
Chapter Nineteen 

I CAN ONLY STARE at those steps leading into a black pit. I swallow to keep whatever’s in my 
stomach from coming up. It’s too late to turn back. I don’t want to scare Rosa by telling her this 
is my nightmare place. I tuck my dangling purse inside the sweatshirt and moisten my dry lips 
with my tongue. Aiming the light at my feet, I start down the first step. The third step is slick. 
My foot slips. I slide to the next step and lurch forward, catching myself with one hand on the 
wall. A shower of dirt hits my feet. 

“You okay?” Rosa whispers. 

“Yes. It’s slippery. Be careful.” I shine the light back for her. 

Another cautious step down. And another. “Can you close the trap door?” 

“I’ll try.” She turns around and pulls the heavy door over her head, lowering it slowly until 
it thuds shut behind her. 

Now the beam of light shows the bottom of the stairs. A few more steps and I’m there. 
The air is stale and chilly. I’m thankful for Marta’s sweatshirt. 

“I’m cold,” Rosa whispers, tightening her rebozo around her shoulders. 

I point the light at the walls, the floor, the roof of the tunnel. It’s large enough for us to 
walk upright. A tall person would have to stoop. The walls and roof are dirt, supported by 
timbers. Some cardboard boxes are scattered around, torn open and empty. 

“It’s creepy,” Rosa says. “What do you think was in those boxes?” 

“Who knows? I don’t like this place. It feels hard to breathe.” 

There are no sounds of traffic or airplanes. No sounds at all except our breathing. Then 
something scuttles away from my feet. Rosa squeaks. I flash the light around. Nothing moves. 
My heart pounds. 

“A rat!” Her voice sounds hoarse. “Maybe we should go back.” 

“Rosa!” I turn around. “You’ve seen rats before.” 

“Yes. I hate them. One of my brothers still has a scar where a rat bit his arm when he was 
a baby.” 

The space feels too close and smells of mice or rats. I’m afraid the tunnel will collapse and 
bury us alive. The light wobbles in my shaking hand as I shine it around again. “If we went back, 
what would we do?” 

She doesn’t answer. 

“We have to go on. We’re not babies. Rats won’t bother us. We’ll be out soon.” I hope 
that’s true. The timbers holding up the roof look solid. I take a step ahead, then another, my 
feet silent on the dirt floor. Rosa follows almost on top of me, holding on to the bag hanging on 
my back. She’s always been bold and confident. Her fear makes me more afraid. 

We walk in silence for several minutes. I turn to look back. The flashlight seems weaker, a 
pale yellow beam. The stairs have been swallowed in darkness. 

“It must be fifteen minutes by now,” Rosa says into my ear. “Where’s the end?” 



I aim the light in front but see only blackness beyond the dim beam. When I start walking 
again, something sticky grabs at my face. I force down a scream and jump back, almost 
knocking Rosa over. 

I claw at strands of spider web. Thinking of a spider crawling in my hair, like in my dream, 
I swat at the creeping feeling on my scalp. The flashlight flies out of my hand. It goes dark. Spots 
of light dance in front of my eyes, fading to blackness. 

“What happened?” There’s panic in Rosa’s voice. “Where are you?” 

Stay calm, I tell myself. There’s nothing in my hair. “I’m right here. I dropped the light. I’ll 
find it.” I get on hands and knees, and crawl back and forth on the floor, searching blindly with 
my fingers. I’m afraid of touching something disgusting, but I’ve got to find the light. 

“Are you there, Chel? I’m scared.” 

“I’m here. Don’t worry.” At last my hand bumps the plastic cylinder. I hold it in front of 
my face, but still can’t see it. Rustling sounds. I jump to my feet. “Was that you, Rosa?” 

“No. I’m telling you, there are rats. Did you find the light?” 

“Yes.” 

“Turn it on!” 

I feel for the switch. Push it off and on, off and on. Nothing happens. I shake the 
flashlight, hit it with my other hand. Finally, the light comes on. 

Rosa grabs my arm. “Don’t do that again!” 

I rub my face, making sure all the spider web is gone. 

“What is it?” she asks. 

“A spider web. Made me drop the light.” 

“Spiders and rats! I hate this place. We should go back.” 

I’ve never seen Rosa like this. But we can’t go back. I take a breath. “No. We must be 
closer to the other end now. We have to keep going.” 

We keep walking, one careful step at a time. Each time I stop, Rosa bumps into me. I 
point the light in front and all over, looking for webs. I’m praying silently, “Ixchel, please help us 
get out.” 

More empty boxes scattered around. Sounds of tiny feet running. 

A small scream from Rosa. “There it is again. Did you hear? I better not see one.” 

Each time I hear something, I flinch. Rosa freezes. She’s practically twisting the strap of 
my bag around my neck. I point the light toward the sounds. Nothing. 

“How long is this tunnel, anyway?” Rosa says. “It’s longer than David told us. It feels like 
at least a kilometer. Haven’t we been down here for more than an hour?” 

It’s impossible to tell how much time passes in the dark. At last, I feel the tunnel begin to 
slope upward. It opens wider. “I think we’re getting there.” 

A pile of boxes, closed and stacked against the wall. Finally, the light shines on a door 
ahead. Not a trap door. No stairs. “There, can you see it, Rosa? The door.” 

“Oh, gracias a Dios! Let’s get out. I feel like I’m going to die in here.” 



“Shh! Be quiet, in case anyone’s there.” I turn off the flashlight and blindly walk the few 
steps to the door, Rosa clinging to the bag that hangs on my back. Slowly, making no noise, I 
turn the knob and push. The door stays closed. 

I turn the knob the other way, push and pull on the door. It won’t open. I put my shoulder 
against it and heave while turning the knob. “It must be locked.” 

“No! No! It can’t be. Try something else.” 

How could David do this to us? Why did we trust him? 

“Maybe the lock is on this side.” I turn the flashlight on and aim it up the door, looking for 
a lock. The beam shows a smooth door, a knob without a lock. “No, nothing.” 

“Let me try.” Rosa moves in front of me, turns the knob, rattles it, pushes and pulls on the 
door. 

Another scratching, scurrying sound close behind us. Rosa screams. I whirl around and 
flash the light. A hairless tail disappears around one of the boxes. “Did you see it?” she says, her 
voice rising to a screech. 

“Maybe something. Could have been a lizard.” I know it wasn’t. 

Suddenly, the flashlight goes out, leaving us in total blackness. I feel the tunnel around 
me, suffocating. 

Rosa grabs me with both hands. “Turn it back on! Turn it on!” 

“It just went off.” I shake the light and hit it again. Nothing happens. More scurrying 
sounds close by. The tunnel presses down. I can hardly breathe. 

“Chel, we’re going to die here, and be eaten by rats! We have to get out.” She keeps 
pushing against the door. 

“Cálmate, Rosa. We need to think.” I smell her fear in the sharp odor of her sweat. She’s 
falling apart and I’m about to. I don’t know what to do. 

“I can’t stand being locked in here another minute.” Rosa sobs and pounds on the door. 
She screams, “Open! Someone open this door! Let us out!” 

The sound of heavy footsteps on the other side of the door. A man’s voice, in English, 
“Who’s there?” 

“Rosa,” I whisper, pulling her away from the door. “Come on. Hide!” 

I remember the pile of boxes. I feel my way back, dragging Rosa, bumping into and almost 
falling over them. I grope my way around behind the stack, pull her down, crouch with the 
damp dirt wall at our backs. 

Rosa is shaking and moaning. 

“Shh! Be quiet.” 

A screeching, tearing sound. Nails pulling loose. A board breaking. The door must’ve been 
boarded shut. It scrapes open and a strong beam of light searches the tunnel. I hold my breath. 
Keep perfectly still. Rosa is tense and frozen beside me. 

A man’s rough voice, “I know you’re in here. Dónde estás? Show yourself.”  



I hear him come into the tunnel, a bright light shining from one side to the other. His 
footsteps stop, like he’s listening. I smell his alcohol breath as he goes past our hiding place, 
farther into the tunnel. I peek out. He’s a large man with close cropped hair, bent under the low 
roof. I can’t see his face. A claw hammer hangs in his hand. My breath comes quick and shallow. 
My heart races. Our only chance is to get out that door before he comes back. 

“Rosa,” I whisper in her ear. “Be ready to run for the door.” 

A little light comes through the open door. The man’s footsteps move farther away. He 
keeps shouting threats. Most of his words are English that I don’t understand. He flashes his 
light from side to side and I hear him throwing boxes around deep in the tunnel. Now’s the time 
to run. My feet feel stuck to the floor. I’m afraid if we move, he’ll catch us. But if we wait it’ll be 
too late. Rosa trembles beside me. I stand, pulling her with me. 

“Now!” I whisper. 

I dart toward the faint yellow light from the open door, pulling Rosa by the hand. 

The beam of the flashlight catches us from behind. 

He yells, “Hey, you! Stop!” 

“Run!” I sprint, gripping Rosa’s hand, the bag of clothes bouncing against my back. 

Heavy footsteps pound behind us, coming closer. 

We reach the door. Dash through. Lampposts cast yellow light on a nearly deserted 
parking lot. A chain link fence runs around it. Across the lot a gate stands open! 

We run for the gate. I look back. The man stoops through the door. The light tinges his 
skin yellow. I run a few more steps. Rosa screams. Her hand is torn from mine. Turning, I see 
he’s grabbed the bag over her shoulder. She keeps screaming until he drops the light and 
clamps his big hand over her mouth. It’s like my dream, only it’s Rosa who’s caught. 
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