
Chapter 1

o! Get out!” Angry screams shattered the
noon-hour siesta. Hugo stumbled over the
doorsill of the block shanty into the

oppressive glare of the tropical sun. 
“Stay out! Ya hear?” shrilled Mama’s high-

pitched voice, her massive figure blocking the
doorway. “Stay out, ya good-for-nothing sniveling
cur!”

Hugo sauntered nonchalantly away from his
home. Only his thin lips pressed firmly together
and flashing dark eyes betrayed the hurt he felt
from his stepmother’s fury. But when he turned
the street corner and their home was hidden
behind a dense grove of palms, his narrow shoul-
ders slumped in dejection. Kicking the dust with
his bare toes, he scuffed aimlessly down the vil-
lage street toward the river.

“Someday,” he muttered to the palm canopy
overhead offering refuge from the midday heat,
“Someday,” he repeated defiantly, “I will be some-
one big! Just wait, Mama Donado! Your eyes will
almost pop out of your head when you see me,
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Hugo Donado, handling . . .” 
Hugo stopped, unable to finish his dream of

greatness. What could he do? What could a puny
ten-year-old do so that the villagers would some-
day whisper, “That’s Hugo. Know him?” Or call in
passing, “What’s happening?” Or be like Noel,
with money to flash before his friends.

Hugo scowled, thinking of his older brother,
Noel, who wore stylish clothes—new, crisp,
embroidered shirts and leather boots. Mama
Donado let Noel alone because he only laughed at
her ranting or gave her money to be quiet.

“That’s it!” Hugo slapped his leg. “I’ll watch
Noel. I’ll learn where he goes, what he does, and
how he gets his money. Tonight I will prove I am
not afraid of the dark. I’ll creep out so quietly that
no one will know I am leaving. I will go to the
river, the most dangerous place around, and come
back without any fear. Then someday I will follow
Noel.”

Darkness came to San Marcos, Hugo’s little vil-
lage sandwiched between the Ramos River, a
tributary of the greater Rio Hondo, and groves of
dense rain forest. The sinister darkness was
pushed back by blaring radios spilling music into
the streets. Barking dogs fought over food scraps
tossed into yards. Children laughed, running
about in the shadows. Adults lounged on benches
wherever a tienda hung its sign selling cold Pepsi
or stronger drink. The stronger drink caused
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many men to stagger home after the village chil-
dren had fallen asleep and night sounds had
grown quiet.

Hugo cowered on his sleeping mat, afraid of the
blackness pressing in on every side. Drunken
laughter, wails, and curses occasionally burst
forth as a fight erupted nearby.

He squeezed his eyes tight and plugged his
ears. “I must go,” he kept telling himself. “I must
learn the night so I will be fearless.” When sleep
claimed the family, he rose from his mat on legs
so clammy and unsteady they hardly held him
upright. Shakily he edged along the wall of the
cooking room, nearly stumbling over the bucket of
water he had spilled that morning, causing his
mama to fly into a rage. 

Once he was free of the yard, he took a deep
breath, released his aching jaw, and let his teeth
chatter at will. He could not have told you how he
got to the river. If someone had been watching his
actions, they would have wondered at his sanity.
Jerkily he ran several steps, fell down, gasped for
breath, and looked wildly around at the forebod-
ing darkness before plunging on and repeating the
whole process.

It was good the river lay but a short distance
from the village, or Hugo would have collapsed
before reaching the dories tied to the riverbank.
He crouched low in the first one he came to. Time
seemed to stand still. Hugo felt as if he had lain in
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the hollowed-out-tree boat forever. He ached from
head to toe. His tense muscles twitched uncontrol-
lably. River sounds echoed across the blackness
intensifying the unknown noises around him. In
his mind he could see hungry alligators with
beady eyes watching his dory, waiting to drown
him. Or a coiling snake, ready to strike. 

Minutes ticked by but nothing happened.
Incoming ripples gently rocked the dory. Hugo
became calmer. Bravely he ventured to open first
one eye and then another. No evil pounced on
him. Instead, he saw a star-studded sky glittering
with thousands of pin-point lights. Hugo sat up,
astonished at the sparkling ribbon of light the
moon cast far down the waterway. Dark branches
overhung the winding shore, but silver moonlight
softened the shadows of the threatening jungle.
As the wild beating of his heart subsided, Hugo
felt strength flow into his body. Laughing out loud
at his unreasonable terror of the darkness, he
untied the dory, picked up the paddle, and steered
the boat downriver.

“I have conquered fear, oh, blackness of night!”
his paddle sang as he dipped it into the warm
river. Each splash brought growing self-confidence
until Hugo really believed he was fearless.
Squaring his shoulders he steadily guided the
dory midstream around the first bend and into the
next where the river narrowed, throwing both
sides of the jungle dangerously close together.
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Shadows deepened, casting thick fingers of black-
ness across the water. Hugo’s fearlessness
evaporated. His stomach knotted into a tight fist,
squeezing his breath until short gasps left him
weak and trembling. A shrill screech sounded
from somewhere within the jungle. To his left a
large water animal slid into the river, causing the
dory to dip as ripples caught the rounded boat
bottom.

“Help! Help! Help!” his panic-stricken cry pene-
trated the fog of terror enveloping him, reminding
him he was alone on the river. Somehow he man-
aged to change position and find strength to
paddle homeward. He couldn’t remember tying
the dory to its post or stumbling home. He only
felt the safety of his mat as he threw himself
across it and slept. 
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