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Caroline was already beginning to question
the wisdom of this trip.

By most people’s standards, it was a fairly
quick one—Philadelphia is only two hours from New York City,
whether you go by car, train, or bus. She’d chosen the commuter bus
because it had free wifi, unlike the train, and she could work on
her laptop on the way up and back. There was no driving or parking
to worry about. It was not just quick, but quick and easy.

She’d chosen to do this: a spur of the
moment get-away, just by herself, up to New York and back in one
day. But it was already starting to bother her, wiggling like a
loose tooth that just won’t let you forget it. She kept turning
over in her mind the various worst-case scenarios of what could
possibly go wrong. She imagined James getting a phone call from a
hospital in New York, where she’d been taken after a vicious subway
knife attack. “No,” he’d say, “you must be mistaken. My wife isn’t
in New York.” Or the news headline, days later: “Dismembered body
identified as that of missing Philadelphia woman.”

She took a deep breath and tried to put
these gruesome thoughts out of her mind. “I’ve been to New York a
million times,” she exaggerated, “and nothing’s ever gone wrong.
And if it does, I’ve got my cell phone. I can call someone.” Who
she’d call, she wasn’t sure. James would still be in Philly, two
hours away from helping her. She vaguely knew a few people in New
York, but she didn’t even have their phone numbers with her.

“What was I thinking?” she asked herself as
the double-decker commuter bus pulled away from the curb and
started rounding 30th Street Station. She’d left the
house an hour earlier, just like she was heading to campus on any
other day. She had her backpack with laptop, books, and papers
slung over one shoulder, and she’d called out “See you tonight!” to
James as she held the front door halfway open. “See ya!” he’d
called back, just like any other day. She’d walked as usual to the
trolley stop three blocks away and waited for the trolley to
arrive. But instead of getting off at her usual stop, she’d stayed
on for a few additional stops and gotten off at 30th
Street. Hoping she wouldn’t run into anyone she knew, she’d quickly
headed to the side street across from the train station, where the
commuter bus companies picked up passengers. She’d lingered in
front of the bus with the “New York City” sign above, until the
driver had called, “Hey, lady! You gettin’ on or what?” The
exchange of a twenty-dollar bill and a paper ticket happened
quickly. It had all seemed so easy.

But now she was starting to feel anxious,
maybe a six on a scale of one to ten. Maybe a seven. “Such a
worrier!” she chastised herself. “Ease up and enjoy yourself a bit,
will you?” She opened her laptop, logged on, and distracted herself
with reading her work email. There were a couple of questions from
students that she could answer quickly, a request for an assignment
extension from another student that took a little longer, a
reminder about a job candidate coming in that she’d forgotten
about, and several other college- and department-wide messages that
she could just skim. Teaching at a local university gave her the
luxury of having a more flexible schedule than most jobs. This
semester, she normally went to campus only on Mondays, Wednesday,
and Fridays, when she was scheduled to teach. Even though it was a
Tuesday, she’d decided to go in to her office anyway, to have some
quiet time to grade an assignment and have lunch with her colleague
Marta. James had an editorial job with a publisher downtown, but
usually telecommuted from home. They were respectful of each
other’s space and schedules while working from home, but Caroline
sometimes appreciated the “alone time” her campus office afforded
her.

Caroline shot off a quick email to Marta:
“Sorry, I have to cancel lunch today. Plans changed and I won’t be
coming in like I’d intended; hope to see you tomorrow.” She then
turned her attention to the stack of papers that represented the
first graded essay assignment for two sections of Freshman English.
She pushed a lock of greying blonde hair behind one ear and got to
work. Soon she was lost in marking errors and commenting upon the
students’ writing; she was about a third of the way through the
stack when she looked up and could see the New York skyline in the
distance. They’d be there soon! She’d forgotten her sense of
anxiety and was now looking forward to her spur-of-the-moment
getaway to the big city.

The bus heaved to a halt in front of the
Jacob Javits Center and the passengers started to gather their
things and exit the bus. Caroline loaded everything into her
backpack and headed down the back staircase of the upper deck then
forward to the front exit. She stepped off the bus into a cool,
crisp early fall day in New York: there was a nip in the air but
the sun was shining brightly and the day seemed full of infinite
possibilities. Caroline toyed with the idea of heading toward
Central Park, but opted instead to walk south. It would be a
beautiful day to just wander through the city, feeling all the
hustle and bustle in the streets, and exploring anything that
caught her eye. She remembered visiting a great bulk candy shop
somewhere on the Lower East Side, near Orchard Street. She couldn’t
remember exactly where it was, but she set that in mind as a vague
goal for her wanderings.

For the next hour she ambled south, peering
in shop windows, eavesdropping on conversations in the streets, and
feeling generally alive and free. She bought some roasted almonds
from a street vendor to munch along the way. At times, she felt a
bit chilled and wished she had brought a jacket with her; it was
cooler here than it had been in Philadelphia when she’d left home.
After a while, she turned to the west and started exploring some
side streets she was unfamiliar with, finally stopping to rest on
wrought iron bench outside of an apartment building. The street was
surprisingly quiet, but it was a mostly residential street in the
middle of the day. An alleyway opening across the street caught her
attention and made her remember the “shuts of Shrewsbury” walking
tour she’d been on in England a few years earlier. The tour guide
had taken them down the dark and winding, almost hidden, “shuts” or
alleys of the old medieval city.

“I wonder what New York alleys are like,”
she thought. “I don’t think I’ve ever been in one.” Deciding to
embark on a new experience, she walked across the street and into
the alley, finding herself in an almost maze of passages between
buildings on adjacent blocks and half-blocks in between. It was fun
to be “off the beaten path” of the busy city, making her way past
garbage cans and the occasional locked bicycle, and looking up at
the fire escapes and small balconies that dotted the higher floors
of some of the buildings. She could see laundry fluttering in a few
places and some potted plants that waited vainly for the sun in the
dark alley. On one second-story fire escape, an orange tom cat was
dozing. He opened one eye as Caroline passed, quickly assessed her
as “not a threat” and went back to sleep.

 Caroline
skipped across side streets into the next series of alleys, and
after a while she could tell that the area she was now in was more
commercial than residential. There were bigger dumpsters in the
alleys, wooden pallets leaning against buildings, plastic buckets
full of cooking grease and rotting vegetable scraps, and stacks of
empty waxed boxes. The smells were more pungent. She turned down a
half-block alley that seemed to have fewer restaurants, just dotted
with dumpsters and fire escapes. She was half-way down the alley
when a girl came tearing around the corner from a side street,
yelling “Run!”
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