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There is a psychological technique which makes it possible to interpret dreams, and … if that procedure is employed, every dream reveals itself as a psychical structure which has a meaning and which can be inserted at an assigned point in the mental activities of the waking life.

—Sigmund Freud

 

Falling asleep while reading a book. Dreaming you are one of the characters. Choose your books wisely.

—Unknown
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There are three parts in this collection of short stories. The first rose from the depths of my dreams, those strange and vivid hours when the mind roams untethered. The second holds mysteries born of places I’ve wandered—two cases, two countries, one detective who never stops until the last secret falls. The third is a meeting ground—some stories walk alone, others thread their way back to my first novel, Buried Truths, A Daughter’s Tale. Each story was written with the hope that you’d feel the same pull that first drew me to this journey.
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Oh, my—

what a dream I had,

when I stood by the edge of the sea,

and the mighty surf rolled in,

steady and sure,

like breath.

I walked on soft, sweet pine needles

beneath ancient, whispering trees

their voices older than memory,

gentler than time.

I slipped into a book,

or let the music carry me—

a thread of melody,

a sigh in the dark.

I talked for hours into the night

With this one,

Or that—

As if the stars had nowhere to be.

Oh, my—

what a dream I had.

—Gretchen Wolf
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“Hold d’it in… Hold d’it in…” A surge of anxiety gripped Luna’s chest. She tried to soothe herself, murmuring under her breath, “Don’t cry again! Not now!” She lightly slapped her own cheek for talking out loud to no one in particular, while wishing she had more than her own company. Cities always made her uneasy, but there was nowhere else to go. Luna had loaded her worldly possessions into her dad’s ancient Buick sedan and driven away from the mountains with her antiquated map. Her soul felt hollow without her husband by her side. They didn’t have any children, and their parents were long gone. Losing Will and his crew in the factory accident was almost too much to bear. There was no one left and nothing to do but move forward, one step at a time, into an uncertain future.

The scant reparations she’d received from the factory were gone, and the money she received from the family trust fund was barely enough to sustain her. Forms could be filled out to increase her distribution, but she hadn’t found the emotional energy to tackle the bureaucratic maze. The promise of a new job offered her hope in the midst of her internal darkness. After she was settled in this city, she’d deal with the paperwork. There wasn’t much choice in the matter; the cost of an apartment would be exorbitant, and every penny saved counted. Luna had heard a studio apartment with eighty-square-feet could be over a thousand dollars a month. The resurfacing of this thought alone would make anyone’s eyes water.

Ten years ago, Luna had turned her back on her family and her corporate career to join her husband in upstate New York. There, he’d worked in a factory creating furniture. Her parents disapproved of the life she’d chosen with Will—a small cabin nestled in the woods far from the nearest neighbors. But they liked him well enough, even loved him. They had wanted more for their daughter, yet she was sure they didn’t wish him dead.

Lost among the unfamiliar streets of New York City, she wove through a maze of one-way streets, around orange barriers and spilled containers of garbage that threatened her quest for a new beginning. The debris seemed to mock her, a reminder of the fragility of human existence. She swerved to avoid the debris and the excessive number of pigeons flitting amongst the piles. A stuffed bear, a Christmas gift from Will, tumbles off a pile of boxes in the backseat. She picked him up and kissed his nose. Overhead, crows swooped back and forth. Distracted by the mayhem, she barely avoided a cat racing across the street after an oversized rodent.

The stench of the city’s rancid aroma assaulted her senses. The heat of the day magnified the odor. She rolled up the window in an unsuccessful attempt to escape the noxious fumes, but they seeped through every crevice, clinging to her like a shroud. It was simply too quiet in New York City. Where was everyone? There should be cars, buses, taxis, and pedestrians all around since the electricity crisis was over. Feeling rather conspicuous despite the absence of people or vehicles on the road, Luna wished she had a more modern car.

Then she realized, other than the pigeons and crows, she hadn’t seen or heard any melodic birds. The countryside where she had lived before was filled with the gentle chirping of cardinals, sparrows, finches, herons, and bluebirds.

Turning on the radio, Luna learned why no one was moving through the city. All the businesses were closed until mid-week, even though the power was back on. The fallout from the previous week-long outage had brought the city to its knees. Food had gone rancid, communication had failed when computer batteries ran low, and air-conditioning systems were useless without back-up generators. Several deaths were reported as a result of poorly installed generators leaking fumes into enclosed areas. The broadcaster’s voice faded. She thought back to her childhood when a family in her school had left a generator running all night in a garage. The fumes trickled into the house and asphyxiated the occupants. A lesson learned, and not easily forgotten by any adult, much less a child. Back then, there wasn’t any counseling for children or their families to learn how to cope with loss. A memorial was held. Afterwards, everyone was expected to go on with life as usual, as if the lost family had never existed. This wasn’t easy, especially for the school friends of deceased peers. Luna knew them well and often cried herself to sleep at night while her mother banged pots around in the kitchen sink.

Focusing back on the broadcaster, he droned on about the history of the older buildings in New York. People with windows that opened were the only winners, as the air became stale in the newer ones with fixed, sealed windows. This was especially true on sweltering days when the humidity and temperature were above eighty degrees. For unknown reasons, architects deemed this decision a good economic one to prevent HVAC systems from overloading if anyone left a window open indefinitely. With the electricity off for days, none of the economics mattered to anyone stuck in those situations. So, no one functioned after dark without flashlights or candles. Many people chose to hunker down in bed when the sun slept rather than fight with battery operated lights or dripping candle wax and the potential fires that could occur if they fell asleep without extinguishing the flame. The radio commentary only depressed Luna more. She wondered why she had to move to such a place after the tranquility of living in the countryside with fields of green grass and hundreds of trees in the surrounding woodlands.

When she reached the intersection closest to her final destination on the one-way street in Manhattan, she parked in the first available curbside spot near an alleyway. A sense of relief washed over her. The journey had been long and arduous, but she had finally arrived. Yet, as she tried to step out of the car with her crossover purse, she realized she’d parked too close to an eight-foot, or was it a ten-foot, light post. The door opened about six inches. She put a leg out and pulled herself up, using the top of the door to no avail. Cursing her own carelessness, she wished she was still rail thin. Thudding back onto the seat, she realized she’d parked on the wrong side of the street and had gone down the one-way road in the wrong direction. The driver’s door needed to face the center of the road. With no other cars in sight, she U-turned on the road to rectify her error. The last time she’d made such a mistake, she’d been in a rental car in England, where everyone drove on the left side of the road. God, it was a lifetime ago. Maybe fifteen years had passed since then.

Getting out this time with her purse was easier, but the passenger door remained obstructed next to another light post. She’d figure out how to remove her belongings after finding the job-site. Staring up toward the halogen light, she noticed every available inch on the post had been covered with cards and posters. One said; all is well. She very much doubted that. Another sign stated that cars could park for a maximum of two hours after payment. But where was the machine? She’d used these units before and knew it would ask for her license plate number. Pulling out her cellphone, she moved around to the back of the car and snapped a picture. Whenever she was anxious, numbers dropped out of her mind. She walked down to the nearest corner, looking for the payment machine without finding it. Turning around, she rushed past her car and found it a half block away. As she pushed buttons, she became annoyed. It didn’t operate the same way she remembered. What if the power had glitched the system and she couldn’t pay? There were four different ways to use her credit card: slide the bar code, insert the chip, tap the scanner, or use an app on a phone. The scanner looked sun-bleached. The slide bar had a piece of chewing gum stuck in it. It took several tries before the chip registered. The idea of beating the machine came to mind. The days of using real coins were so much easier, but finding some in the depths of her car would create another challenge. Everything that should be easy wasn’t these days. Too many choices. The simplest task often brought tears of frustration to her eyes.

Back by the car, to safeguard herself from prowling meter maids, she affixed a note to the dashboard with her phone number to circumvent any trouble. The allotted two hours should be plenty of time to meet her employer and find a permanent parking solution. Stuffing her phone back in her purse, she pulled out her employment letter and found the address. She hurried along Fifth Avenue in search of the building. When she arrived, the structure was much taller and narrower than any she’d ever seen before. The towering monolith almost vanished between the surrounding wider structures. Reaching out to touch the door, she expected it to be hot, but the textured stainless-steel material was cold. When she pressed a button on the communicator unit, a surge of anticipation fluttered in her chest. Waiting, waiting. No one responded.

Luna pushed on the door. At first, it was unyielding, but then it released and swung open against the adjacent wall. Her excitement gave way to confusion. The space before her stretched out endlessly, a vast warehouse filled with shadows. With renewed anxiety and hesitation, her eyes scanned the dimly lit interior for any sign of life. Stepping inside, she observed dust particles floating through streams of light coming from elongated windows fifteen feet or so above her head up by a metal, beamed ceiling. The light highlighted some areas and left others in total darkness. Luna blinked, her mind struggling to comprehend while her eyes adjusted to her new surroundings.

“Hello? Is anyone here?” Luna called out, her voice echoing in the cavernous space.

“Yes, come closer.” A melodic falsetto voice replied in the darkness. A moment later, a woman stepped into the beams of sunlight. Her long wavy dark hair piled askew on top of her head in a tangled mess. She appeared larger across the middle than her gaunt extremities implied, likely because of the quantity of ragged, multi-colored fabric coiled around her like a snake. Every inch of the woman’s face had been overtaken by wrinkles.

“Hello.” Luna shivered, crossed her arms over her waist and then released them. She didn’t want to appear unappreciative or scared, but she was. The woman reminded her of the wicked witch in the old German fairy tale, Hansel and Gretel. “Um, this building isn’t quite what I expected. I’m supposed to start work in clothing distribution. The man who interviewed me—Mr. Snit—didn’t tell me much. He just said I should come and find a woman.”

“That’s my name. Sorry, I wasn’t in the video interview, but I don’t like modern gadgets.” She raised her arms, and the overhead lights came on.

Instead of commenting on the rows of tables with clothing piled high, Luna said, “Woman?”

“I am one, so as I said, that’s my name.” Without further explanation, Woman grabbed a pile of cloth topped with brass jewelry and handed it to Luna with spools of thread.

Luna pressed her chin into the pile, and her voice came out muffled. “What?”

“Organize them into categories and put them in the wicker baskets under the tables. Don’t be overwhelmed by the quantity. All the items are donated. The newer ones should be sold. I use the rest for my projects. You’re in charge of the entire sorting and sales process. Computers are the bane of my existence, so I can’t manage this aspect of the business.”

“Right. Yes, ma’am.” Luna was too overwhelmed to object to the order. Her stomach lurched. She guessed the warehouse might have been a sweatshop where many women had worked long, hard hours more than a hundred years ago. This place was nothing like the corporate offices she’d been in years before.

“I have urgent business elsewhere at a hospice facility. Time is of the essence. Transfers to load.” Woman grabbed a rack of empty glass vials off a shelf. “I keep the full ones in a refrigeration unit in another room. Please don’t touch anything in there.” She turned away, opened the door, and a searing light flooded the room. A second later, Woman vanished along with the light.

“I don’t understand,” Luna mumbled to herself. The colored cloth still hung across her arms. She moved forward to an empty table and let the items tumble onto the surface. Spreading everything out, she realized they were pieces of clothing. Before getting to work, she took time to look around.

Massive mounds of garments standing at least six-feet tall formed the shape of upside-down ice cream cones on the tables. In the background, between the tables, there was a closed door.

A voice spoke from behind her. “Hello, I’m Finn.”

She spun around, startled. Realizing it was probably another worker, she paused and extended her hand. “I’m Luna.”

“My hands are covered in oil, can’t shake, sorry.” The dark-skinned man smiled. His brilliant teeth glistened in the dim light.

“Woman said something about transfers.” Luna frowned. “What was she talking about?”

“It’s not my place to explain.” Finn stared at Luna. “I can tell you the refrigeration room has floor to ceiling shelves of vials. They are all labeled and dated. Women will explain the rest. She has been at this task for a hundred years. Or so she says. Don’t mention I told you anything.”

“Yes, all right.” Not knowing what else to do, Luna asked for directions to the bathroom before excusing herself. As she secured the door, she took out her cell phone from the pocket of her overalls and called Mr. Snit, using the automatic redial function. He didn’t answer. After some meditative deep breaths, Luna unlocked the door and wandered through the building.

Opening one of the closed doors, she saw thirteen dark wooden desks. Six school desks lined one side of the room and six on the other. In each student chair sat a stiff figure with a hand holding a pencil over a pile of paper, as if waiting to record the teacher’s words. At the head of the class sat a massive desk with another figure standing behind it in front of a blackboard.

“Excuse me?” Luna feebly inquired.

None of the figures moved or said a word.

“They’re not alive, yet.” A voice echoed behind her.

She looked over her shoulder. “Oh, Finn, you startled me. I’m not sure what to make of this place. What are these things? These people?” She left the room without closing the door.

Finn followed and said, “They’re life-size dolls of a sort—androids.”

“I didn’t know this could be done. It’s unnerving.”

“This isn’t the only room. There are others with different themes. People pay for this. For being transferred. Crap, I wasn’t supposed to explain. Woman’s idea is to have employees get used to the place before explanations are given.”

“Okay.” She drew out the word. “I won’t mention it to her. But this is all unnatural or immoral or something beyond my understanding.”

“I felt the same way when I first arrived. If you need the job, you’ll get used to it. Aren’t their eyes incredible?”

“I guess,” Luna replied. Returning to the main room, she walked farther down the aisle. She looked to the left side of the aisle to what appeared to be females in skirts or dresses. On the right, there were only boys in slacks and shirts with ties. Directing her attention back to the girl next to her, Luna gazed into her eyes. They weren’t glass, but a solidified jelly with vivid hazel irises. The skin appeared to be a tinted polymer with a flawless complexion. The eyebrows were thin brown lines, followed up by a full head of auburn hair flowing down the back of her outfit. The fingers were long and lean, with every joint creased and authentically painted to perfection. But then, without warning, the hand holding the pen moved across the page. Luna jumped back a few steps. She moved closer and examined the writing. It was the letter ‘D’ with stylized curves.

“Gave you quite a start.” Finn’s nose wrinkled into a laugh. “There are other rooms with different scenes besides the schoolroom.”

“I never expected this place. It’s weird. Maybe I should have asked more questions, but I’m almost out of money, and this is the only job I could find. I stopped searching after I’d sent out thirty-plus resumes.”

“You’ll get used to it. The rooms in the loft are okay. One of them has your name etched on a piece of wood on the floor. It’s a gloomy area. No windows. If you’re nervous, lock up at night.”

“I want to get an apartment in the city at some point.”

“Be careful with what you pick. The history of lodgings is pretty sketchy. You’ll find a lot of undesirable places.” Finn ran his hand through his curly mop of black hair.

“Like?”

“Like some of them don’t have enough air circulation. Back in the 1800s, buildings were put up pretty quick to house immigrant workers. The bosses didn’t want to spend a lot of money, which is ironic since apartments and homes are crazy expensive now.”

“Did they get fixed up in the last two-hundred years?” Luna asked, chuckling under her breath.

“When tuberculous hit hard, the bosses put windows in the hall doors for cross ventilation in some buildings and ventilation shafts in others. Then there was the Spanish flu, which wiped out even more people.”

“Don’t forget COVID-19.”

“How could I. Lost my mom to that beast.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Thanks. There was nothing I could do. She died alone in the hospital. I wasn’t allowed to visit the quarantined ward.” He paused. “Back to what I was saying. There’s this one building where the vent shaft became a trash chute. The story goes—a woman lost her husband to one of those diseases and threw herself down the shaft, hoping to die, but the trash softened her landing. She survived.”

“I’m sure I didn’t want to know the details. I bet there are ghosts everywhere in those places. Hopefully, I can find a modern apartment without those types of glitches.”

“Perhaps.” Finn strolled across the room into a corridor kitchen. He pulled two containers of food out of a metal cabinet resembling an old-fashioned vending machine. Luna followed him with her eyes and then felt as if magnets were pulling her into the room behind him.

Pointing, he continued, “This refrigerated slot is yours. It gets stocked each day, but I don’t know who does the honors. I’m not sure how it actually stays cool without a door. One of Woman’s magic tricks, I suppose. Reminds me of a Star Trek food replicator. Big fan of the show.”

“I’ve seen a few of those. And thanks, I’m pretty hungry.” She interrupted, took the container, and began eating. With her mouth full, she said, “I’ve got a lot of sorting to do. Where’s your workstation?” Luna thought the guy seemed normal compared to everything else.

“Through that door.” Finn gestured across the room. “I lube and maintain the machines that make the dolls. No one other than me and the artist—I call him that, but I think he’s more of a scientist—can go in there without Woman’s permission. Don’t know why, it’s just her way. She’ll be back soon with new transfers. Don’t know how she does the transfer. She kicks us out of the room.”

“There’s a lot you don’t seem to know.”

“That’s the way,” Finn said.

“Okay. So, another subject.” Luna read the time on her phone. “My car is in a two-hour slot on the street. Where can I move it for permanent parking?”

“Back of the building. Go half way round the block. You’ll see a tucked in area with a dumpster and four parking spots. My electric hybrid car’s there, plugged into a port. It’s gray with tinted windows.”

“Mine’s not electric.”

“You’re missing out. They’re great.”

“Doesn’t seem like it. If the power outages continue, I think I’ve got the better deal.”

“True, but this is the first one I’ve seen. Maybe we’ll get lucky and there won’t be anymore.” He chuckled. “Park your car next to the dumpster. We need to get back to our assignment before Woman returns. If we’re slackers, she won’t pay us. Work a solid hour and a half before you move your car.”

Luna went over to the sorting tables without delay. She wondered what this place, with so little light, held beyond Finn’s doors. Not liking her dark thoughts and growing paranoia, she put a garment in its matching color pile, then hesitated, reconsidered and subdivided them by size, then sex, then age. Two baskets became four, then eight, and on and on.

After an hour passed, she heard a noise. It came from the classroom; the head desk chair was empty. The occupant stood at a blackboard writing. Luna walked a little closer and noticed another figure across the room in the shadows. The letters on the board curved up and down in lines across the surface. The first formed a string of words written in a neon yellow chalk —not what I expected this would be. I’m Professor Brandice. Under that, the professor began writing mathematical computations. A voice came from somewhere deep inside as she recited the process. Then Luna understood. This android had been a teacher before her soul traveled out of her body at death, was captured in one of Woman’s storage vials, and deposited back into the thing. Luna shuddered to think about the possibility of her deceased husband being trapped inside one and was grateful she hadn’t known about this type of life extension.
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The streets of D.C. were eerily deserted during Blake’s Sunday morning walk with her cocker spaniel. The city’s iconic landmarks, such as the White House and the National Archives, held their enigmatic secrets, along with the FBI and the countless government buildings. Blake thought about those places often, as she’d worked in some of them as an administrative assistant over the last decade. Today, none of that held any significance other than to mull over her accomplishments while she strolled along with her dog, Jiffy, who had been named after her favorite peanut butter. He began pulling her away from their daily course along the tranquil sidewalk onto the street. At first, Blake resisted, but then trusted the unspoken bond between them. Even so, she cautiously scanned the street for unexpected vehicles while moving forward. Jiffy led the way and stopped at a wig-like clump of black hair, which appeared to be crowning on the edge of the asphalt road. Blake’s imagination briefly toyed with the idea of a hidden sinkhole. The theory dropped out of her mind since they are funnel shaped with a large opening at the street level that would narrow down to the end of a pool of water. It seemed no human could be bobbing up and down in one so small. Then, much to her surprise, the hair moved ever so slightly to the left and then to the right. It looked like a baby’s head emerging askew during childbirth. Yet, the protruding skullcap was the size of a full-grown adult.

Jiffy’s initial growl, deep in his throat, soon gave way to a whimper. Blake continued to stare in disbelief at the site and its backdrop. The speck of motor oil, the ground-in old French fries, a wad of chewed gum, and a dollop of dried vomit. Her jaw clenched, and she suppressed a gag. A moment of panic overtook her mind, and she glanced upward at the surrounding office buildings, hoping to signal someone even if she couldn’t explain why their attention was needed. The dog might be wrong. There might be no cause for alarm. Perhaps the twitching hair was nothing more than a costume wig stirred by gentle breezes. Struggling to make sense of it all, she couldn’t help but recall the stories of children who had fallen into narrow wells and been stuck for days.

In a voice barely above a whisper, Blake said, “Hello? You. Down there. Is someone there?”

The voice that emerged—a squeak—sounded like an animal in peril.

“What? Try again,” she urged.

“Help me.” The voice that croaked out was not animal, but human. A fact beyond dispute. The hair moved down an inch or so, and two beefy fingers slid up next to the edge of the opening. The tips were bloodied, and the shafts streaked with a black, unidentifiable substance.

“Hold on. I’ll call 9-1-1.” For a moment, she paused. How would she explain? With a trembling hand, she pulled her phone from her front pocket and dialed. Holding the phone tightly to her ear, she listened. The response was swift.

“9-1-1. What is your emergency?”

“There’s a person stuck under the road. I’m at the intersection of 13th and E Street, N.W.”

“Are you in danger?”

“I don’t think so.”

“We’ll send out a unit.”

That went well, she thought. Wait until they get here, and see what I really meant.

While they waited, Blake and Jiffy nervously paced back and forth within a six-foot radius of the peculiar ‘hair’. No one seemed to be any happier. Jiffy sat down by the ‘hair’ in protest, and Blake started talking about the weather or the dog’s daily habits in a loop of chatter with the intent of helping the ‘hair’ feel more at ease. But she worried the circular chatter might have had the opposite effect, since it was making her shoulders and stomach tense. Changing her tactics, she turned on some instrumental music on her phone to soothe all concerned. The necessity to jockey around ended when an ambulance appeared with a firetruck and a police car close behind.

A police officer approached and identified himself. “Hello, I’m Captain Kane. What’s the problem?”

She pointed at the person’s head. “Hey, you down there. I got help. Show your fingers again and say something.”

The person followed her instructions.

“What the hell?” Captain Kane removed his cap and rubbed his head in solidarity. “Ma’am, please take your dog and sit back on the sidewalk. We may need to talk to you again.” He turned away. “Excuse me.”

Blake complied with his request and listened intently from the sidelines. None of her friends were going to believe this story. It might even end up in the local news. She watched the sergeant lumber toward the ambulance and then the fire truck. Upon his return with a fireman at his heals, she noticed a cellphone in a transparent case with a lanyard attached to his belt along with one without a case in his shirt pocket. Over by the vehicles, the remaining emergency responders were hovering in a circle. She presumed they were strategizing or waiting for follow-up instructions.

Addressing the person below once more, Captain Kane said, “So, person down there. I’m a police officer. I’m here with an ambulance and a fire truck. Can you lower your head? I want to send in a videophone to figure out how to help.”

The hair descended, allowing the phone to be lowered.

“Look at that… a window to underground tunnels…” Captain Kane asked. “Hey, how’d you get in there?”

The victim’s rough voice floated forth, but Blake couldn’t tell what was said. The conversation continued with the captain.

“A mudlarker? What’s that?” He said with a bewildered expression. “Never mind. We’ll get you out. Hold on.”
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Over by the fire engine, the two paramedics sat idly by while the police officer and the fire crew huddled together, expressing their uncertainty about the situation. The police officer began to engage the others. “You ever seen anything like this?”

“No, what an ass,” said fireman number one.

Amidst the deliberation, paramedic one said, “What are we going to do?”

“How the F#@$%! do we get in there?” said a junior firefighter.

“Let’s just leave him there,” said another fireman with a sneer. “We’ll have to dig up the road with a backhoe. It’ll take hours to even get one.”

“Seriously? The victim will be dehydrated and hungry by then.” Paramedic two said.

“There has to be a manhole nearby.” The junior fireman said while rubbing his chin.

“I’ll go have a look,” said Captain Kane.

“While you’re at it, I’ll check the city’s underground maps.” The junior firefighter said and began scrolling through his iPad. “Here we go. It’s called the D.C. Water Atlas. No, not helpful. Hang on… found it. The Army Corps of Engineers’ plans are more complete.” Turning the iPad towards the group, he showed them the path.

After a substantial amount of bantering among the team, Captain Kane returned, indicating he had found a manhole fifty-feet down the road. The paramedics pulled out a gurney from the ambulance and a medical supply bag, along with a collapsible stretcher to take down into the hole in case they had to carry the victim out. The paramedics scurried along the road, with the junior firefighter following behind with a crowbar. The junior firefighter would be the lucky one who’d have to go in first with his headlamp ablaze.

The junior firefighter pushed the crowbar into a slot in the manhole. Pulling it up was more challenging for his pumped biceps than expected. While he struggled and ratcheted the lid, a visible shiver passed across his shoulders. Popping it off, he tossed the cover and the crowbar to the side. Below him, the black claustrophobic hole stared back. His training hadn’t quite prepared him for going into such a place. Another firefighter ran over and handed the three men yellow construction helmets and tossed the junior firefighter a hand-held radio to clip onto his belt. With an audible click of the switches, they all turned on their helmet lights. One of the paramedics distributed masks to protect them from potential pathogens.

The junior firefighter descended into the darkness with the headlamp providing a narrow beam of clarity. The two paramedics went in next, swiftly carrying the folded stretcher with ballerina-like balance.

At the bottom, the junior firefighter patted his pocket to confirm he had his cellphone just in case the radio communications with the surface failed or if they needed additional assistance with the route. Scanning the area with the torches, the light confirmed that the walls of the culvert were old. According to the rapid research topside, the system started its meandering around D.C. in the late 1800s. The tunnels’ brick walls were speckled with a mysterious black, mold-like substance. Below them flowed a narrow subterranean brook flanked by pipes. The air was hazy and carried a modicum of an underlying aroma similar to a moss filled terrarium.

Walking along the raised sides of the waterway was a bit of a balancing act due to its twelve-inch width and uneven surface. At several spots along the passageway, one of their boots slipped into the water and stirred up silt or aggravated a black water snake. The junior firefighter’s light flashed into a deeper area of the water, and he froze mid-breath. He imagined a pair of eyes peering up at him.

The distance to the victim wasn’t long in paces, but being in the darkness made it feel like it was double the expected length. When they arrived next to the man, he was crouching on a ledge, shivering. They wrapped him in a blanket and assessed his condition while he warmed up. The stretcher they’d slogged in with them wasn’t needed. Once the ‘hair’ was accompanied by lights and guides, he walked on his own back to the ladder and ascended through the manhole into the sunlight wrapped in a smudged blanket, clutching a container the size of a child’s shoe box. Up on the street, a paramedic exchanged the dirty blanket for a clean one and draped it over his shoulder while he positioned himself on the gurney.
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