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CHAPTER 1: JUST ONE DRINK
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Nick Mattingly slumped on a barstool in the Watershed Pub. It was Saturday afternoon, November 23rd, Woodlawn, the Bronx, the one-year mark since Timmy vanished, a full twelve months since the day that had changed him, but not for the better. He sucked through the straw and drained the rest of his Captain Morgan and Pepsi. Heat bloomed across his nose and spread to his cheeks. The ice cubes in his drink rattled like old bones, as if speaking to him. 

“Get another drink, Nick.” 

He rolled the empty glass between his palms, skin tacky with condensation, waiting for the bartender, Big John Ryan, to look his way. The bartender didn’t. For a moment, the glass’s shape felt wrong, too wide, too cold. He remembered smaller fingers, sweaty and stubborn, locking around his own. He tilted the glass, working the straw into the corners, hunting the last drops of rum trapped in the melting ice. He knew the alcohol lingered somewhere in there. He just had to find it.

He could still taste it, that thin burn at the back of his throat, fading fast. The slurping sound snagged his throat, a jagged hook dragging him back to his wife, Miriam. Miriam on white sheets, lips cracked, pulling water through a bent straw. His glass slipped from his fingers and struck the bar with a dull crack, wobbled unsteadily, then tipped over the edge and shattered on the sawdust-covered floor.

He rested his elbows on the bar and gripped the picture of his son. He pressed his thumb over Timmy’s face as if he could push through the glossy paper and touch his skin. His nail caught the photo’s edge and bent it slightly. He smoothed the picture flat immediately, frantic that he’d damaged it, the way he’d straighten Timmy’s collar before school. He remembered Timmy, who’d turned four in January, still riding in the stroller through the crowded mall; his legs had gotten tired. It was the last mental picture he had of him with a big smile, a memory of the time before Nick had chosen the neon lights of a sports bar over pushing his son on the swings at the playground.

Nick had dangled going to Billy Beez in front of Timmy all morning, the ball pits, the slides, the whole shrieking chaos of it, and watched the boy’s eyes light up on the bus ride to the mall. The house had been too quiet since Miriam’s funeral the week before, the silence ringing in his ears until he couldn’t breathe. The hum of the refrigerator seemed too loud. Every time he’d turned a corner, he almost expected to hear floorboards creak under Miriam’s weight, but there was only the weight of the pulse thudding in his chest. 

Inside the Bay Plaza Mall, he’d detoured around Billy Beez to Buffalo Wild Wings, telling himself the smell of Cinnabon rolls and the mindless bustle of hundreds of people would help get him through his grief. He and Timmy would almost be like a regular family for a few hours, a father and son having a day of fun. 

However, he wasn’t comfortable in crowds and thought a single beer first would steady his hands, just enough to numb the jagged edges of the last week. In fact, a beer would make him a better father for their afternoon together. He’d be that fun dad at Billy Beez instead of that ghost slumped on the kitchen floor.

The restaurant had a patio section that bled out into the mall’s main indoor concourse, separated from the stream of shoppers by a waist-high iron railing.

Drinkers stood in line three rows deep with their fingers up toward the main bar, all of them angling for the bartender’s attention. He could barely see the backbar through the thicket of outstretched arms. 

Nick dodged a patron and slipped onto the last stool at the railing counter, claiming it before a guy in a Knicks jersey reached for the backrest. 

Sorry, pal. This seat is mine.

“Draft please,” he said to a server.

The patio was packed tight, but he managed to wedge the stroller between the rail and his stool, close enough that he could reach back and touch the blue canopy without leaving his seat. He angled himself toward the big flatscreens where the game was in full swing, confident Timmy would be alright behind him.

The server set a cold plastic cup of lager, beading with condensation, in front of him without ceremony, and he wrapped his hand around it as if it were medicine. The first swallows went down cold and fast. The remainder went down easier. His limbs finally felt relaxed, and his body fell a half-step behind his thoughts.

The second cup appeared before the first timeout. He hadn’t even asked for it. By the third beer, the game was tied, the crowd was roaring, and the stroller had become part of the furniture. He couldn’t tell where the televised stadium noise ended and the mall concourse echoes began.

When the shouting started, and a display rack crashed near the Macy’s entrance, his alcohol-fogged brain registered only a desperate buzzer-beater by St. John’s arcing ball toward the rim. The game blurred into a smear of jersey colors and cheering. This final three-point heave gave him a reason to lean closer to the monitor, not away from it to jump up and holler. He didn’t see the security cameras pivot or the crowd shift in a frantic, singular direction to watch mall cops chase a group of shoplifting teenagers. To his pickled brain, the scream of the crowd wasn’t a warning, it was a normal sports bar choir. He drowned the chaos in another swallow of cold beer.

In those forty-five seconds of manufactured euphoria, the span between the moment he rose to his feet cheering and when he sat back down, the mall world behind his stool was a blind spot.

Someone leaned over the low rail from the concourse side, pressed the small release on the stroller’s harness, unbuckled the strap, and lifted Timmy straight from the seat. Anyone watching would have assumed it was a parent scooping up a tired child. Nick didn’t hear a sound or feel the stroller move; its frame was wedged securely against the iron railing. 

The kidnapper didn’t need long to ruin his life.

He studied the photo. In the glossy 4x6, Timmy beamed while clutching his Hulk action figure. The Aaron Judge Yankees T-shirt swallowed his small frame, worn over a long-sleeved thermal. He traced his finger over Timmy’s smile in the photograph. 

Van Cortlandt Park was a quick walk from their house. They’d spent hours there, Timmy shrieking with joy on the swings, begging, “Higher, Daddy, higher!” 

Nick pressed the photo flat to the bar and prayed for the sound of Timmy’s laughter beside him, but only the clink of ice and the low murmur of the television came back.

It had been one year since Timmy vanished, and the “just one beer” that turned into a lifetime of ghosts. He could still taste the watery sting of that cheap beer, the price he’d paid for his son’s safety. He remembered the way the neon yellow of the “Wild Wings” sign had blurred in his vision. It looked like a jagged halo against the glass. When he finally turned around, he found the stroller’s strap unbuckled and dangling, his son nowhere to be seen. 

The crowd brushed past him, shopping bags swinging. A mother tugged a toddler by the wrist before he could dart toward the fountain. Two boys sprinted by, one shrieking as the other tried to grab his Yankees cap. His pickled brain saw nothing unusual. Perhaps he hadn’t seen what was always there.

He looked at the stroller again, first, the blue canopy, still there, still exactly where he’d left it. Relief lasted half a second. Then his brain caught up. The canopy was there, but the stroller sat too high, too light, tilted back on its rear wheels without the ballast of a small body in an empty seat. The harness strap hung loose, still warm. What he hoped to see...he suddenly realized he’d never see. 

Timmy.

Where’s Timmy?

Nick, where’s our son?

He was just here.

The boy wouldn’t just run off on his own.

He stood up, legs liquefying, barely able to stay on his feet. His vision tunneled, sharpening as he looked at every little boy who walked by. The crowd’s noise warbled, as if he were suddenly underwater. His throat seized, as if he were drowning.

“Timmy,” he screamed into the crowd of shoppers. “Timmy! Timmy! Where are you?” The sound that came out of his mouth didn’t sound like his voice at all. It sounded more like a shriek, a desperate cry into the mass of people crowding the concourse.

He rushed to the bar, knocking over glasses and plates. He grabbed people, gripping their shoulders and turned them to face him. “My son. Did you see what happened to him?”

The customers reeled away from him, eyes wide. No pity. Just shock and annoyance.

The bartender shouted, “You’re scaring the customers. What’s your problem?”

“My son’s missing. Did you see where he went?”

“No, I’m sorry, buddy. In case you haven’t noticed, I’ve been a little busy.”

Mall cops showed up, concerned but not helpful. Security footage showed only crowds, bodies overlapping, blind angles where seconds disappeared as the cameras swept back and forth. 

He could see Timmy had fallen asleep during the game, his head tipped sideways, mouth open, one sneaker dangling off his toe. Whoever lifted him wouldn’t have had to fight. Just scoop and go. Anyone he passed would’ve assumed he was a parent carrying a tired kid.

Detectives were called in. They had gone frame by frame through every camera in Bay Plaza. They found the moment, a blur of gray, a man in a hoodie scooping Timmy up, but the footage was too grainy to get a clear image. The exterior cameras captured a white van until it vanished into traffic, the rear plate unreadable. They talked to store managers, kiosk workers, janitors, even the kid in the mall Santa suit, hoping for a witness to fill in the blanks, but no one remembered seeing a stranger walk off with a boy in an Aaron Judge T-shirt.

Guilt dogged his every step, breathing on his neck the way Miriam whispered from every empty doorway she used to fill. Where is our son? After Miriam died, Timmy wouldn’t let go of Nick’s hand. Not at the grocery store, not at the playground, not even when Nick used the bathroom. That fateful day, Timmy fell asleep in the stroller, no doubt dreaming of his mom and Billy Beez. 
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CHAPTER 2: MIRIAM
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Miriam was thirty-two when she dropped a dinner plate. It shattered across the kitchen tile. “Nick,” she said, staring at her hand. “I can’t feel my fingers.”

A malignant brain tumor had ambushed his wife. Stage four by the time they found it. No prior symptoms. In six months, the tumor stripped her down, carved the rosy-cheeked mother into a stranger with translucent skin and sunken eyes. The woman who hoisted Timmy onto her hip vanished. The final two weeks were the worst. The nurse loosened Miriam’s gown. Her chest barely rose. 

She’d deteriorated so fast he barely recognized her. 

His wife always called the extra pounds “baby fat” from Timmy’s birth, and Nick never argued. She never missed a bedtime story, even when she fell asleep halfway through the last page.

When he helped the nurse change his wife’s gown, he could see her ribs. Weeks of seizures and rapid weight loss from the tumor hollowed her out. One rib. Two. Three. He could count every bone through skin that looked like wax paper. When had she become this? Two weeks ago, she’d been complaining about needing to lose the baby weight. Now she was dissolving before his eyes, vanishing into the hospital sheets. The heart monitor beeped: weak, arrhythmic. Her fingers rested in his palm: cold, damp, limp, no answering squeeze. The heart monitor kept losing the beat. He kept waiting for the familiar pulse to flutter back, like whenever they laced their fingers on the couch. Now, nothing moved, not a blink, not a twitch, not a sigh. He swallowed his sorrow and held on anyway, thumb stroking the back of her hand as if the soothing motion could coax life back into the woman he loved.

And now, sitting at the bar, he felt the weight of the bills folded in his jacket pocket, the papers stiff and mocking against his fingers as he drew them out. He knew which ones were yellow final-notices without looking. Thumbing through them, he remembered how the bills had started piling up six months before Miriam died, from the diagnosis in May through the hospital stays and doctors and specialists, hospice and the mortuary. The numbers clawed at his throat. He shoved them back into his jacket, the debt dragging his shoulders down under the dead weight. While the clinical trial covered the drugs, insurance fought everything else: policy limits, overstays, out-of-pocket deductibles. Not covered, not qualified. 

On top of that, four months before Miriam’s death, the foreman at Vericom had dropped a pink slip on his workbench. “Reorg,” he’d muttered. Ten years of overtime, weekends, and busted knuckles fixing machines came down to fourteen days’ pay deposited like an afterthought. He’d burn through the rest of their savings just to keep the insurance active so the hospital wouldn’t kick her out. Soon, collection letters covered the kitchen table while Timmy colored at his feet. $47,000 from Mount Sinai. $12,000 from the oncologist. A mortgage statement marked FINAL NOTICE in red.

He’d applied for unemployment extensions the week after Timmy vanished; by March 2019, the first checks arrived, giving him at least a small lifeline. Most of it went straight to Miriam’s outstanding medical bills. There wasn’t much left, but it was something.

He’d missed the October mortgage payment to pay for tests the insurance refused to cover. By the time she passed on November 8th, he was so far underwater the mailman had to swim the bills to him. The bank’s first foreclosure notice arrived during the week of her funeral, but he’d ignored every summons until June 2019. In New York, the law usually drags its feet, but when you don’t answer the door or the court, the bank wins by default. 

He was too buried in bottles and grief to care what the bank did next.

By June 2019, eight months after Timmy disappeared, Nick had signed the house over to the bank in a deed-in-lieu agreement to avoid a drawn-out foreclosure judgment. The bank, eager to bypass New York’s endless court delays and the legal fees of a contested case, pushed the paperwork through the moment he agreed to surrender the keys. They didn’t care about his grief; they just wanted a clean title and a quick exit.

They changed the locks a few weeks later and piled his belongings on the curb. Now, he was crammed into a shoebox studio apartment above the Watershed Pub.

The memory of Timmy’s stroller, standing alone, exactly where he’d left it, ambushed him every time he closed his eyes. He could still feel the phantom weight of Timmy’s hand in his, a warmth that turned to ice the second he realized his boy was gone. And always at the edge of that memory, a red skirt. Black boots. A warm hand on his wrist. 

Everyone called Timmy’s kidnapping a tragedy, a lapse in judgment, or an accident, as if strollers emptied themselves.

But Nick knew the truth: he traded his son for a sixteen-ounce draft of beer times four...or five...he’d lost count.

“Kids wander off,” one of Nick’s neighbors had said. “Happens all the time.”

Nick blinked, fighting gravity as his lids dragged shut, the bar smearing into shadow. His chin dipped to his chest before he caught it. His lips parted, spilling a silent confession into the stale bar, a secret meant for someone who should have been holding his hand.

I’m sorry. 
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CHAPTER 3: BIG JOHN
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The bar swallowed light past the doorway, and a couple of regulars sipped scotch in a rock glass and beer from a tall mug. A bottle of Captain Morgan stood on the wooden bar, amber liquid catching what little light filtered through the grimy windows.

Big John Ryan hauled his bulk over from the other side of the bar, a gray towel slung over his shoulder, with the sour reek of old sweat and beer trailing in his wake. White hair crowned his head, and his belly spilled over his belt and stretched out his T-shirt, the cotton thin and damp. He shoved his hands into the sink behind the bar to clean out beer mugs with lukewarm water. He pulled out a beer mug and wiped it with the towel.

“Freshen up your drink, Nick?” Big John asked with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

Nick nodded, and his lip quivered as he held the picture of his boy. The photo unspooled a reel of ghost memories: the click of plastic bricks in the Lego Store at Bay Plaza, the chlorine sting on Cowabunga Falls at Splashdown Water Park, an hour’s drive upstate. Also, Timmy’s favorite indoor playground was Billy Beez. He remembered Timmy bolting ahead, laughter trailing in his wake, his small legs outpacing Nick’s heavy stride.

“Sure thing, Nick.” Big John bent and leaned closer, invading Nick’s space until their noses almost touched. His calloused hand snapped around Nick’s wrist
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