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AND HE WAS GONE.  OUR guide had done his job this Halloween night; he'd led the lot of us down into the Catacombs beneath Angel Hill, through the black corridors and tunnels, winding this way and that, back and forth with no obvious rhyme or reason to his twists and turns, Rebecca holding tight to my arm, until we reached a stretch of tunnel, black as pitch.

Now, halfway down this corridor, he slips away, unnoticed and unheard until the band of us emerge at the other end into a hallway that's lit by what seems to be a two-watt bulb.

We knew he'd slip away sometime during the trip—that's what we paid for—but we hadn't known when it would happen, and coming out the other end of that black hole to find ourselves guideless gives us all a quick shock. Then we get our nerves under control and begin the second half of our journey: to find our way out.

I imagine this part to be like the knights in the legend, searching for the Holy Grail, except our grail is rectangular, with a door that opens to fresh air.

The first, and most obvious solution, is to backtrack.  Maybe our guide pressed himself against the opposite wall and let us slip past him, then sneaked out the way we came in.  If so, and if we're fast enough, maybe we can catch up to him and try to quietly follow him out.

Halfway back through the tunnel we realize that won't happen; sliding back along the wall we had just traveled down, we discover a locked door.  None of us had noticed it coming down the first time because, before the tunnel, our guide had moved to the right of the hall, told us all to hold on to avoid falling in the dark, and led the way.  By way of his example, we all touched the right side of the tunnel, the pores in the concrete tickling our fingertips.  We also find the tunnel has a curve to it, which had kept us from using the light at the other end of the tunnel to see him disappear.  He's probably outside now, preparing the next group of thrill-seekers, breathing the crisp autumn air instead of this stale, recycled stuff.

In a darkness as absolute as the one surrounding us tonight, the world has no boundaries.  No concrete edges, no space or distance.  Tonight, in this darkness, I realize light has sound.  No amount of silence is ever truly silent.  But in the middle of this void, the silence can be heard for unknown distances; in the breathing of people you can't see; in the ringing you realize is always in your ear but is usually drowned out by the sound of sight; in the chorus of sounds your stomach makes while the burrito you had for lunch digests.

And the darkness has mass you can feel in the unaccountable sense that there's something just beyond your perimeter sneaking up, its fingers outstretched, almost touching you with one razor-like claw before drawing back and sparing you.

Lost in these thoughts and revelations, I flinch when I hear a voice.

"We'd have a better chance of getting out," someone in the group suggests, "if we did it, not as one large group, but as a couple of smaller groups."

"But how many groups?" someone else asks.

"How many of us are there?"

"Everyone touch the person in front of you.  Whoever's in front, count 'one,' then back."

There were ten of us.

"Okay, ten," says the first person.  "Let's say, five groups of two.  That'll keep anyone from being alone down here."

My group consists of myself and my girlfriend, the reason I'm even here in the first place: Rebecca.

With the countless number of tunnels, we doubt any two groups will run into each other.

"How about," suggests a third voice, "we send four people back the way we came, in case the exit is that way.  The other six can look for it ahead.  That ought to, at the very least, give us more room to maneuver."

Rebecca and I are part of the forward six.

We venture ahead, slowly, uncertainly, holding the wall when we come to a patch of black tunnel, shuffling our feet through the pitch blackness, taking uncounted rights, uncountable lefts, winding through a maze that I pictured as like a series of concrete veins beneath the city, enjoying to the fullest the few times we come upon a dim light nestled in the wall, quiet in the passageways, aware of every noise, every breath, noticing the smallest changes in the air.  We stay in single-file formation, moving down the halls and tunnels, keeping all our senses focused on one goal: Find the exit—that Holy Grail.

We come to a split in the corridor, each side leading to a different unlit tunnel.

"Let's split again," a voice, the night's first speaker, says.  "We have to cover all the ground we can."

We split again, one group of two, another of four.  Again, Rebecca and I are part of the larger group.  The four of us take the left passage, stepping into another unknown.  Unfortunately, this unknown smells of piss.

A few seconds into this tunnel, and a curve in the hall cuts off the light.

"Hang on a second," says one of the bodiless voices.  The sound bounces off the walls and sounds five times louder in the tunnels, echoing back to us.  "I wonder if there's—" the voice begins.  "Yeah.  I thought so.  There's another door over here.  But this one's locked, too."

"So we just find another way," Rebecca says, her voice ringing from the acoustics.

"I wonder how many doors are hidden in these tunnels," Voice One says.  "I mean, if each of these doors leads to the exit, they must weave between the halls of the Catacombs.  Can you imagine how many tunnels must be down here?  It may take hours to get out of here, to find the way, just by going through all these tunnels.  Without a map, or at least knowing how many tunnels there are, the chances of getting out any time soon can't be good."

"But they have these tours ever Halloween," Voice One's partner says.  "I think I heard that if anyone's down here more than ninety minutes, they send people to find them."

"But how can they find anyone with only a couple of people?  There must be hundreds of different routes someone could take."

And I finally understand the situation I'm in.  Only one way out, possibly hundreds of ways to get lost, and nearly no light.  Trapped in the dark, in a life-sized maze.  Trapped in the veins beneath Angel Hill.  God only knows where I am or what’s down here with me.  You think I don’t know about this town?  People talk.

"What if we get lost and they can't find us?" Rebecca asks.

"I remember hearing about something like that before," Voice One says.

"Hey," I say, "that story was bullshit.  Someone started that just to freak everyone out, like the tombstone that supposedly belonged to a witch and glows at night."

"But I read it in the paper," Rebecca says.

"Right next to an Elvis sighting," I suggest.

"He's right," Speaker Two says.  "None of us were here, so none of us really know.  Let's just get out of here."

"Okay," Voice One agrees, "but if your feet bump anything, or you smell a Godawful odor . . . I tried to tell you."

I want to get out of here, I want an exit.  But standing around won't get me there.  I have to pick 'em up and lay 'em down.  Easy as that.  But still, my scary bone tingles at the thought of stumbling upon a dusty heap of thrill-seeker-past.

Leaving the door, we make a few more lefts, one or two rights, and then there's another fork.  Perhaps leading deeper into the heart of the Catacombs.

"We'll take the right one," Voice One says.

"The lovers can have the left," Speaker Two agrees.

So they leave us alone, disappearing into the right corridor.  We look at each other, shrug at the circumstances, and step in.

We find another door in this tunnel, also locked.

"Christ," I say, "how long can it possibly take to get out of here?"

"Probably about a hundred minutes at most," Rebecca says.  "Too long down here and they send the search party, but I'm betting it takes a while to find everybody."

"Well, I don't feel like waiting that long.  Why did you want to come here, anyway?"

"Because this is the last year.  After tonight, that's it, no more Catacombs, they're closing it down.  Don't you want to be a part of history?"

"No.  I always hated history.  I like science better."

"But this'll be something you can tell your children about, or your grandchildren."
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