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			Introduction

			How to Walk Home in the Dark

			“But Elizabeth, how did you survive? With everything that happened to you, how can you possibly be okay?” 

			In the two decades and change since I was abducted from my family home in Salt Lake City, I have been asked this question more times than I can count. If I’m being honest, there are times when even I don’t know the answer. Healing is a tricky science, one that eludes definition and changes its shape for each new person it meets. Whenever I try to pinpoint the specific moment in my journey when I knew things would be alright, to understand the exact hows and whys of it, I come up blank. What I can tell you is that the path has been a long one, and it has been far, far from straightforward. 

			But life is supposed to be like a highway, isn’t it? Or wait—was it a forked trail in a yellow wood? Or maybe a winding road leading to a lover’s door? Whether it’s in movies or music, religion or poetry, everyone seems to agree: Life, with all its ups and downs, is a road. The idea is so powerful, we’ve even built it into our language. When something goes wrong, it has “taken a turn.” When we face a problem or delay, we call it a “roadblock.” Our whole lives, we have been bombarded with these metaphors. It seems fitting, then, that I open this book with one of my own:

			As a child, I knew the path charted for me by heart. If I closed my eyes, I could almost see it unfurling before me, a shiny, newly paved road with gentle curves and a bright sky stretching far beyond it. I saw myself graduating high school, then going to college to pursue my passion: music. I saw a wedding and a house and a husband who would be as handsome as he was kind. I saw myself teaching music to kids who loved it as much as I did, and later having children of my own. 

			For a while I walked down this easy path, my parents hand-in-hand just behind me, ready to catch me if I should stumble. Not that I worried about that. I was so sure of where I was going, I didn’t even need to look down. My destination was a future where I had a beautiful family, a close-knit community of friends, and a fulfilling career—a life full of love. With every step toward that destination, I knew I was walking home. 

			I was fourteen when Brian David Mitchell and his wife Wanda Barzee kidnapped me. One moment I was walking along, and the next I was weightless, spinning through dark air into the abyss. In an instant, all my dreams and plans for the future were ripped away. I had been dragged off of that beautiful path in my mind and into the ravine below. 

			At first I thought I was tumbling into nothingness, that I would disappear right then and be gone forever. I wondered if I had built my whole life around this vision of a future that I would not live to see. But that wasn’t the case. I did hit the ground eventually when I learned I was meant to be kept, not killed. But life with my kidnappers could hardly be called living. In my mind’s eye, the road of my life had disappeared, and the world I had landed in was cold and lifeless, full of sudden drop-offs, swift rivers, and jagged rocks. I was terrified and in pain, alone with only monsters for company. Still I clung to the hope that my family would find me somehow. If I listened hard enough, I could almost hear them calling my name. All I had to do was survive. If I could, I was sure they would find me and save me from this terrible place. 

			What I didn’t realize at the time was that no one could swoop in and lift me out of that mental and emotional wasteland. Nine months into my captivity, I would be rescued, but it would take much longer to navigate that treacherous new landscape in my mind. 

			This isn’t a book about the beautiful roads we imagine for ourselves as children. It isn’t about the simple routes we carefully lay out as adults to get from point A to point B. No, this is a book about the sucker punches that knock you flat on your back and drive the air from your lungs with such force you can’t imagine getting to your feet again. It’s about the winds that blow you so far off course that you lose sight of your path entirely. It’s about the Brian David Mitchells and Wanda Barzees who steal you away from everything you know and everyone you love, and turn your world into something shot through with ugliness and nightmare.

			But, more than any of that, this is a book about how to pull yourself up out of the dirt and take those impossible first steps forward. It’s about developing the tools to guide yourself when there is no more road to follow, and finding the voices in your life that will pull you out of the nightmare and back into the waking world. 

			Blazing my own trail through the darkness that my kidnapping dropped me into is what led me to my husband and children. It taught me what I needed to know to create the Elizabeth Smart Foundation and inspired me to use my voice as an advocate for women and children like me. With hard work, I have built that beautiful family and community of friends and fulfilling career that I had always hoped for—the future I once thought was lost forever. Some aspects look different than what I had imagined, but one thing is for certain: I am living a life full of love. 

			So yes, life is a road, but for many of us, unexpected or traumatic events can force us from the safety and ease of smooth pavement. Moments that rock our foundations are like stop signs, dead ends, or cliffs into the abyss. Finding yourself alone in uncharted territory, faced with what look like insurmountable obstacles, is at best deeply frustrating and at worst paralyzing. You can choose to stop there, to let yourself spiral into self-destruction. Or you can keep moving forward and forge a new path for yourself. 

			Even in the aftermath of calamity, you can build a future full of unexpected beauty and personal growth. But to get there, you’ll need to get into the driver’s seat. You must take ownership of your detour—because no one else can steer the wheel for you. But with time, the right toolset, and a healthy dose of determination, those Detours can lead you back home. 

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Meet and Greet

			Hi, Reader. I’m Elizabeth. 

			If you picked up this book, there’s a decent chance you know my story, or at least part of it, already. Perhaps you kept an eye on my abduction case in real time or watched an episode about it on a true crime podcast. You might have read my other books or heard me speak at a charity event or conference. 

			Or maybe the name Elizabeth Smart means nothing to you. Maybe you just picked up a book with a catchy title and a random blonde lady on the cover and thought, “Sure, why not?” 

			Regardless of what description fits you best, I am glad you are here. I hope this book is as helpful to you as writing it has been for me.

			For those of you who don’t know me, allow me to quickly introduce myself: 

			I am a born-and-raised Utahn, a marathon runner, and a Costco ready-made meal enthusiast. I grew up in the shadow of a mountain, my childhood home sitting in a neighborhood just beneath the edge of the Wasatch Range. In college, I was a harp performance major. I am a daughter, a sister, a wife, and a mother of three. I love skiing, horses, and vacations to the beach. 

			On June 5, 2002, I was kidnapped by Brian David Mitchell and Wanda Barzee. The couple tortured, starved, and sexually abused me for nine months until I was rescued in the spring of 2003. It was one of the most notorious and widely televised child abduction cases in U.S. history. 

			When I arrived home, everyone in the country seemed to know who I was. It was surreal and a bit mortifying, if I’m being honest. I wasn’t one of those kids who grew up dreaming of fame and fortune, and what I suddenly had—if not quite fame—was a bit too close to it for my liking. 

			While that kind of platform and recognition is not something I’d ever wanted for myself, I’ve tried my best to put it to good use. In the years since my rescue, I have dedicated my life to advocating for survivors of abduction, abuse, and sexual violence. I will continue to do so as long as I am able.

			That’s me! The quick version, at least. If you want more details, I guess you’ll just have to keep reading. 

			That said, I do want to be upfront with you. If you are leafing through these pages in hopes of finding some juicy new trauma tidbit from my time in captivity, you’ll likely be disappointed. If that were my goal, this book would carry a far more sensational title—something designed to provoke and dramatize. But that’s never been my aim.

			All I mean is that bombshell interviews and tell-alls aren’t quite my style. If I’m writing a book, especially one with content and subject matter so deeply personal, it has to be about more than just shock value. When I put anything like this out into the world, I do it with the sincere hope that it will help someone.

			So, whether you are an individual who is intentional about personal growth and finding yourself at an inflection point, a person floundering in the aftermath of a major life change who doesn’t know what to do next, a trauma survivor who is working to find their way back to meaning, or a family member who is watching a loved one struggle and doesn’t know how to help, I wrote this book for you. 

			I won’t sit here and tell you that the Detours in your life will be easy. Mine certainly haven’t been. And as you might remember, I grew up in the shadow of a mountain. I know firsthand how steep, how frightening, an unmarked trail can be. 

			I will offer you some tools to recalibrate and reorient. But the most important step on this journey—the one you’ve already taken just by picking up this book—is choosing to get back in the Driver’s Seat. Reclaiming the wheel of your own life, especially after a crash or an unexpected detour, is where real healing begins. It’s not always easy, and the road ahead may still twist and turn, but regaining that sense of direction and agency is what allows you to chart a new course—one that’s yours.

			Strange as it may sound, my dream is that my words will be a friend to you, a kind voice to accompany and guide you as you take steps toward healing. I hope the stories that I share here, both new and familiar, will offer something of value to you. Maybe insight, maybe comfort, maybe inspiration. Maybe even catharsis. 

			At times it will be difficult, and it will often be lonely. I understand that better than most. But I’ll walk beside you. I’ll stay here and bear witness to your trials, your hardships, and most importantly, your victories.

			The road is long, but I am in your corner.

			Let’s begin the Journey forward.

			Roadblocks, Rockslides, and Reroutes

			The beginnings of this book first sprang into my head a few years ago during a routine trip to the airport for an out-of-state speaking event. At the time, my family and I were living in Park City, Utah, best known for its beautiful ski resorts and the Sundance Film Festival. From our house, there was only one way to get to the Salt Lake City International Airport: driving along I-80 through Parleys Canyon. 

			We had made the trip dozens of times before without a hitch. As usual, my husband, Matthew Gilmour, was driving me, and we left our house well ahead of time in case there were any unexpected delays. When you fly as often as I do, you learn pretty quickly that traffic and TSA lines have no mercy for weary travelers. 

			Typically, the trip through Parleys Canyon is a peaceful—if not exactly scenic—drive. As we hopped on the quick-moving interstate, I let my eyes drift mindlessly to the brownish gray crags that rose up on either side of us, the vegetation that crawled along the shaded rock face in search of light, water, and better soil. Something about those rough-and-tumble little plants brought a smile to my face. Even in such unforgiving conditions, they were surviving, spreading new tendrils in every direction to find a place where they could thrive. They were stubborn, like me. 

			I was so lost in thought, I didn’t realize we were slowing down until the car came to a complete stop. My attention snapped back to the road, and what I saw made my stomach drop into my shoes. Lines and lines of cars stretched so far into the distance that I couldn’t see their end. All the traffic on I-80 heading into Salt Lake City had come to a complete standstill. 

			We soon learned that a rockslide had blocked several lanes of the interstate, and the accidents it caused blocked the rest. At first, I thought we might be able to wait it out. After all, we had built plenty of buffer time into our schedule for exactly this reason. But as the clock ticked steadily onward and our car inched forward at a snail’s pace, worry began building in my chest. We would never make it in time. 

			“I’m going to miss my flight,” I told Matthew, barely believing it myself. I had been so careful, had done everything right, and none of it mattered. 

			Matthew turned to me. “What do you want to do?” 

			My mind sifted through all the possibilities. Should I stay the course and hope the road would clear? If I missed this flight, would I be able to find another? It seemed unlikely on such short notice. At this point, it would probably be easiest to just go home. I would feel awful if I missed the event, but perhaps it was time to call the coordinators and let them know I wouldn’t make it. That might give them just enough time to find someone to take my place. 

			But like I said, I’ve always been stubborn. I couldn’t just sit here and wait for a miracle, and I certainly wasn’t going to give up and turn around, not when there were so many people depending on me. Maybe I wouldn’t make it to the airport in time, but I had to try. As I took another look at our surroundings, a vague memory popped into my head, a traffic tip I’d heard from friends a while back. I looked down at the clock. It was a long shot, but at this point I had nothing to lose. 

			“We should keep going,” I said. “We’ll just have to take a detour.” 
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			“Maybe this wasn’t the best idea,” I muttered to myself about a mile down the dirt road we’d turned onto. There was no GPS tracking, no cell service, barely any signage to navigate with, and not another car in sight. A few of my friends had sworn to me that this little path near Jeremy Ranch was a great shortcut to avoid hold-ups on I-80, but I’d never had any reason or desire to test that theory. And the longer we drove in what seemed like entirely the wrong direction, the more convinced I was that I’d misremembered their advice. 

			I tapped at my phone as if that might magically bring my GPS back to life, but the only instruction that infuriatingly pleasant female voice could give me was “return to route.” 

			Not an option, I wanted to tell her. But she just kept saying it. Again and again, those words flashed across the screen and flowed from the speakers, and it was beginning to drive me crazy. This situation was frustrating enough without a robot insisting that the only way forward was to go back to the rockslide and drive straight through it. Don’t you think I want to go back? I thought. Don’t you know how much easier this would be if things weren’t the way they were, if the road was clear and the cars were moving? But life isn’t that simple. The only thing you get from going back is stuck.

			As I have reflected back on that situation it reminds me of myself at fifteen, just weeks after being rescued from nine months in captivity and so desperate to reclaim the life that was stolen from me. I wanted things to be just as they had been before Brian David Mitchell pressed a knife to my throat that warm summer night in 2002, before he raped me and told me I was his wife, that I belonged to him and was sealed to him forever. 

			What I would have given to return to the route I had been on before I was taken, when I was still looking forward to holding hands with a boy for the first time and my greatest worry was who I would sit with at lunch on my first day of high school that fall. I didn’t want to dwell on the past, but I also couldn’t escape the fact that my experiences had changed parts of me. I was still a child, but I was also a person who had seen real darkness, who was intimately familiar with the depths of human cruelty and the jagged edge of the scars it left. 

			Fifteen-year-old Elizabeth couldn’t go back, so she had to find a different path forward. Somewhere along the way, that little girl became the woman I am today. 

			I can’t and won’t say that those terrible experiences were worth where they led me—nothing could ever be worth the price of a child’s safety, innocence, and mental well-being. What I will say is that I am proud of the life I have built for myself, and while I’m not perfect, I am very happy with the choices I made that got me here. 

			Still driving down that dirt road, kicking up a cloud of dust in our wake, I took a moment to breathe and take in our surroundings. Above us, the skies were stunningly blue, dotted with the kind of fluffy white clouds you’d see in a Dr. Seuss book. Unlike the sheer faces of Parleys Canyon, the mountains here rolled out in the distance with gentle slopes, lush and green with thriving plant life. I glanced over at Matthew, focused on the road ahead, determined to get me to the airport on time. I reached across the console and gave his hand a quick squeeze. He caught my eye and smiled before returning his hand to the wheel. I leaned back in my seat. There was a decent chance we were lost, that we had missed our turn or taken the wrong exit to begin with. But wow. The view sure was stunning. 

			“Wait!” Matthew said, pumping the brakes and pointing toward a left-hand turn about a football field away. “Is that it?” 

			Relief flooded through my body. “Let’s find out.” 

			A few more miles of unpaved road later, our little detour spit us back out onto the interstate, still in the canyon but well past the rockslide and the traffic snarl it left in its wake. My GPS, thrilled to be back on course, estimated that we were fifteen minutes from the airport. It would be tight, but we could make it. 

			Flying Blind 

			I was breathing heavily by the time I took my seat on the plane, having sprinted through the terminal to get to my gate before the doors closed. Even for someone like me, who regularly competes in marathons, that sort of stress-induced run takes its toll. But red-faced and sweaty though I might be, I had made it. 

			In hindsight, it was strange to think how easily things could have taken a different turn. We could have done nothing and would probably still be waiting in a long line of cars baking in the afternoon sun. Or I could have told Matthew to turn around, and we would have headed back home, defeated. Instead, we chose to take a risk and ride into unknown territory, hoping against hope that we would end up where we needed to be. In the moment it had felt a little crazy, but really there was no other choice—not if we wanted any chance of making progress on our journey. That sentiment rings just as true for me today as it did on that plane, and it’s not just about drives to the airport. 

			When we face life-altering events, traumatic ones in particular, it drastically changes our internal landscape, cutting off the routes we’d planned for ourselves. My kidnapping is an extreme example of what that life-altering event might look like, but for you it could take any number of forms. Perhaps you are grappling with sudden financial hardship, an unexpected pregnancy, the death of a loved one, or a chronic illness diagnosis. 

			Some moments are such a shock to the system that it feels impossible to come to terms with our new reality. At those times, it’s all too easy to get stuck. We can freeze in place, waiting for the impossible: Things can’t stay like this forever. They’ll go back to the way they were eventually. They have to. 

			Or we might torture ourselves with an endless loop of what-ifs: What if I had told my brother I love him more often? What if I had gone to the doctor sooner? What if I hadn’t smiled at that man in the bar? 

			Sometimes, when things get bad enough, we can close in on ourselves entirely and fall into the terrible trap of self-pity and self-loathing: I am worthless. I am broken. Things will never get better because I am not strong enough to make them better. 

			Negative self-talk and a preoccupation with “what happened” can throw you off course and become a mental block. Focusing on the fact that you are at an impasse becomes its own Roadblock. Many therapists call this the “cycle of rumination,” and while it has you going in pessimistic circles, it is perpetually preventing you from moving forward. It is a Roadblock. And a Roadblock is static. It is the immovable fact that you cannot proceed on the route you planned. When we dwell on the “I can’t believe it happened…” we sit in idle staring at a Roadblock, wasting gas and cognitive energy. And guess what? Our thoughts are constantly creating roads of their own, called neural pathways, and dwelling creates neurological superhighways for negative thoughts to race through your head and keep you up at night, hinder relationships, and even negatively impact your physical health. Luckily, our brains have what’s called neuroplasticity, and just like we can take a Detour, our brains can reroute and break unproductive ingrained patterns.

			When we find ourselves in these destructive mental spaces, only one option remains. We can’t stay behind a roadblock forever, no matter how comfortable and familiar that road was, no matter how hard it is to let go of that dream for our future. We have to step off of the known path and forge a new one for ourselves, embracing whatever changes it might bring. We have to accept the Roadblock—the fact that our reality has changed—before we can process and plan how to move forward.

			 Throughout my career as an advocate for women, missing persons, and survivors of sexual assault, I have traveled to all fifty states and given speeches at hundreds of events. As mentioned, by far the most common question I receive is how I not only survived my kidnapping, but healed from it. They ask me how, in the wake of something so hideous, I can be as grounded as I am. Essentially, they wonder how someone who experienced such extreme trauma could come out the other side of it and be a normal, functioning person. 

			The answer to that question isn’t as clear-cut as you might hope. During the months immediately following my rescue in March of 2003, it seemed that everyone around me had an opinion on what exactly I needed to do to heal. My parents were suddenly surrounded with friends, family, and acquaintances who had everything figured out: “Elizabeth simply must go to therapy. Really, she should go to inpatient care for a while until she can properly process what she has been through.” Someone had even heard of a retreat for young women “like me,” where I could begin to heal surrounded by kindred spirits. 

			I have no doubt that in-person therapy or group intensives can be powerful tools. But lasting healing doesn’t come from a specific person or place, the right therapist, or the ideal trauma recovery program. Real transformation begins with a new mindset and a new internal road map. In other words, it’s not about the vehicle you’re driving or the GPS you’ve been handed—it’s about recalibrating your own internal compass after trauma.

			All of these people had the best of intentions, and I am thankful for their love and concern. I know that the path through trauma isn’t an easy one for bystanders to witness. Humans like patterns and rules. We like to break things down into simple parts and categorize them. When you go to the doctor for an injury or illness, you get a treatment plan. When you build a house, you always lay the foundation first. In just about any endeavor, there is a set of steps you are supposed to follow that will lead you to the outcome you desire. But more often than not, that isn’t how trauma works. 

			For me, therapy was off the table. Now, as an adult who has attended therapy and understands the benefit, I can understand why it is the first recommendation for most trauma survivors. But at the time, I didn’t understand what it really was. The idea I had in my head was an antiquated, cartoonish one where an old man in glasses would listen and take notes while I screamed and cried and rehashed all of the worst experiences of my life from the comfort of his little blue couch. For one, I couldn’t fathom that someone so wholly unrelated to what happened to me could begin to understand what I went through, or why they would care. Maybe more importantly, I was desperately uncomfortable around men, and the thought of a female therapist was entirely foreign to me. To be alone with a man I didn’t know for hours on end, to share with him all the intimate details of the abuses I suffered—that was a thing straight out of nightmares. 

			To be fair to myself, my view on therapy wasn’t entirely invented. I had already been down that road once, the day after I was rescued. That morning, I was taken down to the Children’s Justice Center and made to sit in a room with two middle-aged men. They told me they were psychiatrists and that they were there to help me, but to do that they needed to know everything, and I do mean everything, that my captors had done to me since the night I was taken. I sat there, absolutely mortified, as they asked me to clarify, recount, and repeat all the most terrifying, humiliating, vile aspects of my captivity—using all the proper scientific terminology, of course.

			I later learned that those psychiatrists weren’t there to treat me. They were gathering my testimony so they could stand as proxy for me in trial. As awful as it was, I could see that it was a necessary evil. But that detail didn’t matter. I had no reason to think that traditional therapy would be any different than that cold and profoundly invasive interview. Therapy, I decided, was not for me. I swore that I would never speak about what had happened to me again. I didn’t want my pain to be analyzed and dissected. I had no desire to be someone’s science project. 

			My parents, to their credit, always respected my wishes when it came to my healing journey. When I told them I didn’t want to go to therapy, they didn’t push. Of course, they were understandably worried about me and reminded me constantly that they would provide whatever help I needed should I ever ask for it. Still, I was adamant that I didn’t want the kind of help the world thought I needed. So, instead of forcing me into something I was clearly uncomfortable with, my parents took a different path. They started attending therapy themselves, using the tools they learned there to support and guide me in the same way my own therapist might have.

			My choices must have seemed unreasonable, but Mom and Dad always did their best to understand me. I let them know early on about the decision I made that day in the Children’s Justice Center, that I didn’t ever want to talk about what had happened to me. As a mother now myself, I can’t imagine how difficult that must have been for my parents. The uncertainty, the wondering—it must have been torture. Even so, they didn’t pry. They accepted where I was on the new path I was making for myself and waited until I was ready to tell them my story. I will always be grateful for that.

			Aside from silence on the topic of my kidnapping, what I wanted more than anything was to go to high school. As much as I loved my parents and as happy as I was to be with them again, I was in desperate need of a little independence. After my rescue, my mom used to tell me that I was like her newborn baby all over again. “I’ve waited nine months for you to come home to me, Elizabeth,” she would say. “Just like I did when you were born. Now I don’t want to let you out of my sight.” It was a beautiful sentiment, but I didn’t want to be a baby anymore. I wanted to be a teenager. 

			I’ve always been a bit of a late bloomer. I’d been painfully shy around boys in junior high, even the ones I had known my whole life. I could barely say hi to them without feeling embarrassed. Fourteen-year-old Elizabeth felt certain that things would be different in high school. I was giddy with the thought of having a real conversation with a boy, of being asked to a school dance, of having a first boyfriend and a first kiss. Then I was kidnapped, and all those dreams, all those innocent firsts, were ripped out of my hands. My life had been taken from me, and I wanted a chance to take it back. 

			In many ways, the path I took back then really was the best way forward for me—finding a sense of normalcy, avoiding traumatic memories that could too easily trap me in a spiral of fear, anger, and shame. But try as I might to keep the negative thoughts at bay, there were times when they still overwhelmed me. It was in those moments I was so thankful for my Grandpa’s regular and open invitations to visit his ranch. I loved my grandpa, and  I felt comfortable visiting him in the aftermath of my captivity. 
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