do anything.”

“I don’t want to hear about anywhere and anything. I want to hear about specific places and specific things.”

“I only met him for an hour or so. Then he kicked me out to get ready for his party.”

Cole tapped his finger on the table, thinking. “You said he was just stopping in New York. That he was coming back from somewhere in Asia. Where did you say he was coming back from?”

“Bali,” Jerry said.

“Did he tell you where in Bali?” Jerry shook his head. Cole thought about it for a second. “Bali’s too big,” he said. Without the name of a town or beach or something, Cole would never be able to find the killer even if the killer was there. “You said that he was on his way to somewhere in Central America. Do you remember where?”

“Yeah,” Jerry said. “I Googled it almost every day for a week after I met him just to look at the pictures. It was a little town on the east coast of Costa Rica named Puerto Viejo de Talamanca. He told me it was kind of like his home base. He’d travel all over the world, but he’d always go back there.”

“Did he tell you why he went back there?” Cole asked.

Jerry laughed. “If you ever saw pictures of the place you wouldn’t bother asking why. It has everything. Surfing. Sunshine. Girls. Drugs. You name it.”

“That’s gotta be it,” Cole said. “It has to.”

“You think he’ll be there?”

“Maybe. Maybe you haven’t seen him for two weeks because he’s not here. Maybe he just paid somebody to get rid of Bon. All I know is that if I were trying to unlock this guy’s memories, it’s where I would go.” Cole remembered the first time he walked into the home of one of the people whose memories he’d taken. The rush almost knocked him over.

“You’re going to go look for him?”

“I am,” Cole said with absolute certainty.

“In the meantime,” he added, “you could go to the police. I could have you protected.”

Jerry shook his head. “I don’t think so. The fewer people who know where I am, the better. I don’t trust cops any more than I trust anybody else.”

“Okay,” Cole said. “How can I find you again?”

“You can’t,” Jerry said. “This is the last you’ll ever see me.”

“Okay.” Cole hoped for Jerry’s sake that it was true.


Chapter 46

Carter had to pull his car over to the side of the winding coastal road twice. The memories were coming so fast and with so much power now that he couldn’t control them, even faster and more powerfully than during those first few days after the transplant. As soon as he drove past Limón, a shipping town on Costa Rica’s east coast, and turned south, he began to feel them like hit after hit of the most intense drug he’d ever heard of. They came quickly at first, the appearance of new images in his mind, flashes that came and went before he could even tell what they were. He heard echoes of sounds in his head too, the sounds of crashing waves and loud music. Initially, no memory lasted more than a second or two, but he could feel them even before they rose up from the depths of his mind. He felt light, like he was floating into the air.

Carter made it past a small airport and, after that, the road began to hug the coast. His first view of the sea was across a gray beach, but the water was already expansive, churning all the way to the horizon. The small, winding road ultimately led all the way to Panama and then to the end of the continent. Carter drove slowly to avoid the gaping potholes and to ease his way across each of the many one-lane bridges that he passed. Each bridge spanned a different river as it spilled out into the sea. Every so often, the road veered in from the coast and pushed Carter beneath lush green canopies of broad, thick leaves and past small houses with horses grazing behind low fences. Then the road would turn back again toward the sea. With each return, the water would become more and more blue until the color was almost impossible. With each turn, the surfer’s memories inched closer and closer into Carter’s consciousness.

Soon Carter’s mind was one giant orgiastic muddle of sounds and images. He began to lose the ability to differentiate reality from what was in his head. That’s when he had to pull over. That first time, once the car was stopped, Carter simply leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes. He didn’t even want to make sense of it all. He wanted to bask in it. Carter had no idea how long he’d been sitting there before the wave of memories slowed down enough for him to see straight again.

When his senses finally pulled him back to the present, Carter found himself parked on the side of the road next to an open field. The sun was still high in the sky, and the green grass in the field and the green leaves on the surrounding trees almost glowed under the sunshine. It looked like any of the countless images that had flashed through his mind as he lay there in his car. The other images that danced through his head were a wild hodgepodge of sun, waves, bodies pulsating under dim light, flesh moving, dark water lit only by moonlight, more flesh—tan and soft and glistening with perspiration, pungent odors of life and death, giant trees stretching toward the sky, a snake—a huge snake slithering over hot sand, the taste of sweet, wet papaya on dry lips, the feeling of cold rain pouring out of the sky over naked skin, and on and on and on. And those were only the images that Carter could make sense of. There were also those memories that Carter could feel but couldn’t describe. He could taste how close he was.

Once Carter regained control of himself, he pulled his car back on the road. He wanted to get to his destination, wherever it was. He wanted all of it, every free, guiltless moment. He had to pull over again twenty minutes and two towns later. He got out of the car this time, but the memories were so strong that he couldn’t stand up. He knelt down by the side of the road, next to a path leading into the jungle. By the time Carter pulled back onto the road after his second stop, the day was drifting into evening. He wasn’t even certain where he was going. He’d looked at the maps and read the descriptions of the tiny beach towns dotting the southern coast, but the descriptions alone didn’t tell him where to go. He was counting on the memories to show him. Manzanillo, Playa Cocles, Puerto Viejo de Talamanca, all of them? He hadn’t eaten anything all day. He wasn’t hungry—not for food, at least—so he kept on driving.


Chapter 47

Cole tried to sleep as much as he could on the plane, not knowing how much sleep he’d get once he landed. Halfway through the flight, Cole opened his eyes, but only enough to get his bearings, to try to remember where he was. He stared out through a mere slit in tangled eyelashes. Then he remembered. He was on a plane, flying to Costa Rica to find the Memory Vampire. He had called Dr. Tyson before he booked his flight so that she could sanity-check his plan. “It’s a long shot,” she warned him.

“I know,” Cole assured her. “But the idea, it’s not crazy, right? I mean, if he came to you and asked you how to free those memories, what would you have told him?”

“There are a lot of ways to free memories like that,” Dr. Tyson reminded Cole.

“Assume money wasn’t an issue,” Cole said.

“Then I would tell him to go to where he knows the memories were made. I would tell him that traveling to where the memories were made is the surest way to bring those memories to the surface.”

“That’s what I thought,” Cole said.

“Be careful out there, Cole,” Dr. Tyson warned him. Cole could hear a strange resignation in her voice that he wasn’t used to.

“I can’t,” Cole said in response. “Careful’s not going to cut it this time.”

Cole was flying to Costa Rica on his own. He didn’t even try to get the NYPD to approve the trip. He knew they wouldn’t. He knew how much red tape he’d have to cut through. Besides, some of Jerry’s paranoia had rubbed off on him. He wasn’t sure if he wanted too many people knowing where he was going. The only people he told were Dr. Tyson and Ed, but he swore them both to secrecy first. He only told Ed in case he didn’t make it back. He wanted somebody other than Dr. Tyson to know where he’d disappeared. He wanted to think that somebody might care.

Cole continued to stare at the plane through his barely opened eyes. For a second, he didn’t see the plane anymore. Instead, he saw the interior of a bus. A young man was sitting in the seats across the aisle from him. “It’s two-thirty,” the boy told Cole. Cole could see shadows dancing across the boy’s face.

“Huh?” Cole said to the boy, though the voice that came out of his mouth was not his own. It was Meg’s, her mind still groggy from the sleep.

“It’s two-thirty,” the boy said again. “You know? The time?” He shot a smile across the aisle. “Isn’t that why you were looking at your wrist?”

Cole looked down at his wrist, but it wasn’t his wrist. It was the wrist of a teenage girl. He could make out a tan line on the girl’s wrist in the shape of her grandmother’s antique watch. “Yeah,” Meg’s voice said. “I forgot I wasn’t wearing a watch.”

This was the beginning of Meg’s one great adventure. The memory of the hammer tried to push its way in, to shatter everything, but Cole simply ignored it. He wanted to focus on memories of Meg’s life. Death would have to wait. Cole knew that it would.

“Sir, can I get you a drink?” a voice asked, pulling Cole out the memory. A flight attendant was standing over him.

“Sure,” Cole mumbled. “A club soda would be fine.” He glanced at the seats across the aisle from his own. They were all empty. “How long until we land?” Cole asked the flight attendant as he poured Cole’s club soda.

“It’ll be about another hour,” the attendant told him.

Cole had about a five-hour drive to Puerto Viejo de Talamanca. And then what? He didn’t have much of a plan after that, other than to walk around and look for someone who appeared drastically out of place. He had Jerry and Bon’s descriptions of the Memory Vampire, but he didn’t have a lot of confidence in them. He knew how inaccurate memories could be, especially in moments of stress. He believed more in the other clues, and felt certain they would be enough.

Cole finished his drink and then got up to stretch his legs and use the bathroom. The flight wasn’t crowded. Only about a quarter of the seats were full. A couple, maybe newlyweds, sat near the back of the plane. A family of four, the two kids probably three and six years old, sat near the front. Other people were scattered about. Cole thought for a moment that he was the only one on the plane who appeared to be traveling alone. Then he spotted someone else. It was another man, probably in his mid-thirties. He was sitting in a window seat about two-thirds of the way back. He was wearing a gray cabbie hat and, if he had any hair underneath it, it wasn’t much. He was staring out the window when Cole glanced at him, so Cole didn’t get a good look at his face. He had on a solid black T-shirt. Cole could see the muscles in his shoulders and arms. Cole felt like he’d seen the man somewhere before, but that happened to Cole all the time. Cole walked past him and on to the bathroom to try to sort his head out before they made him sit down again for the landing. If Cole had actually inherited Bon’s memories, he might have known what type of danger he was in.

When Cole came out of the bathroom, the man was gone. Cole was still tired. He thought that maybe the man he had seen had been a phantom, like Matt, haunting him from one of the dead people’s memories floating inside his mind. The man had seemed so real, though. Cole shrugged it off and went back to his seat. He sat down and buckled up. He’d be in Costa Rica soon enough.


Chapter 48

By the time Cole stepped out of the bus and onto the warm, sunny white sand of Playa Cocles, the ghostly pale skin on Jerry’s body was already frozen. The sun glimmered so brightly off the blue waves that Cole could barely look at the ocean for more than a second or two. He had taken his shoes off and was carrying them in the backpack that he had slung over his shoulder.

The cabin where Jerry had been hiding was still clean. They marched him deep into the woods before they killed him. They didn’t bother burying his body. They’d simply thrown a few branches over it. They didn’t need to do more. As far as they’d made him walk before they shot him, it could be weeks before anyone would find him, even if they were looking for him. So as Cole stepped barefoot onto the sand, out from beneath the shade of the palm trees and into the hot sunlight, Jerry’s lifeless body stared up through two layers of barren branches into the gray, empty sky. Nobody said that life was fair. Only death is the great equalizer. Fergus wasn’t happy that he had to have Jerry killed. He’d liked Jerry, but Jerry should have known better. He’d signed his death warrant when he met with Cole. Fergus had promised the board that he would tie off all the loose ends, even if that meant more people had to die.

Cole stepped onto the beach and was flooded with memories. He heard children who weren’t actually there laughing and playing in the waves, saw nonexistent giant sandcastles built with long-lost fathers, remembered long walks with old lovers he’d never met. They weren’t new memories for Cole. He even recognized a memory of his own. It was from a long weekend that he and Allie had spent in Puerto Rico. He could remember the shape of her body in her bikini, the sound of her laughter over the sound of breaking waves, and the spark in her eyes when she smiled at him. This was still early on, after only his first memory transfer, before too much of him had been buried by other people’s memories.

About half a dozen people were out in the water with their surfboards. Cole watched as one of them caught a wave and danced inside the crashing tube of water before shooting himself out again. Then Cole watched another one. This one cut violently across the face of the wave, like she was trying to scar the water. Cole knew that he wasn’t going to find what he was looking for in the water. He wasn’t looking for a surfer. He was looking for someone immersed in the memories of a surfer. Cole’s eyes scanned the beach, looking for someone alone, someone out of place, someone who didn’t belong there. Cole ignored the fact that he could have easily been looking for himself, a pale, middle-aged man, wandering the beaches while lost in a daze.

Cole didn’t see anyone who stood out. Everyone was either young and tan or was on vacation with a girlfriend or a family. Cole walked down the beach toward a colorful row of surfboards of various sizes, all leaning up against a wooden fence. As he neared the surfboards, he heard a voice call out to him. “Buenas,” said the man, with an accent that had once been American but had evolved into something altogether different. “You interested in a surfing lesson?” Cole looked up. The man talking to him was sitting casually on the wooden fence next to the surfboards. He was probably in his late twenties. He was wearing only a surfer’s wetsuit, and his skin was tanned a dark brown, lean muscles visible all over his body. He had long blond hair that hung over his shoulders in tangled knots.

“I don’t think so,” Cole answered the man. “Not today, anyway.”

“You sure?” the man asked. “It’s a good day today, a good day to learn. The waves are breaking really clean. It’s not going to get any better than this.”

“I’m sure,” Cole said, glancing back at the water and the waves. He wondered what memories might emerge from his subconscious if he actually tried to catch a wave. He wondered how powerful those memories might be. He turned back toward the man. The man looked the part. He was exactly what Cole wanted him to be. “How often do you teach somebody like me?” Cole asked him.

The surf instructor jumped off the fence and walked over toward Cole, sizing him up as he walked. “You’ve got nothing to be afraid of,” the man said to Cole. “I’ve taught plenty of people like you. Surfing is the most natural thing in the world. We’ve all got it inside us.”

“I’m not afraid,” Cole told the surf instructor, returning none of the man’s joy. “I was just wondering how often you teach someone like me. You’d remember it, right? You’d remember teaching someone like me?”

“What do you mean, ‘someone like you’?” the instructor asked. “I teach a lot of different types of people how to surf.”

“You teach a lot of people like me?” Cole asked, spreading his arms in front of the instructor so that he could get a good look at all of him. Cole knew how out of place he looked, a pale, white-haired, middle-aged loner. “I can’t believe that’s true.”

The instructor’s smile never wavered. “All types, man,” he said. “I teach all types.”

“Come on,” Cole prodded. He considered telling the man that he was a cop but worried that being a cop might close more doors than it opened. “Look at me. Do I look like I belong here? Listen, I’m looking for a guy, an old friend. He probably looks as out of place as I do.”

“Pura vida, man. This is Costa Rica. Everybody belongs here,” the instructor said as if he’d had practice dodging questions like these before. “So do you want me to teach you how to surf or not?”

“How much for the lesson?” Cole asked.

“Twenty-five dollars for an hour. Forty dollars and we stay out there until you’re too tired to paddle anymore.”

Cole reached into his backpack and pulled out a hundred-dollar bill. He handed it to the instructor. “Okay, so you’re not going to tell me about people you’ve seen. I get it. Then at least tell me where the next big party is. That’s all I ask.”

The instructor plucked the hundred dollars out of Cole’s hand, smiling. “That’s easy. There’s a full moon in three days. That means you gotta go to Johnny Dragon’s.” The instructor stared in disbelief at the hundred-dollar bill in his hand. “You could have gotten that information for free.”

“Nothing is free. That hundred-dollar bill means that you never spoke to me. You got it?”

The instructor nodded. “I never tell nobody nothing, anyway.”

“So, Johnny Dragon’s, huh? Where is that exactly?”

“It’s just south of town, right on the beach. You can’t miss it.”

“Three days, huh?” Cole held out hope that he would find the Memory Vampire sooner than that, but he would wait if he had to. The surfer nodded. “And just what is Johnny Dragon’s?”

“It’s the vortex, man. You go once and it keeps pulling you back. The full moon means it’s toga night. You’ll see.” Satisfied, Cole began to walk away. The instructor’s laugh followed behind him. “Let me know if you change your mind about the surf lesson,” he called after Cole. “I’ll give it to you for half price.”

Cole kept walking, trying to keep from getting lost in the haze of persistent memories. They wouldn’t leave him alone. So many moments. So much beauty. And all of it had almost been lost. And now, even as Cole fought to keep them alive, they were buried inside him along with his own squandered memories. He decided to walk north toward town. Apparently, he needed to find a place to stay for the next few days. He kept his eyes open as he walked, kept looking around him for someone who looked like his mental image of the Memory Vampire.

Cole walked past Johnny Dragon’s on his way into town and knew instantly that the surf instructor had steered him right. It was a youth hostel for backpackers, a stretch of beach lined with hammocks and tents, backed by a building full of dorm-style rooms and a couple of bigger, private units. The dorm rooms were ten dollars per person per night. A tent cost seven dollars, and if you only wanted a hammock, you could stay for five bucks. Everything came with a locker and a lock. It looked pretty tame in the daytime, but Cole could only imagine the debauchery that would go on there at night. The full moon was coming. If Jerry’s meeting with the surfer had even a hint of truth to it, and if the killer was within fifty miles of there, Cole was convinced he’d be at Johnny Dragon’s for the full moon toga party, bathing in memories.

Cole kept walking north past Johnny Dragon’s. It was late afternoon by the time he made it into Puerto Viejo de Talamanca. It was a sleepy little town, especially during the day. When he got there, Cole decided that he needed to get into the shade. He found a bar with some seats overlooking the sea. He ordered a drink and began talking to the bartender, hoping she could help him find a room. He didn’t want to stay at Johnny Dragon’s. He had more specific needs. He wanted something cheap but also private, a place where he wouldn’t have to worry about stashing the gun he’d snuck into the country in his luggage. Cole knew how to get a gun through customs. The bartender gave him the name of a little place in town that had a room Cole could rent indefinitely for less than twenty dollars a night. That would do just fine.


Chapter 49

Cole searched the beaches and bars around Puerto Viejo de Talamanca for three days with no luck. He’d always known that the odds of randomly bumping into his target were low. Deep down, Cole always knew that the only way to guarantee that he’d find the Memory Vampire was to go to a specific place where he knew the Vampire would be, at a specific time when he knew the Vampire would be there. Finally, three nights after he’d arrived, the full moon rose over the black ocean, and Cole was confident he would finally find his man.

Cole could hear the party long before he saw it. The sound ricocheted over the sea and through the jungles surrounding Johnny Dragon’s. The music was loud. Cole followed the sound, walking down the dark road beneath the light of the full moon. He wasn’t alone on the road. Other people were heading to Johnny Dragon’s too. They were heading there for the party. Cole guessed that he was the only one heading there in search of a killer, one who murdered people and stole their memories.

—

Cole left his room late. He wanted to be inconspicuous, so he couldn’t risk getting to the party too early. That meant that by the time Cole could hear the party, Carter was already immersed in his first memory. He’d been looking forward to Johnny Dragon’s toga party since he’d first heard about it over a week earlier. The memories had been flowing for days now, like water pushing through the breach in a broken dam. Even the ones that Carter had already experienced were coming back to him with more clarity than they had before. He’d been able to immerse himself in some memories for a second and even a third time. They had everything: surfing, parties, sex, drugs, all night road trips into Panama, mornings waking on a boat in the sea with no land in sight. Carter never wanted it to end. He knew that it would. He knew that the surfer’s memories had limits and that they would eventually go stale again and that he would have to find new ones to replace them. But, for now, they were everything. Dear God, the things he remembered.

—

When Cole arrived at the party, Carter was on the beach, lost amid the scantily clad backpackers dancing around him. Cole didn’t see him at first because Carter was sitting down, leaning against a palm tree, unable to stand under the weight of the memories in his head.

The same party that flooded Carter with the surfer’s memories barely did a thing for Cole. Cole guessed the party wasn’t triggering any memories inside his head because he didn’t have a single one that could compare to the raucous debauchery around him. If anything like that party had existed in any of the memories Cole had inherited, somebody else surely would have stepped forward to claim them before they passed to Cole. Somebody else would have wanted them. 

The party was lit only by the full moon. Light came from the sky and from the moon’s reflection on the dark waves pulsing in from the sea. The next brightest source of light was the glow-in-the-dark paint strategically covering the body parts of so many of the half-naked revelers.

Even feet from the ocean, the sound of the waves was completely drowned out by the music blaring across the beach. The only sound louder than the music was the random, enthusiastic scream shouted out to the world by partygoers for no other reason than to remind everyone that, against all odds, the exuberance of youth existed right here, in that moment. The music was some sort of rhythmic, bass-heavy reggae. Cole could actually feel the music run across his skin as he circled the party. He knew how out of place he must have looked, but nobody stopped him or questioned him. Only once did somebody approach him and ask to buy drugs, assuming the only reason somebody like Cole would be at a party like that would be to sell kids new ways to get high. Cole apologized for not being able to help and kept on walking, searching for the only other person at the party as out of place as he was.

—

As each new immersion passed, Carter would stand up and walk to another part of the party. Then a new sound or smell, or the sight of a bare breast covered in nothing but neon yellow paint, would unleash more of the surfer’s memories and he would have to stop moving again as he became entranced by the new memory. The night wore on, but Carter barely felt it. He’d become so immersed in the surfer’s memories that time was becoming meaningless to him. He couldn’t tell if he’d been at the party for two hours or two days.

—

A beer suddenly appeared in front of Cole. He looked down at it and the hand holding it. He followed the hand to its owner and recognized the surf instructor whom he’d met three days earlier. “The least I could do is grab you a beer,” the instructor said. Cole accepted the beer and took a swig. “I told you this would be the place to be, right?” the instructor shouted to Cole over the throbbing beat of the music.

“You did,” Cole answered him, tipping the lip of his beer bottle toward the instructor in a salute. He had to give the kid credit. Cole had already made two laps of the party, though, and he was becoming nervous that the killer might not be there. Cole was sure that if the killer was anywhere near that spot, anywhere within a hundred miles, he’d be at this party. The problem was that the killer had an entire world to play in. It had always been a bit of wishful thinking that Cole would be able to find him simply by trying to imagine what he would do if he were in the killer’s shoes. There was always a chance that it wasn’t that simple, that Cole and the killer weren’t that much alike.

“Did you find your friend?” the instructor shouted at Cole.

“No,” Cole answered loudly enough to be heard over the music, but quietly enough not to attract attention. “I’m still looking for him.”

The instructor laughed and it reminded Cole of Jerry’s laugh, only with less weariness and more joy. “I think he’s down by the water. You were right, man. He’s a hard guy to miss. I hear he’s been creeping out some of the girls.”

Cole took another swig of his beer. His heart sped up. It began to race in his chest. He did his best not to show it. “Down by the water?” Cole asked.

“Yeah,” the instructor confirmed. “You might want to get him under control. I think he may have taken something that he wasn’t quite ready for.”

“Thanks.” Cole immediately understood exactly what he’d taken.

“No problem,” the instructor said, and then walked away, leaving Cole alone again.

The beach sloped only slightly as it ran from where Cole was standing to the water. Cole looked out over the mass of young, scantily clad bodies moving to the beat of the music. The music was the only thing he could hear, and he could hear it with his whole body. Thump. Thump. Thump. The world bounced to that beat. Cole scanned the edge of the water, glancing in between the bodies, those painted with neon glow-in-the-dark body paint and those that simply looked like silhouettes dancing in the moonlight. Then his eyes stopped. Cole spotted someone through the twisting and turning bodies, like staring through the windows of a passing train. He was just standing there, the only one on the beach not swaying to the music. The surf instructor was right. Cole watched him for maybe a minute or more. He was still, pale and motionless, staring around him as if in a daze. He would have stood out, anyway. He was older than almost everyone else at the party. He was older than Cole. He was far from fat but, unlike the surfers and hikers around him—unlike even Cole who was, if anything, too skinny—the man’s gut tugged awkwardly at the front of his T-shirt. He didn’t seem to match Bon’s description, the one that Jerry had confirmed, but Cole could see the immersion in the man’s face. This had to be him. Maybe he’d merely been changed by time. Maybe he’d simply grown a bit older and a bit flabbier since he met with Bon. Maybe Jerry hadn’t noticed the change. Cole started to walk through the mass of young bodies toward the sea, closing in on the man he was certain he’d been searching for. He could barely believe that he’d found him.

Cole could feel the bare skin of other partygoers rub against his own as he walked toward the water, unable to avoid brushing up against the toga-adorned partiers as they danced around him. The music kept pounding away in his head as he pushed forward. Thump. Thump. Thump. Cole was getting closer. The man who Cole believed to be the Memory Vampire barely moved. He would only turn his head every few moments to look somewhere new. Either the killer didn’t have Cole’s ability to pull himself out of a memory or he simply didn’t give a shit. Cole looked into the dumb, euphoric expression on the man’s face and guessed it was the latter. After all, that incredible, transcendent high was why the man had come here. He wouldn’t bother wasting any of it on decorum.

—

Carter had stopped walking around the party. He was in too deep now. Every time he turned his head a new memory came to him. He was almost overwhelmed by them. He wasn’t sure how much more his brain could take, but he was willing to push it all the way to the edge. So he stood still and looked around, trying to take it all in, pushing himself to remember more and to remember deeper. Then, as he scanned the party for more triggers, he noticed another man just standing there, like him. Through the neon-painted bodies, a thin, pale man with white hair and black eyes was staring at him. Carter didn’t know if the man was real or if he was a ghost from some strange memory. He had lost the ability to differentiate for the moment. To Carter, the man looked like a monster, like the angel of death visiting earth.

—

Carter’s and Cole’s eyes met. For a moment, they were linked, connected in spite of the joyous havoc surrounding them. That’s when it suddenly dawned on Cole that he had no idea what he was doing. He had no plan. Lucky for him, serendipity in the form of a few half-naked bodies intervened. While their eyes were still locked, a group of young partiers walked between them. The two men lost sight of each other for a split second, and Cole used that split second to disappear. He ducked away from Carter’s sight line to a place where he could still see Carter, but it would be hard for Carter to see him.

—

When the pale man with the white hair disappeared, Carter became even more convinced that he had merely been the shadow of a memory. It was a different type of memory, though, one he wasn’t as accustomed to. It was disquieting. Maybe it was one of the surfer’s early memories leaking through, one the Company had tried to suppress. Carter didn’t really care. All he cared about was that, for a moment, it pulled him out of the memories he wanted. A moment earlier he’d been awash in memories. Now he stood there, not moving, trying to get a single memory back.

—

Cole continued to watch Carter from a bit farther away and from a more discreet angle. Cole could see that he’d pulled the killer out of an immersion. He needed to think up a plan fast. He wasn’t ready to confront him, not there, not yet. He looked around, searching anywhere for answers, finding it hard to think because of the incessant music. Then his eyes fell on a woman standing near him. She stood out because, unlike most of the partiers by this point in the night, she was still wearing her toga, only the material she’d used to make the toga was so thin that it was nearly transparent, and she’d painted each of her nipples with bright orange glow-in-the-dark body paint. Cole walked toward her. She was laughing, talking to a tall, athletic man with tanned skin and flowing black hair. “Excuse me,” Cole said, interrupting the woman’s conversation. Cole knew that, to these people, he must have looked like a creature from another planet. “I was wondering if you could help me with a small favor.”

She quickly sized him up. “Depends, what’s the favor?” she asked with hardly any hesitation because that’s just the type of party it was.

“Can you see that old guy down there?” Cole asked, pointing toward the spot where Carter was standing.

“Sure,” the woman said with a laugh, as if the existence of someone like Carter was a joke in and of itself. Cole knew better. If it was a joke, it was a cruel joke and it was on everybody but Carter.

“He’s a friend of mine that I haven’t seen in a while.” Cole had no doubt she would believe that. “I’m just playing a little prank on him and I need to know where he’s staying. Can you go up to him and start talking to him and ask him if you can meet him at his place later tonight?”

She laughed again. “You really think he’ll buy that?”

In his state, the killer would probably buy anything. The world must have seemed unstoppable to him at that moment. Everything and anything would seem possible to him. Cole took a hundred-dollar bill out of his pocket. He didn’t know how much money he had left. He didn’t care. He handed the woman the money. “Tell him that you’re usually into the surfer type but that you’re in the mood to try something different tonight. He’ll buy that or, at the very least, he won’t have the courage to risk turning you down. Then ask him where he’s staying. Can you do that?”

She took the hundred-dollar bill and smiled a conspiratorial smile. “Why not?” she said.

“Then come back here and tell me what you learn. Remember, tell him that you’re usually into the surfer type.” That was the clincher. Cole knew he wouldn’t be sold on her beauty alone. He’d be sold on the potential for even greater immersion.

“I got it,” she said, and began to walk away from Cole and toward Carter. Cole watched her hips sway through her thin toga as she walked away from him, and he was confident that his plan would work.

She came back less than five minutes later. “He’s staying at the Lost Horizon house up on Playa Negra. He must have money.” She sounded far less dismissive of him than she’d been a few moments ago.

“Where is that?” Cole asked.

“A few kilometers north of town,” the woman said.

“And you told him that you’d meet him there later tonight?”

“That’s what you asked me to do, right?” she said, waving the hundred-dollar bill that she was still holding. She had nowhere else to put it. “He said he’d be there in an hour, waiting for me.”

Cole glanced over at Carter one more time. He hadn’t moved yet, but Cole knew that he would. He was simply trying to recover first. Then the promise of newer, wilder memories would make him go. The closer you got to a memory, the more power it had over you. Cole knew that he would take every chance to make the memories as real as possible. Cole had been there before. He knew that the more authentic the trigger, the more powerful the immersion. Cole had to move quickly. He wanted to beat the Memory Vampire to his house. He had to leave the party now and head straight up to Playa Negra if he wanted to be sure to get there first.

Cole made his way back through the maze of bodies, walking off the beach and toward the road that led into town. The bodies were pressed together so tightly that he couldn’t avoid bumping into people as he walked. Cole did his best to minimize the contact. He walked with his head down, trying not to be distracted. He barely noticed the people as he walked past them, never giving any one of them more than a quick glance. Time was short. Cole didn’t want any distractions.

If Cole had kept his head up, if he’d looked more closely at the people he’d bumped into, maybe he would have recognized Fergus from the airplane. Maybe he would have put it together that this man looked far more like the person whom Jerry and Bon had described than the lumpy man he’d been watching on the beach. They collided for a moment, Fergus and Cole, as Cole made his way toward the road. When they did, Fergus pressed his left hand into Cole’s shoulder and firmly pushed him aside. Cole barely noticed. He glanced up but, by the time he did, Fergus had already walked past him, disappearing into the crowd. Cole only got a short glimpse of him, not long enough for anything to register in his memory. Instead, Cole kept walking, eager to get to the Lost Horizon to confront his target.


Chapter 50

Cole stumbled out to the dark street and began to walk north. He was alone this time, the only person leaving the party. It was a considerable walk to Playa Negra, but as long as he kept moving, Cole was confident that he could get to the killer’s house first, even if the killer managed to arrange a ride. Cole hadn’t seen anything to make him believe the guy on the beach was going to be able to pull himself out of his daze too quickly.

The full moon gave off just enough light for Cole to walk by. The road ran north along the coast. For most of the walk, Cole could see the churning sea to his right and the jungle to his left. As Cole walked, the noise of the party gradually began to dissipate behind him. Soon he could hear the waves along the beach again. He could hear the wind whistling through the trees and the birds croaking in the forest. When those were all the sounds that he could hear, when the party sounds had disappeared completely, Cole checked his gun again. He’d tucked it into the waistband of his shorts before he went to the party and then done his best to ignore it. Now he took it out and examined it in the moonlight. It had been a long time, but he was prepared to shoot if he had to. After all, no backup was coming to help him this time. He slid the gun back into the waistband of his shorts and began to walk faster.

Cole was sweating through his shirt by the time he reached the Lost Horizon on Playa Negra. The last half mile of the walk was on a small dirt road that cut through the jungle adjacent to the beach. The Lost Horizon was dark when he got there. It was secluded, surrounded by the sea on one side and by the thick jungle on the other three. Cole hadn’t seen another house or hotel since before he made it to the dirt road. A wooden fence wrapped itself all the way around the house, and the front gate was locked. Cole stood still for a few seconds, listening to make sure that he really was alone. He couldn’t afford any missteps now. He took three strides and quickly climbed up and over the fence.

Once on the other side, Cole made his way through the darkness toward the house. The house stood on stilts, lifting it above the tree line, providing a clear view of the sea from the front porch. Cole climbed the stairs up to the door. Like the front gate, it was locked, though a window only a few feet from the top of the staircase had been left open. Cole leaned toward the window and was able to grab it with one hand. Once he had one hand on the window, he was able to climb through it with relative ease. Getting inside the house was easier than Cole had expected. He had ample time to set up his ambush.

—

Carter didn’t intend to stay at the party for long after the girl with the neon nipples invited herself to his house. He meant to get back to ensure that he was there when she arrived. Carter probably should have realized she was too good to be true. He didn’t even ask himself why, if she wanted to be with him, she didn’t simply go home with him. He was blinded by the fact that everything around him was too good to be true and it was all happening, anyway. He had stopped believing in impossibilities. However, it took him some time to get his bearings before he could actually get up and leave. Even then, the onslaught of memories slowed him down. It was only the anticipation of newer, more powerful memories that moved him forward.

Even after he found his way out of the party, it was another twenty minutes before his taxi arrived to take him home. As the car drove down the dark, empty street, Carter began to realize how tired he was. He felt like he hadn’t slept in days, like his body had lived through thirty nights or more during the last few hours. He closed his eyes to rest and tried to recall a few of the memories that he’d just experienced. Some came to him. Others did not. The ones that didn’t immediately come back to him risked being lost forever.

Carter finally opened his eyes again when the car came to a halt in front of the Lost Horizon. He’d nodded off and forgotten where he was. Then he saw the house. It was dark, just as he’d left it. Carter paid the driver and stumbled toward the gate. He felt hungover even though he hadn’t touched a drink. He took out his keys and carefully inserted them into the gate’s lock. All those memories had taken their toll. He geared himself up, though. He was ready for more. He was ready for the woman with the neon nipples and whatever came with her.

Once through the gate, Carter walked through the yard to the stairs. He took out his keys again when he reached the top of the stairs, but before he slid the key into the keyhole, Carter reached down and twisted the doorknob. The door opened. He stepped inside, reached over, and turned on one of the lights. He glanced quickly around the room, but everything seemed to be in its proper place. As his eyes moved over the room, they failed to register Cole standing in the corner. He was only a shadow. That was, until he spoke.

“Are you having fun?” the shadow asked Carter after clearing its throat. It spoke with a clear and menacing voice.

Carter turned again and peered into the shadow. Fear was finally coming to him. “How did you get in here?”

“It’s a fence,” Cole answered him. “It’s not a fucking moat. I climbed over it.”

“Who are you? What are you doing here?” Carter asked. He still hadn’t gotten a good look at the man.

“I came to talk to you,” Cole said. “I think we have a lot to talk about.”

“I don’t understand,” Carter replied. Cole could hear the fear in his voice. “Did I do something wrong? I’m just doing what the book told me to do while I wait.” Carter assumed that Cole was a representative of the Company. If he’d simply come to rob the place, he wouldn’t want to stand there and chat.

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Cole asked, confused by Carter’s strange answers.

“Wait, why are you here?” Carter asked, his voice rising higher with each new question. Then he stopped. Hope began to push away some of the fear. Constantly being surrounded by miracles gave Carter the hope to believe in another one. Maybe this man in the shadow hadn’t come to reprimand him. Maybe he’d come to give him something instead. “Is the next one ready for me?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Cole responded, his frustration leaking into his voice. The conversation wasn’t going like he’d planned.

“They told me that there was a holdup, that I would have to wait.” Carter took two steps closer to Cole. “Did you guys solve the issues? Is that why you’re here?”

Nothing Carter said was making any sense to Cole. Cole thought that it may have been a trick of sorts, or a trap. He wasn’t going to fall for it. He didn’t want Carter getting any closer. He reached down and pulled out his gun, aiming it at Carter. Even in the shadows, there was no mistaking the gun for anything other than what it was, a tool of death. Carter saw the gun and stopped cold. “Don’t come any closer,” Cole ordered. “And don’t even think about trying to run away. I don’t know who you think I am but whoever it is, I am not him.”

The hope drained out of Carter as quickly as it had come. “Then who are you?” Carter asked, staring straight into the barrel of Cole’s gun.

“No,” Cole said, shaking his head. “You don’t get to ask the questions. I do. If I hear another question come out of you, I will end this conversation in the most unpleasant way possible for you. Understood?”

“Understood,” Carter answered, barely moving as he spoke, trying to figure out how this amazing night had devolved so quickly into this living hell. Carter had spent most of his life in total control. He hated this.

“How many?” Cole asked.

“How many wha—” Carter started to ask but then stopped himself, still unable to take his eyes off Cole’s gun. “I don’t understand the question,” Carter corrected himself.

“How many victims have there been?” Cole elaborated.

“I don’t understand what you’re talking about,” Carter said, his voice shaking. He could hear the anger in the voice of the man pointing the gun at him. Carter was afraid that his inability to answer the questions might send the madman teetering over the edge. He tried to speak in a slow, calm voice, but he couldn’t hide his fear.

“Don’t play games with me,” Cole said, purposely letting the anger seep into his voice. “I found you because I know what you’re doing here. I know that you’re here chasing triggers to another man’s memories. Are you going to try to deny that?”

Carter shook his head. “No,” he said to the man in the shadows with the gun. “I’m not going to deny it.” Carter could hear how powerless his voice sounded. It sounded nothing like the surfer’s voice. It didn’t even sound like his own voice, honed across years of meetings and negotiations. But that had always been about money. This was something else.

“So my question is simple,” Cole continued, speaking slowly, as if to a child. “How many others have there been?”

“I’m sorry,” Carter said, shaking his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Cole leaned forward until part of his face dipped into the light. “How many other people’s memories do you have in your head?” Cole asked.

Carter understood the question now, but it didn’t clear up his confusion. He lifted a hand into the air with one carefully extended finger. “It’s just the one,” he said.

Cole stepped completely out of the shadows now. He knew how to interrogate people, how to ratchet up the tension, but he was beginning to get truly angry. “Don’t play games with me. I’ve seen two of the bodies myself. They were fished out of rivers a few hundred miles apart. I figured out how you got the memories, how you went through their mouths to extract them. I know about five of the others. So I’m going to ask one more time. How many other victims have there been?”

“I really don’t know,” Carter said, his voice pleading for mercy. “I only bought the one.”

That’s when some of Carter’s fear and confusion slipped back to Cole, like they were passing it back and forth between them. “What do you mean, you only bought the one?”

“I only found out about the Company a few months ago. I tried to order another memory, but they told me that there was some sort of holdup and that it was going to take some more time.”

“What company are you talking about?”

“The one that sold me the memory,” Carter said to Cole.

All the blood ran out of Cole’s face. Somehow he became even paler than usual. “You’re telling me that you purchased the memories?” Cole asked, looking for confirmation.

“Yes,” Carter said. “I mean, of course. How else would I get them? What did you think?” Carter forgot that he wasn’t supposed to be asking questions. Lucky for him, Cole forgot too. “You thought I killed him? I wouldn’t do that. I couldn’t do that. I’m not a killer.”

“You purchased the memories from a company. You paid for them?”

“Of course,” Carter said.

“How much did you pay for them?” Cole asked.

“For the ones I got?” Carter responded. “Eleven million dollars.”

Cole walked over to one of the chairs in the house and sat down. “You paid eleven million dollars for these memories?”

“Yes,” Carter replied, “and it was worth every penny. Of course, there were cheaper options, but you get what you pay for, you know?”

“You mean they gave you a choice?”

“Yes,” Carter answered. “There was a catalogue.”

“You picked from a catalogue?” Cole placed his gun on the coffee table in front of him and leaned back in his chair, dazed. “How many options did you have to choose from?” Cole felt like the world was crashing down around him.

“I don’t remember exactly,” Carter said. “Maybe a dozen. You could also make custom requests.”

“What does that even mean?”

“It means that if you want something specific, like a mountain climber or a race car driver, you can ask for it if you’re willing to pay extra, though that could take a really long time. You’d have to be willing to wait for years.”

“Or an attractive lesbian?” Cole suggested, remembering what Jerry had said to Meg.

Carter shrugged. “I guess. I never would have thought of that.”

Without either Cole or Carter realizing it, the sky around them had begun to grow lighter. The night had ended. Dawn was coming. When the first sliver of sun peaked over the horizon, the golden light shot through the house. It was only then that Carter got a truly clear view of Cole’s face, at which point he became even more confused. He recognized Cole. He just couldn’t pinpoint how. Carter, noting that the madman was no longer holding his gun, was inspired to ask a few more questions. “Who are you?” Carter asked Cole. “Where do I know you from?”

Cole shook his head. “You don’t know me. Having dead men’s memories can cause confusion sometimes. You think you recognize people that you don’t. Trust me. I know.”

“No,” Carter said. “That’s not it.” Then he snapped his fingers. “That’s how I know you. You’re that Memory Detective guy. Your picture was in the catalogue.”

“What?” Cole asked Carter, even though he’d heard him perfectly. “Why would my picture be in the catalogue? That can’t be true.”

“It is,” Carter said with excitement. “In the back of the catalogue they had a picture of you. They used you as proof that you can inherit multiple memories without going crazy or doing permanent damage to your brain. You’re their proof that the legal limits have no real scientific basis. You’re one of the main reasons that I was willing to order more memories.”

Cole put his head in his hands. “Those bastards,” he mumbled out loud. He turned his head and looked out toward the sun as it rose slowly higher into the sky out over the sea. He had no idea what to do now.

“What are you doing here?” Carter asked Cole.

“I followed you here,” Cole said, deflated. “Actually, I followed the memories that you inherited here, and they brought me to you. I was trying to find the Memory Vampire. Instead, I found you.” He shook his head. “I still can’t believe you paid eleven million dollars for a bunch of fake memories.”

“They’re not fake,” Carter objected. “They’re real. They’re realer than my own memories.”

“They’re real memories,” Cole countered, “but they’re real memories of a fake life. They have no meaning.”

“They mean something to me,” Carter said. “I paid for those memories what other people pay for a Picasso. I read about you. The memories you inherit, you find them abandoned in the street. The memories I have in my head are not of a fake life. They’re of a great life, a life without wasted opportunities. They’re memories of what life should be.”

“A life that you ended.”

“No,” Carter said. “You can’t blame me for that. I didn’t end his life. I just bought his memories. If it hadn’t been me, it would have been somebody else.”

Cole stood up. He walked past Carter toward a shelf where he had seen a pen and some paper. He left his gun on the coffee table in front of the chair he’d been sitting in. He didn’t think twice about leaving his gun, because he didn’t believe that Carter could be dangerous even if he wanted to. This man wasn’t the Memory Vampire. He was a leech with money. Cole reached the pen and paper and picked them up. “You’re going to tell me everything you know about this company,” Cole said to Carter, “because I actually can blame you for the one death that you paid for, and I’m confident that a jury will be happy to do the same. If you want to avoid going on trial for murder, you’re going to talk. Come over here. You can start by telling me the company’s name and how you found them.”

Murder? The idea had honestly never crossed Carter’s mind. “I didn’t kill anyone,” Carter repeated.

“You didn’t pull the trigger. That doesn’t mean you didn’t kill anyone. What is the name of the company, and how did you find it?”

Carter took another handful of steps toward Cole. “I didn’t kill anyone,” Carter said again.

“I understand,” Cole said to Carter. “You’re finally starting to feel a little guilty now. You feel like you bonded with the man whose memories you took because you’ve seen life through his eyes, and yet you know that you’re the one who paid for him to die. Denying it isn’t going to help. You want to feel better about what you’ve done? Tell me what you know.”

“I didn’t kill anyone.” Carter was almost yelling the words. He took another step closer to Cole. They were only a few feet apart now.

Cole wasn’t going to give in. He wasn’t going to let Carter escape any blame by hiding behind his money. “Sure, but that’s because you didn’t have—” Cole stopped mid-sentence when he glanced up and saw the expression on Carter’s face. The light from the sun was flooding through the house now, illuminating everything. Cole could see every horrid contour and line in Carter’s face. Cole had never seen anything like his expression, not even with all the terrible memories in his head. Carter’s nose twitched as his eyes and mouth took on a look of abject horror. Then Carter’s face grew even more sallow, his mouth turned down and his eyes grew wide and full of dread. For a moment, he looked as if he were staring into the distance at some unimaginable atrocity that he could do nothing to stop. Cole didn’t think he’d pushed Carter that hard, but Carter’s face looked utterly broken.

As Carter turned his devastated eyes toward the coffee table behind him, Cole followed his gaze to the gun on the table. Cole had made a horrible mistake. He knew with certainty and dread what was about to happen. Carter was going to go for the gun. Cole hadn’t been afraid of Carter a moment ago, but after seeing that look on his face, he was more than afraid. He was terrified.

Carter went for the gun and Cole went for Carter. Cole lunged toward Carter with everything he had in him, every ounce of purpose and strength. Cole was lucky to catch him at all. He almost missed, grabbing only the toes of one of Carter’s bare feet. It was just enough to knock Carter off balance, tripping him and sending him sprawling on the floor. Instead of reaching the gun, Carter tumbled past the coffee table and hit the far wall. The bright light from the sun gave everything around them an almost surreal shine. Everything looked too real to be real. Cole got back on his feet first. He could think of nothing at the moment but get the gun, get the gun, get the gun. No memories were triggered. It was all instinct. It was all survival. That look on Carter’s face shot his whole body full of adrenaline. It was like staring into the face of death. Get the gun.

Cole almost made it. He’d had the advantage. He’d gotten to his feet first and was closer to the gun. It took Carter an extra second to get back on his feet, and then he had to turn around to face Cole again. Yet whatever it was that had come over Carter, whatever was driving him, was pushing him harder than the instinct to survive was pushing Cole.

Cole bent down to pick the gun off the table. Just as his fingers grazed the handle, just as he was about to lift the gun, he was hit by the force of a moving wall. Carter shouldn’t have been able to move like that. He had a businessman’s build. And yet the shock reverberated through Cole’s whole body. He felt it in every muscle. He felt it in every bone. How this pale, soft, middle-aged man had become so strong so fast was beyond Cole. Carter stayed on top of Cole for a minute, their two bodies tangled together on the floor, both feeling the impact of their collision, both slow to get up. Carter began to push himself up first. He was breathing heavily now, working his way to his feet. Cole’s whole body throbbed. He could barely move, but he knew he couldn’t let Carter get up. If Carter got up, Cole would have no way of stopping him from reaching the gun, no way to defend himself. So Cole clutched at Carter as Carter tried to stand, grabbing an arm and a shoulder.

Cole’s fingers pressed into Carter’s soft flesh but no matter how hard Cole held on, Carter kept pulling away. Cole felt like he was trying to hold an unstoppable machine. “No!” Cole shouted as Carter slowly pulled himself out of Cole’s grip. “You don’t need to do this.” Cole fought to get each word out between shortened breaths. He knew he couldn’t physically stop Carter now. All he could do was slow him down and convince him that what he was trying to do was unnecessary. “I believe you. I believe that you didn’t kill anyone. I just want your help finding the people who did.” Carter didn’t answer him with words. He simply looked at Cole again. Cole could see the depth of the pain in his eyes, pain that hadn’t been there before. It was new and it had brought this inhuman strength with it. Without a word, Carter placed a hand on Cole’s chest and slowly pushed. As he pushed, Cole’s grip slowly slipped, inch after painful inch. Cole couldn’t hold on much longer. Even knowing that the gun was on the table only a few feet behind Carter, even knowing that letting go would almost certainly mean his own death, Cole’s grip continued to give. Carter had become too strong to stop.

“Why are you doing this?” Cole wrenched the words through his gritted teeth. “You don’t have to do this.” The sun burst into Cole’s eyes; above him, Carter had become nothing more than a hulking shadow. “Why?” Cole begged again as Carter freed himself and climbed to his feet.

Carter still didn’t answer. He simply stood up, facing Cole. Cole could feel his pulse in every part of his aching body. He wanted to get up too, to keep fighting, but his body wouldn’t let him. Carter had knocked all the fight out of him, and he could barely move. Carter stepped slowly backward toward the table with the gun. His sad eyes stayed on Cole with every step. “You don’t have to do this,” Cole shouted at him again, trying to make him at least respond. “You’re not a killer. You said so yourself.” The fear inside Cole was growing, preparing him for the inevitable. Carter took another step backward. He was standing next to the coffee table now, the gun only inches from his fingers. “It’s wrong,” Cole yelled out to him, choosing his last words. “What you did was wrong. People’s memories aren’t meant to be a rich person’s plaything.”

Carter reached down and picked up the gun. He lifted it into the air. Cole closed his eyes and, when the darkness hit him, the memories came. They flooded into him. He swam in them. It was a moment of pure ecstasy. He remembered childhood after childhood. He remembered playing games on street corners and in giant fields. He remembered Christmas mornings and New Year’s nights. He remembered Sam, beautiful and bold and dark. He remembered Allie, his own Allie, his only ever Allie. And then, through the wash of memories, he heard Carter finally speak. “The memories,” Carter said in barely more than a whisper. Then Cole heard the bang. It was loud, so loud. At first, everything sped up. All of Cole’s unremembered memories flashed through his mind. Each and every memory flew by him as he waited for the bullet. Then his mind emptied of all thought and all memory and Cole felt he could breathe again, and still he waited for the bullet.

Cole didn’t know how long he’d held his eyes closed. He didn’t know how long his brain stayed quiet and empty. All he knew was that he never felt the bullet, so he opened his eyes again. Carter’s body lay in front of him, slumped on the floor. The wall behind his body was covered in blood. Judging from the blood running down the wall in long red streaks, Cole guessed that he’d only had his eyes closed for a few seconds. He tried to stand up, to go to Carter’s motionless body. He lifted himself halfway up and then fell down again, completely spent.

Cole looked at the wall again. He stared at Carter’s blood, and whatever else had been expelled from the back of Carter’s head, as it dripped slowly down toward the floor. Cole leaned up on his elbows to get a better look. The gun lay next to the body. Cole got onto his hands and knees and crawled toward it. His head hurt as much as his body, but he was still alive. With the amount of blood that he could see on the wall, Cole was confident that Carter was dead, but he wasn’t going to take any more careless chances. He’d done enough of that already. He picked up the gun. It didn’t feel any lighter in his hand. He couldn’t feel the weight of a single bullet.

The sun was so bright. The blood on the wall was so red. Cole knew it would turn brown as it dried but now, under the glare of the sun, it was so bright and so wrong. Cole took a deep breath to try to regain some composure and take stock of his situation. He could hear the waves crashing along the shore just outside of the house. He didn’t hear anything else. No one seemed to be rushing to the house. No one seemed to be chasing the sound of the gun. He heard no sirens and no shouting. Even so, Cole was alone in a house in the jungle with a dead man who had been shot in the head with Cole’s illegal gun. He had to decide what to do, and he had to do it fast.

Cole crawled over to Carter’s body. He hadn’t even learned the man’s name. He rolled the body over so that he could get a closer look at the wound, if you could even call it a wound. In reality, it was more like an open chasm in the back of the man’s skull. Carter had placed the gun inside his mouth before he pulled the trigger, destroying the part of his brain where his memories were stored. Cole wondered if he’d done that on purpose. Cole looked up at the wall again. Eleven million dollars’ worth of memories dripped down that wall, and that wasn’t even counting Carter’s own memories. They were all gone now, splattered into oblivion, the stain on the wall the only remnants of their existence. Cole thought about how strange it was that memories, whose power he understood perhaps better than anyone else in the world, could be so easily lost forever.

All of Cole’s leads on the Memory Vampire case disappeared with those memories, along with the answers to so many of his questions. They were gone and somehow Cole was still alive. He’d survived.

Slowly, Cole made it back to his feet. He was still confused, unsure of everything that had just happened. The only thing Cole knew with any confidence was that he needed to cover his tracks. Who would believe his story when he could barely believe it himself? Who would believe that a rich man on vacation had, for some unknown reason, fought to take Cole’s gun just so he could shoot himself in the head? Cole had other reasons to cover his tracks too. He wasn’t merely up against the Memory Vampire anymore. Now he was against a whole enterprise. Cole walked into the kitchen and grabbed a paper towel and some cleaning supplies. He began to wipe away any evidence that he’d been there, every fingerprint, every smudge. When he was done scrubbing and wiping, Cole was convinced that the only evidence left of what he had seen were the memories in his head. He was wrong.


Chapter 51

Cole put his drink to his lips. He took a sip, staring over the brim of the glass at the thick, red liquid inside. It reminded him, as it always had, of blood. This time, however, it reminded him of very specific blood. He stared into his glass and saw Carter’s blood shining in the sun as it dripped slowly down the wall. Cole was sitting alone at a bar in the Miami airport. He’d gotten out of Costa Rica as quickly as he could, but he was now stuck in Miami for another six hours before he could board his connecting flight back to New York. To get out that quickly, he’d been forced to leave a few things behind, including his gun. It didn’t worry him too much. He didn’t think the authorities would have the desire, or the wherewithal, to trace it. As long as he left his gun behind, it would seem obvious that the dead body on the floor had committed suicide. Why would they bother to ask any more questions when they already had the answer they wanted, one that was simple and clean and wouldn’t affect the tourism industry? All Cole had to worry about was the man’s family, if he had any, and their desire to press for more answers. Cole still didn’t know anything about the man other than what his insides looked like.

The Miami airport was crowded and bustling as always. Thousands of people were coming and going right behind Cole as he sat staring into his Bloody Bull. They were boarding and disembarking from planes that would take them to far-off places so that they could make new memories, or bringing them home from far-off places so that they could reminisce. Cole barely even glanced at them. The stools at the bar faced away from the traveling hordes, but Cole could hear them behind him. He did his best to ignore the incessant buzz of excited voices. In front of him were his drink and a television set playing and replaying the same highlights from the same sports games over and over and over again—or maybe they were different games. Cole couldn’t tell and didn’t care. He had other things on his mind.

Cole took another sip of his drink. It was his third one already. He was tired. He’d slept a little bit on the plane, maybe an hour or two, but otherwise he was going on almost forty-eight hours without sleep. He’d spent the last part of those hours trying to figure out how much of what the dead man had told him was true. How much was lies or rumors, and what the hell happened that made him decide to blow his own brains out? All Cole was certain of was that the man had believed every word he’d said.

As Cole sat, lost in quiet thought, a stranger sat down on the empty stool next to him. He was a bald, muscular man. Cole gave him only a cursory glance. Then, for reasons he would never understand, he remembered. He remembered seeing the stranger on the airplane when he flew down to Costa Rica. He remembered Jerry’s and Bon’s description of the man they had met, the man searching for other people’s memories. Finally, he remembered seeing the man at Johnny Dragon’s toga party, where they had literally bumped into each other. The stranger had pushed Cole away with one of his massive hands before disappearing into the crowd. He had been everywhere, and Cole had failed to notice him until now. As Fergus sat down, Cole finished his drink in a single gulp.

The bartender strode over to Fergus and asked him what he wanted to drink. “A rye old-fashioned for me,” the stranger said, adding, without even looking at Cole, “and another Bloody Bull for my friend.” His voice was deep and smooth, like the voice you hear on the radio in the middle of the night. Cole stared straight ahead. He could see Fergus’s face in the mirror behind the bar. He didn’t need to see his face, though. Cole knew exactly what the man looked like. He could draw every line of his face from memory if he had to. Neither of them said another word until the bartender returned with their drinks.

“How did you do it?” Cole asked without turning his head. Some things were finally beginning to make sense to him. Fergus casually reached inside his jacket pocket and pulled out a tiny vial full of clear liquid. A small cork plugged up the top. Fergus placed the vial on the bar in front of Cole. Cole stared at it without moving. He fought the urge to pick it up. “What is it?” he asked.

“A scent,” Fergus said.

“Like perfume?” Cole asked.

“Not exactly. You can smell it if you want,” Fergus told him.

“I’ll pass.”

“Don’t worry,” Fergus assured Cole, “it won’t do anything to you. You might not even smell anything. This scent isn’t a trigger for you.”

“You’re trying to tell me that you put something in his memories, something so awful that a simple smell would act as a trigger and make him want to kill himself?”

“You really do know this stuff, don’t you?” Fergus said with a chuckle chock-full of admiration. “I guess I should have assumed as much from the Memory Detective.”

“But how do you do it? How can you plant something in the memory like that?”

“It’s done during the procedure. While we’re transferring all the other memories, we add this one. It’s not a real memory. It’s synthetic. The synthetic memory is linked to the smell, which we create in a lab. It has to be something totally unique, something that couldn’t be duplicated in nature. After all, we don’t want to put our customers in any unnecessary danger. Since the odor and the memory are both synthetic, we can make it so only a tiny whiff will act as a trigger.”

“You’ve figured out a way to create synthetic memories?”

“I’m not even sure we should call it a memory yet. It’s just a protein that essentially stimulates the parts of a person’s brain associated with bad memories. We have no idea what they actually see or feel. We only know how powerful it is.”

“And you do this to all your customers?”

“Like I said, we don’t want to put our customers in any unnecessary danger, and we always hate to lose a customer. However, we can’t let one put all the others at risk.”

“And how many have you had to lose this way?”

Fergus took a long sip of his drink. “Fortunately, this was only the second.”

“How did you get the scent to the man in Costa Rica?” Cole asked, afraid that he already knew the answer.

“Open up the vial,” Fergus suggested again.

“I’d rather not,” Cole said, staring at the liquid inside it, afraid of the power that it held. Cole knew the awesome power that smell had to trigger memories.

Fergus reached over and grabbed the vial. Before Cole could react, he pulled the cork out of the top and spilled the contents on the counter in front of Cole. Cole snapped his head away from the counter, his fear reflex kicking in. Then he relaxed. He felt nothing. “I don’t smell anything,” Cole said.

“It’s very subtle. Take a deep breath. Don’t worry. I promise you that it won’t do anything to you.” Cole breathed in deeply through his nose. Now he smelled something. It was barely present, but it was there. He’d smelled it before, but he couldn’t place it. “Now smell your shirt,” Fergus said. Cole hadn’t had a chance to change his clothes since everything happened. He turned and stared at Fergus, who had a good, short laugh at the distraught expression on Cole’s face. “I put some on your shirt at the party at Johnny Dragon’s,” Fergus told Cole. “It was the simplest way. After all, we had no need to eliminate Mr. Green unless he spoke to you.”

“You’re telling me that I did it? I brought the smell to him, and he shot himself because he smelled something on my shirt?”

“Of course,” Fergus said. He paused and flexed his fist. He gave Cole a pitying look. “Haven’t you realized yet that you’re the villain in this story?”

“What’s that supposed to mean? I didn’t do anything wrong. You planted that smell on me. I didn’t know. I’m the one trying to help people.” It wasn’t lost on Cole how much he sounded like the man in Costa Rica.

The bartender walked over to them, and they both stopped speaking for a moment as she checked the status of their drinks. Cole felt dizzy. He didn’t want to drink any more. Fergus’s drink was still half full.

“Sure, you’re trying to help people,” Fergus said to Cole after the bartender walked away. “You’re trying to help them by taking away the thing that they love most in the world. To me, that doesn’t make you sound like the hero.”

“The company you work for kills people and sells their memories to the rich.”

“Yes,” Fergus conceded. “But only after giving them everything they’ve ever dreamed of. We give these poor kids a life they never would have the opportunity to live without us. And then the rich people who buy their memories get to remember lives spent in ways more exciting than simply getting rich and, when they do so, those kids get to live again through their memories. We give everyone what they want. Name me another business that can make that claim.”

“But the people whose memories you ultimately take, they don’t know what they’re getting themselves into.”

“They’re grown-ups,” Fergus said. “I work with them. I think they know exactly what they’re getting themselves into.”

“No,” Cole said. “They don’t understand what life is yet. They can’t. They’re too young. They don’t realize that what you’re giving them isn’t real. It’s a toy. What meaning can their lives have if they’re just a receptacle for memories that will eventually be sold to the highest bidder?”

“Meaning? Blah. I never figured you for a religious nut,” Fergus said. “I always had you pegged as a cynic.”

“You’re taking advantage of them.”

“You honestly believe that the kids we contract with are heading for meaningful lives?” Fergus chuckled. “When I find them, they’re already broken. They have nothing. What meaning are their lives going to have? Is it meaningful to slave away at a job that you hate for barely enough money to feed yourself? Is it meaningful to have your electricity or your heat turned off because you have no money to pay your bills? Is it meaningful to regret leaving the life you ran away from in the first place because it wasn’t quite as bad as the life you ran to? So we take away part of people’s lives. They don’t get a chance to grow old, but that’s the worst part of life, anyway. Besides, before we take it away, we give them greatness. Most jobs take away your life one hour at a time and give you a pittance in return. Where is your meaning in that?”

Cole didn’t answer him. He could have. He had answers, though none that he was sure the stranger would understand. Cole thought about Meg, flying around New York on her bike. He thought about Sam, about kissing her first thing in the morning. He thought about another dozen memories from the thousands he had inside him. All of them had meaning, but Cole wasn’t about to share them with this stranger. He still had other questions, though. “If you’re willing to kill Bon and your own customers because of my investigation, and if I’m the villain, then why am I still alive?”

“Some people think we should have taken you out already,” Fergus said, “and we will if we have to. Until then, you’re far too useful to kill.”

“I don’t understand,” Cole said.

“Let me tell you something about our business. We don’t make a lot of money on our customer’s first memory transplant. The first one is essentially a loss leader.”

“That can’t be right. I heard that this last transplant cost the customer eleven million dollars.”

“That’s right,” Fergus agreed. “We did charge him eleven million dollars, but that’s the cost of us doing business. It’s expensive granting wide-eyed, horny twenty-year-old kids their wildest dreams. Even poor kids’ dreams get expensive fast. No, we make our money when our customers come back for more.”

“And what does that have to do with me?”

Fergus shook his head as if disappointed that Cole wasn’t keeping up. “Your friend up in Boston—what’s her name? Dr. Tyson? Yes, that’s it. Well, her research on you has been essential for us. Without that research, we wouldn’t have known that our business model was viable. We used to price the first transfer so high that nobody wanted to buy. You showed us two things. First, you proved that people could inherit multiple memories with minimal negative impact—and your inclusion in our marketing material has been a godsend, by the way. More important, you proved that we could lower the price for the initial transfer because our customers were almost guaranteed to return. That’s what we learned from the research. We know about your addiction, and we had faith in our product. We were confident that people would want to come back to us after their first memory transfer. Until we looked into the research being conducted on you, however, we never factored in the fact that they would actually need to. When we realized that you were becoming addicted to the memories of your sad lot of murder victims, we imagined what it would be like for the people who bought the memories that we were selling, memories of people given the chance to live out their wildest fantasies. You of all people should be able to imagine what that’s like, the power that those memories must have. I mean, just imagine it.”

“That research is confidential,” Cole said, with a new kind of fear rising inside of him. Nobody was supposed to know about the things that he discussed with Dr. Tyson—nobody.

“Don’t worry,” Fergus said with a sarcastic laugh. “We’re not going to leak it to anyone. That information is far too valuable for us to want it to get out.”

“But how did you get it?” Cole asked, dreading the answer. He thought back to his recent interactions with Dr. Tyson, to how strange she had become ever since he told her about his Memory Vampire theories. He’d always trusted her. Sometimes, she was the only one he trusted. “Who was your source?”

“I think you may be misunderstanding the purpose of this conversation,” Fergus said. “I’m not here to clear everything up for you. I’m only here to tell you the things that I need you to understand”—Fergus paused to let the words sink in—“and the identity of our source is not information that I want you to know. All I can say is that the relationship is reciprocal. We take information, but we give a lot of information back too. You’re not the only interesting case study in the world. We have dozens of them. Besides, we pay far better than a not-for-profit research institute.”

“Was it Dr. Tyson? Did she give the information to you?” Cole asked directly.

Cole could see the intense look of disappointment in Fergus’s face. “Does it really matter?” Fergus asked after a few moments of chilling silence. “Don’t the researchers deserve a little reward for all they’ve done for you?”

Cole didn’t know what to say. He felt like he’d been punched in the gut. “It matters,” he muttered, almost under his breath. Everything seemed to be falling apart all around him, and it wasn’t even over. Cole wanted it to be over, but he knew that there was more. He tried to cut to the chase. “Why are you here? Why am I sitting in an airport bar talking to you? What exactly do you want from me?”

“I want to help you to come to your senses,” Fergus answered. “I want you to realize that we’re the good guys and that instead of fighting us, you can help us. In fact, you already have. You just didn’t know it. I wanted to convince you to stop acting like the fucking bad guy and to let us be. Look at all the damage and unnecessary death that you’ve already caused. And for what? You wanted answers. I’ve now given you answers. Now go back to your life and forget all of this. Don’t you already have enough other things swimming in that little brain of yours? Wouldn’t it be nice to forget something every once in a while?”

Cole took a slug of his drink. “And what if I can’t? What if I don’t believe that you are the good guys?”

Fergus reached back into the inner pocket of his jacket. From there, he pulled out a second tiny, corked vial. Cole could see the drops of clear liquid inside it. Fergus placed it carefully in front of Cole. “We still believe that we have a lot to learn from you. We still believe you can help us. We’re not asking that you do anything but go back to your regular life. But if you refuse to do that, we have this.” Fergus motioned toward the vial.

Cole stared at the vial. He was afraid to touch it. “What is that?” he asked even though he already knew.

“You can have this one. We have plenty more where that came from,” Fergus said. “I’d be more careful with it than with the last vial, though. I think your reaction to this one would be more, well, let’s just say dramatic than your reaction to the other one.”

“No,” Cole said, still unable to take his eyes off the vial. “It’s not possible.”

“Are you sure of that?” Fergus asked. Then he stood up. He took out another twenty-dollar bill and placed it on the bar. “Leave us alone and you’ll never have to find out. Meddle and you’ll know more than what it’s like to remember dying. You’ll know what it’s like to want to die. Trust me, from what I’ve seen, it’s far worse.”

“It’s not possible,” Cole repeated, thinking back on every memory transfer he’d ever had. Could they have planted something in his head during any of those procedures? Could he be sure that nothing extra had been transferred along with the memories of the dead? What about the transfer that Dr. Tyson performed in Montreal? Could she have possibly betrayed him that much? Would she? “It’s not possible,” Cole said one last time, turning his head to look up at the stranger, but he was already gone, disappearing again into the masses. Cole reached out and touched the vial. He lifted it in his hand. Then he placed it back down again and carefully smelled the tips of his fingers. He waited a moment. He didn’t even know what he was waiting for. He simply kept thinking back to the horrible expression on Carter’s face in that moment before he went for the gun. Nothing happened, but the cork was still inside the vial. Cole wasn’t sure of anything anymore, other than that he wasn’t about to pull that cork.


Chapter 52

Cole still couldn’t sleep during the flight from Miami to New York. His body wanted to but his brain wouldn’t let him. After an hour or so of struggling, he rang the bell to summon a flight attendant. One came to him almost immediately. “What can I help you with, sir?” she asked with a pleasant, if not all that authentic, smile.

“Is there any way that you can get me a pen and a pad of paper?” Cole asked.

“Of course,” the flight attendant said. A few minutes later, she returned with a ballpoint pen and a small pad with the airline’s name embossed on the top of each page.

“Thank you,” Cole said. He waited for her to walk away before he began to write anything.

Cole wrote three sentences on the pad. He knew that he wouldn’t be able to sleep until he’d put them in writing. As long as they were only in his head, it would be too easy for him to change his mind. They were proscriptions for the rest of his life, a life that this trip to Costa Rica had changed both permanently and dramatically. Cole had always believed that he understood the world around him. It was madness, but Cole believed that everything he’d done and everything he could remember had given him special insight into the madness. Now he realized that, despite all the memories in his head, he knew almost nothing and understood even less. Things had to change. Cole had to change. The three sentences read, in Cole’s hard-angled scrawl:


—NO GOING AFTER THE COMPANY

—NO MORE SPEAKING TO DR. TYSON OR ANYONE ELSE FROM MEMORY CLINIC (OR ANY MEMORY CLINIC, OR ANY DOCTORS AT ALL)

—NO MORE MEMORY TRANSFERS


The vial that Fergus had given him was in his backpack, wrapped in a series of napkins to protect it from accidentally cracking. Cole feared the contents of that vial like he had feared nothing before in his life. He wasn’t afraid of dying. He had come close enough to death and had enough memories of dying that death couldn’t scare him. But he had seen the expression on Carter’s face. What Cole was afraid of was madness, of smelling a scent he would barely recognize that would make him want to die. He was afraid of what he might see. He was afraid of seeing in his own head whatever it was that Carter had seen before he was overcome by a violent need to blow his own brains out. He was afraid, yet he was determined not to do anything to help the stranger’s company anymore, even if there were risks in that. The only way that he could think to avoid helping them would be to give up memory transfers altogether. He couldn’t do them without Dr. Tyson’s help, and he knew that he couldn’t trust Dr. Tyson anymore. So he was determined to quit cold turkey.

When Cole finally made it home, he spent two full days in his apartment alone before he decided he was ready to go back to work, whatever work would mean for him now. He wouldn’t be special anymore. He would merely be a cop like Ed and everybody else, only one dramatically out of practice.

When Cole finally found his way back to his desk at the precinct, he found an envelope on his chair, his name written on it in neat, boxy letters. Cole felt a pang of recognition when he saw the handwriting. He leaned down and picked up the envelope. Staring at the letters made him feel something, some sort of tingle, a touch of excitement. He peeled open the envelope and pulled out a note, written in the same boxy handwriting as the envelope. I would like to speak to you. I learned that you have Meg’s memories. I have so many questions. Can we talk? Please? Then he saw the name at the bottom of the note and he froze. It was signed Sam. A phone number was scrawled beneath the name. He could hear Sam’s voice in his head as he reread the words. Then he dropped the note into the trash can next to his desk.

Cole spent the next few weeks trying to settle into his new life, beginning the process of trying to make himself normal again. He reached out to Allie and told her he was finally going to stop taking new memories. More than that, he told her, he was going to try to purge himself of all the other people’s memories that he already had. She wished him luck but nothing more. She had plenty of reason not to believe him even though, for maybe the first time, he honestly believed himself. Cole was disappointed in Allie’s reaction but told himself that maybe, once he’d proven himself to her, proven that he was going to follow through this time, she might come back to him.

More weeks went by, during which Cole was certain that he was being watched. He knew that it was the company. The moments when he didn’t feel somebody’s eyes on him were far fewer than the moments when he did. He eyed every stranger he passed suspiciously. Without even realizing it at first, he changed how he breathed, afraid that any deep breath might cause him to inhale an aroma that would trigger something in his brain. So he took shorter breaths, especially when entering a new room or meeting somebody new, careful to make sure that he felt no hints of madness before returning to his normal breathing.

Cole asked Ed if he would stay on as his partner and teach him how to be a regular cop again. Ed agreed, though he was confused, partly because he knew enough about Cole’s addiction to know how hard abandoning memory transfers would be for him. When Ed asked Cole why he was giving up memory transfers, Cole simply told him that he was ready to live a normal life again. He didn’t tell Ed about the stranger or about Carter Green or anything else that he’d learned in Costa Rica. The company had too much power for him to divulge any of that. 

Carter Green’s death was merely a blip in the news in New York. A wealthy businessman’s midlife crisis, leading to suicide, wasn’t exactly front-page news. Cole followed the story for the day or two that it was reported on, but he seemed to be the only one.

Five weeks after Cole got back from Costa Rica, they found Jerry’s body in the woods. Jerry’s friends had reported him missing, but Cole was holding out hope that he was simply on the run, that he’d actually gotten away. When they found his body, all Cole wanted to know was if he’d killed himself or if he’d been killed by someone else. He was disgusted by his own relief that Jerry had been killed execution style, in a manner that precluded suicide.

As the days and weeks passed, the old memories persisted. He wanted to get rid of them, but he didn’t know how. He couldn’t ignore them all. The memories that he’d loved for so long were the main thing keeping him from moving on. They didn’t want to be let go. The one person he knew could help him was Dr. Tyson. She had tried to reach him on a few occasions, but he screened her calls and refused to call her back. He would have to do this alone. There wasn’t a doctor in the world that he could trust anymore.

Cole had been taught certain techniques for preserving a memory: meditation exercises, breathing exercises, and mental exercises where he almost violently alternated his brain between memory and reality. Cole decided to try getting rid of old memories by reversing those techniques. After a few days of practice, it seemed to start working. The memories weren’t disappearing entirely, but their power was growing weaker. The only memories whose power Cole couldn’t seem to shake were Meg’s. Instead, as Cole worked to weaken the other memories, Meg’s began to grow stronger. Eventually, Cole was waking up every single morning to more memories of Sam. Meg’s memories seemed to be as tough as she was.

One day while Cole and Ed were working a homicide case and Cole was taking notes as they interviewed people who knew the victim, Cole told his partner he was having trouble making the case personal without the memories. Ed told him that the cases were never meant to be personal to begin with. “It’s a job, Cole,” Ed said. “You’re supposed to work hard and then go home to your life.”

Instead, each day, after he and Ed finished going through the motions on their job, hopefully inching closer to resolving their cases, Cole went home and tried to weaken more of the dead people’s memories while, whenever he could tell the difference, preserving his own. Each day, Cole made progress, making more and more of those memories fade into the corners of his mind. No matter what he did, though, Meg’s memories refused to disappear.

After weeks, Cole finally decided to go speak with Sam. Maybe Meg’s memories were hanging on so tight because he still had loose ends to tie up before his brain would let them go. So instead of going home after his day’s work, Cole walked south toward Sam’s apartment. Once he made it to her neighborhood, Cole began to recognize nearly every building he passed. He knew exactly where he was going. He didn’t need to know the address. He could close his eyes and still find his way there.

When Cole finally arrived at Sam’s building, he stood frozen for a moment in front of the building’s door. He had no memory of the shiny silver wall of apartment buzzers. He realized that it must be new, a superficial safety measure installed after the building’s super murdered one of the tenants’ friends. Because the buzzer system was new, Cole had to stop himself, unable to remember Sam’s apartment number. He closed his eyes, focusing on the memory of the first time Meg visited Sam’s apartment. His heart began to beat faster as the memory of following Sam down the long hallway toward her apartment unfolded in his mind. Sam giggled, turning around toward Meg with her hands linked behind her back. “You promise not to make fun of how messy my apartment is, right? I didn’t have a chance to straighten up.”

“I promise,” Cole remembered Meg saying. Then, Cole could hear her whisper to herself in her head, I promise, I promise, I promise. It didn’t matter what she was promising. Meg would have promised Sam anything. The hallway was skinny and the linoleum tiles on the floor were old and worn. They neared the door.

“Okay,” Sam said again, “don’t judge.” Then she put her key in the lock. Meg looked at the door. It was painted an ugly pale brown. The paint was chipping at the top. Meg’s eyes hit the apartment number. 2B. Sam turned the key and pushed the door open. Cole remembered Meg’s excitement upon first peering inside Sam’s apartment, where Sam lived, where she slept and ate and laughed and cried. Then Cole pulled himself out of the memory. He’d gotten what he needed. He hit the buzzer for 2B.

“What do you want?” a voice came crackling through the intercom system.

“I came to see Sam,” Cole said into the wall of numbers.

“About what?” the voice crackled through again.

“About a note that she left for me on my desk at work a few weeks ago,” Cole answered. He wasn’t even sure if Sam would still want to talk to him.

Cole’s response was met with a long stretch of silence. Then, rather weakly, the voice came through the intercom again. “Okay,” it said, “you can come up.” Cole heard the buzzing sound and the click as the door unlocked for him. A moment later, he was walking up the stairs to the second floor.

Cole could barely breathe as he climbed the stairs. A wave of agony and anticipation swept over him. His stomach churned. Meg’s memories were making him feel like a love-struck teenager. When he reached the top of the first flight, he stepped out of the stairwell and began to once again walk down the hallway that, only a moment ago, he’d walked down inside Meg’s memory. It looked the same. He came almost to the end of the hallway and stopped in front of Sam’s door. He took a deep breath and knocked once.

Sam opened the door before Cole’s knuckles touched it for the second time. She was wearing dark green sweatpants and a loose gray T-shirt. She hadn’t cut her hair, which still stuck out around her head like the halo of an anarchist angel. She was smaller than Cole remembered. Cole should have expected that, since all of his memories of her were from Meg’s perspective, where Sam was bigger than life. He stared at her, drinking her in, unable to speak or move.

“You’re the Memory Detective,” Sam said. Cole didn’t say anything. He couldn’t think of anything to say. “How does this work?” Sam asked. “How do I know that you really have her memories?”

“Ask me a question,” Cole suggested, “one that only Meg would know the answer to.”

Sam thought for a moment, but it didn’t take her very long to decide what to ask. “What were we going to name our dog?” They never had a dog. They never had a chance to get a dog. They’d only talked about it, dreamed about it.

Cole didn’t even need to think before answering. “Mercury,” he said. “After the singer, not the planet or the god. You wanted to name it Freddie, but Meg didn’t like the name Freddie for a girl dog.”

“What took you so long to come?” Sam said, tears forming at the corners of her eyes. She stepped forward and wrapped her arms around Cole. Cole could barely believe how good it felt inside her embrace. Cole wanted to hug her back, to cradle her in his arms, but he stopped himself because, as good as it felt, it also felt wrong. Instead of embracing her, Cole gently pushed Sam away.

“Can I come in and sit down?” Cole asked Sam after pushing himself out of her arms.

Sam looked confused and little bit hurt, but she covered it quickly. “Of course,” she said, stepping aside to make enough space so that Cole could walk in. Cole walked over to the couch and sat down. Cole remembered the nights spent on the couch watching movies, reading books, kissing. It wasn’t lost on Sam that Cole sat right in Meg’s spot on the couch.

She started to apologize. “I’m sorry—” 

Cole put up his hand. “Don’t apologize. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

Sam closed the door and turned back to Cole. “So why did you come now? I left that note over a month ago.”

“I’ve been trying to get rid of all the dead people’s memories inside my head, and I just can’t seem to shake Meg’s. I thought that maybe if I met you in person, it might help.”

An expression of horror crossed Sam’s face. “Why are you trying to get rid of their memories?” Sam asked, her voice shaking with something that sounded like fear or sadness.

“Because they’re not mine,” Cole said. “Because I shouldn’t have them. I should have my own memories. I shouldn’t be losing myself in other people’s memories.”

Sam violently shook her head. “But if you get rid of them, they’ll be lost. If you hadn’t taken Meg’s memories, they’d be gone.”

“They’re supposed to be gone,” Cole said.

“But if they were gone, I wouldn’t be able to ask you the question that I need to ask.” Sam took a step closer.

“What question do you want to ask?” Cole didn’t want to look at Sam’s face because of the explosive combination of happiness and pain that it would bring him.

“Did she love me?” Sam asked.

Cole relented. He lifted his head and stared into the depths of Sam’s brown eyes, ignoring the agony that came with them. “You have no idea,” he said, speaking barely above a whisper.

Sam stood in the middle of her tiny apartment and began to cry. “I do know.” Her voice was shaking but strong. “I know because I loved her too.”

“I know you did,” Cole assured her. “Meg knew that you did.” He paused. He didn’t know if what he was going to say next would be helpful to Sam or cruel. The only difference, he knew, would be the passage of time. “But you’ll fall in love again. You won’t forget Meg, but the memories will fade and you’ll move on. Meg would want it that way. And then when you’re old, you’ll look back on your time with Meg and smile, but you won’t think much more of it. But for Meg, you were the love of her life. You’re the only one in her memories. You’re the only one there will ever be. Those memories can never change, and now they’re trapped inside my head.”

“And that’s a bad thing?” Sam didn’t wait for an answer. She started shaking her head again, so certain that she already knew the answer. “That’s not a bad thing.” She stared at Cole, looking to see if she could see some of Meg inside him.

“I’m not her,” Cole said to Sam, recognizing that look. “I will never be her.”

“But you are,” Sam said to him. “At least a little bit. I can see it.”

“How?” Cole asked her.

“I don’t know,” Sam admitted. “I just can. Do you remember our trip to the country?”

Cole nodded. “When she made you ride a mountain bike and you fell?” Cole released a small, involuntary laugh at the memory. “I remember.”

“Do you remember our first kiss?”

Cole nodded again. His voice got weak. “I remember all of it.”

“Tell me what you remember.”

Cole shook his head. “There’s too much.”

“Start anywhere,” Sam said. “Please.” She walked to the couch and sat next to Cole. “Losing her the way I did wasn’t fair. At least her memories weren’t lost too. As long as you have her memories, a part of her is still alive.”

“But I can’t be that for everyone,” Cole protested. He couldn’t stop thinking about how they’d used him, how everything he did was cheapened and exploited by the company.

“I don’t care about everyone,” Sam said. “I only care about Meg. I need this.”

So Cole began. He started by telling her what he remembered about their first date. Sam sat, transfixed, here and there filling in some of the blanks in Cole’s memory. When he was done, Cole kept going. Over the next two hours, Cole recalled for Sam as much of Meg’s memory as they had time for. When he was done, she made him promise to come back to tell her more.


Chapter 53

For the next three months, Cole kept every promise he’d made to himself. During that time, he met with Sam on eight different occasions, slowly making his way through Meg’s memories. He made Sam promise to call Meg’s parents, to talk to Annie. Cole thought that maybe Sam could help fill in some of the hole left in their lives by Meg’s death. When he wasn’t meeting with Sam, Cole continued to spend his nights slowly trying to clear his head of other people’s memories. Through his work with Sam, he was even beginning to weaken the power that Meg’s had over him. He was considering calling Allie again, to tell her how things were going, to prove to her that he was really serious this time. Cole felt like he was stepping out of a dense fog, but a fog full of sad and frightened voices calling him to come back to them. He had to fight to not listen to them.

During the day, Cole continued to work his cases with Ed, only they worked them the old-fashioned way. It was slow and methodical, but Cole was adjusting to that too. Then, one morning, while Cole was getting ready for work, his phone rang. Cole immediately recognized the voice on the other end even though he hadn’t heard it in some time. “Cole,” the commissioner said, “I’m glad I caught you. We need your help.”

Cole pretended not to know what he meant. “I’m a cop,” Cole answered. “Tell me what you need.”

“We need you to do another memory transfer.”

Cole paused for a moment—old habits—but he held strong. “I’m out of that game. You know that. I can’t do it anymore.”

“I know that you’re trying to get out.” Cole heard something in the commissioner’s voice that he had rarely heard before: fear. “But this case is different.”

“You can find somebody else. I can work with them,” Cole said. “There’s got to be somebody else you can get to do this.”

“No. There’s not. Not this case. There’s not enough time.”

“What’s the case?” Cole asked before he could stop himself.

“You don’t have your TV on, do you?”

“No,” Cole answered him.

“Turn it on.”

“What channel?” Cole asked.

“It doesn’t matter.”

Cole picked up his remote control. He aimed it at the television and hit the power button. Seconds later, images appeared on the screen. Bodies were strewn on the street. People were wandering around, confused and crying. Rubble and dust were everywhere. “What is this?” Cole’s voice was weak.

“There was a bombing.”

“Where?” The images looked foreign. Tel Aviv, Cole thought, or India maybe.

“A mall in Queens,” the commissioner’s voice rasped. “There are seventeen dead so far. That number will probably grow.”

“What happened?” Cole asked, even though he realized that if they knew what happened, they wouldn’t need him.

“We don’t know much yet. It was a suicide bombing. The thing is we’ve heard chatter about another attack, linked to this one. The next attack is supposed to happen in five days. We don’t know where. So we have five days to figure it out, or this is going to happen again—and soon. That’s why we need you.”

“You have a body in good enough shape for a transfer?” Cole asked, staring at his television.

“We have two,” the commissioner said, “and we’re pretty sure one of them is the bomber.”

“So you want me to take the bomber’s memory.”

“Well, that’s part of the problem,” the commissioner said. “We’re not really sure which one is the bomber.”

“What are you saying?” Cole asked, confused.

“We want you to take them both. It’s the only way.”

Cole could barely believe what he was hearing. “That’s crazy,” Cole said. “It’ll be a mess. It’ll be madness trying to tell the memories apart.”

“We know,” the commissioner said. “That’s why we need you. You’re the only one who has a chance.” Cole didn’t answer. He stared at the carnage on his television. “Five days, Cole. That’s all we have. I’m sorry to ask you, but we don’t have any other viable options.”

Cole walked over to his desk and opened the top drawer. He looked at the small vial of liquid that he kept there, locked inside a small glass box. The clear liquid shifted in the vial as the drawer bounced open before settling back down again. Cole knew there were people out there, certain interested parties, who would know if he began inheriting murder victims’ memories again. He could try to hide it, but he knew they would find out. Then he looked at the rubble on his television again. It wasn’t going to be easy, especially without Dr. Tyson’s help. “Prep the bodies for the procedure,” Cole said. He had no idea if this was going to work, but some things were simply more important to Cole than his own sanity. “I can be there in an hour.”


To Mr. Berry, the greatest teacher in Sparta High School history. Before you died, you told me to never give up writing. Because of you, I never have.
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