
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for 
UNEXPECTED

			“A powerful book that our country needs now more than ever. It’s a story of a family, community, and our nation coming together for a rare happy ending where the good guys win. Chris has written must-read for everyone.” 

			—John Walsh, victims advocate, host of In Pursuit with John Walsh, 
former host/creator of America’s Most Wanted, author of Tears of Rage 

			“In this captivating book, Chris Thomas takes us on a fascinating journey of some of his choice life experiences and challenging disappointments. He skillfully presents the lessons, trials, and triumphs that have been so meaningful to him. Knowing him as a gentle, soft-spoken man with a compassionate heart, I can now see how he developed his unique set of personality traits. His journey is a remarkable tale of ‘becoming’ while engaging with others and their challenges, disappointments, opportunities, and rewarding experiences. I highly recommend this enlightening book.” 

			—Gail Miller, philanthropist, former owner of the Utah Jazz; current owner 
of the Larry H. Miller Group of Companies, author of Courage to Be You

			“Elizabeth Smart’s rescue was a cultural landmark with few equals. Her abduction was a distinctly Utah crime, a tragedy of religious extremism that put an entire community in the national spotlight. In Unexpected, Chris Thomas details the behind-the-scenes struggles of the PR campaign he managed to help bring Elizabeth home. His experiences growing up in the LDS faith uniquely prepared him for this task. Through tales of his own childhood, Chris does a remarkable job of explaining the complex nuances of Mormon culture and its service-based traditions. This is an inspiring story of a misunderstood community coming together and pulling off a miracle.” 

			—Jared Hess, writer and director, Napoleon Dynamite, Nacho Libre, and Gentlemen Broncos; executive producer and co-director, Murder Among the Mormons

			“More than two decades after the abduction and rescue of Elizabeth Smart, Chris Thomas has done the unthinkable. After countless media accounts, movies, and millions of already written words, Thomas offers incredible color and context to a story we thought we knew. His behind-the-scenes experiences as family spokesman, coupled with his keen observations on the people, faith, and culture that both raised and found her, make the book hard to put down. Only Thomas could have written this, and you’ll be grateful he did.”

			—Jason Wright, New York Times best-selling author of Christmas Jars

			“Unexpected is engaging and deeply touching. As a young mother who watched in horror the news of the kidnapping of Elizabeth Smart two decades ago, this glimpse behind the scenes of a grieving family forced into the public eye was heart-wrenching and captivating. Thomas skillfully interweaves the large-scale effort to rescue Elizabeth with his own experiences growing up in a Latter-day Saint community, exposing the humanity in the Smarts’ miraculous story and in an American faith.”

			—Dr. Jennifer Finlayson-Fife, therapist, and host of Conversations with Dr. Jennifer

			“Chris Thomas has a way of seamlessly interweaving his own childhood memories with those he experienced behind the scenes with the Smart family during Elizabeth’s abduction. Unexpected is a powerful, poignant, and inspirational journey that leaves you with a deeper appreciation for the good of humanity in the face of the unimaginable.”

			—Deondra Brown, musician, The 5 Browns; co-founder/president of 
The Foundation for Survivors of Abuse

			“What’s it like for every part of your life to come together in a moment of crisis? To feel like you’ve been uniquely prepared to help another? Chris Thomas knows. In his memoir, he traces experiences as far back as his childhood that made him exactly the right person for what Elizabeth Smart’s family needed. Chris is a consummate storyteller, and his different perspective on one of the most famous crime cases of our time is riveting.”

			—Neylan McBaine, author of Pioneering the Vote, and founder/editor-in-chief of 
The Mormon Women Project

			“Chris Thomas’ Unexpected is a lyrical plunge into the rich memories of a Utah childhood, and the layers of meaning that accrue when this narrator’s coming-of-age conflates with the national tragedy of a missing child. At times funny, at other turns heartbreaking, Thomas’ prose weaves a masterful story. This book reads like memory: enchanting, digressive, and above all insightful, with the dreamlike quality of a tale that must be read to be believed.”

			—Nicole Stansbury, author of Places to Look for a Mother

			“The book is truly unexpected, there are few things that are predictable. While the account of the Elizabeth Smart case was gripping, I was struck by the interplay between Chris and his veteran, alcoholic neighbor. This provided a new degree of appreciation for the brave men and women from other generations who sacrificed so much for our freedom. Unexpected offers a thought-provoking journey that will cause you to reflect on your own story and see the threads of those experiences and people who prepared and paved the way for you.”

			—Jennie Taylor, Gold Star widow, founder of the Major Brent Taylor Foundation, 
co-host of Relentlessly Resilient  

			“Chris Thomas takes readers through the treacherous details of one remarkable year of finding Elizabeth Smart while sharing compelling reasons that growing up in The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints prepared him for this journey. Through stories of overcoming in his youth and the agonizing hours spent in Elizabeth’s absence, we are inspired and encouraged by love, forgiveness, and the strength of the human spirit.”

			—Kristin Andrus, community champion, activist, chief culture officer to her six children  

			“Unexpected inspired me to be a better person. Chris’s insights and stories about faith, family, and work have uplifted and enriched my life.”

			—Brilliant Miller, founder of the School of Good Living, author of Behind the Drive: 
99 Inspiring Stories from the Life of an American Entrepreneur 

			“When Old Testament Moses and his tribe were being bitten by fiery serpents in the desert, Moses fashioned a serpent out of brass and put it up on a staff for everyone to see. If they would simply look, they would be healed. Chris Thomas brings all those fiery serpents out into the open for his readers to look at. It is only when we really look and bring those things that bite us high enough into the open for everyone to see that we create healing. Tragedy may visit us all at some point. By looking at all aspects of it and considering what may be there for us to learn, we see things from a higher perspective and perhaps even develop empathy. Empathy swallows up judgment and creates love. Thomas has done just that in his masterful, must-read, Unexpected. This is the perfect read for anyone who seeks healing, empathy and higher perspectives from the furnace of trauma.”

			—Jeff Olsen, speaker, best-selling author of Knowing 

			“Chris’ journey drawing on the vicissitudes of life demonstrates that combining professional acumen and skill with Christian charity, service, and forgiveness leads not only to an exemplary and rewarding career, but also to the joy of a life well lived.”  

			—Laurie Wilson, APR, Fellow PRSA, author of Strategic Communication for PR, Social Media and Marketing 

			“The Elizabeth Smart story captured the nation. Now, Chris Thomas takes us behind the scenes. Unexpected is a story of faith, survival, perseverance, and miracles. It is also a deeply felt memoir that weaves together elements from Chris’s personal life with his experience coordinating communications between the Smart family, national media, and government leaders. As a senior policy advisor to Senator Orrin Hatch, I worked closely with Chris as he dealt with the enormous pressure of managing the PR response to the search and rescue. His account adds a new dimension to the story we all thought we knew. Reading Unexpected is an immersive experience that will leave readers with hope and a deeper sense of gratitude for the goodness of humanity.”

			—Melanie H. Bowen, former state director to Senator Orrin G. Hatch

			“I got to know Chris on the PR speaking circuit, as we have often been invited to give keynotes at the same industry conferences. I thought I knew pretty much all there was to know about the PR intricacies of Elizabeth’s case. But reading this book was mind-blowing. I had no idea how low the media were willing to go, and how many rabbits Chris pulled out of a hat to protect the Smarts. In fact, I started this book one evening and then blew off the next day of work until I finished it. I’ll admit—as intrigued as I was to uncover the unrevealed accounts of Elizabeth’s case, I didn’t have much interest in Chris’ life story, but I quickly found myself sucked into that narrative, too, and then at the end of the book utterly amazed at how his seemingly disparate and highly unusual life experiences combined to mold him into the one person on Earth who could handle the PR groundwork that contributed to this miracle happy ending. I started this book to learn more about public relations, but when I finished it, I had internalized lessons of empathy, forgiveness, inclusion, and faith that go way deeper than words I can summon here.”

			—Michael Smart, CEO, MichaelSMARTPR, PR advisor to companies 
such as Aflac, GM, and Lowe’s

			“Over the years, Chris has generously shared parts of this remarkable story with me, my students, and colleagues. This new book ties that story together, illuminating it with rich, introspective, personal experiences that both shaped and were shaped by his journey. Unexpected is a fascinating read and a powerful lesson in overcoming challenges through the power of compassion, empathy, determination, and character.” 

			—Susan Walton, APR, Fellow PRSA, PR educator, former director of corporate communications, Harley-Davidson Motor Company

			“What forms a person’s core? What refines instincts for quick assessment and decision? What life experiences build compassion, even empathy? How do you find that internal ‘6th gear’ for days, weeks, and months of endless drive and pressure? I thought I had a pretty good understanding of the Elizabeth Smart story. I thought I knew Chris Thomas. But not until now. Not until I understood Chris at his core. What I learned was totally unexpected. This memoire is a great read.” 

			—Sally Dietlein, co-founder and artistic director, Hale Centre Theatre 

			“Sometimes, on the path of life, we find ourselves in singular and extraordinary circumstances prematurely—before we are emotionally, mentally, and professionally prepared for such a task. Chris Thomas’ Unexpected is precisely that kind of story. Two decades of reflection now witness that his entire young life prepared him to muster the know-how, courage, empathy, and resiliency required to navigate that premature moment, that in reality, wasn’t premature at all.”

			—J. Scott Featherstone, author of Hallelujah: The Story of the Coming Forth 
of Handel’s Messiah
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Foreword

			By Elizabeth Smart

			When I was abducted in 2002, I didn’t believe I would live another year, let alone twenty. During those days, I spent countless hours imagining what it would be like to be rescued, how it would happen, and what reuniting with my family would feel like. When it finally did happen, it was a whirlwind of names, places, many tears, and feelings of fear regarding the unknown. Only a few people stand out in my memory from shortly after I was rescued, and Chris Thomas is among them. When I reconnected with my family, I quickly realized I had no idea what life had been like for them on the other side of my story, what they had been through, how extensive the search effort had been, and how highly publicized my case had been during the nine months I was missing.

			Even now, when I am stopped at Costco, the airport, or at a park with my kids, it still amazes me how many people were impacted by my story. When I first met Chris, I didn’t know what the phrase “public relations” meant. I didn’t know people could have such expertise in that area to call it a profession, and ironically, thanks to the last twenty years of friendship with Chris, and the many conversations we’ve had, I feel I might make a half-decent PR representative myself.

			My first memory of Chris takes place in the front entryway of the home in which I grew up. It was the first night I was back. I remember my parents being anxious, in a good way, for me to meet him.

			When I finally met Chris face to face, I didn’t understand what his role had been in my rescue beyond that he had helped my family in their interactions with the media. I didn’t know yet what an ordeal that had been for them. I didn’t have an inkling of the good, the bad, and the ugly that my family had experienced while I was gone, but over time I learned that Chris had been there to guide them and had been a steady force for them to lean on. Years later, with a family of my own now, I have never experienced anything like what my family endured while I was gone. Their experience and mine during those months were completely different, and honestly, there is no comparing them, except that they were both extreme beyond what the body and mind can fathom.

			The sense I got from Chris when we met was his disbelief that the moment was actually real. His excitement to finally meet me, after his every living and breathing moment had required keeping me at the forefront of media attention, was visible. Funnily enough, I was confused as to why he was so excited to meet me. I didn’t feel special. But from that point on, Chris has been a friend, mentor, and sounding board, like a big brother. He has been a part of or supported me in every major life decision and event I have experienced since my rescue.

			When I have a question and need input, I call him. He is included in my “favorites” phone list. He has seen me at my best and my worst, and still hasn’t washed his hands of me. Chris also knows me well enough to typically guess what I am thinking, and can tell when I’m not happy but trying hard to be polite and gracious. So, what I am getting at is that Chris is a very special person to me. He can often see beyond my panic or emotion and give solid advice as to how I should handle a given situation.

			When I have struggled with issues of faith, he has always been someone I can ask questions of, or admit anything to, without fear of judgment. I know that after his advice, I will walk away feeling heard and will have a different perspective than the one I had before.

			Chris’ book helps us do that very thing. You may come to its pages with one perspective, but I promise you will leave it with another. As Chris retells the story of my kidnapping and rescue, along with his own story of growing up, you will see a beautiful theme of the virtues of learning to love, understand, appreciate, and serve those who are different from ourselves as well as a reminder about how adversity shapes and refines our character.

			Over the past twenty years, I have many memories of Chris—some, I’m quite sure, he has no idea about. Since he has asked me to write this foreword, I will be sure to embarrass him with at least one. Very shortly after I was rescued, some incredibly kind and generous clients of Chris’ offered my family airfare and the use of their condo in Turtle Bay, Hawaii, on Oahu’s North Shore. This was my first trip to Hawaii, and it created an instant love within me for the islands, so much so that my husband and I chose to be married there. Chris helped arrange everything for that first trip (and for the wedding nine years later). He planned all sorts of activities: the beach, a private tour of Pearl Harbor, a submarine ride, the Polynesian Cultural Center, and even surf lessons. Two of my four brothers were included in the surf lessons, along with Chris and myself. I am not naturally athletic. Even after years of running, skiing, and strength training, I’m still hopeless, and it certainly was no different then.

			Every time we paddled out, I would fall off my surfboard and get pummeled by the very wave I was trying to catch. I’m not sure how long we spent out there. I was determined, but the whole process was exhausting! After a while, I just lay on my surfboard, trying to find the courage to paddle out and try again. While I was lying there, I searched the water to see if anyone else had caught a wave yet. I saw Chris in the distance, paddling back out, and at that precise moment, a wave washed right over him and pulled his swim shorts down—not all the way off, but far enough down that I caught an eyeful of blinding whiteness, so blinding it could have been confused with the sun. I quickly looked away, not knowing whether to say something or just laugh.

			To this day, I haven’t shared that memory with Chris. I suppose my reason for sharing it now is that I can genuinely say I know Chris very well. Our friendship has many different facets. And as you read this book, in which Chris offers a very personal glimpse into my family’s life, as well as the lives of others, you will come to learn of his brilliance, kindness, empathy, and diligence. But this funny little anecdote will remind you that occasionally he gets caught with his pants down too. You’re welcome, Chris.





Introduction

			As I write this, it has been nearly twenty years since the afternoon I received a call from a good friend with the news that Elizabeth Smart had been found. Thinking back on those nine months between her abduction on June 5, 2002, and her rescue on March 12, 2003, I have found the process of writing and retrospection to be both illuminating and instructive.

			Reflecting on one of the most exhilarating and inspiring experiences of my life, helping find Elizabeth Smart, has been enlightening. I have discovered many things I did not fully realize two decades ago. Most salient to me, however, has been the recognition of one powerful and universal truth. Each one of us has experiences, adversity, and people who come into our lives with the purpose of teaching and preparing us for future challenges and opportunities. We progress in various ways through these, only to be tested and further refined by the next round of experiences and individuals.

			My journey in writing Unexpected began with my feet pointed down a very different path. During the COVID-19 lockdown, I wrote a draft of a book about growing up next door to an alcoholic neighbor who was a hidden, broken war hero with a secret. In writing the epilogue and listening to several astute observations by my wife, Laura, I discovered there were many connections from those childhood experiences that had pushed me to acquire the exact kind of intuition needed to manage Elizabeth’s kidnapping and rescue, and to do it while the world watched. This became the foundation of a new book. I had waited almost twenty years to write it because the approach and direction never felt right—not until these two seemingly disparate periods of my life seemed to collide and begin running parallel to each other in both purpose and theme.

			Unexpected combines the backstory of finding Elizabeth Smart with an account of some of my childhood experiences, including growing up next door to one of the unlikeliest teachers in my life. A central theme throughout the book is the culture of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, which is commonly known as the Mormon Church, or LDS Church. It was never my intention to write in detail about the church and its culture. This changed as a result of the insights and feedback from Marion Roach Smith, a former New York Times reporter, commentator on National Public Radio’s All Things Considered, and the celebrated author of four books. She has been an incredible mentor and instrumental in bringing this memoir to life.

			In addition to working with Marion, I have been fortunate to be part of a master class with fellow writers who reside around the United States and in Paris, France. They have had very limited exposure to The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, but in providing feedback to the drafts of several chapters of this book, they have constantly pushed me to explore and explain my church’s culture.

			As I have looked at my story through that cultural lens, I have come to recognize how when you live inside a certain box, too often you don’t fully understand or appreciate it. The culture of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has played a significant role in the backstory of finding Elizabeth and has created so many facets of who I am and how I was prepared for the unique opportunity of working on the Smart case.

			It is interesting to note that the vast majority of memoirs surrounding The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints are from people who have left the faith or are critical of it. These stories generally employ a formula of “It’s a beautiful religion and culture, but…”

			Instead, my story is about how leaning into that culture made a pivotal difference in finding Elizabeth and in my own personal happiness, and how that culture has improved the lives of countless others. At the same time, the book is a straightforward attempt to share the culture without proselytizing or being overtly didactic. Instead of telling you what to feel or believe, I am striving to take you on a journey that will allow you simply to experience the culture through my eyes.

			I want to emphatically state how much I love and care about the people I write about in this book, especially my own family and the Smart family. These individuals have played a significant role in my life and mean so much to me. I want them to know that I have worked to be true to the facts and authenticity of my story, while also being as sensitive as possible. I recognize that my perspective and memory of various experiences, places, and people may be different from their recollections. I describe my experiences, including quoting conversations, to the best of my memory. I also want to note that in one instance from my childhood, I use a pseudonym for a character and have changed a few insignificant details to protect the identity of this very private individual.

			I also reviewed the four books written about the Elizabeth Smart kidnapping as well as numerous news articles and photos. I quote from these works verbatim in several places, and express my gratitude to the media organizations, publishers, journalists, authors, and others who contributed to them.

			I feel it is also important to note that beginning in 2018, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints began making a concerted effort to avoid using the sobriquet “Mormon.” Instead, it began recommending that its members use the full name of the church, or “Latter-day Saints” for short, in both speech and written communications. This encouragement was meant to emphasize the church’s belief in and cornerstone of Jesus Christ. I have worked to abide by this as much as possible in this book. At the same time, since most of my experiences in finding Elizabeth and during my childhood took place before this change, when the church and culture were commonly referred to as Mormon, I use this moniker in a few instances. Please know that this is not meant to be disrespectful in any way; it is to help provide clarity and simplicity for those of you who, like the members of my master class, are unfamiliar with the faith and its culture.

			Finally, I hope my story will provide you with a new perspective and appreciation for the people, efforts, and faith that played a role in finding Elizabeth, as well as for the culture of an American religion that is often maligned, misunderstood, and underappreciated.





Chapter 1

			Like a Brother

			I walk slowly up a steep, winding column of concrete stairs. The area is blanketed in shadows from a flood lamp that temporarily blinds me as I try to climb without stumbling. Muffled voices echo in the background. A cool, dry breeze is moving across the foothills, manifested by small rippling waves in a dozen baby blue ribbons tied to posts and railings. The scent of juniper permeates the air from a forested area a few hundred feet behind the affluent homes on the East Bench neighborhood in Salt Lake City, Utah, a short distance from the canyon that Mormon pioneers traversed when they first entered the Salt Lake Valley.

			It’s March 12, 2003. And it’s nearing eleven o’clock at night, which makes the first thing that comes into focus somewhat puzzling. The French doors to the main entry of 1509 Kristianna Circle are swung wide open. Elizabeth’s parents, Ed and Lois Smart, are standing together on an ornate red Oriental rug in the entry. They are visiting with a couple, who are close friends and neighbors, I recognize. Their mood is loose and celebratory. Behind the four adults on the inside staircase, leading to the third level of the 6,600-square-foot home, stand all six of the Smart children—including Elizabeth—adorned in a variety of brightly colored satin pajamas, each standing on a different step.

			Seeing all the siblings hanging out together had been unthinkable when the family awoke that morning. There had been no trace of Elizabeth Smart for more than nine months after she had been abducted at knifepoint in the middle of the night from her bedroom. Her younger sister, Mary Katherine, had feigned sleep next to her in the bed while observing the unthinkable crime. Many people, even within the family, had believed Elizabeth’s body might never be found.

			I step toward the porch, and Elizabeth eyes me with the intensity of a bird of prey. She seems perplexed and a little uneasy, likely wondering who I am and how a stranger like me has passed through two police checks—one in front of the house and the other at the end of the cul-de-sac. She stares me down with serious apprehension. Her brow furrows.

			Overcome with emotion at the sight of the Smart family being back together, I am conflicted. I don’t want to make a teenager who was in captivity less than twelve hours earlier feel the least bit uncomfortable, and yet part of me wants a small connection with her. We haven’t formally met, but she has been at the forefront of my thinking, work, prayers—and at times my very being—for more than nine months. This isn’t the first time I’ve been in this awkward position today, but now the situation is unavoidable.

			A trace of perspiration rolls down my back as my mind flashes to earlier that afternoon.

			I am sitting at my desk, looking out the window of my company’s six-hundred-dollar-per-month office, housed in a dilapidated small business complex called the Diamond Building. Bobi Whitlock, a part-time receptionist shared by half a dozen companies in the complex, pokes her head into my office. Looking at me sheepishly, Bobi informs me that someone on the phone urgently wants to speak with me.

			“I’m sorry, but I’m not taking any calls,” I tell her.

			It’s around 2:30 p.m. Just forty-five minutes earlier, the news of Elizabeth’s rescue broke, whipping the media into a frenzy.

			“I know…b-b-but—”

			“It doesn’t matter if it’s Barbara Walters, Tom Brokaw, or Katie Couric,” I say, cutting her off. Later I will learn she had spoken to all three. “Tell them no. We’ll let the police and FBI speak to the press first, so we can respond to what they say and clarify any misinformation.”

			I’m being uncharacteristically intense and aloof, caught up in thought trying to process the events that are unfolding while balancing my excitement at Elizabeth’s rescue and the anxiety from the tsunami of media requests and issues that are crashing in front of me. My response catches Bobi off guard and exacerbates the tension. She watches me as I pick up my phone, speed-dial one of my business partners, and begin to type on my laptop.

			I have largely been on sabbatical since Elizabeth’s abduction, handing off my duties of managing clients and running The Intrepid Group, a fledgling public relations firm I joined as a partner eighteen months ago, so I could focus on the case. What began as a volunteer engagement to help the Smart family strategize and manage the news media for a couple of weeks has evolved into something much bigger. I have become so immersed in the family, the investigation, and the search for Elizabeth, it nearly consumes me. I work night and day, even holidays and weekends, and have become a close confidant of the family, collaborating with them on so much more than public relations. In fact, Lois Smart regularly refers to me as her fifth son, because I’m around the family and home so often.

			Although I’m only thirty years old, working on this case has taken a heavy toll on my physical and emotional health. I have broken four teeth, unaware that I was grinding them due to the daily stress and strain. I am gaining weight and starting to lose my hair. I rarely sleep more than a few hours at a time, suffer from frequent anxiety, and experience occasional migraines as a result of the never-ending pressure.

			My marriage has experienced some challenges and neglect. My wife, Laura, and I had celebrated our first anniversary one day before the abduction. She works in advertising and travels a fair amount. While juggling the demands of her career and my constant needs, Laura is also putting the finishing touches on a historic home we moved into in February 2002. Over the past nine and a half months, I’ve frequently been distracted—and on some occasions, completely absent. Laura does her best, but at the same time it has been a constant challenge for her to navigate the newlywed phase with a husband who struggles to disengage from the case for more than an hour or two at a time.

			My parents also got divorced during the period when Elizabeth was missing, after more than thirty years of marriage. It wasn’t a complete shock, but it was disappointing and challenging nonetheless. Since I am their oldest child, many of the family responsibilities fall in mine and Laura’s laps. This has included my eighteen-year-old sister, Amy, living with us for several months after my mom accepted an assignment to work in India, and my father staying with us frequently as he worked to move and acclimate to southern Utah. This new burden usurps whatever little bandwidth I have left and creates frustration for Laura, who often has to pick up the pieces with my family.

			To say I am exhausted is an extreme understatement. But something inexplicable has been propelling me forward and not allowing me to stop.

			Bobi steps out of my office, only to return a few minutes later.

			“It’s someone at the police station,” she says. “They need to talk to you urgently. I don’t know what you did, but it sounds like you might be in trouble. I think you should take the call.”

			I jab the flashing button on the phone and lower my voice, trying to sound calm.

			“Chris Thomas.”

			I listen to a few brief, almost cryptic details and am summoned to the police station immediately.

			Racing along 300 West (Salt Lake City’s downtown streets are plotted on a grid where nearly every address has a set of coordinates for how far east or west and how far north or south a location is from the Latter-day Saint temple), I ignore the incessant vibration of my mobile phone and flip on KSL NewsRadio. The afternoon host, Tim Hughes, is doing his best to juggle reporters and guests while trying to get more information to add to the scant available details about Elizabeth’s rescue. He and the others on the air speculate on what might have happened, working to provide some perspective on this Utah news story that is rivaled only by the coverage of the 2002 Olympic Winter Games held in Salt Lake City.

			As I turn onto 200 South and pass several antique brick buildings heading toward the modern high-rise towers in the city center, the voice of Ben Winslow, a field reporter I’ve spent more time with during the past nine months than with many members of my own family, comes on the air. He is outside Salt Lake City’s nine-story public safety building, painting a picture of the exact scene unfolding right in front of me. Police cars with flashing sirens are blocking each end of the street in front of the building, closing the road in both directions. Three helicopters are idling loudly overhead. A growing throng of journalists, photographers, and bystanders is congregating in a rectangular area half the size of a football field, cordoned off by yellow police tape. Like tomcats, they wait nonchalantly, as if completely unimpressed by their surroundings. Then, when they see someone coming in or out of the large front doors that keep the frenzied press outside the dilapidated structure, they pounce.

			Tightrope-walking around the perimeter, I try to blend in, determined not to become their prey. It works temporarily. Then someone yells my name. Reporters with notebooks and microphones followed by cameras race toward me, aggressively pushing and shoving. Working to keep my balance, I try to ignore the cacophony of questions and focus on the door. It feels as if I’m moving in slow motion, and an eternity passes before I’m able to finally navigate through the chaos and duck under the yellow tape.

			At the front desk, I pull out my driver’s license, but before the receptionist can check it, an officer intercedes.

			“They’re waiting for you. Follow me.”

			We step into an elevator, and when the doors reopen on the sixth floor, I see a teenage girl exiting a room across the hall. She has puffy, sunburned cheeks, tightly braided blonde pigtails, and is wearing a gray blouse that looks like it was sewn from bedsheets. A frayed rope serves as a belt, holding up her dirty, heavily worn, oversized jeans.

			The officer stands by my side, neither of us speaking. I try not to stare.

			As Elizabeth takes a few steps alone into the hall, she is unexpectedly stopped by Rocky Anderson, Salt Lake City’s mayor, who has been a strong advocate for the Smarts. He went to battle multiple times for the family when there was conflict with the leadership of the Salt Lake City Police Department.

			Rocky puts his hand out and introduces himself to Elizabeth. He is followed by a few members of his staff and the police department. It’s the type of gladhanding that would occur if a local luminary such as Hall of Fame 49ers quarterback Steve Young were to stop by to film a public service announcement.

			Elizabeth seems confused and overwhelmed by the commotion. Her eyes dart around the hall, likely looking for someone to rescue her yet again. I am repulsed but ill-equipped to do anything about the situation.

			Like a life preserver tossed from shore, Lois finally appears, puts an arm around her teenage daughter’s shoulder, and leads her away from the group down the hall. I follow while trying to maintain some space.

			Lois, who is slender with perfect posture, short auburn hair, and wears a sleek black blouse with a white neckline, stops suddenly when she spots me.

			“Where have you been? They’re waiting for you. Ed really needs you.”

			She points across the hall toward a door. I knock on it, and an officer briskly steps out.

			“Now, what did John Walsh tell you?” the officer asks, his bravado on full display.

			Before I can answer, Ed rushes the door and gets in his face. He gestures in my direction.

			“I’ll talk with Chris, alright? I’m not going to take this any longer. I’ve put up with your crap and lies for more than nine months. I don’t have to do this anymore. Go on, get out of here. Go.”

			The officer stares Ed down, then moves aside and shuts the door as he exits.

			Ed sits and buries his face in his hands. His thinning blonde hair is completely disheveled. The underarms of his white polo shirt are drenched with perspiration. He struggles to speak, becoming emotional. At first I think he’s going to cry, but to my surprise, Ed’s suddenly overcome with anger.

			“After everything they’ve put us through, they have the gall to do this to Elizabeth?” he says. “They can make my life a living hell, but they have no right to do this to my daughter.”

			Ed exhales loudly and proceeds to explain what happened after I called him less than an hour ago. I was relaying a message regarding victims’ rights from John Walsh, the father of a kidnapped and murdered child and host of the popular television show America’s Most Wanted.

			After Ed hung up the phone with me, “he flew into an absolute rage,” according to Lois, and exhibited behavior “that was not typical of my husband.” In the book she and Ed wrote, Bringing Elizabeth Home, Lois also notes that Ed was yelling at everyone and pounding his fists on the table, demanding that Police Chief Rick Dinse, FBI investigator Chip Burrus, and Mayor Anderson stop interrogating Elizabeth.

			A detective tried to calm Ed down by explaining that in order to ensure that the kidnappers, Brian David Mitchell and Wanda Barzee, were convicted, investigators had to get as much information as possible from Elizabeth before her answers could be tainted by family, friends, and the media. This only infuriated Ed more, and he had to be restrained by several officers. That’s when I received the call asking me to come to the police station.

			Upon hearing about Ed’s experience, I call John Walsh, put him on speaker, and explain the situation. John also becomes incensed, and advises Ed that it is within his rights to demand that interviews with Elizabeth cease for the day and that she be allowed to go to the hospital and then home.

			We are interrupted by a knock. It is Ed’s oldest son, Charles. He walks in with the other Smart children: Andrew, Mary Katherine, Edward Junior, and William. After dropping Lois off at the police station forty minutes prior, Charles had returned to pick up his siblings from school and then drove back downtown.

			Mary Katherine rushes past her brother into the middle of the room, asking, “Where’s Elizabeth?” Wearing a pink T-shirt, the blue-eyed tween with a timid smile puts one of her braided pigtails into her mouth, attempting to soothe herself. I imagine the experience for the kids of not seeing their sister must be like waking up on Christmas morning and finding no presents under the tree.

			Mary Katherine and her brothers endure another ten minutes of waiting. Then Ed and Lois finally escort Elizabeth out of an interrogation room. All of her siblings except four-year-old William immediately embrace her. William doesn’t recognize Elizabeth and is apprehensive of the roughly dressed stranger, so he recoils and hugs Lois’ leg. This draws giggles from Andrew, Mary Katherine, and Edward Junior. Elizabeth seems unsure how to respond.

			A central doctrine of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is that families are eternal. This tenet includes a belief that we will be reunited with our loved ones after death. The Smart family’s reunion is so tender, it makes me wonder momentarily if this is what it might be like in the hereafter.

			The children talk for a few minutes before we are all whisked toward the elevator by two officers.

			Once the door closes, Andrew, who is wearing a blue polo shirt and has a thick bowl cut, begins bragging to Elizabeth that he got straight A’s on his last report card.

			“Did you cheat or something?” she responds. “Or did the teachers give you extra credit because I was missing?” She cracks a smile as she elbows Andrew. This is the first time I’ve heard her speak. I thought she might look tormented and as if she were suffering, but Elizabeth is disarming, funny, and a little sassy.

			Andrew and Elizabeth banter as if they’ve never been apart. The interaction underscores the cliché that sibling rivalry never dies.

			While the discourse is entertaining, I won’t realize until later that evening how important it was for me to witness the family’s reunion. Observing this exchange has provided me with crucial insights that will be key to demonstrating Elizabeth’s emotional state of mind. It will help to address numerous questions about Stockholm syndrome, a condition that occurs when a hostage or victim demonstrates positive feelings toward, and even cooperates with, a perpetrator. The media will ask whether Elizabeth wanted to be back with her family or not, and if she felt any sympathy toward her captors. There will even be speculation about whether or not Elizabeth was complicit in her own kidnapping.

			Several officers lead the family to a secure loading dock at the back of the building, where they assure us Elizabeth will be protected from the public and media. Unfortunately, it is another broken promise amid the many we have experienced in the nine months since the abduction. An Associated Press photographer, who has been tipped off, shoots pictures of Lois and Elizabeth as they step off the loading dock and into the open door of a police van with heavily tinted windows. They are exposed for mere seconds.

			The vehicle departs for Primary Children’s Hospital with the sound of the camera shutter rapidly clicking in the background. Ed, his other children, and I are overwhelmed watching the scene unfolding in front of us and don’t fully comprehend the new reality this represents for them.

			The Smart family’s lavender Mercedes-Benz station wagon is parked in a lot across the street. Like a valet, I run and retrieve the car and deliver it to the dock while Ed and his children wait. As they drive away, the photographer reemerges, and I hear the sound of his camera shutter again.

			Standing on the front porch of the Smart family’s home later that night, I find myself at a loss, squirming helplessly under Elizabeth’s glare. I had a handful of opportunities to introduce myself at the police station, but I was so put off by the mayor, city, and police staff that I was reticent to do so.

			After a long minute or two, Ed notices Elizabeth’s reaction.

			“Elizabeth, you don’t know who this is, do you?”

			I feel self-conscious as she looks me over before responding in a matter-of-fact way: “No.”

			Ed steps toward me, placing his hand on my shoulder.

			“This is Chris. He has done more for you than you can imagine. I consider him a brother. You should too.”

			I try to contain myself, to no avail. I turn away, attempting to conceal the tears raining down my cheeks.

			Lying in bed a few hours later, I try to catch some shut-eye, but it’s impossible. The events of the day are replaying over and over again in my mind, as if on a loop. My senses are heightened. I can see and feel every minute, every conversation, every detail of the day. The euphoria and overstimulation rival anything I experienced in childhood: Christmas, birthdays, Disneyland.

			Many people likely will never fully understand or appreciate the events of March 12, 2003, or those leading up to it. But this day will rank among the most significant of my life.





Chapter 2

			The Day the Fences Came Down

			My mom intentionally stepped in front of the TV, blocking my view of a crucial at-bat. The year was 1983, and I was ten years old, watching a Chicago Cubs game on WGN-TV.

			“I didn’t know they were taking the fences down today. Christopher, I need you to give the backyard some attention, and quick. It’s embarrassing.”

			She paused. The muscles in her face tightened, and the piercing glint of her hazel eyes underscored the urgency of the request.

			After Cubs second baseman Ryne Sandberg struck out, I begrudgingly left the comfort of our off-brand brown La-Z-Boy, staggered outside, and surveyed the project. The backyard was a maelstrom of neglect and disorder. The lawn was overgrown in several spots and completely dead in others. Dandelions and tall green and yellow weeds with seedlings that looked like mini corn stalks were growing in a small garden area that hadn’t been planted. Red plastic cups, many split into multiple pieces, and discarded peat moss bags from a business venture of mine were piled on the side of our garage. The back side of our home, with its redbrick exterior and rows of uneven cement seams as a result of sloppy masonry, was coated with a thick layer of dirt that had accumulated over several years.

			My mom was pregnant with my sister Amy, and my father was working out of state that summer, so I labored alone that afternoon, mowing, weeding, organizing clutter, and spraying down the house at a breakneck pace. As I was finishing, I noticed something I had been oblivious to for hours: Most of the other neighbors were doing the exact same thing.

			This had to be the largest and fastest cleanup in neighborhood history. It was akin to cleaning up the living room at lightning speed after realizing an unexpected visitor had just pulled up to the curb.

			My family had moved to East Millcreek, a suburb ten miles outside of Salt Lake City, seven years earlier. We lived in the shadow of Mount Olympus, the namesake of the famous landmark on the border between Macedonia and Thessaly, Greece, which we could see in the distance from our backyard. It’s still a popular icon in Utah’s Wasatch Front region and is especially visible in East Millcreek.

			Growing up, I regularly saw T-shirts, coffee mugs, and even bottled water that featured depictions of this majestic structure. Local legend has it that William Wadsworth (W. W.) Hodkinson, the founder of Paramount Pictures and a native Utahn, had drawn a picture of Mount Olympus on a napkin from memory and handed it to an artist, who then created a live-action logo that still brands the beginning of every one of the studio’s movies.

			Locals believe that Mount Olympus, with an elevation eclipsing nine thousand feet, would be world famous if it were in New York or California. They believe this not just about the Wasatch Mountains but about everything else that is noteworthy in Utah. The pervasive attitude among Utahns is that we are just as smart (if not smarter), more capable, more faithful, and even harder working than other sophisticates in more populated and prominent cities along the East and West Coasts.

			While there are many affluent homes at the base of Mount Olympus, the more modest neighborhood where I grew up is a little farther down the road. The street where my family lived, Celeste Way, was like the rest of its largely homogenous community. The neighbors were predominantly middle- to working-class families with stay-at-home moms, and were white and members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, or Mormons.

			I lived with my parents and three younger siblings in a mecca where religion, culture, and everyday life were inextricably interconnected. The place was close-knit, family-focused, and at times oddly neurotic.

			The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints organizes its congregations throughout the world geographically, and requires members to attend church services at the same time each week with others living in the same location. Each designated area is generally based on the population density of church members. In some parts of the world, congregations span an area of more than a hundred miles, but in the case of Salt Lake City, the members living in a few square blocks could fill a church building.

			My congregation, or “ward,” was less than a mile in circumference, and approximately 80 percent of my neighbors attended church with us each Sunday. We met in a tan brick building topped with an iron steeple that stood resolute at the end of my street.

			In the 1850s, Joseph Smith, the founder of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, created the small geographic regions called wards. They were overseen by a bishop in the Mormon settlement of Nauvoo, Illinois, which was one of the largest cities in the United States in its heyday.

			When the Mormon pioneers settled what would become the state of Utah, the congregational moniker of “ward” stuck. Over the years, the organizing of wards has created neighborhoods in Salt Lake City that often resemble small towns, where nearly everyone knows and watches out for one another. The ward is typically the epicenter of neighborhood activity, and local lay church leaders function as de facto mayors and town council members. While this structure is not without some challenges, it does create the proverbial “village.” It’s a place where members of the tribe strengthen one another, provide support in times of need, and help to rear everyone’s children. The goal is to help the younger generations become good, kind, God-fearing people who will make meaningful contributions to society and the church, while continuing the legacy of serving beyond their local communities.

			In 1983, northern Utah experienced extreme precipitation, coupled with an unseasonably hot summer, which took its toll on the whitewashed wooden fences in my backyard and in those of my neighbors. Many boards had split right down the middle, posts were decaying, and some sections of fencing were leaning heavily—only days away from losing their battle with gravity.

			The demise of the fences, which snaked around the backyard of my home and approximately twenty other residences on three surrounding streets, was imminent. When one neighbor asked a contractor for a bid to replace his fence, the contractor saw an opportunity. He provided an estimate for building the fence as a one-off, and then said he would do the work for nearly half the price if all the other homeowners also agreed to have their fences replaced.

			The sales pitch traveled quickly along the fence line, from neighbor to neighbor, like wildfire. The general notion was that if we banded together, the project would get done more quickly, there would be uniformity and greater safety, and it would cost a fraction of the price compared to doing it on our own.

			While a few of the neighbors needed some cajoling, everyone finally agreed. Contracts were signed, and on an overcast Saturday, a team of workers began demolishing the white fences, exposing all the backyards in the process. While there was an air of excitement surrounding the new fences, most of the neighbors also were a little apprehensive about the disruption the project might cause.

			Despite the hard work and good intentions of each neighbor, our backyards were largely pedestrian and unkempt. Unlike with the façades of the homes in the neighborhood, builders had put the absolute minimum into finishing the backs of the houses. There were no shutters, clapboard, or trim around the windows. Landscaping was modest, and because many people worked long hours, they often didn’t have enough time or interest in creating a beautiful backyard that would rarely be used, let alone seen.

			When the fences came down and exposed our yards, most of the neighbors were in the same embarrassing predicament. Despite our shared circumstances, however, it felt like each of us was uniquely scarred and suffering alone.

			This uneasiness might have been somewhat attributable to the residence of one of our neighbors, the Squires family. While the other homes and yards were mostly identical in size, features, and condition, the Squires property was an anomaly.

			The home itself was modest and had the same front setback as the six other residences on Celeste Circle. But the property featured a teardrop-shaped backyard that was at least an acre in size and that abutted one-third of the other plots, including my family’s.

			The property was not only large but well kept. Mary Squires, a single mother, was the quintessential gardener. She had instilled in her six children, who were then in their teens and twenties, an affinity for impeccable gardens, flowers, and shrubbery. And because of its size and location, the Squires property became Grand Central for what became known as the “backyard neighborhood.”

			The temporary lack of fences created a few merged acres of grass and trees without boundaries and a newfound freedom for the neighborhood kids.

			It didn’t take long for children to congregate and begin exploring. That first afternoon without fences, all the kids couldn’t help but venture out into their newly expanded backyards. By dusk, night games had commenced.

			Silhouettes of small bodies skipped and jumped in the moonlight, and laughs and squeals echoed throughout the new playground. An energy and a feeling of wonderment abounded. It was a mood that likely hadn’t been that pronounced since the area was an open field in the late 1950s.

			While the children didn’t have any inhibitions, the adults—especially the women, who were more conscientious than most of the men—initially avoided venturing out into the backyard neighborhood. It took a few days for their metaphorical fences to come down.

			The first interactions occurred when a man who liked to grill saw an opportunity to follow the kids’ example, or he simply wanted an excuse to have a barbecue. The aroma of burgers and hot dogs cooking over mesquite charcoal helped spark the first neighborhood gathering in the Squireses’ yard.

			A long makeshift picnic area consisting of several folding tables, joined under red checkered plastic tablecloths, was soon bedecked with a smorgasbord of potluck dishes. The delicacies included Lit’l Smokies in maple barbecue sauce, tater tot casserole, three-bean chili, and two local staples: green Jell-O with shredded carrots, and funeral potatoes (cheesy hash browns, customarily served following a funeral as part of a meal provided by women from our church for the family of the deceased).

			Blankets were spread across the backyard lawns, and each family sat together and ate before eventually making the rounds, visiting old friends and neighbors and becoming acquainted with those who were less familiar.

			A new family had just moved to our neighborhood from Alabama, and they had a girl my age. Her name was Annabelle. The barbecue provided the family with the perfect opportunity to meet their new neighbors.

			At one point during the evening, without thinking, I found myself a few feet from Annabelle. I was shy but felt the need to be welcoming. I thought, I should say hello. It would be awkward and rude if I ignored her.

			I was about to introduce myself when I got blindsided.

			“Hey, Maynard, glad you found yourself a girlfriend.”

			My friend Chad Ragland, who lived up the street and called everyone Maynard, couldn’t contain his laughter. “I’ll leave the two of you alone.”

			Annabelle gave me a cynical stare as I shrunk and walked away. I headed home and retreated to my room, where I spent the next several hours sulking.

			When my mom came downstairs to visit later that evening after putting my two younger siblings to bed, I wanted to hide. Socializing in the backyard neighborhood had made her giddy. My mom’s disposition was in stark contrast to how I was feeling.

			“Did you have fun tonight?” she asked. “I thought the barbecue was extraordinary. I met people I barely knew who felt like longtime friends by the end of the evening. Did the boys hang out? Was it similar?”

			I quickly realized my mom was not aware of the incident with Annabelle. I needed to play it cool to avoid further embarrassment.

			“Not really, I don’t think…. Ah, Chad and I got bored, so we went skateboarding.”

			I held a straight face, desperately hoping my mom hadn’t seen Chad while I was in exile.

			“That’s a shame,” she said. “It was really something special. It’s too bad the new fences will be up in a week. I could really get used to this.”

			In the days that followed, the backyard neighborhood became a nightly beehive of activity. The adults began congregating, cooking, laughing, and playing, almost as much as the children. It was as if everyone were part of one big extended family.

			What at first felt unfamiliar, uncomfortable, and even unwanted had evolved into an unexpected suburban utopia.

			While the experience was nirvana for most, it did present a challenge or two. One evening a neighbor forgot about the fences being down and let the family’s Rottweiler out. The dog ran through the backyard neighborhood and fatally wounded another neighbor’s pet rabbit. When the dog’s owners realized what had happened, they quickly ran through the backyard neighborhood, knocked on the door of the family of the dearly departed bunny, and apologized profusely.

			The children were devastated, but the family forgave the neighbor and even the dog. Many people believe that the good vibes from the backyard neighborhood had averted what could have been an embittering incident.
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