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He’s Back….

Kirsten turned back to her work, shutting down the WXRJ sound booth, when the phone rang. That’s weird, she thought. The tech studio wasn’t supposed to send callers to the sound booth after the show ended. She looked at the digital readout, but there was no flashing caller ID number. The phone kept ringing. After a few more seconds of hesitation, she answered it. “Love Stinks,” she said in her best professional voice.

“I know,” a guy replied.

Kirsten’s hands began to shake. It sounded like … him. Like Kyle. But it couldn’t be, right? It couldn’t! “Caller, can you please identify yourself?” she asked.

“It’s me, Kirsten,” the voice said.

Kirsten almost fell out of her chair. It was Kyle. She’d recognize his deep, breathy voice anywhere. Just the very sound of it started to constrict her lungs. This has to be a dream, she told herself. Another nightmare!

“I need to speak to you,” he said.
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Dedication

To Gwen Bond. You are the one.


If you purchased this book without a cover, you should be aware that this book is stolen property. It was reported as “unsold and destroyed” to the publisher, and neither the author nor the publisher has received any payment for this “stripped book.” www.SimonandSchuster.com

This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

[image: Image]

SIMON PULSE
 An imprint of Simon & Schuster
 Children’s Publishing Division
 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

Copyright © 2005 by Parachute Publishing, L.L.C.

All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.

SIMON PULSE and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

A Parachute Press Book

Designed by Greg Stadnyk

The text of this book was set in Photina.

Manufactured in the United States of America

First Simon Pulse edition April 2005

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Control Number 2004107478

ISBN 0-689-87226-7

ISBN 13: 978-0-6898-7226-6

eISBN-13: 978-1-439-12091-0



Prologue

And practice …

But my technique is perfect now.

Yes, you heard me. Killing Samantha Byrne and Emma Lewis was PRACTICE!

And it was fun.

I liked hearing them scream and beg. I LIKED IT!

I was almost sad when it was over. The lifeless look in their eyes. The blood running from their heads and out their mouths.

I thought wrapping Sam’s hands with a Talcott tie was a nice touch, didn’t you?

Oh. Of course you didn’t.

I know, I know … so sad … so, so sad….

But I’m coming for you. Do you hear me?

I want to see YOU gasp for air. I want to see YOU choke on your own blood. I want to be THE LAST THING YOU SEE when you take your final breath.

No, I won’t let you get away.

It’s time … IT’S TlME!
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“I still see him,” seventeen-year-old Kirsten Sawyer told her best friend, Julie Pembroke. She ran a shaky hand through her super-long chestnut-colored hair as she paced Julie’s Victorian bedroom.

“Who?” Julie croaked from underneath a pile of covers on her bed.

“Kyle … I mean, Paul Stone … or whatever his name is,” Kirsten said. She thought back to that day last October when she’d first met him and he’d told her his name was Kyle. He was so sweet and understanding when Kirsten told him how upset she was. That her best friend, Samantha Byrne, had been missing for days. Of course he was. It was later when Kirsten found out that Kyle was really Paul Stone, a convicted killer.

“You couldn’t sleep again?” Julie asked.

Kirsten shook her head. “Every time I close my eyes, it’s like he’s on the inside of my eyelids. I even thought I saw him at the Party Room last weekend, Jules. It could have been him, right? He said he’d be back, remember?”

“Kirsten, think about it. There’s no way he’d come back to the city. The police are looking for him big-time.” Julie sat up in a sea of frilly designer sheets. Her hair was a mess of cropped blond bed-head, and two dark circles underneath her blue eyes were just waiting for some concealer. “Don’t forget, he was convicted of killing Carolee Adams three years ago. And he’s the major suspect in two new murder cases, Emma Lewis and—”

“Sam Byrne! I know!” Kirsten snapped. “How could I forget? She was our best friend! And she wound up dead in Central Park—practically right underneath my bedroom window. Kyle killed her. Wrapped her wrists in his Talcott tie before he bashed her head in and stabbed her and—”

“Stop it!” Julie cried. “This is sick. You can’t keep reliving it. You know Sam wouldn’t want that. Why can’t you … just … stop?”

“How could we know what Sam would have wanted?” Kirsten asked. And how could Julie expect her to ignore the pain? She pulled a well-worn snapshot out of her jeans pocket. The Three Amigas—Julie, Kirsten, and Sam—hugging each other on the front steps of their old high school in Riverdale, The Woodley School. It was taken on the first day of senior year. They looked so happy then. So excited about their future after high school, only … Sam didn’t graduate, did she?

Now that high school was over and done with, Kirsten and Julie were going to spend the summer between Manhattan and Julie’s house in the Hamptons before they began college in the fall.

Their other two friends, Sarah Goldstein and Carla Hernandez, had already left for a summer in Tuscany. Then they were off to college at Barnard for four years. Who knew if Kirsten would even see them again? That’s how much things had changed.

It was weird. The five girls had been inseparable all through grammar school, junior high and high school. Through first dates and first drinks and first loves. But then Sam died. Now Kirsten and Julie were hardly friends with Carla and Sarah. They’d barely hugged at the Woodley graduation ceremony, and they only occasionally e-mailed one another.

They couldn’t handle it anymore, Kirsten thought. Carla and Sarah wanted to forget what Sam went through—and they did.

“Just try to relax a little, okay?” Julie said.

“It’s useless,” Kirsten muttered, shoving the photo into the pocket of her Coach tote bag. She glanced out the window. “Plus it’s late.” Last night they had stayed out until ten … in the morning. Then she’d spent the rest of the day tossing and turning in Julie’s bed. Now it was night again. It was time to go out—or maybe even go home.

“After the party, there’s the after-party,” Julie sang groggily, and made a goofy face at Kirsten, but Kirsten didn’t smile.

“I’ve got to go, Jules,” she said, suddenly feeling claustrophobic in the enormous room. “I’ll call you later, okay?” she said, grabbing her pink Coach tote and slipping into her matching Manolos. She opened the large oak door that led to the rest of Julie’s sprawling town house.

“Wait, Kirsten!” Julie said. “Why don’t you just stay over? I’ll have the cook make us something sinful and we can have a movie marathon or something.”

But Kirsten hurried out of the room. Out of the house. Out onto the hot, blustering street, the hot, balmy June air coating her arms and neck as she walked down Eighty-fourth Street on the Upper East Side of Manhattan.

It was dark outside, and Kirsten couldn’t believe she had wasted an entire day in freakout mode. It’s ridiculous, she thought. Maybe Julie is right. She glanced at her watch, but the face was blurry. She blinked. Last night was rough, but I didn’t think it was that rough.

A garbage can lid clattered to the sidewalk behind Kirsten, and she whipped around. Nothing there.

Of course there’s nothing there, Kirsten scolded herself. Stop being so jumpy. Stop thinking people are out to get you. Just stop it!

But still, every house seemed foreboding—every alleyway dark and scary.

New York isn’t my city anymore, she thought as she hustled down the empty street. Her home hadn’t been the same place ever since the last time she saw Kyle—the night he tried to kill her, and she’d escaped. Kirsten used to love the vastness of Manhattan; it felt like a big, anonymous playground. But now each stairwell, each unknown intersection, each shady building was just another hiding place for a murderer.

“Come inside, baaaa-bbbby.”

Kirsten gasped and spun around again to see an elderly woman coaxing an overgrown shih tzu into a Bentley.

“Stupid, Kirsten,” she muttered, resolving to make it home without suffering another breakdown. She hugged herself as she hurried down Eighty-fourth Street, nearing Lexington. Then, unmistakably loud and clear, Kirsten heard heavy footsteps start off on the pavement behind her. She glanced back, spotting a scruffy older man with graying hair across the street.

As nonchalant as Kirsten tried to be, she could feel the muscles in her neck contract. Calm down, freak show. He’s across the street—besides, people are allowed to walk around at night, she told herself, but her stomach began to tighten as the man suddenly crossed to her side of the street. His footsteps quickened.

So did Kirsten’s. What if it wasn’t all in her head? She tucked her purse under her arm and started hustling around the corner of Eighty-fourth and Lexington. Tearing across the street, she headed uptown, toward a busier Eighty-sixth Street, instead of heading to her building, which was on Eighty-first and Fifth. There was a subway there, and shops.

The footsteps kept coming as Kirsten raced toward the entrance. He was getting closer! Swerving through Eighty-sixth Street’s traffic, barely dodging a crosstown bus, Kirsten booked across the street. There was nowhere to go except down into the subway station.

Taking three steps at a time, she stumbled down the urine-soaked stairwell, falling to her knees.

“Owww!” A shock of pain ran up Kirsten’s leg. A deep cut crisscrossed her knee. Then Kirsten saw her pursuer bounding down the stairs! She jumped up and darted toward the platform entrance and hopped the turnstile, ignoring the shouts of a Jamaican token-booth operator behind her. She hopped onto a local train just as the doors were slamming shut.

Finally safe, Kirsten stared at the man through the train’s scratched-up window. He was running toward another woman on the platform now. When he reached her, he gave her an enormous hug and a kiss on the cheek. Oh, my God. He was rushing to meet his girlfriend or wife or something,

She felt like a total idiot. Again.

“What the hell is wrong with me?” Kirsten muttered as the train screeched out of the station. She collapsed onto a gray bench and caught her breath, each gasp stinging her overworked lungs. She glanced around the empty subway car. Not a good thing, she thought.

Kirsten stood up again and decided to move to the next car, where she hoped she would see some people. But as she pulled open the metal door at the end of the car and walked into the next one, the overhead light flickered, then went black. A high-pitched sound of metal grinding on metal pierced her ears, and the train suddenly stopped, tossing Kirsten into the next car.

Someone must’ve pulled the emergency brake, Kirsten thought. She felt her way in the dark for a bench to sit on to wait for the conductor’s announcement. Clearly there was no one in this car either.

Her arms outstretched, she turned and slipped on something, falling to the ground. The floor was slick for some reason. Wet. Sticky. And there was a stale metallic smell in the air. She tried to pull herself up, reaching blindly for a door handle, when the lights came back on.

Kirsten gasped. She was sitting in a pool of blood! Thick, gooey redness seeped into the fabric of her skirt. Hands and legs were slick and shiny and red. Slathered with blood. Covered with blood!

“I told you I was coming back,” a voice said.

Kirsten looked up. Kyle, wide-eyed and manic, stood at the other end of the subway car! Kirsten tried to scream, but nothing came out of her throat.

Kyle walked slowly toward her, holding out a bloodstained tie. A Talcott tie! “I’ve come for you, Kirsten,” he said, “just for you …”

The lights dimmed as Kyle broke into a run, his eyes piercing her mind, paralyzing her limbs.

“Save me!” Kirsten screamed. “Someone save me!”
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“Save me,” Kirsten said again, and opened her eyes.

She was lying on a black leather reclining chair in an ultramodern Midtown office. No books. No warm pillows to cry into. Just a lone Calder print looming on the wall, herself in that chair and a concerned Dr. Helen Fitzgerald, Psychiatrist, staring at her from across the room. Somewhere, water was straining through a Zen rock garden.

“And then I woke up,” Kirsten added. “Just like last time. The dream is always the same. It starts off with a normal conversation about Sam, and then it gets freaky and I end up covered in blood. Just before something really awful happens, I wake up,” she sighed, not bothering to make eye contact with her newest psychiatrist.

“And then you can’t fall back to sleep,” Dr. Fitzgerald said.

Kirsten rolled her eyes. “Ding, ding, ding! Ten points for the psychiatrist in the blue suit.”

Dr. Fitzgerald stiffened in her chair and smoothed a strand of short brown hair in place. She was Kirsten’s third psychiatrist in as many months. What’s she going to say or do that’s any different? Kirsten thought as she looked the woman over.

Kirsten had already made a string of assumptions about her newest doctor: Fitzgerald was a forty-ish spinster whose Moderne taste was merely a cover-up for an ultra-boring lifestyle. She probably lived with fifteen cats and hoarded price-saver coupons.

“You’ve got to have patience, Kirsten,” Fitzgerald assured her.

“But when am I going to stop freaking out over nothing?” Kirsten replied. “I mean, every minute of every day? Come on. And don’t give me that psychobabble about having post-traumatic stress disorder. That doesn’t help me.”

“You’ve been through a lot.” Fitzgerald crossed her legs and stared into Kirsten’s eyes. “Don’t deny yourself that. Don’t try to speed through some quick-fix recovery.”

“A quick fix is exactly what I need!” Kirsten yelled, though not really meaning it. She could be a bitch when she wanted to.

“That’s bullshit, Kirsten, and you know it,” Fitzgerald snapped back. “Stop hiding from the real issues.”

Whoa. Hello. Kirsten jerked into a sitting position. Maybe this one isn’t like the others.

“I’m here to help you,” Dr. Fitzgerald added in a softer tone. “I’m not going to sit here and watch you suffer.”

“I … feel … so … guilty,” Kirsten heard herself confess. Her voice didn’t even sound like her own. It was high-pitched and tentative, like a little girl’s voice. She felt nervous sharing this deeper thought, but somehow, Fitzgerald’s blunt honesty had made her seem trustworthy.

“How so?” Fitzgerald asked. Attentive. Clear. Interested.

No one wanted to hear about Kirsten’s stresses anymore. She was a broken record. A record most of her friends and family wanted to store in the attic and forget all about. Even Kirsten was tired of going over the same memories—it had to stop. But how?

Fitzgerald stared into Kirsten’s eyes with a warm, inviting smile that said, “It’s okay….”

“I can’t help thinking that if I hadn’t lied to Sam’s parents and the police about where Sam was the night she vanished, maybe they could’ve found her in time. Before Kyle got to her,” Kirsten admitted. “And … maybe if I had never met Kyle … or never attended Woodley … or never existed, maybe Emma would still be alive too!” Kirsten stared at Fitzgerald, tears streaming from her eyes. “It’s my fault they’re dead … my fault!” Kirsten sucked in a deep breath and went silent, clasping her shaking hands and waiting for the doctor to say something.

But she didn’t—not for a while.

“Well, Kirsten,” Fitzgerald finally began. “In psychiatric terms, when someone follows you in your dream world, it usually means that you’re actually looking for someone. To save you. Because—”

“You are everyone in your dreams,” Kirsten finished her sentence. “Freud.”

“Ding, ding, ding! Ten points for the woman in the five-hundred-dollar shoes.” Dr. Fitzgerald cracked a smile.

Fitzgerald definitely didn’t have fifteen cats, Kirsten decided. “Sorry,” she said. “I just want to be normal, you know?”

“And you deserve to find that normalcy,” Fitzgerald replied. “You’ve been through hell and back, and now it’s time to regroup. To regain the power over your life, to get some strength.”

“Or just some rest,” Kirsten added. “I’d be happy with just one good night of sleep.”

“This should help a little,” Fitzgerald told Kirsten as she scribbled out a prescription. “Just don’t take more than one sleeping pill per night.”

“Thanks.” Kirsten smiled.

“But more than anything, Kirsten, the only way for you to feel better is to stay busy. Stay positive.”

“Easier said than done,” Kirsten replied.

“Well, for starters, your mom told me that you’re working at a radio station this summer. WXRJ?”

“Interning,” Kirsten corrected her.

“Pay or no pay, it’s a great way to start dealing with life. Healthy distractions can offer a positive way to deal with loss.”

“I guess you’re right,” Kirsten said. “If I keep obsessing over the past, why would the present get any better?”

“Exactly!” Fitzgerald smiled as she handed Kirsten the small white prescription note.

Kirsten tucked it into her purse.

And with that, Fitzgerald closed her notebook and stood up. “It’s time to start your new life, Kirsten. It’s time to move on.”
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“I don’t get it,” a male voice said from across the phone line.

“Because once you love yourself and really understand why you are interesting and unique, Maury, then you’ll feel confident dating other people,” Kate Grisholm replied.

“Ohhh, now I get it,” Maury said.

Kirsten cracked a smile as she watched her boss give advice to a caller on her radio show. Two weeks into her internship at WXRJ and Kirsten was already fielding calls and monitoring the radio feed from where she worked in a room with computers they called the tech room. She knew working on Love Stinks, with Kate Grisholm would be interesting, but she’d had no idea that she’d be doing so much with the live show. She loved the sense of responsibility her job gave her.

Out in Studio Five, Kate gave Kirsten a thumbs-up sign and transferred the call back to Kirsten.

“Thanks for calling Love Stinks,” Kirsten added before letting the caller go.

“No—thank you,” he replied. “From now on, I’m gonna say, ‘Maury, you’re the man!’”

“Exactly! You’re the man, Maury!” Kirsten hung up and laughed to herself.

“What’s so funny?” a guy behind her asked.

Kirsten gasped, startled. She spun around in her seat—to see a total hottie looking out from a tangle of blond hair and holding a stack of manila envelopes.

“Whoa. Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.” The hottie smiled. Cute.

“You didn’t scare me,” Kirsten lied, trying to regain her cool factor, which was not going to be easy.

“I’m Brian.”

“Kirsten.”

An awkward pause.

“I’m a mail,” Brian stated proudly, breaking the silence.

“I can see that.” Kirsten smirked. Okay, maybe seeming cool to this guy would be easier than she’d thought.

“Oh … no, um, I’m a mail intern is what I meant to say,” Brian added, nodding at the envelopes in his hands with a shy grin. “Today’s my first day.”

“I can see that too,” Kirsten couldn’t help teasing him.

Brian’s face flushed. He was cute. Very cute.

“I mean, in a perfect world, I’d be down in Cape May surfing or whatever,” Brian loosened up, leaning against the doorway. “But as far as work goes, radio’s pretty cool, you know?”

“So you’re not from the city?” Kirsten asked, even though it was obvious that he wasn’t. He had “I’m-not-from-Manhattan” written all over him. Wild and wavy blond hair, extremely loose Ocean Pacific pants, and granola-boy sandals. She liked it.

“Me? No way. I’m from New Jersey.” Brian chuckled and looked at his feet.

“Well, I’d be happy to show you the ropes, Jersey Boy.” Kirsten winked and looked him over again. He seemed nice. Different. It was refreshing to talk to a guy who was a little shy—not like the guys she was used to being around.

“Really? That’d be great because—”

Just then, Kirsten noticed Kate Grisholm taking off her headphones and closing down the main studio. The show was ending.

“Shit!” Kirsten shouted. She turned back to the phones, transferring the waiting calls to the sign-off tape that told them to call tomorrow, “even if Love Stinks!” Kate was a tough boss who expected everything to run like clockwork, and Kirsten didn’t want to mess up this opportunity. “Earth to Kirsten,” Kirsten joked, turning back to Brian. “I totally spaced out for a second…. Long weekend.”

“That’s cool.” Brian grinned as he tucked a ringlet behind his ear. “I space out all the time.”

“Really?”

“Mmm-hmm…,” Brian said.

Again, silence butted its way into their conversation. This time, however, it was kind of sweet.

“Well, it’s very nice to meet you, Kirsten,” Brian said finally.

Back out in the main studio, Kate rapped against the glass partition and mouthed good night to her interns.

“Oops,” Kirsten said, jumping up to clear out the studio before the next show.

“Oh. I’m getting you in trouble,” Brian realized. “Let me get out of your way…. Um … okay, then …” Brian frowned slightly, shrugged his shoulders, and walked out.

“Wait. Brian?” Kirsten looked up, realizing she might have seemed a little rude, but Brian was already halfway down the hallway with his pile of mail. “See you around!” she called out, trying to salvage her first interaction with the only cute guy her age at WXRJ.
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