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Diane Bixby was ready to reclaim her life. Two years after the tragic accident that claimed her husband, Cache, she knew it was time to step out of the shadows of grief—for herself and her young son, Connor. 

A trip to the Manhattan Mall’s bookstore promised a fresh start: a chance to share their love of books and attend a signing by a renowned author. 

Diane knew little about the celebrity writer, but a charismatic stranger in line, brimming with enthusiasm, was eager to fill her in.

Evan Matthews could hardly contain his excitement. His favorite thriller author was unveiling the final book in an electrifying series, and he cleared his entire day to meet his idol. 

While waiting, he struck up a conversation with Diane and her bright-eyed son, Connor, their shared anticipation making the time fly. But as they reached for the last copy of the coveted novel, their worlds collided in a way neither could have imagined.

In a heartbeat, the bookstore vanished. A child’s desperate cry pierced the air as a shadowy figure snatched him from the street and sped off in a screeching car. 

Thrust into a pulse-racing chase, Diane and Evan find themselves pursuing a ruthless killer through the gritty labyrinth of New York City. They must navigate danger at every turn, and unravel a chilling mystery, while confronting their own pasts.

Will they catch the predator before it’s too late? Follow Diane and Evan in a breathless race against time, where every choice could mean life or death. 

A heart-pounding tale of chance encounters and relentless pursuit in the streets of New York.
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Chapter One
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Evan

I had a chance to meet my favorite author at a book signing. Gregory Gunner’s books were bestsellers, and his ‘Final Resting Place of the Damned’ series was gritty and intense. The release of the newest one would be at my local bookstore in the mall, and I planned on being first in line. Covering Your Tracks was supposed to be the last book in this set. 

I was fortunate that I’d asked for the time off as soon as I learned the author was making an appearance. The signing event would be busy. It was the last day of September, and the weather was beautiful, which tended to get people out of the house. 

It didn’t hurt my boss was a female and she’d shown an interest in me. She was older than I was by seven or eight years, if I had to guess. She was attractive, but I didn’t mix work with pleasure, and my career was important to me. 

Still, if I needed a favor, I wasn’t above using my charms to get what I wanted. C’est la vie. 

Initially, I’d planned on asking my girlfriend, Sheila, to go with me. I knew she wasn’t into Gunner’s genre. She liked to read, however, she let me know she was strictly a romance or fantasy reader. It would have been enjoyable to have her with me to wait out the long lines, but she probably would have left my side to scan the other books on the shelves.  

Besides, I wanted to enjoy myself, and I had a long list of questions to ask Mr. Gunner about this series and his other books. Questions Sheila wouldn’t want to hear the answers to. Such as, where did he come up with the ideas, and did he have nightmares after writing some of the grizzly scenes, those kinds of queries. How did an author sleep with all those stories running through their head?

I found that fascinating. 

As I continued my grooming, I studied myself in the mirror. I kept my darker hair on the longish side, and most of the wrinkles on my face were at the corners of my mouth, or creased the sides of my gray eyes. I enjoyed life, and it showed. I was turning thirty next month. I was still single, but not for lack of trying. 

I made good money for someone my age; I wasn’t bad looking, and I watched what I ate. I tried to get to the gym a couple of times during the week but found my love of books sometimes got in the way. 

Sheila was my current conquest. We had been dating for a few months now, and she fit the bill for many of my must-haves, but I still found something lacking in our relationship. 

One day I’d find Miss Perfect. Until then, I knew many pretty girls to keep me busy. 

I was waiting for the right opportunity to wear my Cavalli jeans, and there wasn’t a better place than at the mall. I slipped those on, took a few minutes to admire my image in the mirror, before looking for the right shirt to wear with them. I was sort of a clothes snob. Today, I wanted to dress to impress. It wasn’t every day you met a celebrity. 

I finished getting dressed and then checked my wallet to make sure I had plenty of cash, and my MetroCard, before sliding it into my back pocket. I lived a few short blocks from the subway and hurried out of my apartment so I could catch the next one. 
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I’D MADE IT TO THE mall, just as they were unlocking the front door. The bookstore was on the fourth floor, so I dashed into the glass elevator with a few others and pushed the button for that level. The mall was packed full of people, and besides reading, crowd watching was on my list of favorite things to do. 

I glanced around at the occupants inside the elevator with me.  Somebody needed to shower, and of few of us were relieved when he got off on the second floor. As the door closed again, I noticed a young woman gripping her child’s hand as she tried to urge him onto the escalator. He looked terrified, and she, of course, was also upset. I wished I could have studied her more, but the elevator doors closed, and it climbed to the next floor.

I don’t know how anyone managed to get to the storefront before I did, but there was already a long line waiting for the book signing event. I stepped in line behind an older couple, who immediately started arguing about lunch. I chuckled. It was still breakfast time, and they were already thinking about lunch. Why in the world were they in this line? 

While waiting, I tried to look past all the others who were in front of me to see Mr. Gunner. You never could tell from an author’s picture what they actually looked like. However, from what I could see, Gregory Gunner was just a few years older than the image on his book covers. He had darker brown hair, cut precisely, and he kept his facial hair trimmed close to his skin. He seemed to have an air of arrogance about him; I noticed he never looked directly into anyone’s eyes. 

“Humph.” I peeked at the crowd standing in line with me. Which ones of them were Gunner fans, and which ones were here because they wanted to meet a celebrity? I picked out a few who were as excited as I was and put them into the same category as myself. 

As I stood there contemplating the rest of the crowd, I noticed the woman I’d seen on the escalator approaching the bookstore.    

I had more time to study her as she tried to wrangle in her young child. She had gorgeous, almost platinum-colored hair, and she had it pulled back into a thick ponytail. She was thinner than what I preferred, but her blouse fit snuggly over her chest. Her clothes were worn and outdated, whereas her son’s looked brand-new. 

Then she glanced up, and I saw her facial features more clearly. Her full lips and extraordinarily large eyes seemed almost too round for her slender face. Nevertheless, she was beautiful, in a wholesome sort of way.

I tried to see if I could hear what she was saying to the kid as they approached the line. If she didn’t get him to calm down, he would disrupt the quiet. There was nothing as miserable as having a lengthy wait while listening to a screaming child. 

Perhaps I could do something to help.
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DIANE  

“Hey, handsome boy. Would you like to go with me to the mall today? I believe there’s an ice cream store there, and it also has a fun place where we can look at books together. What do you say?” Connor looked more and more like his father every day, but his hair was the same color as mine, not his father’s. I ruffled through his golden locks while he colored.

“Did you hear me, Connor? There’s a park close by we can go to afterward. But you can’t go running off, or you’ll be lost.”

Connor grinned at me. He’d lost his first tooth, and he liked to fit his tongue into the missing hole. “Can we go to the park first? I don’t like books.”

“Yes, you do. Your nana sent you a stack for your birthday, and we’ve read each one of them at least ten times. Come on, lazybones. The weather is still rather perfect outside, and we both need to get out more.” 

Tomorrow was October. A few years ago, during the same time period, it was cold and rainy, but Cache had still been with us. My husband loved taking us for long walks in the park. Connor and I had done nothing like that since his accident. 

“Come on, Connor. I am not going to stay inside here all day long.”

Since Cache died, neither one of us had been out much. The pain of losing him was still too fresh, and Connor still asked questions. How do you explain death to a five-year-old? How do you explain death to anyone? 

Right after my husband’s accident, I had horrible dreams and nightmares. The circumstances of his death were sketchy and horrifying to consider. I prayed he died instantly and wasn’t alive as the subway car dragged him down the tracks. I’d just received a settlement from the New York City Transit Authority, but it would never be the same as having him. 

We were introduced to each other after I had been out of high school for a year. Cache was in college working on his business degree when we first started dating. We’d spent many sleepless nights together while I helped him study. However, all our hard work paid off, and he was hired immediately by one of the prestigious accounting companies near Wall Street. 

Cache always used the subway to get to and from work. Just before his accident, he was interviewed for a higher-paying position in the company. We were both thrilled about it and knew without a shadow of a doubt he’d get the job. That had been over two years ago. 

“Mommy, Mom, Mom.” Connor tugged at my shirt. 

“What is it, Connor? Are you ready to go?” He nodded, but I saw the mismatched shoes, and the ridiculously small jeans he’d put on.

“Tell you what, little man. You have a brand-new pair of jeans, and a shirt your nana sent over for you. Also, a new pair of shoes that are still unused in your closet. Why don’t we put those on so you’re more comfortable?”

“But, Mommy, I love these ones.”

“I know you do. But they are getting too small, which means you are getting bigger. One day, you will be just as tall as your father was.”

Big mistake. I tried not to bring up Cache too often. When I did, it made Connor upset. He stuck out his bottom lip, and I heard the catch in his throat as he tried to hold back his tears. I wrapped him tightly in my arms. 

“Oh, my sweet little man. I know you miss him, Connor, and I miss him too.”
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USUALLY, I STAYED CLOSER to home when I went anywhere with my son. I avoided the subways now, especially after Cache’s accident. But taking the subway was the only way for us to get to the Manhattan Mall. I could have waited for a taxi, but I didn’t want to waste the money I had on something so extravagant. I also needed to get over my fear of using it. 

Connor was delighted with our adventure. He hadn’t spent as much time in the trains as I once had, and this was a grand adventure for him. Unfortunately, when it was time for us to get off, he threw a tantrum. And I was subjected to many stares of disapproval that implied I was a terrible mother, and I should do everything I could to keep my son happy. 

I almost had to drag him off the subway car. He screamed and called out for help, and I was sure there’d be a police officer waiting for me at street level. 

I pasted a smile on my face and kept him by my side. His tears continued until we reached the mall. We entered the building, and the first thing I noticed was the escalator. “Connor, look. Have you ever been on stairs that tall?”

He shook his head no, and his whimpering stopped. “Can we ride on it, Mommy?” 

“It’s not a ride, Connor. You must be very careful on the escalator, or you will get hurt. We can take it all the way to the top, but only if you promise to hold onto my hand. Do you promise?”

He nodded his head and then reached for my hand. “This will be another adventure. Are you ready, my little man?”

We stepped onto the escalator, and immediately, Connor tried to pull his hand free of mine. I held it tighter, and he began to cry. Of course, everyone on the escalator around us glared at me. Once again, I was a bad mommy. 

“Connor, please stop crying. When we reach the top, I’ll let go of your hand. I don’t want you to get hurt while we’re on this.”

We finally made it to the fourth floor, and I began to wonder if my idea was worth the trouble. Connor hadn’t wanted to leave the subway, and then he didn’t like the escalator ride. How on earth would he ever hold still in the long line ahead of us?

“We’re almost there, Connor. Please behave for Mommy. Look at all those books. Do you remember what I told you before we left our house?”

“But I don’t want a new book. I want to play in the play area downstairs. Momma, it had a slide in it. Please?” He stomped his feet, and he had even managed to squeeze a few tears from his eyes.  

“Hey, big fella, what’s with the tears?” 

I glanced up and watched an attractive man go down on his haunches in front of my son. Connor cheered up right away and took the man’s outstretched hand. Now, I wanted to cry. It was apparent from the way Connor clung to him; he missed having his father around.

“Thank you. I’ve tried, but I haven’t been able to cheer him up since we left the subway. I can take him now.” I reached for Connor’s hand. He looked away from me and moved closer to the stranger. 

“It’s okay, big guy. Everyone has rough days. What’s your name? Mine is Evan.”

“I’m Connor, and I’m happy to meet you.”

Evan peeked at me. “He’s got great manners. Hey, are you expecting anyone to join you in line?”

I knew what he was asking; I buried my wedding ring with Cache, and I wished I hadn’t. It was too late now. “No, it’s just my son and me, and I think this was a huge mistake. The line is moving quite slowly, and I know nothing about the author.”

The man smiled. “If you’re interested, I can tell you all about him. Gregory Gunner is one of my favorite authors of all time. Do you like to read, Miss...”

“Diane. I’m Diane, and I love to read, but I haven’t had a lot of time to sit down with a book lately. Connor keeps me pretty busy.”

“My daddy is dead. He was smashed by a train.”

I stared at my son, then at the man who still held his hand. I was shocked at what Connor had said. I had no idea that’s how he’d perceived his father’s death had happened. 

“Connor, it...I...”

Evan bent down, so he was face-to-face with my son. “I’m very sorry that happened, Connor. I’ll bet you miss him a whole bunch.” He glanced up at me. “I’m sorry for your loss, Diane.” 

I stood in line, speechless. I had no words to describe how or what I felt at the moment, but somehow, this stranger knew precisely what to say.

“Th-thank you. It’s been rather difficult, since...” I pulled my lips into my mouth and held them between my teeth to stop them from trembling. 
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Chapter Two 
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Evan

“Do you know what, Connor? I saw that play area you were talking about, and it’s right by the ice cream store. If you don’t mind keeping me company here, then I’ll keep you and your mom company after we’re finished with this. 

“But first.” I got down at Connor’s level again and pointed toward the tabletop with the celebrity seated behind it. “See that man sitting at the table? He writes books. Do you like to read, Connor?”

“Yes, Nana sent me a whole bunch of books for my birthday when I turned five. I’ve read them all over and over.” 

“Then you like to read as much as I do. Maybe once we’re done with this, I can take you to the kids’ section and help you find another one, and I’ll buy it for your birthday.”

“That’s not necessary; he’s got plenty of books at home.” 

“But not one from me. Besides, there’s nothing wrong with feeding someone’s reading habit.” His mother was uncomfortable with my offer. But I felt there was nothing wrong with giving a child a book. 

I noticed one of the salespeople walking down the line, talking to the people who stood in it. “I wonder what that’s all about? I guess we’ll find out soon enough. She’s almost here.” I kept hold of the boy's hand, which gave me another opportunity to look at his mother. Her eyes were huge. They were a dark green color. Her lashes were thick and long, and they shadowed the top of her smooth cheeks.  

“Diane, would you like to know more about his books?”

“Sir, if you want to have one of Mr. Gunner’s new books, then I suggest you get one now. We weren’t expecting such a large crowd, and we’re running out of stock. We thought we had another box full of them in the back stockroom, but they sent us the wrong shipment.”

“Ah, oh. There aren’t many more left. Diane, do you want me to bring one back to you?”

“I’m not sure. I don’t even know who the author is, and I wouldn’t want to take one if there’s someone else who really wants a copy. Perhaps I’ll read the description on the back of the book first.”

“Good idea.” I let go of Connor’s hand and hurried over to the tabletop where there had once been stacks of the book. Now only a few remained. I reached for a book at the exact moment Diane did. She looked up at me.

“Oh, my God!” What’s happening? It wasn’t just me who felt a gut-wrenching twist inside. I saw the same look of uncertainty, apprehension, and desperation reflected in the young mother’s eyes. 

Suddenly I found myself running through the busy streets of New York City. I was searching for a child, her child. The woman trying to keep up with me was the same one I’d just met inside the bookstore. Why were we no longer there?  

“We must find him!” She seemed as frantic as I was.

“Don’t worry, Diane, we will. But we must keep running. The car he was shoved into turned right at the next corner.” 

What in God’s name had just occurred? There was something terribly wrong with what was happening, but I didn’t have time to think about it. The only thing I knew was that someone had taken a small boy. He was jeopardy, and we had to get him back. 

We were near Central Park, and the vehicle we’d been chasing after was nowhere I could see. Diane was in a panic and clearly struggling to take a breath. 

“Diane, I’m sorry, but we’ve lost them. We should find the nearest police station and tell them what we saw.” 

Diane leaned up against a building, as she tried to catch her breath. “Evan...was it...Connor in that car?”

Was it Connor in that car? I had no idea. Was I dreaming—were we dreaming? “Diane, I don’t know if it was Connor. We were in a bookstore with him only moments ago.”

Diane closed her eyes until her breathing returned to normal. Then tiny lines appeared between her eyebrows. “Connor was by my side, and the three of us were standing in the bookstore. Then the salesperson said something about getting the last copies of the author’s book, and now we’re together, right?”

“I think so. But I don’t know why, or how.” I looked around the crowded streets. 

The entire scene appeared normal; people rushed up and down the busy sidewalks of New York as they made their way to work, or stopped at one of the pizza vendors for lunch, a slice of cheese heaven. Now, I smelled the dirty dogs, floating in their juices at the hot dog stand set up on the corner. Next to that one, a Korean barbecue cart selling rice and tacos. 

Everything around us appeared ordinary, but it wasn’t. “Diane, I don’t how we got here, but I do know what I saw. If they took Connor, we will find him. I’ll google the nearest police station, and we...” I reached for my cell; it wasn’t in my pocket. “Crap, I must have forgotten my phone. Do you have yours with you, Diane?”

“I had it in my purse, but I must have left that in the bookstore. Evan, I’m terrified. Where is my son, and what’s happened to put us here?” Diane’s tears flowed freely down her face as she became more agitated. Her demeanor and our conversation were drawing unwanted stares from the people walking the streets. 

I reached for her hand. “Diane, we will find him. Come with me; we’ll ask someone for directions to the nearest police precinct.” 

“I can’t lose him too.” The conversation we’d had earlier about Connor’s father’s subway accident came to mind. She didn’t protest as I pulled her into my arms and held onto her until her shaking stopped.  

“Come on. The sooner we seek help, the sooner they can start looking for him.”
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“I’M SORRY, SIR, BUT you haven’t given us a description of the kid. You don’t even know if it was a boy or a girl. Perhaps the entire incident was a mistake, and the parent was in a hurry and pulled him or her into their car.”

“It was a boy.” Diane glimpsed at me, then continued, “I saw him better than Evan did. It was a boy, five years old. He had curly blond hair, and blue eyes, just like his father’s. He wore a blue and white striped T-shirt and new jeans. The car he disappeared in was darker blue, and it had three or four circles above the trunk. I think the license plates were from New York.”

I was impressed; she’d paid more attention to the car than I had. I was too focused on the direction it had been going. However, it sounded like she was describing Connor. 

“Could be an Audi. Sir, did you see the vehicle? No? Okay then, well, thank you, Miss...”

“It’s Mrs. Diane Bixby.”

“Right. Do you have a phone number we can call if we need any more information?” The officer seemed bored with our conversation.

“You can call me. It’s Evan Matthews, and my number is 914...” I finished giving him the rest of the numbers. What good would it do anyhow? I didn’t have my phone, nor did I know where it even was. “Thank you, Officer. Diane, I’m sure they’ll do their best to find him.”

I led Diane out of the building. “Shit! Pardon my language, but Officer I Can’t Even Get Up From My Chair was about as useless as any I’ve seen. 

“You don’t really think that was your son, do you?”

Diane’s eyes locked on mine. “I don’t know. But where is he? If there’s a chance it is Connor, then at least they’ve got his description.”

The poor woman looked worn out. “Hey, I don’t know about you, but I skipped breakfast this morning. Would you like to go somewhere and get something to eat? I could use some strong black coffee, and my stomach wouldn’t protest if I fed it. Come on. We can sit down somewhere and discuss everything that’s happened. Perhaps one of us missed something, and if we talk about it together, it might help. ”
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DIANE 

“Thank you, Evan. Tell me more about the author we were supposed to meet earlier. I know I’ve seen his name on Amazon, but I’ve never read anything about him. Apparently, he’s quite popular.” 

I barely tasted the sandwich Evan insisted on buying me, but I did feel better after eating it. Not about our circumstance, but it was the simple fact we were sitting down in a small café eating food. I didn’t remember ever having a dream where I’d eaten before. 

But did I want this whole incident to be real?

Evan took a drink from his coffee cup then looked straight at me. He smiled, and I noticed how quickly his eyes lit up as he began to speak. 

“I love to read. When I was younger, I couldn’t read fast enough. My parents both encouraged it. I’m the only one of my siblings who still enjoys books, even more so than going to a movie or watching sports. I do follow the Mets; everyone must have a hopeless cause, and I’ve followed mine since junior high. 

“Anyhow, I was discussing a book I’d read with a friend at work. This was a few years ago, and he suggested a few authors that I might like. Gregory Gunner was one of them. At the time, he only had three books in the ‘Resting Place of the Damned’ series, and after reading the first one, I immediately bought the other two. They’re not for the faint of heart.”

“Humm, I do like mysteries, but I’m not a fan of blood and guts.”

“Then you probably wouldn’t like reading that set of books. Each one of them talks about the serial killer, how he chooses his victims, and then how he kills them. He’s never caught, and from the title of the newest one, he might get away with it. The one we were trying to get a signed copy of today is the final one in the series. However, I’ve heard rumors that he’s working on another book as we speak.

“What type of books, besides mysteries, do you enjoy, Diane?”

“Romance, of course. I also like historical novels. It’s been such a long time since I’ve actually read an entire book, my tastes might have changed.”

Evan finished his coffee and stood up and smiled. “Would you care for anything else?”

“No, but thank you. I was in such a hurry to get Connor ready this morning I didn’t eat my toast.”

“Toast isn’t enough for breakfast. I have an idea, why don’t we take the subway back to the mall? Perhaps this is a figment of our imagination, and returning to the scene of the crime will help us snap out of it.”

“That’s a great idea. I hope it works, not that I haven’t enjoyed your company, but I’m anxious to get Connor home. I think I’ll pass on another book signing after today’s experience.”

Evan chuckled. “I hope there is still one more book on the table for me to claim. But I do agree with you. It’ll be a while before I look for another event.”

Evan left enough money on the tabletop to cover the tab and the tip. “Are you ready?”

I nodded as he reached for my hand. When we stepped outside, it was no longer the middle of the day. We were in a scarier part of the city, perhaps closer to one of the projects in either Harlem or the Bronx. 

Evan squeezed my hand. “Diane, look.”

He pointed at the block ahead of us. The street was devoid of any cars; you just didn’t park in these neighborhoods, or you’d find your ride stripped down to nothing once you came back outside. And yet, there was an older vehicle parked on the street corner. The driver was sitting on the ground, apparently trying to fix a flat tire. 

“I should see if I can help him. If he doesn’t get his car out of this neighborhood soon, he might not have one left to drive. Stay with me, Diane.”

If he was worried about that man needing help, then why was he dragging me toward him, instead of taking me somewhere safer first? That’s what was going through my mind until I saw a dark blue Audi stop behind the car. 

Evan and I both paused and watched as the driver climbed out. We couldn’t see any of his features because he wore a dark-colored hoodie pulled low over his face.  

He got down on his haunches next to the stranded driver. They talked together for a few minutes, then the two of them stood up. The driver shut his trunk. He locked his car doors, and then picked up the tire and put it in the trunk of the Audi.

As he pulled away from the curb, I saw my son’s face looking at me through the window from the back seat of the car. 

I screamed, “Connor!” and Evan and I started running after the vehicle. I can’t remember running so hard in my life, but I was desperate to reach my son. 

Unfortunately, we never caught up to the Audi, and Evan insisted that we stop our pursuit. We turned around and walked toward the disabled wagon and watched as everything of value was systematically stripped from the car in front of us. 

“Oh, my God! Evan. I’ve never seen anything like that.”

Evan glanced at me. “I’m sorry, Diane. I have to get you out of here, but I want to see if the license plates are still on the car. Perhaps I can let the police officer, who we talked to earlier, know about this, and give him more of a description of the person who stopped to assist him. At least they’ll be able to let the man know what happened when he returns. He might have more information to share with them concerning the man who abducted Connor.”
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