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11 a.m. Thursday, Dec. 3, 2020, Portland — Cage Washington really didn’t know how long he’d wandered the streets of Portland that day. Shooting video. Putting the videocamera aside for his still camera and doing some black and whites. Talking to the few people who were out. Just wandering.

The city was so empty.

Early in the pandemic, someone had set pictures — black and white stills — to the Sound of Silence. That’s what Portland was like now.

Portland had withstood 10 months of Covid, six months of BLM protests and police brutality, but this latest Covid surge? The city was shut down. It was cold out, just above freezing, a slight wind and bit of mist. It felt like everywhere was gray. The overcast skies seemed to prevent the sun from breaking through along the Willamette River when he went down along there. The sidewalks and the streets, the closed shops and cafes felt lonely and forgotten.

And the holiday decorations that had gone up last week on the Friday after Thanksgiving just looked forlorn. He went through Pioneer Square and shot pictures of the decorations there, but the lights on the tree were off. There were no children laughing. No Santa Claus. No people with hands full of shopping bags.  

Part of him was glad people had listened this time and stayed home. But this city, his city, looked dead.

He heard the sound of a Salvation Army bell. Curious, he tracked it through the empty streets, finally arriving at the Salvation Army shelter for women down on Second Avenue. A woman commander stood outside the shelter, and she had a red donation pot beside her. She was ringing that bell. 

“Why?” he asked, as he let the camera roll. 

“Because the bell was never just about a call to mankind,” she said. “It is also a joyful noise to the Lord. Watch.” A bunch of children ran out of the shelter and up to her.

“It’s time,” a bossy little girl said, her hands on her hips. She made him think of Emily. He snorted. Best not tell Emily that.

“You said, when the big hand was on 12.”

“I did. And look! We have someone to sing to.” And the woman smiled at him.

And so, Cage filmed five little kids and a Salvation Army commander singing Silent Night while tears ran down his cheeks. 

He wiped them away when they were done. “You are very good,” he assured them. “My father is a minister, and he’s sick. Will you sing Joy to the World for him?”

The children agreed. The commander got them started somewhere near the right note, and then held out her hand for his camera. “Sing it with them,” she said softly.

Cage crouched down so the kids could cluster around him and they sang Joy to the World to his father.

Then the kids ran back inside the shelter, and the commander handed the camera back to him. “Your father must be Rev. Washington,” she said. Cage nodded. “You tell him we’re praying for him.”

He nodded. “How often have they been coming out to sing?” he asked. 

“When the big hand is on the 12,” she answered.
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Chapter 1
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8 p.m., Tuesday, Sept. 7, 2021, downtown Portland — Jazzy Packard, age 8-and-a-half, had been watching for him all evening. The Video Man.  He wasn’t hard to spot. He was big and kind of scary. Jazzy’s mother had taught her to be wary of big men, especially when she was out on the streets at night. Which she wasn’t supposed to be. 

But this was important. Really important. And no one else could be sent, because she knew him, the Video Man. She remembered him and his camera and how they’d sung Christmas carols together outside the mission. And he’d come back to show them their song too.

Find the Video Man, Ms. Carroll said. Find him. He’ll know what to do.

So Jazzy had been looking for two days now. She was tired. Hungry. And dirty. She hated being dirty. But this was her last chance today to find him. He would be at the protest rally downtown. She knew it. She just had to be brave enough to go there and get him. And then he’d take care of everything. She was confident that he would.

So, she staked out a spot where she could see people and watched. Maybe it was good he was big, she thought. She would be able spot him. And he was Black. That helped. Most people in Portland were white people. Like her and her mom. Even at the rally, although there were more Black people than you usually saw, most people were white. And he would have that camera. She never saw him without it.

She saw him a lot. She didn’t spy on him, not exactly. But well, he was her hero, she guessed. She’d told Carroll about him once, and about the song they’d sang together. Carroll had nodded. “His name is Cage Washington,” Carroll had said. “And he’s a good man. If you’re ever in trouble, you find him, you hear? He will help you.”

“Video Man,” Jazzy had said, and she’d laughed. “Portland’s superhero.” Carroll had laughed at that too. 

So Jazzy watched for him. She saw him running along the waterfront a lot. Saw him with his camera whenever there were important things going on. People came up and talked to him. He knew everybody, she thought. Well he’d have to, wouldn’t he? To be a superhero?

And she knew him. It was almost like that meant she was connected to everyone in the city too. She knew him, and he knew them.

She saw him now. Finally. He was watching the protests, his camera at his side. Usually he was looking through it. He looked sad. And he was alone. She had hoped to find him by himself, but she hadn’t thought she would. Usually he was with a bunch of other people. She recognized some of them; some of them she’d seen with Ms. Carroll. 

But Ms. Carroll had said tell the Video Man and so she would. Carroll was her hero too. Ms. Carroll took care of her and a lot of kids like her. 

Now they had to take care of her.

She wormed her way through the people aiming toward where she’d spotted him. She had to stop and climb up some steps and take another look for him once. But finally, she reached him.

“Mr. Video Man?” she said. She knew Carroll had said his name once, but she wasn’t sure she had it right. Cage was a strange name.

He looked around, spotted her and smiled. He squatted down so they were face to face. “I remember you,” he said. “You sang for me last Christmas!”

She nodded, relieved that he did remember. “When the big hand is on 12,” she said.

He frowned a bit. “What are you doing down here this late?” he asked. “It’s not safe for a little girl.”

“I’m not a little girl,” Jazzy said, insulted. “I’m almost nine. And I’m in charge.”

“Are you?” he asked, tilting his head and looking at her. “I see that you are. Were you looking for me?”

She nodded. What if he didn’t believe her? What if he wouldn’t come? What would she do then? She stood straight and spoke truth, just like the Commodore had taught her when they still lived at the mission. 

“Ms. Carroll,” she said. “She’s in trouble. And she said to find you.”

“They,” he said, as if he were thinking about something else. “Carroll doesn’t use she. They.”

Jazzy frowned, momentarily diverted from her mission. “You mean you get to choose?” she demanded. “My teacher says I’m she, because I’m a girl. And Tommy is he, because he’s a boy.”

“You get to choose,” Video Man said. He wasn’t looking at her, now, he was searching the crowd. He frowned. 

“Carroll is in trouble?” he asked, looking at her again. 

“Please,” Jazzy said. “Please will you come?”

Cage was tired. He was working the evening shift as usual for Oregon Public Broadcasting. They sent him down to the protests a lot. He didn’t know why; they rarely paid any attention to what he told them. He was doing good work, they assured him. He’d had his first performance review, and they had praised his work. He’d gotten the merit raise that went along with it. And he needed the money. Portland was expensive.

They’d set a couple of goals that he should work toward for the next review in six months. Teamwork goals. He needed to work on being a part of the team at OPB, his boss had said. Stories were often covered by several reporters and then editors put them together at the studio. He needed to learn to relinquish control over the finished product that he had as a college student. He was contributing to the story now, not controlling it.

He thanked her for her suggestions, and he meant it. She was a good boss, and she truly wanted to see him succeed. She valued his work. He knew all of that.

But. Such a big word for three letters.

When you came right down to it, he didn’t trust them. And he didn’t feel like they trusted him. He glanced at his watch. It was past 9 p.m. Pretty soon the police would come out in their riot gear, dressed in black, with shields over their faces. They’d declare the peaceful protest a riot and when it didn’t disperse fast enough, they’d fire pepper gas — or whatever they were calling it this week, the name changed weekly as soon as protests mounted about the use of chemicals on protesters. And then the police would say ‘Oh, we don’t use tear gas. We use pepper spray.’ Or if pepper spray was now illegal, they’d give it another name. Smelled the same. His eyes burned the same. 

So, they’d fire on the crowd, and the crowd would run, taunting the police. The real protesters would be gone by then. They were leaving now, as a matter-of-fact. Cage had tried to explain that to his bosses who stayed in their safe studio and never ventured down here. The people who fought with the police, who threw rocks through windows, and spray painted the Historical Society windows? They weren’t Black activists. They weren’t protesters calling for reforms. They were young, white leftists who hated the police. Hated the establishment. Didn’t make them wrong, Cage thought. Just they weren’t the same group. But report after report, OPB and all the major media called them all the same: Black Lives Matter protesters. They were anarchists, not Black Lives Matter. Cage had tried to explain that. But no one listened. The powers that be — the city leaders, the police —lumped them all together. And therefore, so did the mainstream media. It wasn’t what he’d been taught about the media’s role in society. He had been told media should speak truth to power, not be a megaphone for the powerful.

And he’d probably try to explain it again. And they wouldn’t hear him. Again. They said he was letting his personal biases interfere with his news judgment. He thought they meant he was Black. He was pretty sure that was what they meant, although they’d deny it if he confronted them. 

He thought their personal biases interfered with their news judgment. He had thought so since the bicycle cop last spring. That was the night he realized he didn’t trust his editors. Didn’t trust his colleagues. 

It shouldn’t have been a big deal. You got to know the cops’ reps down here. Some guys were good guys. And some were mean. And one of the mean ones had been on a bicycle chasing the late-night leftists when he lost his balance and careened into a protester. Cage had been within feet of them and filming. The protester punched the cop. Mostly reflex, Cage had thought. And then there was a pile on. Eight cops piled on the protester and took him down. It was done with maximum roughness, because they were pissed. Someone had dared to punch a cop?

Cage had filmed it all, then did a quick voice over, and uploaded it to the editors back at the studio. He was packing it in for the night when he got a call from the news desk. Could he resend the footage without the voice over?

“Why?” he’d asked, mostly just curious.

There had been additional reportage that indicated the story was different, the editor said. 

Cage had frowned. “I was standing barely six feet away,” he said.

“Well, the police told it differently. So, it’s no big deal. Just send in the raw footage, and we’ll do a new voice over here, and we can still make the newscast tonight.”

Cage hesitated. He thought about what he’d seen. What he’d reported. “The police aren’t exactly neutral observers,” he said mildly.

There was silence. “I’m concerned that you don’t think they are,” the night editor said slowly. “But we can talk about it later. We’re running out of time if we’re going to recut it.”

And Cage had lied. “I don’t have the raw footage,” he said apologetically. “You’ll have to go with what I sent you. I’ll save the raw next time, but I didn’t know I’d need it after I filed the story.”

They’d used it as he sent it, but they’d prefaced it with the cops’ version, and closed with the cops’ version, and implied that he was just one eyewitness among many — and he was their own reporter! 

He deleted the raw footage, and he’d listened to the lecture about sending in raw footage from then on along with his VOs, and he hadn’t said anything. But he knew then he’d made a mistake to take the job. 

They didn’t trust his news judgment because he was Black — and inexperienced, probably, he conceded, although he’d been covering the protests every night for nearly a year when the bicycle incident happened. And the editor who lectured him hadn’t ever been to the protests as far as he knew.

He started going for runs with Ryan about then. Therapy runs, Ryan had called them. For both of them. And it had dragged on throughout the summer. 

He’d asked, then pleaded, for a different beat. It was eating him up inside. But his requests were denied. He was their most experienced videographer on the riots — their word — they needed him down there. He wanted to ask them if that was the case, why didn’t they trust the stories he gave them? 

He stopped hanging out with the independents. A few of them were hostile to him now, and he couldn’t really blame them. They thought he had sold out. He wasn’t sure they were wrong. He didn’t want to put his friends in the middle of it, friends like Carroll or Turk. He usually chatted with the EWN staff at some point during the night. They’d become his lifeline. “We’ve got your back,” Jason had told him one night. “Just so you know.”

He nodded, but that was wrong on so many levels. He should have their backs, not the other way around. He was their alum; they were students. But he was just grateful instead. He should quit, he thought. But he wanted to make it work. Wanted to learn from these OPB storytellers who were at the top of their game. He and Emily had talked it over. She said she’d support him whatever he decided. He didn’t know who to go to for advice beyond that. He’d decided to stick it out a year. That would look reasonable on a resume. Alternatively, he thought, he could claim it all as a six-month internship and walk away.

But they needed the money. Living in Portland was expensive. They were better off now that they were in the Portland Heights house with Ryan and Teresa. But money was still tight. And Cage was too proud to tell Ryan all of it.

Ryan had been through hell last spring. He should be the person Ryan could lean on, not one more person leaning on Ryan. So, he sucked it up, and shoved it all down inside.

One day at a time, he told himself. He looked at his watch. One hour at a time. 

“I said Ms. Carroll needs help,” she said impatiently. “Can you come?”

Cage looked around the protest again. He hadn’t seen Carroll in a few days, he realized. He could see Turk over with a bunch of the other independents. But no Carroll. 

“Please?” the girl said. 

“What’s your name?” Cage asked.

“Jazzy,” she said. “Jazzy Packard.”

“OK,” he said. “Let me tell my partner I’m leaving. Stick with me, all right? We don’t want to get separated.”

What was an “almost 9-year-old” doing down here alone anyway, Cage thought, both worried and disturbed. He found the other OPB reporter and told him he needed to go check something out. He’d call if it panned out, otherwise, he’d see him tomorrow. The guy nodded and motioned him on. 

That was the hardest thing, Cage thought. They were good people. And he felt like he was deceiving them. At the same time, he felt like he was denying who he was.

As he’d told Ryan one night, he felt erased. And how did you erase a Black man who stood 6-foot-2 and bench-pressed 250? It’s a mystery, as Emily used to say.

They wanted him to learn to be more objective, they said. And he thought of the Anais Nin quote: “We don't see things as they are, we see them as we are.” And they wanted him to see the protests as if he were white, not Black. Why the hell couldn’t they give him the education beat?

He set all of that aside, and looked at Jazzy, the little girl from the Salvation Army mission who reminded him of Emily and smiled. “OK,” he said. “Where are we going?”
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Chapter 2
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Sometime Tuesday, Sept. 7, 2021, Shanghai tunnels — Carroll Gilligan thought a lot was riding on an almost-9-year-old girl named Jazzy Packard. They smiled at the thought of the little girl. Jazzy would be a powerhouse of a woman someday, Carroll thought. But she was just 8 years old. 

Carroll wasn’t sure how long they’d been down here. This was the second day. Maybe? The light was artificial and always on low. The cages were crowded, and there wasn’t room to lie down and sleep. People stood, or squatted, or sometimes sat in the corner and cried.

Their keepers came twice a day. They were fed, given water, taken to a toilet, and returned. Some of the people had been down here longer than Carroll. No one new had been added since Carroll’s arrival. Carroll was afraid that meant they were getting ready to move them out to this conversion therapy camp people mentioned. Jazzy needed to arrive with the cavalry before then, or they were doomed.

They were in the tunnels, the Shanghai tunnels. Carroll had never been down here before. They didn’t think so, anyway. Memories of the summer of 2020 were vague; Carroll had been one of the people kidnapped from the streets of Portland in the early days of the Black Lives Matter protests by people claiming to be federal agents in rental vans. Sometimes you could not make this shit up. 

Although Carroll had gone public with the abuse they’d suffered and the blackmail the kidnappers had attempted later, the location of the torture hadn’t been disclosed. It might, if the case ever came to trial. It had been a year, and the bastards were still running around loose. 

Could it have taken place down here? Maybe, although Carroll recalled it as being a more modern, almost industrial place. Didn’t mean this place wasn’t connected to that place. The tunnels were connected to a lot of things. 

What Carroll was sure of was that the sheriff’s deputy from Molalla who had been charged with their torture was one of the kidnappers yesterday. Carroll hoped it had been yesterday. 

Carroll had fought them. They might have been pretending to be cops, but they weren’t. Carroll knew it. Knew it was the same men, the same nightmare, again. 

Not nightmare. Not just memory. It was real. A woman named Sarah King at EWN had taught Carroll that: believe yourself. It was real. It happened. Carroll missed Sarah; she died in the pandemic. They’d been friends.

So yesterday was real. It happened. And it had been the same man. That too was real.

Carroll saw Jazzy as they fought the kidnappers. The men had threatened the children to get Carroll to go with them from the homeless camp, but once on the street, Carroll fought them. And then there was Jazzy: fierce and defiant. Carroll had been afraid Jazzy would attack the men herself. That was Jazzy — Carroll adored the little girl. 

Go find the Video Man, Carroll had screamed at her. Jazzy paused, then nodded, and fled. And Carroll had sagged with relief. Even if Jazzy didn’t find Cage Washington — the Video Man — she was safely away. These men wouldn’t hesitate to harm her if she got in their way.

It was ridiculous to have such hope that a little girl would find one man in downtown Portland, and that they would rescue Carroll and these other people. Hope? Faith? Whatever it was Carroll clung to it. After all, Carroll had been through this before. Hope was essential to surviving. And they would survive; Carroll was determined.

Carroll was a visitation officer for Children’s Services Division. Their day job? At night, Carroll was an independent journalist, with a following of over 30k on Twitter. She’d had been covering the protests for 15 months now. But during the day, Carroll visited the children in the homeless camps, the shelters — the kids who were living on the streets. There were estimates that there were thousands of kids who were homeless in Portland alone. Even in these dire circumstances just thinking about that made Carroll’s eyes burn. What kind of society let that happen to kids?

Same kind of society that let cops kill people for the color of their skin, Carroll guessed. Who justified the use of teargas on peaceful protesters and then wondered why the protesters turned angry and learned to fight back?

That’s how Carroll had met Jazzy — visiting the homeless children. Jazzy and her mother had been staying in the Salvation Army Mission last Thanksgiving. Jazzy’s mother had fled an abusive husband, literally with just the clothes on their backs. They’d lived on the streets, then at the mission. 

Now, Jazzy’s mother was holding down two jobs to pay the rent on a small apartment in the rough side of town out by Lloyd’s Center. Jazzy didn’t like it much; it was lonely for the little girl. So, she’d drifted down to the waterfront where she knew the other homeless kids. Carroll worried about her.

Apparently, Jazzy worried about Carroll too. Carroll grinned. 

Last Christmas, Cage Washington, then the chief videographer for EWN, had gone walkabout — his term for wandering around the town getting a sense of things until the story showed up. Carroll admired the hell of out his work. He’d ended up at the Mission where the Commander was having the children come out and sing Christmas carols while she rang the bell for the kettle. Even though the streets were deserted. 

Hope, Carroll thought. And faith. Carroll admired people who had it, even if Carroll didn’t share that particular brand of it. And that day, Cage had shown up, and filmed the kids singing Silent Night. And then the Commander made Cage sing Joy to the World with the kids and filmed them. So, who was to say the Commander’s faith wasn’t real?

Cage had used it to tell the story of a desolate Portland laid low by Covid. He’d lost his father to it days later, Carrol had heard. And he’d lost friends. Hard. They’d all lost friends and family. But Silent Night was still a much-requested download from the university website, Carroll was told. 

Most of the gossip came from an EWN staffer named J.J. Jones. He hung out with Carroll and Turk. For a white boy from West Linn he was awfully comfortable with their lifestyle. Carroll knew he’d been through hell last fall too. Maybe that was why.

But Jazzy idolized the Video Man, as she called Cage. And Carroll rather thought Jazzy might spy on him a bit, like she spied on Carroll. Maybe she could find him. Maybe she’d find him in time. But it had been a long time. Days.

Carroll had talked to most of the people down here. Once a journalist, always a journalist. And this would be an important story to be told — when they got out of here. There were seven people down here. All of them LGBTQIA. A couple were transsexual. A couple were cross-dressers. Another was non-binary like Carroll. Carroll didn’t usually worry about labels or categories — that was why they’d chosen they/them as pronouns, after all. What business was it of anyone’s what their sexuality was? Why did it matter? But she worried deeply that it mattered to their captors.

Turk and Carroll had laughed themselves silly watching Cage struggle with it when he first started hanging out with the independent journalists. Preacher’s kid. Macho Black guy. But he kept trying. Painfully correcting himself, until one day, it clicked for him. He told Turk once that he realized how much time his brain spent categorizing people into genders, and it really wasn’t any of his business. Carroll and Turk both admired him for it, almost as much for that as for his phenomenal storytelling skills.

He was working for Oregon Public Broadcasting now. Mistake, Turk said, but mistakes could be fixed, and he’d learn a lot from them in the meantime. Carroll just hurt for him, because he looked miserable. And isolated. Hard to be the only Black face on mainstream media. Did he even realize that he was? He’d always been a part of EWN, and their diversity was amazing.

Carroll looked around at their cellmates. They were tired. Hungry and thirsty — it had been a long time since their captors had last been here. Discouraged and scared. Carroll was too. 

One of the people who had been here the longest said one of the captors had taunted them with changing them back. That there was a conversion therapy camp operating now, and perverts like them were being turned back into normal people.

And didn’t that scare the crap out of them? Carroll considered what that might mean for someone like them? Forced sex? Bouffant hairdos and aprons ala the Stepford Wives? What did normal even mean? And for transsexuals? Horrifying thought. Carroll deliberately didn’t think about that, because dwelling on it would trigger flashbacks to the torture of a year ago. And turning into a screaming mess would help no one.

Would Turk realize Carrol was missing? Carroll had talked about going out to see her mom for a few days. Sarah Gilligan was a state representative from Clackamas County, and they actually got along well. Apparently, children didn’t always with their mothers. Weird. But then, some mothers were horrible people. So were some children. Carroll had seen a lot of horrible things working for CSD. Her Mom was great, though, even if she’d nag Carroll they needed to eat more and to stay safe. 

But Carroll hadn’t told their mother their plans either. So, Sarah Gilligan wouldn’t be expecting Carroll, necessarily, and Turk wouldn’t be all that surprised that Carroll was gone. Sometimes the timing just sucked.

Someone was sobbing. Another person tried to console them. Carroll closed their eyes.

Jazzy, Godspeed, girl, Godspeed.
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Chapter 3
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10 p.m., Tuesday, Sept. 7, 2021, downtown Portland — About the time the protests turned into rioting — police rioting, anarchists rioting, looters taking advantage of the rioting — Cage found himself sitting in the shadow of the Burnside bridge with an almost-9-year-old girl — a white girl — looking at a dilapidated door in the building across the street. At night. Police were probably having too much fun beating on protesters to come bust his ass for it, but still. He sighed.

You saw doors like this in Old Town and Chinatown. Sometimes they were used: access to stairs to apartments above the storefronts, or to the storerooms of the restaurants and stores that faced the main street on the other side. 

Some led to the tunnels below Portland, rumor had it. He’d done an underground tour once. Fascinating. True? He didn’t know. 

Some of the doors were boarded up and locked. When he went for a run around the city, he thought about how much of the city was secretive. Mysterious doors, small bars that didn’t advertise their presence, storefronts that never changed and never seemed to be open. 

Portland was an old port city, once famed for shanghaiing sailors to fill the needs of the ships who docked here. And shanghaiing women for brothels. Or so the story went. Port towns could be rough places; he thought there was probably at least some truth to the stories. 

At the very least, there were tunnels under the city.

Jazzy had led him here and pointed out the door. “They took Ms. Carroll when she was making her visits to a homeless camp down there,” she gestured toward the McCall park that stretched north from here. “And they made her — them — go with them into that door. She saw me, and she said get the Video Man. That’s you.”

“And Carroll hasn’t come out?” Cage asked, trying to make sense of what he was being told. 

She shook her head. “Two days. We’ve been keeping watch.”

“We?”

“Me and some friends,” she said vaguely. “Ms. Carroll visits kids who are homeless or live at shelters. She — they — makes sure we’re doing OK. Tries to make sure we go to school, that kind of thing.”

He smiled at her attempt to use Carroll’s preferred pronoun. He’d struggled with it too at first — a year ago. No, 15 months, actually... when the protests had a street fair feel during the day, and it felt like it really meant something. When the Wall of Moms came, and the barbeque was free. And there was a llama!

But after a year of increasing police brutality, the abandonment by city leaders who called themselves liberals, and increased vandalism by the anarchist crowd? The mood was sullen and resentful. No one thought change was going to happen anymore. The bad guys won, and the good guys were getting ignored, and the vultures from both the right and the left were circling. He shook his head. Get in the present, he told himself.

Carroll, Turk, the Witch, Jake. Dozens of others. They were crafting a new kind of journalism designed for social media. And he’d been involved in that, creating a livestream documentary format that ran after Eyewitness News’ evening show. Two hours of footage; lightly edited. He had hundreds of hours of video stashed on the EWN server. Once he’d had ambitious plans to do something with that.

Now he just got through his shift. He forced his jaw muscles to unclench.

He considered what he was being told. Apparently, Carroll Gilligan had a day job working for who? CSD — Children’s Services Division — maybe? She was a social worker? Huh. He had known them all at night. As journalists. It never even occurred to him that they probably had day jobs too.

“Did you know the men? Were they in uniforms?” he asked, not looking at the child.

“No,” she said. “But they knew what they were doing, you know? Not like a gang of boys out to beat up people. But, yeah, like cops. They know how to make people come along you know?”

He knew. But he didn’t want to think about why an 8-year-old girl might know.

“Jazzy, where’s your mother? Doesn’t she worry about you being out like this?”

“My mom works,” she said defensively. “We’re not in the shelter anymore. We’ve got an apartment and everything. But she works a lot. She depends on me to take care of myself. And I do. But my friends are down here. This place is home. More than the apartment. It’s empty, and I don’t like it. So, I come down here. See my friends. Watch....” She trailed off.

He glanced at her, and she looked away guiltily. “You watch out for people?” he said gently. “For the people who watch out for you. Like the Commander, like Carroll.”

She nodded. 

He swallowed hard. He itched to get her on video telling her story, of how precariously she and her mother were living, just barely scraping by. Living in a shelter, then an apartment. One thing goes wrong, and they’d be back on the street again. He wanted passionately for people to understand the people of the homeless camps, not just the dirt and graffiti. He unclenched his jaw. Again.

“So, you think she’s still in there? Or did they take her out another way?” he asked.

Jazzy shrugged. “Haven’t seen them,” she said. “We’ve looked. Carroll would have come back and told us if they were free.”

No stutters on the pronouns now, he noticed. She got it faster than he had. He’d thought it pretentious and unnecessary at first. But then he’d realized how much time he spent trying to put them all into categories of gender and sexuality, and he got it. It wasn’t how they wanted to be known. They didn’t think their sexuality was anyone’s business. 

“I’m going to have to get some help,” he told Jazzy. “Friends of Carroll. That OK with you?”

She looked at him, her head tilted. “I get a say?”

He raised his eyebrow at her. “Of course, you do,” he said. “Carroll trusted you to get the word out. So, I trust you too.”

She considered that. “Friends are good,” she said. “But I’m worried; it’s been so long!”

He nodded, and pulled out his phone, sent a text to Turk, usually Carroll’s partner at the protests; to J.J. Jones at EWN who hung out with them both. He sent another text to Ryan Matthews because he was always good to have your back, and to Em, because she’d kill him if he went down into the tunnels on a rescue mission without her.

He thought about who else and decided Bill Jameson— the copyediting god of years gone by. He knew the streets and the homeless community better than anyone. He’d lived on the streets before he finally got sober last December when he needed to rescue his small camp from Covid. He was working for We Help, now, assisting young people transition off the streets. 

He waited and tried not to think about his own issues. He got a bunch of thumbs up and one, ‘I’m on my way’. And he waited.

It didn’t take long. 

J.J. Jones was the first to find them. He was a small, compact young man with dark hair and eyes; he had his videocamera and backpack; a gasmask dangled around his neck. Came from the protests, then, Cage thought. J.J. had shown up at EWN wanting to shoot the protests last fall; he’d been 18. Young for EWN. Really young. But he was good. He saw things others didn’t. 

It had been a rough start for him. Cage shut down the memories of cutting J.J. down when he attempted suicide. Sarah King, a copyeditor, had held him up for nearly an hour, waiting for someone to come and help. He closed his eyes. Sarah was dead from Covid. He blinked back tears and that memory too.

Turk showed up next. They were about 5-foot-9, solidly built and one of the most intelligent people he’d ever met. Turk had taught him a lot. They were carrying a similar set-up as J.J. except J.J.’s was branded with the eye logo Cage designed two years ago when he became the chief videographer at EWN. It made him laugh now.

Emily and Ryan came together. He didn’t know where they were parked. Bill was just there, when he looked around again. A tall man — taller than he was even — in his late 30s, wearing a fatigue jacket that made him look like he was still one of the homeless. He had an unlit cigarette in his mouth. Cage smiled. Cage’s mom, who ran We Help, wouldn’t let him smoke while he was mentoring homeless teens and young adults. He was doing great. He understood them. He understood the university. Maybe this time he had put his own demons to rest. Cage hoped so. Bill had taught Emily, Ryan and Cage to write when they were newbies at EWN. 

“All right,” he said quietly looking around. “This is Jazzy Packard. You may recognize her as one of the singers of Silent Night last Christmas. She’s a friend of Carroll’s. Two days ago, some men grabbed Carroll while they were visiting kids in the homeless camp north of here. They marched Carroll into the door, and Jazzy doesn’t think they’ve come out. Any of you seen Carroll in the last two days?”

Turk frowned. Cage thought they shared a place out in Beaverton, Cedar Mills area. J.J. stayed out there with them often. “Carroll hasn’t been home,” Turk said. “I thought they’d gone to see their mom.”

“Do they work for CSD as a day job?” Cage asked to confirm his guess.

Turk nodded.

“Anyone else seen her? J.J.?”

J.J. shook his head. “Where does the door go?”

“The tunnels,” Bill said in his raspy smoker’s voice. “They could have taken them down there and out somewhere else.”

“Ms. Carroll would come back and tell me,” Jazzy insisted. “They wouldn’t leave me worried. They told me to go find the Video Man. But it took me a while to find him.”

“Doesn’t mean they set Carroll free,” Cage explained. “They may have taken her someplace else.”

“Oh.” She subsided a bit and chewed her lip. “We’ve been keeping watch on the exits we know about. And they haven’t come up from them. But there’s a lot of tunnels.”

“Yes,” Cage agreed. “Well, we have to start somewhere. You all OK going in there and seeing what we find?”

“Someone should stay here with a cell phone in case we run into problems,” Ryan said. “Jazzy? Are your friends about?”

A shrewd question, Cage thought. But then Ryan wasn’t just a pretty face. Well, he was that, just not only that. He was as tall as Cage, although not as broad through the shoulders, no matter what Ryan said. His blue eyes, dark brown beard and a dimple had beguiled a lot of people back in the day. Then Teresa came back, and now he was married, with a son and another child on the way. Cage shook his head. 

“Some, maybe,” Jazzy admitted. She didn’t look around. No tells, Cage thought with amusement.

“Will you stay up here with Emily? Coordinate your friends to check the doors you know about and report back?” Ryan asked. He’d squatted down so that he was looking her square in the eyes. “Emily is Cage’s girlfriend. You can look after her, and she’ll be able to call for help if you think she should. Or if we don’t come back out.”
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