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The Brother

The chirping sound of Outkast’s “Hey Ya!”, as played by cell phone, interrupted the conversation. Kirsten made a mental note to change that. It was embarrassing. “Hello?” she said, answering the phone.

There was a pause at the other end. And then a voice said, “Kirsten? Is this Kirsten Sawyer?” The voice was muffled and distorted—a hugely bad cell phone connection.

“You have to speak up,” Kirsten said. “Who is this?”

“Kirsten,” the voice said, “you don’t know me. My name is Rich Stone.”

Kirsten swallowed hard. Julie, noticing the change in Kirsten’s face, dropped her burger and was staring intently across the table.

“S-Stone?” Kirsten repeated, her pulse quickening. “As in—”

“I’m Paul’s brother,” the voice interrupted. “Kyle’s brother. I need to talk to you. It’s a matter of life and death.”
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Part One



 




It’s over.

That’s what I’ve been telling myself.

Completely over. Done. History.

It was a perfect summer. Not a bad fall either. Peaceful. And now it’s February in New York, snow on the ground, chicks in sweaters, meat in the freezer and spices in the cupboard, and I should be in a great mood.

Hey, what’s past is past and what’s dead is dead. Memories can’t hurt you.

So why am I feeling it again? What’s wrong with me?

WHY AM I FEELING IT?

Is it because they’re back? That must be it. They’re back for winter break. Back from three months of taking drugs and screwing each other at Harvard and Yale and Princeton and Brown, where they never would have been accepted but for Mom and Dad’s seven-figure donations. Yes, that must be it They’re back, and their smug faces are reminding me of the … the …

Incidents.

Preppy Murders. That’s what they called them. Well guess what, they’re not MURDERS if they happen for a reason.

Carolee … Sam … Emma … I had to kill them.

DAMN IT, THEY HAD TO GO! Sometimes justice requires sacrifice. And the sacrifice has been made. Three times. More than enough, thank you very much.

No, not enough. One more. The prize—Kyle—the one who liked to pretend he was so innocent. I enjoyed putting him down most of all.

BUT IT WAS SUPPOSED TO BE OVER AFTER THAT—NO MORE!

So why do they ruin it? Why do they bring it all back? They remind me. They taunt me … HELLO? WAKE UP, PAL. WHAT ARE YOU TALKING ABOUT? THOSE KIDS ARE MEANINGLESS. I shouldn’t give a shit about the ones who are here. The ones who remind me …. I got RID of the bad ones—the ones who made trouble.

It’s something else. Something else is getting me juiced. So what is it?

I know.

It’s the cops. I’m seeing too many cops.

Are they after me? How can they know? THERE’S NO ONE LEFT TO TELL THEM A GODDAMN THING. Except …

Except … for her. For Kirsten.

She’d better not be stirring up bad feelings again. She should let it rest if she knows what’s good for her….

No, she knows. She knows what will happen. Taught by example.

No, it’s paranoia. It’s got to be.

Paranoia is the enemy, pal. Paranoia means lack of control. And it’s all about control. CONTROL is my middle name.

So I’ll nose around a little if I have to. Just enough to be sure it’s all okay.

And keep a lid on.

Calm down.

Remember, it ain’t over till it’s over.

And it’s over.

Isn’t it?
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“Shake it a little,” Kirsten Sawyer said, smiling at the way her new college roommate was teetering on Kirsten’s fabulous stiletto-heeled footwear.

“Shake it?” Lauren Chaplin said, pausing on the sidewalk outside their dorm. She turned uncertainly, her pool of ink black hair falling like a shadow across her alabaster forehead. She looked like a small child about to enter kindergarten for the first time. “I have scoliosis. You know, curvature of the spine. It’s kind of hard to shake.”

“It’ll make it easier to walk on those shoes,” Kirsten replied.

Lauren sighed. “Does everyone in New York wear Manilas?”

“Manolos,” Kirsten corrected her. “You don’t have to wear them if you don’t want, but they look so hot on you. They make your legs look killer.”

“Okay, I said I wanted to try them, and I will,” Lauren said, taking the challenge like the future hotshot lawyer she wanted to be. She began walking again, this time moving her shoulders in an odd up-and-down jerky motion, as if testing some new form of personal outpatient electroshock treatment. “Is this right?”

“Um, better …,” Kirsten said as encouragingly as she could. She’ll get it, she told herself. Give her an A for effort.

She liked Lauren. Compared with Kirsten’s New York friends, Lauren seemed from another planet—innocent, eager, hardworking, fashionclueless—and totally refreshing. Totally able to laugh at herself. She was definitely taking the edge off Kirsten’s dreaded return to the land of reality.

Arriving in Manhattan in the dead of winter was tough enough for any normal person, but it was a thousand times worse when you’d spent the last few months on a sunny Greek island with nothing but a stack of books, an iPod, some cold drinks, and miles and miles of clothing-optional beaches. Return from that qualified as Severe Reentry Trauma.

Kirsten had only met Lauren, like, five hours ago—in line at registration, along with the few other odd freshmen who had deferred starting college until second semester. To feel good about her first day, Kirsten had dressed in what seemed like the perfect outfit for an NYU freshman—Coach tote, Marc Jacobs pants and sailor coat—nothing too flashy, just a little visual cue that said, “I’m a native New Yorker.” But something felt weird. All around the room she could feel people staring at her. Was it her island-bronzed skin, the fiery red sun streaks through her chestnut brown hair … outfit envy? Or was it something worse? Did they recognize her? That couldn’t be true. They couldn’t know who she was. As her good mood began to slip fast, it took all her strength to not bolt for the nearest travel agency—when a voice behind her piped up, “Hey, that’s a neat outfit.”

It was the phraseology that did it.

“Neat?” Kirsten replied, as if testing a new word in a particularly tricky ancient dialect.

During her entire life on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, right up through four years of the exclusive Woodley School, where hot fashions and cool lingo changed by the week, Kirsten had never, ever heard the word neat in the same sentence as outfit. She turned to see Lauren’s face, smiling and nonjudgmental, framed in the hood of an L.L. Bean anorak. They got to talking, and within minutes Kirsten knew that Lauren had grown up on a farm in Wisconsin, started NYU late because she’d been working with a local environmental law firm on a project that went till January, and was determined to (a) score the grades to go to Yale Law School; (b) find her first boyfriend, and (c) learn how to dress like those girls on Sex and the City—in that order. Which wasn’t exactly the most auspicious beginning of a friendship, until Kirsten opened her mouth to describe her own personal history—and Lauren hung on every mundane detail as if she were in the presence of a master storyteller. She was a great listener, laughing and friendly, sweet and cheery. The cheeriness was key, since Kirsten had felt an acute cheer deficit in her life.

Lauren had been assigned as her roommate, part of a three-girl suite in a temporary dorm called the Better Ridgefield Hotel— which, to Kirsten, was totally cool. And they made a pact: Lauren would tell Kirsten about what life is like on a farm, and Kirsten would show Lauren how to dress like a New Yorker.

Which was why Lauren was, at the moment, struggling up the steps of the Better Ridgefield in Kirsten’s sexiest pair of Manolo heels, hanging on to the metal banister for dear life. The grungy green backpack that was hanging from her shoulders was way wrong, accessory-wise, but one thing at a time. “I’m getting … the hang … of it,” she said through a brave grimace.

“Just pretend it’s easy,” Kirsten said, opening the front door.

They walked slowly toward the first-floor lounge, down a musty hallway that smelled of fresh paint and cheap carpet. There was nothing “Better” about the Better Ridgefield, as far as Kirsten could tell. Until this year it had been an abandoned hotel, but the school had bought it for temporary housing while a new dorm was being completed. They had renovated it fast and cheap, and it looked it.

The lounge was a converted old apartment with the walls knocked out, decorated with thrift-store sofas surrounding an old TV. Kirsten’s eyes went directly to a hunky blond god on the sofa. Part of her wanted to wink at Lauren—“watch this”—and seduce the guy in seconds flat, but that wasn’t really her style. So she sat casually on a thick, padded armchair and smiled hopefully. She did not expect Adonis to do a sitcom double take at the sight of Lauren carefully placing one fabulously clad foot in front of the other—or to leap up from his six-foot slouch like a giant cocker spaniel and offer her the spot next to him. “I’m Brad,” he said with a smile that could have wiped anyone’s slate clean.

Lauren sat, blushing, in the romantic light of a flickering car commercial.

Go, girl, Kirsten thought with a sigh. Ah, the transforming power of six-inch heels.

Just like that, Brad had his arm around Lauren, and Kirsten tried to keep her eyes on the TV while some other guy, sitting in an armchair, smiled at her. “You’re from the city, aren’t you?” he said. He had short brown hair and freckles, and he was built like a linebacker.

“How’d you know?” Kirsten replied.

“I can always tell,” he said, which might have been a harmless observation but sounded vaguely like an insult and made Kirsten wonder what the hell it meant. “What’s your name?” he continued.

Before Kirsten could react a thin guy wearing an orange knit hat rose from an armchair. His face was angular and rugged, with high cheekbones and a firm jaw. He looked kind of familiar, but Kirsten couldn’t figure out why. If he put on a few pounds, maybe rearranged the features a bit, he’d actually be kind of handsome—like that 1950s star with gorgeous hollow eyes, whose perfect face was put back together after a car accident and always looked slightly off, slightly ravaged … what was his name? Mom had rented some of his movies in Greece. The Young Lions. The Misfits. Cliff something. Montgomery Clift. That was it.

“Shhhhhhh!” he called out, his eyes glued to the television. “Yo, people. It’s starting! Watch this! Watch this!”

The linebacker-guy smiled. “Film geek,” he remarked. “Tisch School.”

But Kirsten wasn’t listening, because the screen was filling up with images of a TV movie, and an earnest voice intoned, “Next on this station … ripped from today’s headlines … murder and privilege in the Big City … it’s a lethal combination. …”

There it was, on the TV screen, the Party Room. Her favorite hangout of all time, only more crowded, more crazed than it ever really was—and there, at the bar, tossing her head back with a loud, sexy laugh, was her best friend, Samantha Byrne. Only it wasn’t Sam, not really, it was an actress playing Sam, and next to her were two other actresses, both trash-talking and juiced to the gills: one a dead-ringer for Julie Pembroke; and the other—oh, God—the other looked just like Kirsten, and she felt herself doubling over, as if hit in the stomach, because this trailer “ripped from the headlines” was advertising a TV movie based on Sam’s murder!

But it was different, weird and exaggerated, as if lifted from a bleak, distorted place in her own mind, the place that held the recurring nightmare she’d had for months, the scenes racing by in quick jump cuts: Sam arguing with her ex-boyfriend, Brandon Yardley … Sam walking out of the Party Room arm in arm with Jones, the red-haired drug dealer—the man Kirsten still believed was her murderer … a moonlit night in Central Park, Sam with bare shoulders lying in the grass, smiling dreamily into a guy’s face … not Jones, but another actor— another way-too-familiar face—and then a pair of hands grabbing her wrists and tying them with a blue-and-gold-striped Talcott school tie … grabbing a large rock and bludgeoning her head over and over and over….

Kirsten felt a shock that seemed to fry her nerve endings, her brain suddenly numb but her body moving as if it had a life of its own … toward the door, away from the TV, away from the memory she’d hoped to put behind her, now flooding her mind like an open wound. And she was vaguely aware of a voice, the guy with the orange hat, hooting with derision at the trailer, calling it cheesy—but cheesy wasn’t the word Kirsten would have chosen for something like this, something that seemed to mock and stab at the same time.

As she exited the building, the February cold hit her hard.

“Kirsten?” Lauren’s voice called from behind her. “Kirsten? Ow!”

Kirsten turned.

Lauren stood in the doorway, her backpack slung over her shoulders, pulling off the Manolos. “These things are killing me. Wait up. What happened? Why did you leave like that?”

“I had to go … to the bathroom,” Kirsten said absently as they crossed the street.

“You’re lying.”

“How do you know?”

“Because you passed the bathroom and we’re now outside in the middle of the street in February without any coats—and I’m barefoot.” Lauren paused. “It was the movie, wasn’t it?”

As they turned onto MacDougal Street, passing small groups of briskly walking students, Kirsten tried to summon an answer. But what could she say? Lauren was so innocent. She had no idea. How do you explain murder and grief to someone who couldn’t possibly understand? Lauren was supposed to be part of Kirsten’s new life—a world away from the murders.

“Kirsten,” Lauren said softly. “I know. I know who you are.”

Kirsten stopped in her tracks. They were near the corner of Washington Square Park south and MacDougal, and a light snow was beginning to dust the dog run just inside the park. “You do?”

“They have newspapers in Sheboygan, you know,” Lauren replied with a sarcastic lilt. “TVs, too,” she added. “I recognized your name from the moment I got the roommate assignment. But don’t worry: I won’t say a thing if you don’t want me to. And we don’t have to talk about it—ever.”

No, Kirsten thought. She had to talk about it. She had to get it out in the open or else it would be hanging between them for the rest of the year. She exhaled a cumulus puff into the air. When she spoke, the words seemed to come from far away. “The movie has it all wrong, I’m sure,” she said. “We weren’t that drunk. And Sam … she didn’t let herself get that out of control. Never. She was wild, but not stupid. Well, not until that night, anyway. She left the bar … with a guy named Jones— a drug dealer—she was … involved with him somehow…. He killed her in Central Park … at least, I think he did. I don’t know for sure. The killer, whoever he was, had killed another girl two years earlier, Carolee Adams, in the same, exact way: beaten and stabbed with a Talcott school tie bound around her wrists. Then he came back and killed again. First Sam, then another girl, Emma, who idolized Sam; tried to be just like her….”

“Why them?” Lauren asked. “Why Sam?”

Kirsten shook her head. “All I know is, Kyle had said he had it all figured out. But that was right before …”

“Wait. Kyle?” Lauren spoke up. “Who’s he?”

Kirsten sank onto a park bench. How could she explain who Kyle was? Their relationship was so complicated. “I met Kyle at the Party Room one night—and before I knew it, I was in love with him,” she told her. “He said he went to Bowdoin College and was in New York visiting a friend. At least that’s what he told me, but it wasn’t true. His name was really Paul Stone. I’ll always know him as Kyle, though.”

“Oh, wow,” Lauren whispered. “I know that name too. From the papers. But isn’t he the one the police said committed those murders? And if Kyle and Paul are the same guy …” She wrinkled her nose. “But then you said the other guy did it. What was his name? Jones?”

“Kyle was not the killer! That’s what everyone thinks, because his Talcott tie was found on Carolee, but he didn’t do it. I know it. He was framed. He’d left that tie in some bar. Someone must have taken it—and when it was traced to Kyle, the papers were all over him, printing these ugly mug shots and calling him names. He was convicted in an unfair trial—and he was eventually let go on a technicality. But by then he and his family were ruined. That’s why they came to New York—to find the real killer and to clear their family’s name,” she said. “So maybe the killer got scared. He knew Kyle was on his tail. The only way to get rid of him was to kill again— to murder someone the same way that Carolee was killed. Of course, the world knew Paul Stone was free from jail. The minute someone recognized him, Paul/Kyle would be arrested—this time, they’d throw away the key. So that was the reason for the murders. That’s why the killer went after …” Kirsten couldn’t finish the sentence. Her numbness was giving way to tears.

“It’s okay, you don’t have to talk about it anymore,” Lauren said gently, her voice comforting and reassuring.

“Kyle … knew he was in a race,” Kirsten said haltingly. “He had to get the killer while he had the chance, before anybody realized who he was. He had lost weight, changed his look— but he wasn’t going to fool everyone forever. The thing is, he told me he knew what really went down, Lauren. I think he knew who the killer was—but now we’ll never find out!”

“I know, I know,” Lauren said, nodding sympathetically. “The pressure must have been so great. Suicide is such a senseless thing—”

“It wasn’t suicide. He was murdered, Lauren! Don’t you see? It’s the perfect crime: Frame someone who’s already been in jail—someone the public hates—and if he has the guts to try to figure out your identity, kill him and make it look like suicide. Who’s going to investigate any further? Case closed.”

Lauren was silent for a long time. “So … you think the killer’s still out there? This Jones guy?”

“That’s the only bright spot in the whole story,” Kirsten said. “He’s in jail—not for murder, though. For dealing drugs.”

“You’re very brave,” Lauren said.

Kirsten smiled. “Yeah, right. That’s why I ran away to Greece—and I’d still be there if my mom hadn’t gotten tired of feta cheese, olives, and men who spit when they talk.”

“Someday, after I graduate Yale Law and I’ve set up a litigation practice involving the fair and equitable representation of women and minorities, I will represent you in your case against this guy—pro bono. And we’ll put him behind bars forever.”

“I may take you up on that,” Kirsten said. “Even though I barely know you—”

Lauren grinned warmly. “If you want to know me, take me shopping. You were the one who said shopping is a way to discover a person’s deepest soul, right?”

“You’re learning, girlfriend,” Kirsten said with a sly laugh, slowly feeling her sense of humor return. She couldn’t let herself dwell on the murders any longer. The whole thing had almost driven her crazy! No, she had to let it go—let go of the guilt—let the police handle whatever investigation was left. It had taken months in therapy to get to this point, but she could finally say that she was at peace with herself now.

Lauren slipped on the Manolos again and stood. “I’m freezing and stressed from this conversation and I desperately need some spearmint chai with lemon to calm my nerves. And so do you. Come on.” She yanked Kirsten up and gamely walked with her, a little less wobbly than before, to the student union building.

Kirsten felt spent and sad and torn apart, but the cold was beginning to seep in now, and she really did need something to drink. Something stronger than tea, though. Visions of “Scotty the Hottie’s Hot Rum Toddies” danced in her head—a killer winter drink patented at the Party Room by Scott, the hunkiest bartender in town.

That’s what she needed. And she’d ask for one tonight. This evening Julie was coming over from Barnard to meet her, and together they planned a night of barhopping like old times. Just the thought of it cheered her up.

The student union’s lobby had a huge, vaulted atrium, ringed with balconies that seemed to go up forever. On one side of the main floor were filigreed metal tables with comfy-looking chairs, spilling out from a grill/refreshment area.

Lauren dumped her backpack on the table, pulling out a sheaf of papers. “We can coordinate our schedules and maybe collect some data about our instructors before we choose classes, okay?”

Kirsten glanced at the pile. On top was the revised roommate assignment list they’d received that morning. One of the names had changed.

Jan deVries. Kirsten Sawyer. Lauren Chaplin. Clarice Moravec.

That was weird. Kirsten knew the name Clarice Moravec. Vaguely. From the TV news—the sports part, during which she usually bolted for the fridge. “Isn’t Clarice an athlete?” Kirsten asked. “Like, basketball or baseball or something?”

“Basketball,” Lauren replied. “A point-per-game average of 29.3 and double digits in both assists and rebounds. How disappointing. She would have been an asset to the suite. Let’s just hope Jan is as nice as we are. I’ll get the tea.”

As Lauren scooted over to the counter with tiny, clackety footsteps on the tile floor, Kirsten stretched, arching her neck back and gazing up at the levels of the circular atrium. This semester with Lauren is definitely going to be interesting, she thought.

That’s when she saw something plummet down the center of the atrium. She thought at first that someone had dropped a laundry basket.

But laundry didn’t have arms and legs.

Laundry didn’t scream.

“Oh … my … GOD!” Kirsten murmured, instinctively leaping up from the table at the same moment that the falling clump—not a dump, a GIRL, a HUMAN BEING—hit the floor tiles with a sickening noise like a sack of giant cantaloupes, and then bounced—actually bounced—which was the most shocking and sickening thing of all. Kirsten felt every meal she’d had over the last two days fighting to rise up through her chest as screams pierced the air, as people began rushing back and forth, surrounding the body, the lifeless remains of someone alive a moment ago—and a sudden howl rose up around her so loud and jarring that Kirsten didn’t even realize it was her own.
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