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			Part One

			VICTIMS

			SUNDAY, MARCH 22, TO WEDNESDAY, MARCH 25, 2015

			
				“Wake up. This is a robbery.”

			

		

	
		
			1

			DENISE

			I almost didn’t come over to Aaron’s house that night.

			Would it have changed anything if I hadn’t? Or would it have just happened a different night? Were we destined to go through what we did?

			Aaron and I are meant for each other; of that, I have no doubt. But does that mean I had to endure the unimaginable, to experience trauma that no one should have to live through, for us to be together? Are the two so intertwined that one cannot exist without the other? I don’t know. What I do know is, I would never take it back, not if it meant I would have to live my life without him.

			

			—

			We first met in June 2014 when I moved to Northern California for a nine-month physical therapy residency at the Kaiser hospital in Vallejo. It’s a world-renowned program, with physical therapists from across the globe coming to learn a specialized-treatment approach for patients with severe neurological disorders or those with brain or spinal cord injuries. Aaron was a physical therapist working in the same department and taught a couple of classes for the program.

			I was initially drawn to his intelligence, the way he made complex topics easy to understand, but he also had this artistic, intuitive, healing way about him when he worked with patients that seemed almost mystical.

			I ran into Aaron at some social gatherings in the coming weeks, and we always ended up talking a lot, first about sports, where we grew up, our families, but quickly easing into deeper discussions about our love for our chosen profession, our passion to be the best we can, and our goals for the future. We had an instant connection and chemistry that surprised me. I hadn’t felt anything quite like that before. However, I didn’t get my hopes up. I knew he was involved with someone we worked with.

			In the next couple of weeks, Aaron told me he and this woman, Jennifer Jones*, had been engaged but had broken up months before because she had had an affair. They still lived together, but he’d moved to one of the spare bedrooms while he sorted out his feelings.

			We were both hesitant to start dating because of all this and because we all worked together, but Aaron and I couldn’t resist each other and quickly fell in love. At the end of August, Jennifer moved out, and for the next seven months of the residency, Aaron and I spent almost every day together. I could see how much pain he was in, and I was often his sounding board, listening as he talked through the complicated situation. We decided to take a break several times so he could process his feelings, but we missed each other so much that it never lasted more than a day or two.

			This latest break had been our longest separation. I hadn’t seen him since last Monday, nearly a week. I was always scared he would get back with his ex, and my fears had been confirmed at the end of February when I discovered he was still pursuing Jennifer and had been lying to me about it for months. I was absolutely devastated and wasn’t sure if he could fully let her go or if I could forgive him. He’d been going to therapy and making changes to show me it was me he wanted, and he was over her, but I was still reluctant to go over to his house, the one he’d shared with her for two years. There were too many memories there.

			I tried to explain this to him via text when he asked me to come over to talk. I told him I missed him and was willing to hear him out, but I didn’t want to fall right back into the same old pattern. He needed to court me and be consistent with his actions. I needed time. He said he understood, but he knew this would be a long and difficult conversation and felt it would be better to have it in the privacy of his own home.

			We made plans to go out to dinner somewhere on a real date. But at the last minute, I told him I would come over. He was right. I knew it would be an emotional talk and not one we should have in public. I told him I’d pick up a pie from Napoli’s, our favorite pizza place.

			

			—

			I pulled into the long driveway of Aaron’s beautiful Colonial-style home around 5:30 p.m. on Sunday. I was wearing a long cotton sundress, which was both comfortable and flattering. I wanted to look my best when we talked, but I also knew we would be lounging around at home, so I found something that accentuated my curves without looking like I was trying too hard. These seem like trivial considerations now, but I wanted to feel good about myself going into this crucial talk. I’d brought my work and overnight bags with me in case things went well, though. I still loved him, and I was hoping I could forgive him.

			It was a perfect sunny spring day on Mare Island, the temperature in the seventies, so when I got there, the windows in the family room were wide open, letting in the steady ocean breeze that kept the house cool on even the hottest days.

			I had my guard up at first, and gave Aaron a halfhearted one-armed hug when I walked into his kitchen. I was still crushed by his betrayal, and I wanted to protect myself. He immediately started sobbing into my neck, apologizing profusely. I started to melt, nuzzling my head against his and wrapping my arms around him.

			We grabbed a couple of Lagunitas IPAs and sat down on the couch to talk. He started off by apologizing again, thanking me for coming over and saying how afraid he was that I wouldn’t give him a second chance. He talked about how therapy was helping him understand his own behavior.

			He said he had cleared out the last of Jennifer’s belongings and told her at work that morning they needed to limit their contact to just discussing patients. He was finally ready to commit to me fully and would do whatever it took to show me that.

			I told him I wanted to forgive him and move forward, but it might take time. I promised I would never throw it back in his face, but I might need to be honest about my feelings when I was hurting.

			As we spoke, we both cried, in relief and in pain, but we understood each other. He grabbed me, kissed me, hugged me like he never wanted to let me go.

			Earlier that day I had resolved I wouldn’t be intimate with him. But before I knew it, we were wrapped in each other’s arms on the couch. There’s something so strong and undeniable about our chemistry, and everything about the moment felt right.

			As we lay there, he looked at me with those beautiful big green eyes in utter adoration, the same way he had looked at me on our first date, before things got so complicated. Everything in the world seemed a million miles away. It was just him and me, our love, our connection. Nothing else mattered; nothing could touch us.

			He offered to make us each an old-fashioned, a whiskey cocktail he’d grown partial to after becoming a fan of Mad Men. I watched from the couch as he grabbed what he needed from the cabinets and assembled the drinks on the island. He’s a couple of inches shy of six feet, but the confident way he carries himself makes him seem taller. Aaron was shirtless, and the kitchen lighting caught the shadowed definition of his broad shoulders, forearms, pecs, and back perfectly.

			Damn, he’s gorgeous, I thought.

			I must have watched him in admiration like this a hundred times already, as he did his thing in the kitchen and cooked for us. He enjoyed making meals from scratch, creating sauces, stocks, and exotic meals from memory. He told me how he would make every Thanksgiving and holiday meal for his family. It was how he showed his love, through food.

			He handed me the cocktail, and we continued talking about my plans for work after the residency ended next week, and about our future together.

			As we got ready to head upstairs around midnight, we heard the sound of a steady rain falling, yet another thing to be grateful for after a months-long drought. Mr. Rogers, the stray cat Aaron had adopted, was meowing to go into the garage, where he slept at night, so Aaron let him out before making his final rounds downstairs, locking the windows and doors.

			We were both emotionally exhausted but in a good way. This time our reconciliation felt different. Jennifer’s presence was gone, banished from the home they’d once shared. She was no longer haunting us, no longer haunting him.

			As we sank into deep, dreamless sleep, with me snuggled into the crook of Aaron’s left arm, my head on his chest, I suddenly felt his body jerk, like he had heard a noise outside, near the garage.

			It’s probably Fat Charlie [the neighborhood raccoon the size of a dog who liked to knock over the garbage cans], or maybe it’s Mr. Rogers getting settled in for the night, I thought. Any other night we might have gone to check, but we were tired and quickly fell back asleep.

			I was glad I’d come over.

			We had every reason to look forward to a wonderful future together.

			We can only go up from here. Or so I thought.

			We would soon find out a pack of wolves had been stalking us from afar, waiting for the right moment to strike.

			What better time than the dead of night, when we were at our most vulnerable, paralyzed in sleep?

			

			—

			“Wake up. This is a robbery.”

			I hear the words through the haze of my sleep-muddled mind, but at first, I don’t know if they are real or part of some terrible nightmare I’m having. I try desperately to sink deeper into sleep. It’s as if my subconscious knows the truth and is trying to shield me from it.

			“Wake up. This is a robbery. We are not here to hurt you.”

			The voice is relentless, repeating the same phrases over and over until I’m forced to open my eyes and see what I somehow knew all along. This is no bad dream.

			My eyes open wider as the rest of my body stiffens in fear. I can barely catch my breath.

			At first, all I see is a bright white light flashing against the wall from the opposite corner of the room. Two or three red dots dance back and forth past one another on the walls, disappearing as they cross over our bodies.

			Are those guns pointed at us?

			The flashing stops, illuminating the room in a soft white hue. The air feels heavier, like more people are occupying the space around Aaron’s side of the bed, though I can’t be sure how many. All I know is we are outnumbered, and they seem to be armed.

			Aaron’s large master bedroom holds just the king-sized bed, two nightstands, an armchair, and an ottoman, so there was plenty of room for this swarm to silently file in. They were already in place before we woke up. There, in these first few seconds, I don’t have to know anything more to realize there is no way this can turn out well for us.

			I can feel the adrenaline pumping through my body, causing my pupils to dilate, muscles to tense, heart rate and breathing to quicken. My senses become sharper, clearer. This fight-or-flight response is our body’s natural defense against a threatening situation. It prepares us to take action, but I quickly realize the best thing to do is nothing, remain calm, listen, and collect as much information as possible.

			“We. Are. Not. Here. To. Hurt. You. Lie. Face. Down,” the intruder says. He’s clearly trying to make his voice as unidentifiable as possible. There is no accent, no slang. He enunciates each word clearly, sounding almost robotic, which makes it all the more chilling. This voice, the Voice, will be burned into my brain forever.

			I turn over onto my stomach, but Aaron lies still.

			Shit. He must be in shock. Turn over, baby. Please turn over.

			“Aaron,” the Voice says, sharper, growing impatient, “you are facing up. Lie facedown.”

			I feel Aaron’s body shift as he finally complies.

			Oh, my God, I think, my terror growing. They know Aaron’s name.

			

			—

			It’s clear the Voice will be the sole speaker for the group. He says he’s going to place two restraints on the bed: squares created from four zip ties connected together at each end. He tells me to tie Aaron’s hands behind his back with one set, then his feet with the other, making sure they’re secure.

			“Okay,” I reply.

			He approaches the bed, places the zip ties at the edge between Aaron and me, and swiftly backs away so he can watch me perform the task at a safe distance, out of our reach.

			I kneel next to Aaron and reach back with my left hand to find the two restraints. Aaron puts his hands behind his back, takes a deep breath in, and as he exhales, I can hear him whisper, “Oh, my God.”

			I look down at him as he’s lying on his stomach, head turned toward me, away from the intruders. I want so bad to look into his eyes, to tell him, We’ll be okay. We’ll get through this together.

			But I can’t. I’m afraid of what they’ll do if I try. There’s an energy between us, an agreement to listen, not to fight back, because not fighting is the best way to protect each other in this situation.

			My heart races as I fumble with the zip ties.

			You can do this, I tell myself.

			Yet it’s hard for my eyes to focus; every inch of me is trembling. Such a simple task feels impossible as I think of all the horrific things they could do to us. I wonder whether we have a chance to fight or escape, but we’re cornered, defenseless, and I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if something happened to Aaron because of how I reacted.

			“You. Are. Doing. A. Good. Job,” the Voice says.

			It’s as if he can read my mind.

			He continues to encourage me, repeating the phrases, “You are staying calm. You are doing a good job.”

			At first, his words are reassuring and help me stay focused, but more than anything, this pseudo politeness is disorienting and disturbing. It’s a veneer—like he’s working from a carefully written script and this is the part where he gives the victim encouragement to keep him or her compliant and show his group means no harm. The obvious level of detailed thought and planning they must have put into this is alarming.

			What kind of criminals are these?

			It seems like a plot from a movie: an organized group targets the family of a high-ranking government official and breaks into their home in the middle of the night, well-armed and well-prepared.

			But we aren’t wealthy, powerful, or famous. We are simple people leading simple lives. Why would anyone target us?

			I struggle to tighten the restraints around Aaron’s wrists because of the angle of his crossed arms, but I do my best and they’re left a little loose. I pray they don’t notice.

			“Good job. Now his feet.”

			As I scoot backward on the bed toward Aaron’s feet, I can sense one of the intruders standing directly to my left, but I dare not turn my head; my eyes stay fixed on Aaron. I’m convinced if I see someone’s face, they’ll kill us.

			“Good job,” the Voice says when I finish fastening the zip ties around Aaron’s ankles. “Now you are going to walk to the bedroom closet and lie facedown on the floor. Do not look up. Keep your head down.”

			I do as he says, hanging my head with my hair draped across the sides of my face. As I leave the bed, I see two pairs of legs dressed in all black to the right of me, standing at attention around the corner of the bed. I can only see up to waist level, where they’re holding what I assume to be guns. Their weight shifts as I pass and the one closest to the closet follows right behind me.

			Before I walk through the dark entryway of the long master bathroom, I’m startled as I nearly trip on Mr. Rogers scurrying across the room.

			How did he get in here?

			The Voice tells me to lie on the floor in the left corner of the closet, where he then binds my wrists and ankles with the zip ties.

			He leaves to get Aaron, and I feel the thuds of Aaron hopping into the closet from the bed. He is now lying down next to me, our heads turned away from each other.

			I can feel his warmth, hear his breath, and I wish I could touch him, even just brush my fingers against his. I know better. I don’t want to do anything that might provoke a violent response. Who knows what they’re willing to do?

			I feel vibrations of footsteps leaving the bedroom while the Voice places swim goggles with some kind of dark tape wrapped around the lenses over each of our heads. With mine, he takes his time, carefully trying to make sure he doesn’t pull on my hair. These little acts of consideration are eerie and don’t match the danger we’re in.

			The closet is above the living area in the house and I hear someone going through the kitchen cabinets while another uses a drill in the living room. The Voice remains upstairs with us, rummaging through what sounds like a bag of equipment in the master bathroom.

			The Voice then places thin headphones over my ears. After he leaves, a recording starts playing. At first, it’s wind chime–like music, like something you would hear on a nineties yoga video. The juxtaposition of supposedly soothing music alongside this life-threatening situation is even more frightening. After about thirty seconds, a voice sounding as though it has been digitally altered says:

			“Stay calm. . . . We are not here to hurt you. . . . This is not your fault. . . . We are here purely for financial reasons. . . . This will be over soon. . . .”

			These phrases cycle through a few times until I hear, “A medical professional will be in shortly to check your vitals. You will be given a mixture of NyQuil and diazepam. If you do not take it orally, it will be injected intravenously. . . .”

			I think through my options, wondering if this concoction is something that will kill us. Considering the planning that’s clearly gone into this, I know there’s no talking our way out of it, and not taking the drug seems pointless since they said they’ll inject it if we don’t. Every ounce of my energy is spent on trying not to fall apart. I wonder what Aaron will do. I wish I could speak to him. This is all too much to handle.

			My thoughts are still racing when the “medical professional,” who turns out to just be the Voice, walks back into the closet. He takes our blood pressure, asks us our medical history, if we have any allergies or are on any medications that may be “contraindicated” with the sedative he is about to give us. I hear him tell Aaron to drink it, so I do too when it’s my turn. It’s better than the alternative.

			I am still holding on to the hope that this truly is a robbery. Hearing the noise downstairs makes me believe they are clearing out Aaron’s belongings. And now that we are bound and sedated, they can make a clean getaway.

			I am so wrong, so terribly wrong.

			

			—

			After some time, a new recording is played: “We will ask you a series of questions about bank accounts, passwords, and personal information about each other.”

			Oh, no, I realize, this isn’t just a robbery of Aaron’s belongings. They plan to wipe out our bank accounts. I have about twenty-five thousand in mutual funds I can access. Whatever they need, fine. Just don’t hurt us. Let us live!

			It feels like an eternity goes by, but no one comes to ask us any questions. The pounding of my heart marks the passing of time, each beat reinforcing the helpless position we’re in. We’re at their mercy.

			Eventually, the Voice reenters and tells me I will be moved to the “router room.” Chills run down my spine. This isn’t their first time here. They know the location of the router. It’s in one of the three spare bedrooms; that bedroom shares a wall with the closet we are in.

			He stands behind me, holding both my shoulders to help stabilize me as I hop through the bathroom, turning into the master bedroom. My lips quiver.

			Is that the last time I’ll be in the same room as Aaron? Was that my last chance to touch him?

			These pained thoughts are interrupted by the crackling of a two-way radio. The white light still illuminates Aaron’s bedroom, so I’m able to see the outline of a shadowy figure as it brushes past me. A man’s voice breaks the static, barking out some kind of military commands that fade behind me. In that same moment, I hear the loud snap of a Taser from the other side of the master bedroom, warning me what will happen if I don’t comply.

			What is this!?

			The Voice tells me to lie on the floor in the middle of this empty room and puts a larger set of headphones over my ears. A different recording begins to play, again saying we’ll be asked a series of questions, but this one comes with explicit threats.

			“If we believe you are not telling the truth, your partner will be punished by electric shock, then cuts to the face. If you answer our questions honestly, you will be rewarded by staying together in the same room.”

			I’m horrified. Cuts to the face? This keeps getting worse. And why don’t the recordings match what’s actually happening? They already separated us even though we haven’t done anything wrong. They haven’t even asked their questions yet. What is going on?

			Time seems to crawl by. The Voice moves in and out of the room, asks where my phone is, then wants to know the pass codes for my iPhone and iTunes accounts.

			Before walking away, he pauses and asks if there is anything on my phone that I wouldn’t want Aaron to see. “No,” I say and think to myself, What the hell do you care?

			I hear the Voice speak to Aaron through the wall, and I’m somewhat reassured to hear Aaron reciting numbers, still hoping they plan to just take our money, as long as they can spare us from harm. But that possibility quickly fades when the Voice comes back in and says he’ll be moving me downstairs to the living room. Why would he move me downstairs if this is just a robbery? From the beginning, I wondered if they’d rape me, rape us both and make each other watch, but so far everything they’ve done seems measured and controlled, not violent. So I don’t know what to expect.

			I can barely control my panic as he bends down and scoops me up in his arms. It’s like watching a tragic accident happen in slow motion, and there’s nothing you can do to stop it. He keeps taking me farther and farther away from Aaron, from safety. As he turns the corner of the stairs, he shifts his weight to the left to let someone pass, whispering, “No,” as the other person continues up the stairs toward the master bedroom.

			He gently places me on the brown leather couch.

			Before he leaves, he stops himself and asks, “Are you comfortable?”

			This catches me off guard, and I am not sure how to respond.

			But I am freezing, and I can feel the throw touching my toes at the other end of the couch.

			“Can you please put the blanket on me?” I ask, desperately needing that comfort. “I’m cold.”

			“Oh, sure, of course,” he says, his robotic tone breaking. “There,” he says as he drapes it over me, covering my feet.

			“Are you comfortable?” he asks again.

			He’s treating me like I’m his houseguest instead of his hostage, yet I know his concern is not genuine.

			When he is back upstairs, I can hear him talking with Aaron above me, though I can’t make out the words. While I don’t know what’s being said, the sound and vibration of Aaron’s voice comfort me. My heart aches for him. I long to hold him, kiss him, be back in the protection of his arms.

			I hear Aaron breathe a deep, guttural sigh, and my panic grows. The Voice comes back downstairs.

			“We have a problem. . . .”

			I hold my breath in anticipation, worried about what he’s about to say. Did something happen to Aaron? Maybe he couldn’t provide them with something. Maybe he couldn’t remember a password, couldn’t access an account or enough money. But I haven’t heard any loud noises or shouting upstairs, no sounds of a struggle.

			“This was not meant for you,” the Voice says. He pauses as if he regrets what he’s about to say. “This was meant for Jennifer Jones. . . . We have to figure out what we are going to do.”

			I feel the blood drain out of my face as my stomach spasms.

			You have got to be kidding me! This is about HER?

			

			—

			
			I don’t understand, can’t understand, why anyone would be targeted for something like this and why in God’s name they chose her. I can hear the intruder whispering to someone at the bottom of the stairs, but I can’t hear what’s being said. I feel a small flare of hope; maybe they will just leave now that they realize they have the wrong person.

			But deep down, with every fiber of my being, I know it isn’t over.

			I can feel this is just the beginning.

			I lie frozen, awaiting my fate.

			The intruder slowly walks back through the hallway, into the vast opening of the kitchen and breakfast nook that leads into the living room.

			“This is what we are going to do,” he says.

			Please, please let them tell me they are going to leave. Just leave us be. Please, I silently beg.

			“We will take you for forty-eight hours. . . .”

			Even though he keeps talking, everything seems to be standing still. I’m in shock as he explains he’ll place me in the trunk of Aaron’s car, transfer me to another trunk, and drive me for hours to a location where I will be held. I’m terrified that if they take me from here, I’ll never return.

			But I feel heavy and defeated. There is nothing I can do, so all I manage to respond is “Okay.”

			What else can I say?

			

			—

			Movement whirls around me as the intruders prepare for us to leave. I hear footsteps upstairs, some more muffled sounds, movement in the kitchen next to me and in the garage. The outside world seems to have picked up the pace as mine has wound down to a halt.

			Someone opens the French doors, starts my Honda CR-V, and quickly backs it out of the driveway to park it on the street.

			The Voice finds the overnight bag I brought with me, my work bag, my purse, and my glasses. He says he will bring them with us. He scoops me up into his arms again, and just before he takes me to the car, I muster the courage to ask if I can use the bathroom. I don’t know the next time I’ll have the chance. I can sense his urgency, but he lets me, closing the door and strangely allowing me “privacy.” I awkwardly maneuver my pants down, then back up, inch by inch, with my hands behind my back. I try to hold back tears.

			This isn’t real. This can’t be happening. Please, please let me stay.

			“Are you finished?” His creepy voice invades my last moment of freedom, confirming this nightmare.

			He then carries me to the garage before he carefully lowers me into the trunk of Aaron’s 2000 Toyota Camry. I feel the softness of a comforter and realize he must have taken it off Aaron’s bed and lined the trunk with it. I’m shaking—whether from the cold, the fear, or the drugs, I don’t know—but I ask him if I can have the blanket from the couch.

			His response leaves me dumbfounded.

			“Oh, yeah, of course,” he says. “We’re all wearing wet suits, so I’m not sure how cold it is.”

			Wet suits? What . . . the . . . fuck?

			I don’t bother trying to make sense of it. He tells me he has to finish a few more things inside, and I lie curled in a ball, waiting for the trunk to close. I’m hopelessly trying to live second to second, yet I can’t stop thinking about what horrible things they have in store for me.

			What is it going to be like when the trunk closes? Am I going to be able to breathe? Are they just going to leave the car on the side of the road and burn me alive?

			I think that is the worst possible way to die. But then again, I am sure there are more gruesome ways I cannot even begin to imagine.

			Before I know it, the Voice returns and shuts the trunk door, sealing me inside like it’s my tomb.

		

	
		
			2

			AARON

			I hear Denise hopping away from the closet to the “router room.” Moments later, a new recording starts that says we will be asked a series of questions. If we tell the truth, we’ll be rewarded by being able to stay in the same room together.

			I can’t decide whether these guys have made a mistake, because Denise and I have already been separated, or if it’s just another attempt to toy with me. After the Voice first put the headphones over my ears, I heard someone whisper, “Aaron! Quick, to the window!” The whisper was too clear, too loud, to be authentic. What were they hoping I would do? Hop to the closest window? And do what? We’re on the second floor and my hands and feet are tied. I decided it was a trap and they wanted me to attempt an escape so they could assert their dominance over me. I didn’t take the bait.

			Eventually, this new recording stops, and my headphones are removed.

			The Voice states, “You grew up at” and names a street address.

			No! I scream in my head, but he is right. And my parents still live there.

			They have now presented the next serious threat, this time to my family. I am confident this group doesn’t know everything, but they know enough that I dare not lie to them. I can’t make sense of why this is happening, but now I am starting to realize this group is hell-bent on squeezing the life out of me, like a python does its prey.

			He asks me for the passwords to my laptop and Wi-Fi, then for the passwords to my bank and credit card accounts, my email account, my phone, and for my Social Security number. I give it all to him.

			Just don’t hurt us.

			After he finishes gathering all this information, the Voice leaves. I hear him speaking with Denise through the wall. Then I am left in the brutal silence again, searching for any sound, any bump, scratch, footfall, to give me more information.

			I finally feel the vibration of footsteps coming toward me across my bathroom tile.

			“Do Denise and Jennifer Jones look alike?”

			I let out a long, visceral sigh.

			“Yes. They both have long blond hair.”

			“This was intended for Jennifer Jones,” he replies. “We got the wrong intel. We need to decide what we are going to do next.”

			Of all the reasons, all the possibilities why this shit could be happening to us, why does it somehow connect to her?

			The Voice leaves the closet and I hear him speaking with Denise, but it’s difficult for me to make out what is being said. I can only hope that the misidentification will persuade the invaders to leave us alone. But why were they after my ex? My thoughts immediately jump to the police officer she had an affair with, who was under investigation. I didn’t know anyone else in her life who could be associated with something like this.

			The minutes tick away silently, and it’s becoming increasingly difficult to temper my fantasy that the invaders decided to slip away in the night. But then the Voice returns. He asks me what obligations I have over the next few days and if anyone is supposed to visit.

			I briefly think about telling him my brother, Ethan, an FBI special agent in San Francisco, is staying at my house because he’s working a case nearby, but I decide against it. They have done their research and must know what my brother does for a living. A lie will just put us in more danger. So I tell him that the only thing I need to do is work.

			The deliberate, methodical method of the invaders has sped up to a more urgent pace, and he pops in and out of the closet multiple times. First he asks if I have any bills due soon; then he tells me the pass code to Denise’s phone and asks for the password to my router. I’m confused because I thought I already gave it to him, but he says that was for the Wi-Fi and not the router. I apologetically say I can’t remember because I set it up years ago.

			“Never mind,” he replies curtly as he walks out of the bathroom. “We’ll figure it out.”

			There’s a unique silence to this terror. It’s quiet enough for someone to fall asleep, and not enough sound to wake a neighbor. But there’s a hum in the air, as people move swiftly, scurrying throughout my house. It’s becoming increasingly clear that this group has something else planned besides a robbery. But then, I had known it since they woke us.

			Minutes later, I hear two sets of footsteps walking across the bathroom tile. Someone kneels behind me.

			The Voice whispers back over his shoulder, “Are we doing contingency one or contingency two? Contingency one or contingency two?”

			I don’t hear a response, but I do hear one of them walking away after a brief pause. A person whom I will never see or hear speak but who has helped create multiple contingency plans for my torture glides out of my bedroom to continue one of two plans. The Voice moves to my other side in order to speak directly to my face.

			“This is what we are going to do. We are going to take Denise for forty-eight hours.”

			Take Denise?

			“We decided to proceed with the operation because it will allow us to practice our protocols and there is enough financial benefit to us,” he says. “It will cost you fifteen thousand dollars to get back Denise. Is that acceptable?”

			“Of course.”

			Is this a fucking negotiation? I’ll pay anything to get her back.

			He repeats, “We are going to take Denise for forty-eight hours. Pay the money, get her back, and move on with your lives.”

			I hate myself for bringing this pain upon her. She was going to suffer so much because she loved me, and I had treated her like shit. I’m still berating myself when he places headphones over my ears and another recording begins in the same digitally altered voice:

			
				Aaron, we are going to take Jennifer for a forty-eight-hour period. You will pay the amount provided by your contact to secure Jennifer’s return. You may be wondering why this is happening to you. It may help to learn about our organization. We are a black-market group hired to retrieve payments for personal and financial debts. Our group has secured payments across the country. This will be your burden to bear. Do not attempt to go to the police. We will always be watching you and your family. In one instance, a subject moved across the country in the belief we would not find her. Years later, we placed a pie on her doorstep confirming to her that we know her location.

				You will be moved to your downstairs living room. A camera has been installed to monitor your movements. The camera’s serial number has been filed off and authorities will not be able to trace it. Our cameras are highly sophisticated and work at high temperatures. Foolishly, one subject turned up the heat inside his home in an attempt to short-circuit our cameras. Heh-heh. He was sadly mistaken. Any attempt to change the temperature will result in harm to Jennifer.

				The blinds will be shut and there will be markings that you must stay inside. If you do not follow our instructions, we will harm Jennifer. Hidden cameras have been installed throughout the house, except for your downstairs bathroom. You are allowed to use the bathroom for short periods. If a neighbor or family makes contact, you must make an excuse that does not raise suspicion.

				Any attempts to call authorities will result in harm to Jennifer. We will be watching you at the bank. If you attempt to alert the bank teller, we will kill Jennifer.

				Waiting will be the hardest part. You should entertain yourself by reading. Stay strong for Jennifer and your family.

			

			It’s chilling to hear Jennifer’s name used throughout the recording. They didn’t make a generic message that could be used in multiple situations; these demands were curated for her, and for me.

			He quickly leaves the closet. The reality of the situation penetrates deeper into my soul. Through the floor, I hear the Voice telling Denise she’ll be placed in the trunk of my car. “Okay,” she replies, a slight tremble in her voice. The subtlety of her terror would be missed if you didn’t know her. My admiration for her swells as I pray that I will see her again.

			Alive.

			

			—

			I hear doors downstairs opening and closing and I run through my head the possibilities for saving Denise, but every option seems futile. My only choice is to pay the money and hope that this group is truly after financial gain.

			Please don’t rape her.

			My fight-or-flight reaction begins to slow during these painfully long delays, and I begin feeling the effects of being practically naked. I start shivering and my arms grow numb.

			The Voice comes back.

			“I have a portable phone charger. I will place it on the kitchen counter. You will take it with you when you travel to the bank. Make sure your cell phone battery is fully charged. A dead cell phone is unacceptable. In the morning, you will call in sick to work. You will use Denise’s phone to text her manager. State that she has a family emergency and will be gone for the week. We are going to take your laptop. After this is over, we will return it to factory settings and leave it somewhere where you can retrieve it. I am now going to carry you downstairs and place you on the couch. You must stay there until sunrise.”

			The Voice attempts to pick me up from the floor and immediately realizes that he’s incapable of moving me, so he uses a knife to slice through the zip ties around my ankles.

			I shift myself onto my knees and stand up for the first time in hours. The goggles have moved enough that I can see out of the bottom corner of my left eye. The Voice gently holds my arms as he uses a red light to illuminate the ground. The effects of the sedatives begin to display their power. I had easily hopped over to the closet but now my steps are labored, and I have little anticipation of the ground. Upon the first step of the staircase, I almost fall down.

			He holds me up like a friend supporting his buddy who has had one too many drinks. I steady myself in order to take the steps one at a time. My feet are now free, and I think I can slip my wrists through the zip ties, but there is not a chance in hell that I can fight back. My nervous system is doing everything it can to keep me upright.

			Dung . . . dung . . . dung.

			The electronic-bell sound is generated from the corner of my living room as I move toward my couch.

			I ask the Voice what’s making that sound and he replies it’s the camera they installed to watch over me. Without thinking I respond, “Is it going to make that sound the entire time?”

			That will surely drive me to madness. In a prison of my own home, Denise kidnapped by monsters, and a repetitive racket intensifying the agony of my torture.

			The abruptness of my question throws him off and he almost casually replies they were unable to gain access to my router so they decided to load the camera through the Wi-Fi, and the sound should stop once it’s fully operating.

			I flop chest-down on my couch, with my head facing the back corner. The Voice states he will duct-tape my ankles.

			“I will leave the phones and scissors on the counter. Stay on the couch until the morning. You can then cut yourself free. Your car will be left somewhere on the island. You will be provided the location to retrieve it. Do you have any questions?”

			Shamefully I ask, “Can I have a blanket?”

			Denise is being kidnapped and I ask for a blanket. But my entire body is shaking. It’s probably been two hours since they woke us, and I’ve been in my underwear the entire time. I need some warmth; I need any small thing to reduce the stress of this situation, because I’m already at my breaking point.

			“Oh, yes. I forget how cold it is because we’re wearing wet suits.”

			Wet suits? These guys have thought of everything. What better way not to leave DNA or hairs behind?

			“This will be over soon.”

			He sounds apologetic and encouraging. For a moment I think, He’s not so bad.

			Why am I so willing to give this man the benefit of the doubt? Because he gave me a blanket? As I hear him walk out of the living room to the garage, I know I’ll have way too much time to think about this moral dilemma.

			Through the door, I hear the Voice tell Denise, “I am going to close the trunk now.”

			“Okay,” she says, her voice carrying in the darkness. It’s as if she’s still reaching out to me, letting me know she can handle whatever comes next. My soul yearns to hold on to every millisecond, but the trunk abruptly closes, sealing her off, severing our last connection.

			She’s gone. Stolen. And I can’t do a damn thing about it. This can’t be the last time I hear her voice.

			

			—

			It’s hard to believe that just a few hours ago, I was sitting on this same couch with Denise, making plans for the future. It feels like a distant memory now. We’d had a rough start to our relationship, not because of our attraction or how we felt about each other but because I was still reeling over my breakup with Jennifer.

			When Denise and I first met, I had no intention of starting a romantic relationship. I was barely keeping my head above water. It had been a few months since I found out the full extent of Jennifer’s two-year affair with a married police officer from Fairfield, a nearby city. In retrospect, there were warning signs she had trouble being faithful. When we first started dating, she told me about an affair she had with a local FBI agent while still married to her ex-husband. She continued to see the agent after her divorce, but he eventually stopped calling her. We ran into him on our first date and she told me that he began pursuing her again. She said she told him she’d moved on and I believed her. Three months later she was invited to a party she knew he’d be attending—one she didn’t want me to go to for that very reason. She told me afterward he’d tried to kiss her, but she’d rebuffed his advances. Although she said she committed herself to our relationship, it was only about a year later when she started cheating on me with the police officer. Clearly, she had a thing for men in positions of authority. But that was the past and there was nothing I could do about that now.

			I could hardly get a moment’s break from Jennifer. Not only did she still live in my house, but we also saw each other every day at work. Looking back, I wished that I had made her move out sooner. It kept our relationship in limbo. Not together but never apart. I couldn’t heal or move forward, like a scab that you can’t stop scratching.

			One Saturday in July, I invited some physical therapy residents to go to the Lagunitas brewery. Most of them were from outside the area and I enjoyed sharing my favorite local spots. Lagunitas was a great place to hang out on a nice day—good beer, sunshine, music, and tasty food. It also got me out of my house and gave me an excuse to go drown my sorrows. I showed up at the apartment of two of the residents around 3:00 p.m. They had invited Denise to come along as well.

			Denise, unlike the boys, who were nursing terrible hangovers, had already gone on a hike that morning. We got to the brewery, grabbed some beers, and sat down on a little hill outside. Denise and I talked while the guys took a nap in the sun. It was an easy and lively conversation, the kind you’d hope for on a first date, even though this wasn’t one. I knew I was in trouble. She had beautiful long blond hair, a kind smile, and silver-blue eyes behind her dark-rimmed glasses. Man, I’m a sucker for a girl in glasses. She also had this quiet confidence and passion for physical therapy that was captivating. I still wasn’t over my ex, but I could feel myself falling for Denise.

			The next week was Denise’s birthday and a group of residents was going to San Francisco to celebrate that weekend. I already had plans to visit my friend TJ, who lived in the city, and told the group I might meet up with them. As I was riding the ferry to the city, I got a text from one of the guys asking where I was. I was on the fence about meeting them. I was still fighting my attraction to Denise, and drinking late into the night around her did not seem like a great idea.

			I told him that I was on the ferry heading over, expecting they were somewhere else in the city and it would give me an easy excuse not to join them. He replied, Great. We’re at a bar in the ferry building grabbing a drink. We’ll wait for you.

			When I got there, I spotted Denise. I had seen her only at work in our unflattering uniforms or in hiking clothes at the brewery. Tonight, she was stunning in a long, flowing dress with her hair brushed over one shoulder. She flashed me a smile and I felt myself blush a little, obviously excited to see her.

			By the end of the night, Denise and I were so engrossed in our conversation it was as if we were the only people in that crowded bar. The next day, I invited her to watch the morning football games at TJ’s. My friends had seen me struggling over the last few months, and they had gently told me that the healthiest choice for me was to move on from my ex. So they were encouraged that I invited Denise. She fit right in with her easygoing demeanor, good humor, and surprising familiarity with football, my favorite sport.

			What was supposed to be a short day extended into the evening, and we took the last ferry ride back to Vallejo. It was obvious we were attracted to each other, so I confided in her about my situation with Jennifer. I told Denise I wanted to spend more time with her. My feelings for her overwhelmed me, and I couldn’t stop myself from kissing her that first time.

			I was torn about whether I should try to work it out with my ex or if I should move on. With Jennifer, I had believed we would get married and raise a family together. Yet she cast me aside for another man and blamed me for most of our relationship problems. If I was so wrong about Jennifer, how could I trust these feelings for Denise? What if the same thing happened with her? How many times could someone start over?

			About a month later, I caught Jennifer on the phone with the same cop she cheated on me with. Apparently, he called to warn her that she might be contacted by Internal Affairs because he was being investigated.

			I couldn’t believe it. It was all too much. I needed to separate myself from this mess. I told her she had to move out, which she did that weekend. But we still worked together, making true separation impossible. Every day was a gut punch. Wake up in my large empty house, go to work, see my ex in the hallway . . . pain, see Denise in the therapy gym . . . joy, see my ex in the lunchroom . . . pain, see Denise working with a patient . . . joy, go back to my empty house. Wash, rinse, repeat. But I could never get clean.

			Over the next few months, Denise and I kept seeing each other. The rest of my day might have sucked but spending time with Denise was always so easy. Every day, I wished I had not met her until a year or more after learning about my ex because I was deluding myself thinking I was ready to move on. Whenever we’d start getting closer as a couple, I would inadvertently sabotage us moving forward. I was so confused and broken. Our breaks were short-lived because I would instantly miss her. I was fighting the current when I needed to head downstream. She was always so understanding and supportive, and I hated myself for putting her through this.

			Our relationship finally came to a head at the end of February. Denise had suspected for a while that I was still communicating with my ex, and she finally checked my phone for proof. Of course, she found it. I was still texting Jennifer and telling her I wanted us to work things out. Rightfully so, this was the final straw for Denise, and she demanded a change.

			It was obvious that I needed help. I was lying to myself, thinking I could manage this on my own. So, after months of resisting, I called a therapist first thing the next morning. Those sessions gave me the strength to tell my ex to get the rest of her belongings out of the garage. I even started bringing boxes to work to ensure it happened.

			Denise appreciated my efforts, but I knew it would take time to regain her trust. She hadn’t come over this past week, and I was afraid she might never forgive me.

			That week was terrible. I had a few extra days off work and attempted to keep myself busy by refinishing a rocking chair for my mom. But I still felt alone, isolated, and depressed, and became paranoid that someone was watching me. I kept catching a quick glare of light through my bedroom window, like the one you’d see from the sun reflecting off a watch or a phone. It came from the post on the hill behind my house. In the two years I’d lived there, I’d never seen that before. I thought maybe there was a camera on it, but I convinced myself my mind was turning to dark places because I was sad and lonely. It was probably something less insidious, like a metal bolt or screw.

			Now I felt like a fool, and it wasn’t the first time I’d felt this way recently. Over the last several months, I’d come home to a house that felt slightly disturbed, as if my stuff had been moved a centimeter. And the front-door sensor kept tripping my alarm for no apparent reason. I’d spent a lot of time on the phone with the security company, trying to figure out what was wrong, but no amount of troubleshooting could fix it.

			I will always regret I didn’t do more to protect my house. Denise was in the hands of monsters because of me. Because they wanted my ex. I’d already put her through so much and now . . . this.

			

			—

			After I hear the sound of my car fading in the distance, I use the armrest of the couch to push the goggles off my face. Across the room, the cable box reads exactly 5:00 a.m. It’s at least an hour and a half before sunrise.

			I need to stay awake.

			I need to think.

			I wake up to my phone’s alarm going off. I need to call in sick before 7:00 a.m. I’m in such a drugged haze that I have a hard time locating the phone, but I find it on the side table next to the couch. It barely feels like reality. I’m able to wriggle out of the zip ties around my wrists and I wonder if Denise intentionally left them a little loose.

			I push myself upright and force my eyes open. I struggle to use my phone, but I manage to follow the sick line protocol.

			I don’t sound sick. I sound drunk, I think as I hear my slurred voice mail.

			I follow the next step of the Voice’s instructions and grab Denise’s phone to find our manager’s contact. I can’t call in sick for her, so I write him a text saying there’s a family emergency that will occupy her all week. I read his compassionate response. He’s a good boss and a good man. If he only knew how much help we really need right now.

			I know I need to be awake. I need to be ready, but I’m dragged back down to the couch. Suddenly, it’s nine thirty; then eleven; then eleven thirty. Finally, I am able to pull myself out of the deep fog long enough to stay awake. I look around the room. On the kitchen island are a stack of my books, folded piles of my clothes, and my toiletries. All the blinds are shut, striped vertically with lines of red electrical tape, reminding me to keep them down. The same red tape is laid across the tile in front of every door, sealing off my exits. I look across the room to the camera staring down at me, their window into my prison.

			Logically, I know that complying with their demands is the best option. You can’t win against a group that does this much planning. But I still feel like a coward as I sit on the couch waiting for further instructions.

			My hands are free, but I still need to remove the bindings off my ankles. When I stand up, the camera starts making that loud dung . . . dung . . . dung sound and continues as I start hopping over to the kitchen counter. I can already tell this noise will haunt me for the rest of my life. I’m like Pavlov’s dogs being conditioned to remember this shitty situation.

			The sedatives are still having their effects. I can barely clear the ground, but I manage to grab the kitchen shears and bend over to cut free my ankles. Either the stress or the sedative cocktail or a combination of the two has given me diarrhea, so I rush to the half bathroom. There’s more red tape just past the door, allowing me access to the bathroom but cutting off the stairs and the hallway to the front door.

			As I’m washing my hands afterward, I see my reflection for the first time. The stress is already taking its toll. My skin is lifeless, drained of any color. My hair shoots off in every direction and my eyes are hollow and vacant.

			Who is this person?

			I make coffee to counteract the sedatives’ effects. As the water heats, I get dressed and I return to the bathroom to fix my appearance. I can’t go to the bank to take out a large sum of money looking like this.

			I take my coffee and a glass of water to the couch. The camera continues to make its maddening sound as I wait for my commands.

			For most of last night, I wore my favorite sweatshirt, a gray hoodie from the Mare Island brewery. Fortunately, I left it near my couch, so I put it on. It’s the perfect texture, soft and lived in. Denise’s perfume still clings to it from when I held her on this same couch less than twelve hours ago. There’s comfort in the softness and smell, as if Denise is somehow a little closer.

			I pull myself out of those memories. If I stay in them too long, I’ll fall apart and become useless.

			I scan back over the surreal scene that used to be my living room. I always keep the blinds open because I love the way the natural light warms up the room. With the blinds taped shut, the house seems desolate, which only adds to my despair.

			

			—

			I moved to Vallejo in 2010 and bought my house two years later. It was my first major purchase. I thought I’d found a steal, paying a fraction of its true value because it was in foreclosure.

			I brought the house back to life with the help of my family. My father and I share a passion for woodworking, and we built floor-to-ceiling bookcases and a custom entertainment center and installed hardwood floors. At the time, he was battling stage IV melanoma and I didn’t know if these would be the last projects that would have both our fingerprints on them. I cherished those pieces. They were physical representations of a great man.

			This house was my sanctuary, nestled away from the most dangerous parts of Vallejo, quiet and secluded with the open hillside in the back.

			But it’s destroyed now.

			Forever.

			I know I can never live here again.

			Everything I loved about it, its remoteness, its privacy, gave them the upper hand and put me in this box.

			My home is now a dark and scary place.

			

			—

			Mercifully, about thirty minutes later my phone receives a text message from www.freetext.com. It states, acknowledge that you received this message to the email provided. Is this a trick? They told me they would communicate through emails.

			Confused, I quickly send a response from my live.com email account to aqjjopkirklandvallejo@hotmail.com, the email address the Voice gave me earlier, asking, Do I need to reply via email as well or should we communicate by text message?

			After a few agonizingly long minutes my phone buzzes with a text message from the same free site. Respond ASAP. Panic washes over me. With shaky hands, I text, I did. I sent an email.

			I stare at my phone, willing it to produce another message, but the minutes drag on. Those assholes were right. Waiting is the hardest part. Finally, the text arrives: Send email to your Comcast account.

			I write from my live.com account to my Comcast account, I replied via text message and I sent an email to aqjjopkirklandvallejo@hotmail.com. I refresh my emails every fifteen seconds. After a few minutes, an email arrives:

			
				We will proceed with this address.

				Denise is well. We have a short recorded message so stating that I will format and send at some point.

				Are you able to obtain a cash advance from your bank card? If so, cash in the amount of $8500 from one account and cash in the amount of $8500 from the other account would settle this matter. For your own safety, we do not wish to trigger the $10000 reporting limit or other structured transaction regulations. You would be welcome to transfer what money you like back to the credit card.

				The drop would happen tomorrow night or early Wednesday morning, with release to follow quickly provided all instructions are followed.

				Is this acceptable?

				-L

			

			The privilege of my upbringing hits me. I don’t know how to get a cash advance from my credit card. My dad is a retired emergency room doctor and my mom is a nurse. I wasn’t spoiled as a child. I was required to do chores and have a summer job, but I never worried about money. I reply, The amount is acceptable, but I need instructions on how to get the money necessary.

			Six minutes later:

			Please contact Chase and find out whether it is possible. If asked, state that the money is for a used ski boat. We will follow up in 30 minutes.

			I get up to search for my wallet and find it on the kitchen counter.

			There’s a rectangular black electronic box with USB ports on the side of it. It must be the portable cell phone charger the Voice told me to carry to the bank to make sure my cell doesn’t die. I pull out my Chase credit card and find the phone number on the back. After a couple of rings, I hear, “Thank you for calling Chase. How may I help you?”

			Help me! My girlfriend has been kidnapped! Call 911!

			“How much can I cash advance on my card? I need to buy a used ski boat,” sputters out of my mouth instead.

			“Let me see. . . . You are allowed three thousand five hundred and twenty dollars in a cash advance.”

			“Thank you,” I reply before hanging up.

			What am I supposed to do now? That’s not enough money to get Denise back.

			I write back to report the lesser amount.

			Fifteen minutes pass without a response. Thirty minutes. A swell of anxiety begins building inside me as my mind cycles through the possible punishments. Beating her. Cutting her. Raping her. My imagination begins subverting my rational thoughts. I’ve felt this explosion of fear before when working in the hospital. I was called into a room to perform CPR chest compressions on a patient in cardiac arrest. The life-and-death consequences penetrated every cell of my body, seizing control and causing me to momentarily freeze. I released one good, long exhalation, broke the cycle, and performed my duty. Now I draw strength from that experience and employ the same strategy. Slow down. Breathe. Focus.

			Last night, the Voice told me the camera would stop making sounds once it was fully loaded but the sounds haven’t stopped. They asked me to respond to an email, but they should have seen me if they were getting a live feed. They must not be able to see me.

			This is my first clear opportunity. I can’t call 911 because of the monitoring software on my phone. But I can call my brother Ethan.

			He’ll know what to do. And if the kidnappers see this call, I’ll lie that Ethan was supposed to come over and I needed to divert him.

			Still, I know it’s a risk.

			I pause, my heart racing.

			I can’t trust these assholes to release Denise after I drop off the money. They’ll probably take me too and kill us both.

			My mind is made up.

			I hit the CALL button.
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