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About the Book

NEVER GET IN THE CAR

For years, best friends Sarah and Jennifer kept what they called the ‘Never List’: a list of actions to be avoided, for safety’s sake, at all costs. But one night, they failed to follow their own rules.

NEVER GO OUT ALONE AFTER DARK

Sarah has spent ten years trying to forget her ordeal. But now the FBI has news that forces her to confront her worst fears.

NEVER TAKE RISKS

If she is to uncover the truth about what really happened to Jennifer, Sarah needs to work with the other women who shared her nightmare. But they won’t be happy to hear from her. Because down there in the dark, Sarah wasn’t just a victim.

NEVER TRUST ANYONE


About the Author

Koethi Zan was born and raised in rural Alabama. She attended Yale Law School and currently lives in an old farmhouse in upstate New York. Her First Mistake is her first novel.
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“Human beings are so terrible.… They can bear anything.”

—From the film The Bitter Tears of Petra von Kant,
Rainer Werner Fassbinder, director and screenwriter


CHAPTER 1

There were four of us down there for the first thirty-two months and eleven days of our captivity. And then, very suddenly and without warning, there were three. Even though the fourth person hadn’t made any noise at all in several months, the room got very quiet when she was gone. For a long time after that, we sat in silence, in the dark, wondering which of us would be next in the box.

Jennifer and I, of all people, should not have ended up in that cellar. We were not your average eighteen-year-old girls, abandoning all caution once set loose for the first time on a college campus. We took our freedom seriously and monitored it so carefully, it almost didn’t exist anymore. We knew what was out there in that big wide world better than anyone, and we weren’t going to let it get us.

We had spent years methodically studying and documenting every danger that could possibly ever touch us: avalanches, disease, earthquakes, car crashes, sociopaths, and wild animals—all the evils that might lurk outside our window. We believed our paranoia would protect us; after all, what are the odds that two girls so well versed in disaster would be the ones to fall prey to it?

For us, there was no such thing as fate. Fate was a word you used when you had not prepared, when you were slack, when you stopped paying attention. Fate was a weak man’s crutch.

Our caution, which verged on a mania by our late teens, had started six years earlier when we were twelve. On a cold but sunny January day in 1991, Jennifer’s mother drove us home from school, the same as every other weekday. I don’t even remember the accident. I only recall slowly emerging into the light to the beat of the heart monitor, as it chirped out the steady and comforting rhythm of my pulse. For many days after that, I felt warm and utterly safe when I first woke up, until that moment when my heart sank and my mind caught up with time.

Jennifer would tell me later that she remembered the crash vividly. Her memory was typically post-traumatic: a hazy, slow-motion dream, with colors and lights all swirling together in a kind of operatic brilliance. They told us we were lucky, having been only seriously injured and living through the ICU, with its blur of doctors, nurses, needles, and tubes, and then four months recovering in a bare hospital room with CNN blaring in the background. Jennifer’s mother had not been lucky.

They put us in a room together, ostensibly so we could keep each other company for our convalescence, and as my mother told me in a whisper, so I could help Jennifer through her grief. But I suspected the other reason was that Jennifer’s father, who was divorced from her mother and an erratic drunk we had always taken pains to avoid, was only too happy when my parents volunteered to take turns sitting with us. At any rate, as our bodies slowly healed, we were left alone more often, and it was then that we started the journals—to pass the time, we said to ourselves, both probably knowing deep down that it was in fact to help us feel some control over a wild and unjust universe.

The first journal was merely a notepad from our bedside table at the hospital, with JONES MEMORIAL printed in Romanesque block letters across the top. Few would have recognized it as a journal, filled as it was only with lists of the horrors we saw on television. We had to ask the nurses for three more notepads. They must have thought we were filling our days with tic-tac-toe or hangman. In any event, no one thought to change the channel.

When we got out of the hospital, we worked on our project in earnest. At the school library, we found almanacs, medical journals, and even a book of actuarial tables from 1987. We gathered data, we computed, and we recorded, filling up line after line with the raw evidence of human vulnerability.

The journals were initially divided into eight basic categories, but as we got older, we learned with horror how many things there were that were worse than PLANE CRASHES, HOUSEHOLD ACCIDENTS, and CANCER. In stone silence and after careful deliberation, as we sat in the sunny, cheerful window seat of my bright attic bedroom, Jennifer wrote out new headings in bold black letters with her Sharpie: ABDUCTION, RAPE, and MURDER.

The statistics gave us such comfort. Knowledge is power, after all. We knew we had a one-in-two-million chance of being killed by a tornado; a one-in-310,000 chance of dying in a plane crash; and a one-in-500,000 chance of being killed by an asteroid hitting Earth. In our warped view of probability, the very fact that we had memorized this endless slate of figures somehow changed our odds for the better. Magical thinking, our therapists would later call it, in the year after I came home to find all seventeen of the journals in a pile on our kitchen table, and both my parents sitting there waiting with tears in their eyes.

By then I was sixteen, and Jennifer had come to live with us full time because her father was in jail after his third DUI. We visited him, taking the bus because we had decided it wasn’t safe for us to drive at that age. (It would be another year and a half before either of us got a license.) I had never liked her father, and it turned out she hadn’t either. Looking back, I don’t know why we visited him at all, but we did, like clockwork, on the first Saturday of every month.

Mostly he just looked at her and cried. Sometimes he would try to start a sentence, but he never got very far. Jennifer didn’t bat an eye, just stared at him with as blank an expression as I ever saw on her face, even when we were down in that cellar. The two of them never spoke, and I sat a little away from them, fidgeting and uncomfortable. Her father was the only thing she would not discuss with me—not one word—so I just held her hand on the bus back home each time, while she gazed out the window in silence.

The summer before we went to off to Ohio University, our anxieties reached a fever pitch. We would soon be leaving my attic room, which we shared, and go into the vast unknown: a college campus. In preparation, we made the Never List and hung it on the back of our bedroom door. Jennifer, who was plagued by insomnia, would often get up in the middle of the night to add to it: never go to the campus library alone at night, never park more than six spaces from your destination, never trust a stranger with a flat tire. Never, never, never.

Before we left, we meticulously packed a trunk, filling it with the treasures we had collected over the years at birthdays and Christmases: face masks, antibacterial soap, flashlights, pepper spray. We chose a dorm in a low building so that, in the event of fire, we could easily make the jump. We painstakingly studied the campus map and arrived three days early to examine the footpaths and walkways to evaluate for ourselves the lighting, visibility, and proximity to public spaces.

When we arrived at our dorm, Jennifer took out her tools before we had even unpacked our bags. She drilled a hole in our window sash, and I inserted small but strong metal bars through the wood, so it couldn’t be opened from the outside even if the glass was broken. We kept a rope ladder by the window, along with a set of pliers to remove the metal bars in the event we needed a quick escape. We got special permission from campus security to add a deadbolt lock to our door. As a final touch, Jennifer gingerly hung the Never List on the wall between our beds, and we surveyed the room with satisfaction.

Maybe the universe played out a perverse justice on us in the end. Or maybe the risks of living in the outside world were simply greater than we had calculated. In any event, I suppose we stepped out of our own bounds by trying to live a semblance of regular college life. Really, I thought later, we knew better. But at the same time the lure of the ordinary proved to be too irresistible. We went to classes separately from each other even if we had to go to opposite ends of the campus. We stayed in the library talking to new friends well after dark sometimes. We even went to a couple of campus mixers sponsored by the university. Just like normal kids.

In fact, after only two months there, I secretly began thinking we could start living more like other people. I thought maybe the worries of our youth could be put away, packed safely in the cardboard boxes back home where we stored our other childhood memorabilia. I thought, in what I now see as a heretical break from everything we stood for, that maybe our juvenile obsessions were just that, and we were finally growing up.

Thankfully, I never articulated those thoughts to Jennifer, much less acted on them, so I was able to half forgive myself for them in those dark days and nights to follow. We were just college kids, doing what college kids do. But I could comfort myself knowing we had followed our protocols to the bitter end. We had, almost automatically, executed our protective strategies with a military precision and focus, every day a continuous safety drill. Every activity had a three-point check, a rule, and a backup plan. We were on our guard. We were careful.

That night was no different. Before we had even arrived on campus, we had researched which car service in town had the best record for accidents, and we’d set up an account. We had it billed directly to our credit cards just in case we ever ran out of cash or had our wallets stolen. “Never be stranded” was number thirty-seven on the list, after all. Two months into the semester, the dispatch guy recognized our voices. We only had to give him a pickup address, and moments later we would be safely shuttled back to our dormitory fortress.

That night we went to a private party off campus—a first for us. Things were just getting going at around midnight when we decided we’d pushed the limit far enough. We called the service, and in record time, a beat-up black sedan arrived. We noticed nothing out of the ordinary until we were in the car with our seat belts fastened. There was a funny smell, but I shrugged it off, deciding it was within the realm of the expected for a local livery company. A couple of minutes into the ride, Jennifer dozed off with her head on my shoulder.

That memory, the last of our other life, is preserved in my imagination in a perfect halo of peace. I felt satisfied. I was looking forward to life, a real life. We were moving on. We were going to be happy.

I must have drifted off too because when I opened my eyes, we were in total darkness in the backseat, the lights of the town replaced by the dim glow of stars. The black sedan was hurtling forward on the now-deserted highway, with only the faint trace of the horizon ahead. This was not the way home.

At first I panicked. Then I remembered number seven on the Never List: Never panic. In a flash, my mind retraced our steps that day, pointlessly trying to figure out where we had made a mistake. Because there had to have been a mistake. This was not our “fate.”

Bitterly, I realized we had made the most basic and fundamental error of all. Every mother taught her child the same simple safety rule, the most obvious one on our own list: Never get in the car.

In our hubris, we’d thought we could cheat it—just a little—with our logic, our research, our precautions. But nothing could change the fact that we’d failed to follow the rule absolutely. We’d been naïve. We hadn’t believed other minds could be as calculating as ours. We hadn’t counted on actual evil as our enemy rather than blind statistical possibility.

There in the car, I drew three deep breaths and looked at Jennifer’s sweet sleeping face for a long, sad moment. I knew as soon as I acted that, for the second time in her young life, she would wake up into a life utterly transformed. Finally, with great dread, I took her shoulder in my hand and shook it gently. She was bleary-eyed at first. I held my finger to my lips as her eyes focused and she began to process our situation. When I saw the look of realization and fear dawning on her face, I whimpered almost audibly, but stifled the sound with my hand. Jennifer had been through too much and suffered so hard. She could not survive this without me. I had to be strong.

Neither of us made a sound. We had trained ourselves never to act impulsively in an emergency situation. And this was definitely an emergency.

Through the thick, clear plastic partition dividing us from the driver, we could see very little of our abductor: dark brown hair, black wool coat, large hands on the wheel. On the left side of his neck, partially hidden by his collar, was a small tattoo that I couldn’t quite make out in the dark. I shivered. The rearview mirror was angled up so we could see almost nothing of his face.

As quietly as we could, we tested the door handles. Safety-locked. The window mechanisms were disabled as well. We were trapped.

Jennifer slowly leaned down and picked up her bag from the floor, keeping her eyes on me as she rummaged in it silently. She pulled out her pepper spray. I shook my head, knowing it was of no use to us in our sealed-off space. Still, we felt safer having it.

I dug into my own purse at my feet. I found an identical canister and a small hand-held alarm with a panic button. We would have to wait it out, in silence, in terror, with our shaking hands clutching our pepper sprays and sweat beading our foreheads despite the October chill outside.

I scanned the interior of the car, trying to come up with a plan. And then I noticed it. There were small open air vents in the partition on my side, but those in front of Jennifer were connected to some kind of homemade metal and rubber contraption. Valves were connected to a pipe that disappeared from our view into the front floorboard. I sat very still, gaping at this intricate mechanism, my mind racing but unable to grasp a coherent thought for a moment. Finally, it sank in.

“We’ll be drugged,” I said at last, whispering to Jennifer. I looked down at the pepper spray in my hand with regret, knowing I’d never be able to use it. I stroked it almost lovingly, then let it drop to the floor, as I stared back up at the source of our impending doom. Jennifer followed my glance and registered at once what it meant. There was no hope.

He must have heard me speak, for just seconds later, a slight hissing sound told us we were about to get very sleepy. The air vents on my side slid shut. Jennifer and I held hands tightly, our other hands gripping the outer sides of the faux leather seat as the world slipped away.

When I came to, I was in the dark cellar that was to be my home for more than three years. I roused myself from the drugs slowly, trying to focus my eyes in the sea of gray that swam before them. When they finally cleared, I had to shut them tightly again to stop the panic that threatened to take over. I waited ten seconds, twenty, thirty, and opened again. I looked down at my body. I was stripped naked and chained to the wall by my ankle. A chill prickled up my spine, and my stomach lurched.

I was not alone. There were two other girls down there, emaciated, naked, and chained to the walls beside me. In front of us was the box. It was a simple wooden shipping crate of some sort, maybe five feet long by four feet high. Its opening was angled away from me, so I couldn’t tell how it was secured. There was a dim bulb hanging from the ceiling over us. It swayed just slightly.

Jennifer was nowhere to be seen.


CHAPTER 2

Thirteen years later, anyone who didn’t know me—and let’s face it, no one did—might think I was living the dream life of a single girl in New York City. They might think everything had turned out all right for me in the end. I had moved on. Gotten over it. Survived the trauma.

Even all that early work in probability had paid off, and I had a stable, if not very glamorous, job as an actuary with a life insurance company. I found it somehow fitting that I now worked for a company that made bets on death and disaster. Not only that, but they let me work from home. A virtual paradise.

My parents couldn’t understand why I had moved to New York City so quickly in the first place, while I was still recovering and especially considering all my fears. They didn’t understand how much safer it felt to have crowds of people right outside my door at all times. In New York City, I tried to explain, there is always someone to hear you scream. And better still were the glorious advantages of a doorman building in a city that never slept. There I was, on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, surrounded by millions, yet no one could reach me if I didn’t want them to.

Bob at the front desk would buzz up, and he knew that if I didn’t answer, it meant I didn’t want to see anyone—no matter what. He would bring me my food deliveries personally, because he felt sorry for the crazy woman in 11G, and because I gave him triple what everyone else did at the holidays. In fact, I could stay home all day, every day, and have every meal delivered and every errand outsourced. I had raging Wi-Fi and a premium cable television package. There was nothing I couldn’t do from the privacy of the well-appointed junior six my parents had helped me buy.

The first years out had been madness, literally and figuratively, but thanks to five sessions a week with Dr. Simmons, the therapist they’d provided for us, I had been able to go back to college, get a job, and function passably in the real world. But as time went on and the relationship with my shrink stagnated, I discovered I couldn’t move beyond a certain point.

And then I went into reverse. Retrenching. Slowly, imperceptibly. Until I found it harder and harder to leave my apartment at all. I simply preferred to stay safely in my own cocoon in the midst of a world I perceived as spinning out of control. A world whose evils were driven home to me more each day as I documented them with increasingly sophisticated software.

Then one day the buzzer rang, and Bob said it wasn’t a delivery but a flesh and blood man. Someone from my past. I shouldn’t have let him up, but I felt I owed this particular visitor at least that much. That’s where it all began again.

“Caroline.” Agent McCordy was rapping at my door, while I stood frozen to the spot on the other side. I hadn’t spoken to him in two years, since the last letter came. I wasn’t ready for another communication from that other life.

It was when that last bit of correspondence from the prison had arrived that I had stopped going out entirely. Just touching something he had touched, reading something he had thought, was enough to send me spinning into that circle of despair and fear I thought I’d left behind. Dr. Simmons had started making house calls at that point. For the first month afterward, though she wouldn’t say it, I knew I was on quasi-suicide watch. My mom flew in. My father called every night. I was invaded. And here it was, beginning again.

“Caroline, can you open up?”

“Sarah,” I corrected, through the door, annoyed that he was following protocol, using that other name, the one I reserved for the outside world.

“I’m sorry—I mean, Sarah. Can you let me in?”

“Do you have another letter?”

“I need to talk to you about something more important, Car—Sarah. I know Dr. Simmons has talked to you about this a little already. She said I could come by.”

“I don’t want to talk about it. I’m not ready.” I paused, but then, feeling it was inevitable, I methodically unlatched the three deadbolts and the regular lock on the door. I opened it slowly. There he stood, badge in hand, held wide open to me. He knew I’d want to confirm that he was still official. I smiled at that. Then I folded my arms, defensively, my smile disappearing, and took a step back. “Why does it have to be me?”

I turned, and he followed me into the room. We sat down across from each other, but I didn’t offer him anything to drink for fear he’d get too comfortable and stay awhile. He looked around.

“Immaculate,” he said with a slow smile. “You never change, Sarah.” He took out his notebook and pen, placing them carefully on the coffee table, at a perfect ninety-degree angle.

“Neither do you,” I said, noticing his precision. I smiled again, despite myself.

“You know why it has to be you,” he began slowly. “And you know why it has to be now. This is it.”

“When is it?”

“In four months. I came early to prepare you. We can prepare together. We will work with you every step of the way. You won’t be alone.”

“But Christine? Tracy?”

“Christine won’t speak to us. She won’t speak to her social worker. She has completely cut us off. She married an investment banker who doesn’t know about her past or even her real name. She has an apartment on Park Avenue and two daughters. One started preschool at Episcopal this year. She won’t go near this.”

I had some vague knowledge about Christine’s life, but I could never believe how thoroughly she had managed to cut the whole experience out of her existence, to isolate and excise it like the cancer it was.

I should have expected it, given that Christine had been the one to suggest we change our identities when the press couldn’t get enough of our story. She had walked out of the police intake with a purpose, as though she hadn’t been starved for the past two years and hadn’t been crumpled in a corner crying for the past three. She didn’t look back. Didn’t say good-bye to me or Tracy, didn’t fall apart like Tracy did, didn’t hang her head in defeat, battered from the years of humiliation and pain. She just walked.

After that, we knew only the outline of her story through the social worker who met with us all, and who each year tried to get us together on the questionable theory that we could help one another recover. The message back from Christine was that she had already recovered, thank you very much. And good riddance to us all.

“Tracy then.”

“Tracy is coming, but you have to understand it can’t be Tracy alone.”

“Why not? She’s stable, brilliant, articulate. You could even call her a small-business owner of sorts. Isn’t that legit enough?”

He chuckled. “I suppose she is a productive member of society. But she isn’t exactly the local greengrocer. More like your local radical feminist activist. And because that journal she publishes focuses on violence against women, she might just appear to have her own agenda.

“And yes,” he went on, “she is articulate. After all those years in grad school, she’d better be. But in these circumstances she manages to go on the offense. She doesn’t exactly inspire the pity we need the parole board to feel. Not to mention that she has a shaved head and forty-one tattoos.”

“Wha—”

“I asked. I didn’t count.” He paused. “Carol—”

“SARAH.”

“Sarah, when was the last time you left this apartment?”

“What do you mean?” I turned away from him. I looked around at this prewar gem bathed in white as though it shared my guilt in some way. A little heaven of my own making. “It’s so beautiful. Why would I want to leave it?”

“You know what I mean. When did you last leave? To go anywhere. To walk down the block. To get fresh air. To exercise.”

“I open my windows. Sometimes. And I exercise. You know. In here.” I looked around. All the windows were shut and locked, despite the beautiful spring day outside.

“Does Dr. Simmons know this?”

“She knows. She isn’t ‘pushing me beyond my own boundaries,’ she says. Or something like that. Don’t worry. Dr. Simmons is all over it. She’s got my number. Or numbers, as it were. OCD, agoraphobia, haphephobia, post-traumatic stress disorder. I still see her three times a week. Yes, I see her here in this apartment; don’t look at me like that. But you know, I’m an upstanding citizen with a solid job and a lovely home. I’m just fine. Things could be much worse.”

Jim stared at me for a minute with pity in his eyes. I looked away from him, feeling a little ashamed of myself for the first time in a while. His voice turned serious again when he finally spoke.

“Sarah,” he said, “there is another letter.”

“Send it to me,” I replied, with a fierceness that surprised us both.

“Dr. Simmons is not sure it’s a good idea. She didn’t want me to tell you.”

“It’s mine. It’s addressed to me, isn’t it? And therefore you have to send it to me. Isn’t that federal law or something?” I stood up and started pacing the room, biting my thumbnail.

“It doesn’t even make any sense,” he started. “It’s more of his ramblings. It’s mostly about his wife.”

“I don’t doubt that it makes no sense. None of them do. But one day he’s going to slip up, and there’ll be a clue. He’ll tell me where the body is. Not in so many words, but he’ll let something out, something that will tell me where to look.”

“And how will you do that? How will you look? You won’t even leave the apartment. You won’t even testify at the guy’s parole hearing.”

“And what kind of a freak woman marries a guy like that anyway?” I interjected, ignoring him as I paced faster. “Who are these women who write letters to prisoners? Do they secretly want to be chained up, tortured, and killed? Do they want to get close enough to the fire to get burned?”

“Well, apparently she got his name through her church. They set this up as some kind of mission of mercy. According to him and his attorney, it worked. According to them, he’s a true convert.”

“Do you believe that for one second?” He shook his head, as I went on. “I’m sure she’ll be the first one to regret it when he’s out.”

I walked back around to the sofa and sat down, putting my head in my hands. I sighed.

“I can’t even have sympathy for this person. Such an idiot.”

In ordinary circumstances, I’m sure Jim would have patted my shoulder or maybe even put his arm around me. Normal acts of comfort. But he knew better. He stayed right where he was.

“You see, Sarah, you don’t believe he’s had a religious conversion, and I don’t believe it. But what if the parole board believes it? What if this guy serves just ten years for keeping you all locked up and—killing one of you? Ten years. Is that enough for you? Is that enough for what he did to you?”

I turned away from him so he wouldn’t see the tears forming in my eyes.

“He still owns the house,” Jim continued. “If he gets out, that’s right where he will be going. That house. In four months. With his Southern Baptist jailhouse wife in tow.”

Jim shifted in his seat and leaned forward, changing tack. “Your best friend, Sarah. Your best friend. Do it for Jennifer.”

By then I couldn’t hold back the floodgates. I didn’t want him to see my tears, so I stood up and quickly walked to the kitchen to get a drink of water. I stood running the faucet for a full minute, pulling myself together. My hands gripped the edge of the sink until my knuckles were as white as the cold porcelain under my fingers. When I came back, Jim was standing up to leave. He was slowly gathering his things and putting them back in his case one by one.

“I’m sorry to push you, Sarah. Dr. Simmons won’t like it. But we need you to make this victim impact statement. Without you, I’m worried. I know we let you down. I let you down. I know the kidnapping charge wasn’t sufficient for all he did. At the end of the day we just didn’t have the proof to charge him with murder. Without a body, and with DNA evidence that was … contaminated. But we have to make sure he serves at least the full sentence on what we’ve got him for. We can’t take any chances on that.”

“It wasn’t your fault. It was the lab—” I started.

“My case, my fault. And believe me, I’ve been paying the price ever since. Let’s get through this and put it behind us.”

Easy for him to say. I was sure that’s just what he wanted, to put this mess in his past. His big career mistake. For me, it was a little more difficult.

He held up his card, but I waved it away. I had the number.

“I will prep you here at your apartment. Anywhere you want. We need you.”

“And Tracy will be there too?”

“Yes, Tracy will be there, but …” He looked over at the window, embarrassed.

“But she made it a condition that she doesn’t have to see me, talk to me, or be alone with me, right?”

Jim hesitated. He didn’t want to say it, but I could see right through him.

“You can say it, Jim. I know she hates me. Just say it.”

“Yes, she made that a condition.”

“Okay. Okay, I’ll think about it, not just ‘okay.’”

“Thanks, Sarah.” He took an opened envelope out of his notebook and placed it on the table. “The letter. You’re right, it’s yours. Here it is. But please talk to Dr. Simmons before you read it.”

He walked to the door. He knew not to try to shake my hand. Instead, he gave me a quick wave from the other side of the room and closed the door quietly behind him, then stood right outside, waiting for me to fasten the bolts. When he heard the final click, he walked away. He knew me well.
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CHAPTER 1

Julie Brookman’s life was absolutely fucking perfect. She turned the rearview mirror of her brother’s car toward her face and wiped a stray smudge of mascara from the corner of her eye. Admiring her long reddish-gold hair, she smiled at herself the way she knew made her green eyes sparkle.

She’d finished her paper on the transcendental poets four days early and would turn it in to her professor in the morning. Professor Greenfield was her favorite. She may have even had a slight crush on him, but that had nothing to do with it. Julie always did things ahead of schedule, always made sure her work was better than anyone else’s.

For this paper, she’d stayed up at her parents’ place in Westchester because she believed she wrote best in her childhood bedroom. Routine was crucial to success. That was one of her maxims. She’d decided to take the late train back, and give her essay a final proofread first thing in the morning before hitting send.

Ryan pulled into the station parking lot.

‘Okay, kiddo,’ Julie said, turning to the backseat to grab her computer bag. ‘This will be just fine.’

‘I can wait with you,’ he said, but only after a conspicuous hesitation.

Julie took out her phone.

‘We got here early. It would be silly for you to stay. I got it.’ She nodded toward the train station. ‘Look, Kurt’s in there. You go meet Janie.’

He looked at her uncertainly, but it was obvious he wanted to go.

‘Come on. It’s totally fine.’ She rubbed her hand over his hair, so long it would have hidden his eyes but for the natural upward sweep it took at the ends. He was adorable. ‘You’ve got good cover now. Mom won’t even ask where you’ve been. Get your precious time in before they ground you again.’

Ryan rolled his eyes.

‘Listen –’ he paused, still looking unsure – ‘just wait inside, okay?’

Julie nodded as she slung the strap of her bag over her shoulder and pulled twice on the tiny silver heart medallion hanging from the clasp. Her good-luck charm.

‘Yep. Me and Kurt, best buds.’

Julie got out of the car and peered through the window into the station. Kurt’s outline was just visible as he stood behind the counter going through the receipts. She knew he’d be there until one a.m. She’d taken this late train a hundred times.

She glanced back as Ryan was pulling his car onto the road, his tires spinning out in the gravel at the edge of the turn. She waved half-heartedly but knew he wouldn’t even look back. Kids today. She smiled.

It was a beautiful late-September night. The air was still warm. The stars, such as they were this close to the city, shone with full force. She took out a pack of cigarettes and knocked it against the post of the wooden porch that encircled the building. Instead of going in, she sat on the bench just under the windows, lit a cigarette, and took a long slow drag. Her parents disapproved of the habit and she agreed with them technically, but, this, her first cigarette in two days, was going down beautifully.

She blew out a long puff of smoke and absentmindedly rubbed the zipper of her bag. This paper was better than anything she’d done last year. She wondered if she should submit it for publication. Professor Greenfield would know the best places for it. Even if she didn’t publish it, this was one more step toward the J. Burden Senior English Award next year.

She stood up and walked over to the steps that led to the tracks, took a final hit on the cigarette, and dropped it on the sidewalk. She rubbed it out with her shoe and then lifted her foot to check underneath. She had this thing about cigarette stubs. Bad luck if they stuck to you. But her sole was clean. She laughed to herself. Yes, she thought, her soul was clean.

She took out her phone, checked the time. Twelve minutes until the train would arrive. She opened Instagram, scrolled through some posts, liked a couple. Boring. She checked the New York Times. Sent a text to Mark. Luv u.

She waited. He didn’t text back. Must not have his phone on him. She watched for a couple more seconds waiting for the dots to appear. Nothing.

Eleven minutes.

Should she read on the train or try to doze off? It was always a gamble as to whether she could sleep on the Metro North seats. She was so sensitive to smells and that horrid faux leather stuck to her skin whenever she moved. She could always read that New Yorker article she’d emailed herself.

Suddenly, the lights inside dimmed. She turned around, puzzled. Was Kurt leaving early? She leaned in toward the glass, but the interior office door was closed. She walked over to the side door and pulled hard but it was stuck fast. Locked. He’d gone home. She would have expected him to have said goodnight before he left or even to have waited with her. Unless he hadn’t noticed her out there. She glanced at the parking-lot exit, and, sure enough, a car was turning out onto the road. But why would he leave now? Did they change the train schedules?

Damn it. This had happened to her once before. She took a step toward the board to check the timetable, but suddenly felt the eerie sensation that she was not alone.

She turned to see who it was, but before she’d gone full circle, a leather-gloved hand smothered her face and forced her head back.

All she thought of at first was the pain.

That fucking hurts.

She was too disoriented to understand what was happening until he was dragging her by her head and neck across the parking lot. Her feet struggled to keep up, to stay planted on the ground; otherwise the arm squeezing her throat would strangle her.

She couldn’t breathe. Her mind buzzed with confusion. She had to get some air into her lungs right now.

Her assailant loosened his grip slightly, just in time. She gasped at the air in great gulps while trying to get her bearings as her eyes darted around for an escape route. In a split second, she took it all in. They were in the parking lot on the far side of the station, not a soul in sight. Headlights flashed by from the highway through the trees – too far away to make a difference.

Then suddenly her body was airborne. She landed – hard – in the back of a semi-truck trailer. It knocked the wind out of her. She tried to scream, but nothing came out. A metal roll-up door slammed down behind her, cutting her off from the world. It clanked shut. The locks turned and the engine roared to a start.

As it did, her voice returned and she yelled with all her might. At first only a foreign, guttural sound she’d never heard before, didn’t even know she could make. Then the useless words came.

‘What the fuck is this? Let me out!’

She scrambled her way along the empty, cold floor of the trailer. The truck lurched and she flew sideways, slamming into the sidewall, which was covered in thick Styrofoam padding. She clawed at it with her fingernails. Little bits came off in her hands and stuck to her fingers.

‘What is this shit?’

She wiped them off on her jeans and dropped down, crawling her way in the pitch black to the end of the container, searching for a handle.

She finally found one on the far right edge and struggled with it, pulling with all her strength. The door creaked loudly but went up only half an inch. Through that tiny crevice she could see the road passing swiftly beneath her in the moonlight. They were going fast, but not fast enough to draw anyone else’s attention.

Julie let go and the door latched shut again. She beat her fists on it.

‘Help me, please. I’m in here! I’m in here,’ she screamed until her throat went raw, but she could tell from the way the sound refused to bounce that the foam was doing its job. She stepped away from the door, balancing with one hand on the sidewall as the truck bumped along the road.

‘Okay, Julie, keep it together. Think.’

Except she couldn’t think. Her mind flew from one thought to another, none of them helpful.

‘This is not happening. This is not happening,’ she moaned as she felt around in the vast emptiness of the space, trying to focus, trying to get a grip. She patted herself up and down searching for anything that might help.

Her phone must have gone flying when he grabbed her. They’d find that tomorrow. At least that would raise an alarm.

Her computer bag. Gone. She didn’t remember losing it in the struggle, but he must have ripped it off her shoulder. The thought of her paper flitted across her mind.

‘Come on, that’s the least of your problems,’ she muttered, rubbing her face with her hands in frustration.

She thrust her hands into her jacket pockets looking for something – anything – to use as a weapon. She pulled out a gel pen. It wasn’t much, but she could go for the eyes or the groin. All the soft spots she knew were vulnerable. She wouldn’t go down easy.

She crouched in the corner, clutching her pen, her heart pounding in her chest. She was as ready as she could be, but her breathing was too loud in her ears. It was impossible to concentrate. Impossible to keep the panic from taking over.

It was a long time before anything else happened. Hours sitting in that truck, imagining every possible scenario that could occur when that door was raised up. Hours trying to focus her jumbled thoughts, to sort out the shock from the anger and fear, to force herself to accept that she had to face this horror utterly alone.

‘I want my mommy,’ she whimpered to herself. ‘I want Mark. I want to go back in time and make Ryan wait with me. I’m such an idiot. No, I can’t think like that. No crying.

‘Come on, Julie. Come on. No one will realize you’re missing until tomorrow and tomorrow might be too late. You have to get out of here as soon as he stops. Come on, you can do it, buck the fuck up.’

Then without warning, her body was thrown again hard to one side. They were turning. It must have been a tight one because the truck struggled to make it, lurching back and forth as the driver changed gears to get it up the hill. Eventually it reached level ground and then slowed to a stop.

Julie stood up and ran her hands along the side of the trailer until she reached the end. She hugged the right wall, hoping he wouldn’t see her at first and she could jump out, get past him, and make a break for it.

As he hoisted the door open, she saw his form in shadow, a bright light shining from behind as his outline was revealed to her inch by horrible inch. His face was familiar, but she had no time to puzzle it out. She screwed up her courage, hunched over, and launched herself out of the truck bed.

She bolted sideways, determined to slip around the side of the truck and back down that hill. He’d anticipated that, of course, and he was fast. She never had a chance.

He grabbed her by the arm and yanked her around to face him. Her eyes met his – his squinting, terrifying pale eyes, full of suppressed rage. She went for them, jabbing at his face with her pen but he pried it effortlessly from her hand. She tried to twist out of his grip, to kick him in the groin. He shook her so hard her feet came off the ground and her head whipped back and forth.

He pushed a pistol to her face.

She froze, staring at the barrel, at his hands clutching it.

‘Please,’ was all she could muster up to say.

She’d never seen one this close up, didn’t even know anyone who owned a gun. She stood there, in the cold, in the dark, shivering with fear and blinking back tears. Her mind had gone entirely blank when she saw that hunk of metal. No one had ever prepared her for this.

‘Please let me go. I know it was just a mistake. I won’t tell anyone. I’ll tell them I ran away. I swear I won’t tell them if you’ll just let me go right now.’

He didn’t even appear to register her words.

Then she heard a door slam and turned toward the sound. Her heart leapt, though she could hardly believe what she saw. For there, just a few hundred yards away, was a farmhouse all lit up. A plump, middle-aged woman headed straight toward them. She looked like someone’s favorite aunt, wearing a loose-fitting house-dress, her wispy brown hair pinned up messily.

It was surreal, unfathomable, yet there she was, walking across the moonlit yard filled with scrubby brush, past an overturned wheelbarrow and a clothesline where shirts twisted precariously in the wind, the cuffs of the sleeves nearly touching the ground.

Julie thought at first it was a hallucination, but no, she was real. Hope welled up in her. It’s so hard to kill hope.

Her abductor still had her by the arm, with the nose of the gun now pushed into her back, but she took a chance that he wouldn’t kill her in front of a witness.

‘Help me! This man kidnapped me. Call the police. Run! He’s dangerous. He has a gun!’

In that moment she felt a rush of relief. Help was here. Maybe there were even others inside who had heard her scream.

But the woman didn’t react. She just walked toward them, calm and unhurried.

‘Do you hear me? This man abducted me! I need help!’

Everything began to unfold in slow motion. The woman’s lips were pressed tightly together, her eyes fixed steadily on Julie’s captor. There could be no mistaking the situation. She had to get it. But her expression wasn’t right.

If anything, the woman’s eyes glistened with a kind of adoration. She ignored Julie, who stood there frozen. Julie realized at that moment that this woman was not appalled or outraged or terrified. She wouldn’t be her savior, delivering her from evil.

No, she wouldn’t help her.

She was in on it.
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