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      She might have vanished forever if it weren’t for a haphazard glance by Kyle Worthington. He was walking past the alley on 63rd, his cell phone in his left hand as he showed his friends Mason and Devin the one-touch video feature his dad had forbidden him to use.

      It was eighty-six degrees in October and the streets reeked of piss and garbage. Kyle had tied his woolen school jacket around his waist, rolled up the sleeves of his white shirt, and loosened his tie. He didn’t dare pull it off because he’d never get it tied again; somehow he couldn’t learn the over-and-under pattern, and his dad had forbidden his mom from tying it for him. No way he was going to ask his buddies to do it. With them, he wasn’t Kyle Worthington, the good-for-nothing only son of Jackson Worthington, he was the Big K, the kid who’d seen the inside of half a dozen impossible-to-get-into private schools and lived to tell about it.

      The Big K. knew stuff that hardly anyone else knew. He had the latest coolest gadget before anyone else, and he could chat up the prettiest girls because he was indifferent to dating any of them. Rumor had it that he didn’t date in high school because he had his pick of the college girls that filled the city.

      He liked the rumor. It kept the attention off him, and allowed his shyness to manifest itself as an intense need for privacy instead of the nearly pathological aversion to close companionship that had him going to counselors since he was six.

      He’d learned, thanks to one very driven therapist and all those private schools, how to make casual conversation with almost anyone. He’d also learned how to attract hangers-on and the occasional groupie just by letting the rumors swirl. Kids cared as long as he didn’t seem to, an attitude he blew big time as he swung his cell toward the alley on that hot October afternoon.

      “Christ!” he said, and took a step back.

      There was a girl in the garbage. Her eyes were closed, her long black hair flowing around her. Her features were delicate, and her mouth small.

      But her face wasn’t what caught him. What caught him were her hands, curved into fists and flopped beside that sea of hair, and her bare arms, bruised and covered with blood.

      It took him a second to realize that what he’d initially taken for a black garbage bag tossed over her torso was a matt of drying blood. And weirdly, horribly, he couldn’t see her legs at all.

      “Dude, what the hell?” Mason stopped beside him, looking up at him, like Mason always did.

      Kyle couldn’t say anything. He was frozen, one arm up, clutching his cell. He wasn’t looking at her any more—he couldn’t—but he was searching through the piles of black bags for a sign that he was staring at more than the upper half of what had once been a living breathing human being.

      “Crap, man,” Devin said, and promptly vomited all over the sidewalk.

      Mason stepped back, but Kyle didn’t move. He was staring at the image on the cell now, the one he’d inadvertently captured. The girl’s face in close-up—those delicate features oddly familiar.

      He knew her. Well, he didn’t really know her, but he recognized her.

      She was the Breck Girl. That wasn’t her real name. That was the nickname one of the male teachers gave her after he’d caught some of the boys looking at her online.

      Kyle had downloaded her YouTube video six months before, and had bookmarked her website, tallystipsforhair. It was a video blog all about hair styling because, she’d said with a twinkle in her eye, no matter what they claimed, guys looked at a girl’s hair first.

      He’d always meant to e-mail her and tell her she was wrong. Guys looked at tits first or a really fine ass. But he had never been able to bring himself to write the letter. It was just a little too crass, and he’d always had hope of meeting her, even though he hadn’t known, until now, that she lived anywhere near New York City.

      “What do we do, man?” Mason asked.

      The question snapped Kyle back to the alley, which now reeked of vomit as well as garbage and blood. He pressed “save” with his thumb. Then he dialed 911, and braced himself for the long, lost afternoon ahead.
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      It was midnight before he was alone with his computer. He sat in the dim glow from the monitor, his heart pounding.

      Months ago, he had put blackout fabric over his door and pulled the shades down on his windows, but he still felt watched. He had finally gone to the spy shop near Ground Zero and bought a bug zapper. He had brought it home, and found half a dozen bugs all over his room, as well as two hidden cameras.

      He had pulled the bugs out of his phone and off the lamp bases. Then he had brought them to his mother.

      “I think Dad forgot these,” he had said, and she had flushed. He had no idea what she had done with them, but he knew she hadn’t confronted his father about them.

      She never confronted his father, not even this evening when his dad ripped him a new one for bringing the Worthington name into such a sordid affair as a murder, as if Kyle had killed the girl himself.

      It had started out okay. When his mother had found out that Kyle was late coming home because he had called the police, she had wrapped him in her arms and pulled him close.

      I’m so proud of you, Kyle, she had said—whispered, really, as if expressing her opinion in that apartment was against the law.

      That was when his dad had come home. And his dad wanted to know what Kyle had done that was so praiseworthy. Kyle had defaulted to his usual “nothing, sir,” but his mother had to go and explain it all.

      His father glared at him, then walked into the at-home office, turned on the wall screen with its 24 available channels to see the damage.

      Kyle followed him to the door.

      The damage wasn’t national, not yet, but NY1 already had the story:

      
        
        The mutilated body of a young girl was found this afternoon by Kyle Worthington, only son of billionaire Jackson Worthington. Young Worthington had been walking through the neighborhood with friends when he caught sight of what he called “a girl in the trash,” and called 911. The girl, who has not been identified, had been beaten, stabbed, and mutilated, in what police call one of the most graphic crimes the city has seen in a decade…

      

      

      “You realize what this is going to do, don’t you?” his father had said. “The entire press corps will descend. This story is about you, Kyle, and because of you, it’ll be about me.”

      His father pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and hit a button with one finger. Kyle had used that moment to retreat.

      But he hadn’t been able to go to his room—not yet. He’d had to eat with both parents, because they insisted. Families ate together, his mother always said in that whispery tone, as if even that firmly held belief might have to change under his father’s dictates.

      Kyle wished it would. Dinner consisted of more berating from his father. Kyle had to stay through the coffee and more recriminations. Then his mother wanted more time with him, and because his father was so furious, Kyle had complied, even though it meant watching reruns of Desperate Housewives on the big screen in the den.

      By the time he had gotten to his room, he was tired and shaking. He put one of the continuous loops he’d taped into the cameras’ programming so his dad couldn’t spy on him, careful to choose the one that went with this shirt, and then he logged onto the computer. He was desperate to prove to his father that the Breck Girl wasn’t famous because Kyle had found her. She was famous in her own right, first for her YouTube video and then for tallystipsforhair.

      No one knew it was her in that alley. No one except him. He hadn’t even told the cops, figuring they would find it on their own. Besides, he didn’t want to seem like he knew too much about her. He’d watched enough crime shows to know that the guy who found the body was often under as much suspicion as the friends and relatives of the deceased.

      Kyle went to that website now. She had a studio portrait on one of the pages, and he wanted to see that. He was going to compare it to the video he’d taken that afternoon, just to make sure his own memory wasn’t faulty.

      He logged onto the site and there she was, a living breathing human being, brushing her long black hair. It was the video opener she had put up earlier in the week. He’d already watched it half a dozen times with the sound off. Much as he liked her slightly husky voice, he’d grown tired of the instruction:

      Forget that myth about a hundred strokes. A hundred strokes won’t give you shiny hair. Only the proper care will do that. The proper care and thirty minutes of slow brushing with a soft bristled brush every single day.
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