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PROLOGUE

Michelle’s heart pounds with fear as she tears down the stairwell. Rick’s boots hammer ever closer, each reverberation amplifying her anxiety as she dodges gaps in the rotted wood. Lunging onto the next landing, she stumbles and slams into the floor. Panic overtakes her as she scrambles to her feet with Rick bearing down on her. One more set of stairs, then I can outrun him on the street! But Michelle’s heart sinks as the front door flies open. Tony comes crashing in, gun drawn. His beady eyes lock in on Michelle, unaware Rick is close behind her.

Only one chance to get out of this alive. Michelle pauses a split second, waiting till Rick is almost on top of her but still out of Tony’s line of sight. It’s now or never. Here goes…


Chapter 1

Saturday, October 10th, 2015

Adorned in her favorite black sportswear, Michelle Ravello laces up her bright pink Hoka running shoes and smiles. Since freshman year in high school, when she discovered how good she was in track and field, she’s been a dedicated runner. A good, long run is just what she needs right now to melt away the stress.

She straps Christine, age four, and James, age three, into the back seat of her Honda Odyssey and smiles brightly. “Be good today and we can go for ice cream later,” she says with enthusiasm.

“Sundaes! Hudson Creamery, Mommy—please!” Christine pleads. James nods. “Yeah, chocolate.” Michelle offers a wary smile. “Okay, but only if you’re good while Mommy’s working out.”

“We’ll be good!” rings the chorus as Michelle finishes adjusting the car seat straps and hops in the front seat.

Heading south on Route 9, Michelle admires the beauty of the Hudson River off to her right and the rolling hills of Rockland County just beyond. The river, its tranquil, still waters dotted by the last of the season’s sailboats, is one of the few bright spots in their lives this past year and a welcome distraction from her troubling thoughts. Michelle shakes her head. Growing up in Yonkers, across from the sprawling grounds of Untermeyer Park with its Persian Paradise Garden and Grecian architecture, the Hudson was never far from her, yet always seemed just out of reach.

“Mommy, are we there yet?” Christine chirps.

“No, pumpkin, we just left Peekskill.” She smiles at Christine through the rearview mirror. “Do you remember where Mommy’s going to work out today?”

Christine giggles. “Rockafella preserve?” she says with caution.

Michelle makes a show of looking at the passenger seat next to her, occupied only by her handbag and a gym bag containing a change of clothes, shoes, and her toiletries. “No Daddy today, sweetie. So we’ll go to a gym where people can watch you while Mommy is busy.”

James looks at Christine, then Michelle, perplexed at the exchange.

“Club Fit!” Christine yells as James’ eyes go big at the thought of a visit to the Club’s fabled childcare facility, The Energy Center.

“Very good, sweetie. Just a little bit longer.”

The blue minivan glides past the exit for Buchanan, a small village in Westchester County, New York nestled on the banks of the Hudson and best known for its soon-to-be-shuttered nuclear power plant at Indian Point.

Michelle’s face takes on a darker hue as her mind churns over the tragedy that changed all of their lives forever―Jacqueline Ravello’s terrible mugging at the gates of The Bronx Botanical Gardens last August. That attack on her mother-in-law, and what followed, lead to a cataclysmic sea change in her family’s life.

Gone is the big house overlooking the Long Island Sound in Rye and Chris’ promising career as a NYC surgeon. In their place, a modest old home in Peekskill they can afford on her husband’s meager salary as the lead detective and chief of the NYPD’s newly minted Division of Medical Crimes.

Michelle takes a deep breath and scans the road ahead and behind, her wavy, raven ponytail bouncing about as apprehension gnaws at her. Her left hand jumps nervously to her neck, her fingertips tracing the jagged scar there. She squints at the rearview mirror as her eyelid twitches. Has that black car been following her the whole time or is she just being paranoid? She pulls into the left lane and accelerates past three cars before settling in front of an old, green Passat Wagon. Exhaling, her hands tremble on the wheel. With the serial killer, Dr. Jean Louis Durand, still on the loose, no one is safe, least of all her. He made that crystal clear at their ill-fated meeting back in early July when Durand nearly killed her. Her hand reflexively traces the scar again as she curses under her breath.

The Passat falls back as Michelle puts Dr. Harlow’s instructions into motion, calming herself with slow, deep rhythmic breaths and reassuring thoughts. Who’d want to tail a mom and her kids in a minivan? She chuckles as she chastises herself. Just being silly, right?

The black car appears again, steadily passing others before it settles in front of the Passat.

Michelle’s pulse quickens as her knuckles turn white on the wheel. That settles it. The hell with relaxation techniques! She grabs her iPhone and runs through the list in her head. Her girlfriends would drop everything to help her, but when push comes to shove, how much could they really help right now?

The minivan speeds forward as the highway dips down and banks left. In a moment it will rise up again as the Croton-Harmon Train Station comes into view off to her right. Exit now and try to lose them in the train station or the adjoining park? No, both will be desolate on a lazy Saturday afternoon. Call Chris? And tell him what, that his anxiety-ridden wife thinks a car is following her as she heads to the gym with the kids? No. No sense worrying him, and nothing he can do while working a case three thousand miles away in Los Angeles.

The road straightens out, bearing down as it crosses over the Croton River. The 9A/9 split is just a half a mile away. Left for Club Fit or right to improvise a new plan? She looks at the kids in the mirror. Good, they’re oblivious, but what will keep them safe? Left or right? Right or left? She taps her fingers on the wheel frantically, then signals left, slowing down in the middle lane. The black car comes up on her quickly as she slows even more. She glimpses the driver, a white or Hispanic man wearing dark sunglasses and a plain, black ball cap. He tries to back off but the Passat has him wedged in. Michelle slows down to a crawl, forcing the black car even closer. The split is only a few hundred feet ahead. She accelerates hard, pulling away as she stays in the right of the two lanes going left. C’mon, c’mon, stay close. The black car takes the bait, accelerating and pulling into the left lane to give it some space. Michelle smiles, burying the accelerator. The black car does the same. At the split Michelle nails the brake hard, sending the Passat to within inches of her bumper. She cuts hard, exiting to the right, as the Passat exits left, forcing the black car on its left to do the same. Angry motorists honk and yell at Michelle as she smiles, relieved.

At least a mile before he can exit and backtrack to find me. Michelle hits the iPhone, dialing her father-in-law, a retired NYPD detective. He picks up on the first ring.

“How’s my favorite daughter-in-law doing?”

Michelle gathers herself for a moment.

“Hello? Michelle?”

“Just fine, Bill. How about a little impromptu visit with the kids?”

“Er, that sounds great. What time are you thinking?”

“About ten minutes. Meet you at the Marshall’s in Arcadian?”

“Uh, sure… everything okay?”

“Never better, Bill. I’ll see you soon. Bye.”  Michelle steps on the gas again as she passes by Mariandale, the Dominican Sister’s retreat center, determined to lose her stalker for good.
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The man in the black car curses and bangs
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