*COSTA RICA*

Juan Santamaría (1831-1856) National Hero of Costa Rica. According to W: “When U.S. filibuster William
Walker overthrew the government of Nicaragua in 1856 and attempted to conquer the other nations in
Central America, including Costa Rica, in order to form a private slave-holding empire, Costa Rican
president Juan Rafael Mora Porras called upon the general population to take up arms and march north to
Nicaragua to fight against the foreign invader. … Santamaría, a poor laborer and the illegitimate son of a
single mother joined the army as a drummer boy. … After routing a small contingent of Walker's soldiers
at Santa Rosa, Guanacaste, the Costa Rican troops continued marching north and reached the city of Rivas, Nicaragua, on April 8, 1856. [In the ensuing battle] the Costa Ricans were not able to drive Walker's
men out of a hostel near the town center from which they commanded an advantageous firing position.
According to the traditional account, on April 11, Salvadoran General José María Cañas suggested that one
of the soldiers advance towards the hostel with a torch and set it on fire. Some soldiers tried and failed, but
finally Santamaría volunteered on the condition that, in the event of his death, someone would look af-ter
his mother. He then advanced and was mortally wounded by enemy fire. Before expiring he succeeded,
however, in setting fire to the hostel, thus contributing decisively to the Costa Rican victory at Rivas.”
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5.25 The ’Clipse\fn{by Manuel González Zeledón aka Magón (1864-1936)} San José, San José Province, Costa Rica (M) 1
This isn’t just a tale. It’s a true story that flows from my pen just as it came bursting from the lips of Mr.
Cornelio Cacheda, who is a good friend of mine, like the many I have on God’s good earth. He told it to me about
five months ago, and the wonder of it so surprised me that I thought it a crime not to pass it on so that scholars
and observers can study the case with the care it deserves.
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Perhaps I could go into a serious analysis of the matter, but I’ll reserve that for after I’ve heard my readers’
opinions. Anyway, as for the wonder mentioned above, here goes, plain and simple.
Cornelio came to see me and brought with him a couple of two-and-a-half-year-old girls, born in the same
“litter,” as he put it, called Maria de los Dolores and Maria del Pilar—both as blond as a stalk of wheat, white and
rosy like a ripe peach, and pretty as “pictures”— that’s one of Cornelio’s expressions. There was a marked
contrast between the childlike beauty of the twins and the truly irregular features of Cornelio—ugly as can be
with dark brown skin and coarse, down to his dirty fingernails and the cracks in his heels. Naturally it occurred to
me right away to ask him who was the happy father of that fair pair. The old man cackled with pride, twisted his
prune face, wiped away the saliva with the back of his hairy hand, and answered:
“Well, I’m their daddy, believe it or not! They don’t look much like me, but their mama really ain’t so bad
lookin’, and fer the pow’r of ar great God, nothin’s impossible.”
“But tell me, Cornelio. Is your wife a blonde or do they look like their grandparents?”
“Nope. In the whole family there’s not a one that’s been like them Siamese cats or fair-haired pups. We’ve all
been half-breeds.”
“Well, then, how do you explain that the girls were born with that hair and coloring?”
The old man let loose with a loud guffaw, set his arms akimbo, and gave me a look of supreme disdain.
“What are you laughing about, Cornelio?”
“Well, didn’t I hafta laugh, Mr. Magón, when I see a poor, ignorant feller like me, a hick farmhand, knows
more’n a man like you, one that everyone says is so edgeecated and well read, so’sta even write laws fer the
Presydent and his ministers?”
“O.K. then, explain it to me.”
“Now you’ll see how it was.”
Cornelio took a good-sized lump of molasses out of his saddlebags, gave a piece to each little girl, and drew up
a stool, on which he eased himself down, gloating over his impending triumph; he blew his nose noisily, covering
each opening with the respective forefinger while blowing violently through the other; he rubbed with the sole of
his right paw, cleaning the floor; he wiped off his hands on the inside of his jacket, and began his explanation with
these words:
“Ya know that ’bout this time in March, three years ago, there was a ’clipse, where the whole middle of the sun
turned black; O.K., well ’bout twenty days before, Lina, my wife, turned up pregnant with those little girls. From
then on, there was this real uneasiness got hold of her; it was amazin’. There was no stoppin’ ’er. She’d leave the
house day ’n night, always lookin’ up at the sky; she’d go ta the empty lot, the brook, the thicket fence, ’n always
accordin’ to her fancy ’n that illness, so there weren’t nothin’ ta do but let ’er have ’er way. She’d always been full
of cravin’s, every time she’s pregnant. Ya see, when the oldest was born, it was just the same; like one night she
woke me up late at night ’n made me go look fer male plum-tree shoots for her. Guess it was better ta go than
have the poor little thing born with its mouth open. I brung her the shoots. After that there were other cravin’s, but
I’d never seen her so full of ’em as with these little girls. Well, now ya see, like I’s sarin’, spyin’ at the sky, day ’n
night, it got a hold of her, ’n the day of the ’clipse I’d been out in the brambles by the fence since the crack of
dawn.
“So’s not ta wear ya out with the story, things went on like that till these little girls was born. I don’t deny that
seein’ ’em so blond and fair wasn’t an uphill struggle fer me, but ever since it seems like they’ve brung God’s
blessing. The schoolmarm likes ’em ’n sews all their clothes for ’em; the politician gives ’em the loose change in
his pockets; the priest asks me for ’em so’s ta put ’em by the altar with pure linen petticoats ’n sequins fer Corpus
Christi ’n the days of Holy Week; they take ’em out in the procession, puttin’ ’em next ta the Nazarene ’n the
Holy Sepulcher; fer Christmas Eve, they change ’em inta real purty dresses ’n put ’em by the manger, next ta the
Holy Family. ’N all the expenses come outta the organizers’ pockets, ’n they always give ’em a big coin, or even
paper money, or some other good present. Blessed be ar God, who brought ’em ta serve Him from out of an ugly
daddy like me! Lina’s even so stuck up ’bout ’er little girls that she just can’t stand it when people don’t praise
’em. She’s already had some good fights with the old bags of the neighborhood over these orn’ry little kittens.”
I interrupted Cornelio, afraid that his panegyric would never end and I put him back on the track.
“O.K., but what about it?”
“What about it? Well, don’cha see that it's ’cause their mama saw the ’clipse that they’re blondies? Din’cha
know that?”
“No, I didn’t, and I’m surprised you figured it out without having any education.”
“Why try ’n fool ya, Mr. Magón; I wasn’t the one as figured out the riddle. Ya know that Italian builder that
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made the church steeple in town? A big guy, with reddish hair ’n real white skin, who’s been eatin’ at ar house fer
four years?”
“No, Cornelio.”
“Well, he’s the one as explained the ’clipse thing ta me.”
126.81 1. Ramona, Woman Of The Ember 2. Estefania: Two Very Short Stories\fn{by Carmen Lyra aka María Isabel
Carvajal (1887-1949)}San José, San José Province, Costa Rica (F) 4
1
She was called Ramona, like many of those village women you often find along the road—overworked and
humble as they complete daily chores—her limp hair gathered up in any old way, in a hurry. She’s shod in
twisted, unfashionable shoes, which merely cover her feet; the toes are turned upward as if praying with
resignation to God. Ramona, a good name for a stone on the street! There was no time for the mothers of the
village to read novels, not even romances, and they gave their children the name of the saint of the day they were
born, and rarely did they get it into their heads to decide between Juliet or Roxanne, Marco Tulio or Roland.
Their spontaneous, obscure reasoning advised them to give the children the sturdy, simple or foolish names
that filled the calendar, the names of martyrs who endure injustices. Most likely, these women suffer through an
existence similar to those holy ones, although no one will ever canonize them; even if, upon digging them up, it
were discovered that death had respected their bodies more than life did. Their image surrounded by a halo will
never appear on any altar.
Anyhow, this creature was called Ramona and she was one of the many heroic shadows that pass through life
enduring almost in silence the weight of Holy Poverty, that frugal, hypocritical old woman with bones and cloak
of lead. No one knows how she could have found favor in the eyes of St. Francis of Assisi.
For Ramona it had already been fifteen years of marriage and ten childbirths, which had turned her into a faded
and wrung-out creature. Maternity had squeezed from her body its youthful charm and form; now all that was
distilled into those eight little human pitchers, into her eight children, the oldest, thirteen. The only thing the
miserable woman had left was her courage.
She got up before dawn in order to cope with the hustling that ten bodies demand and to carry out the task of
washing and ironing other people’s clothes. So many nights she did not know what it was to lay her head on the
pillow, because she was rolling cigarettes on commission or selflessly ironing. All that, regardless of the times her
legs were as swollen as banana stems. There was nothing else she could do, because that idiot husband of hers
was lazy and indolent and was incapable of going forth with similar resolve.
Yes, he always slept the nights away, from curfew in the neighborhood until the whistle at the Atlantic station
blew at six a.m.
But her husband did not take into account his woman’s sacrifices; and although he was unable to work as he
should, given the eight mouths always ready to gobble up food, he certainly had strength to insult his woman at
every opportunity and even to abuse her if it struck his fancy. And on top of all this, the mother-in-law, good
God!, who couldn’t even see the writing on the wall, because she believed that her son had descended from the
throne of the Most High to the deep abyss where Ramona had been born, just to marry her. If you only knew
about the wicked cunning the old so-and-so used to wheedle her son! She was always cat-fighting with her other
daughter-in-law, who was really a lady, of the same class as them all, if not a little bit higher.
And this life of work and torment, along with a certain nervous irritation due to the numerous childbirths, had
wound up embittering Ramona’s character. It took effort now to speak gently to the children; she shouted threats
at them over nothing and beat them for no reason. The older ones held a grudge about it, declared themselves her
enemies and when she punished them, they threatened to go and live with grandma. They were drawn to the
grandmother because she made a good living. They never went hungry there, and their aunt, the daughter-in-law, a
woman to whom God had not given children, spoiled them.
This always infuriated Ramona. Oh, that old thief and that other useless woman who’d been married for nine
years without knowing what it is to bring a child into the world! All she could do was try to steal someone else’s!
Every lunch and dinner hour was stormy: her man shouting, she herself crying while hysteria convulsed her,
the little ones screaming and fleeing like little chickens. He had said good riddance to her many times:
“Get out, get out of here. You’re unnecessary. The little ones will be better off with my mama and with Lola
than with you. We don’t need you here.”
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“Okay, all right, it’s better to split!”
This is no way to live, and a bad example for the children, she thought. Let them be taken away, let them
abandon her! She knew how to work, it could be arranged! And she went outside, screaming.
The children watched her in terror and not even little Pedrillo, who was the most attached to her, nor Juancito,
the youngest, who always hung on her like an earring, wanted to come near her. They watched her from a distance
as if she were a stranger.
When she calmed down, she went back into the house and found everything in chaos. Her husband was
loading the heaviest objects in a huge crate: the table, the dresser, the four chairs, the children’s beds, their double
bed. The bed where her ten children had been born!
How lucky the two dead children were! Look what they had escaped! The lucky ones!
The children were carrying out the smaller things. She went to the door to watch them leave. None of them
said good-bye. They went away one behind the other; they looked like a little row of ants: some with the paintings
of the saints, others with bundles on their heads. Even Juancito carried something: the tin-plated candlestick, with
a stump of candle still stuck in it. The candle that last night had illuminated her final vigil at the children’s
bedside.
They walked slowly with their burdens because Juan—clinging to Maria, who was the oldest daughter—
couldn’t walk any faster. Pedro was at the front of the troop, and his little red head bobbed like a flame that was
lighting the way.
“Pedro, Pedrito!” screamed Ramona.
Pedro stopped and wanted to go back, but Nicholas, the oldest, pinched him and the little boy took off running
and disappeared
“Nicholas, Nicholas!” yelled his mother.
The boy did not even turn his head, and he hurriedly crossed the street, because he was already worried about
appearances and he didn’t want people to see him leading this bunch of brats.
“Juancito, Juancito, my little one!”
The little boy started crying pitifully and didn’t want to walk. Maria dragged him along; and Ramona could see
the dirty little face turned toward her until they crossed the street.
She entered the house with her head in her hands. Her husband went out with a few last tools. He said
ironically,
“I’m leaving you with what you had the day we got married.”
The house was empty. She’d had nothing the day they got married. She was so poor! And her youth and her
vitality had been tangled up in the thorns along the way.
Night fell. The rooms filled with silence and shadows. Ramona went into the kitchen and sank onto a stone left
in the corner. The only living thing around her was an ember that glowed among the ashes in the hearth. The poor
woman’s glance clung anxiously to that feeble light and her spirit stretched out, like an animal wounded by the
cold, toward that little lump of heat that burned in the darkness.
A whirlwind spun in her head. She was a tree, the wind had blown off all her leaves, which danced dizzily
around her. Her teeth chattered.
How cold it was, my Lord, Jesus Christ!
Somewhere—where?—a row of children’s heads. One had red hair and looked like a little torch. That was the
one that was closest to her, among the ashes. In the silence, eight pairs of little feet pattered as they walked over
the pavement. But wasn’t the pavement inside her, within her heart?
The ember snuffed itself out among the ashes.
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On the endless, deserted beach that runs from the Tortuguero to the Colorado sandbar, we found the rough
wooden cross, once black, now almost completely bleached and faded. Along the length of the cross-beam, a
name, and perhaps the first letter of a surname which will soon be completely illegible.
Estefania R.
Perhaps Rojas, perhaps Ramirez or Ramos. You can travel many miles without finding anything that breaks the
monotony of that landscape: the sea and sky to the right, the sand of the beach in front and to the left the
vegetation of cocoa-plums, almond trees and palms. Suddenly, there’s the blackened cross stuck in the sand, the
arms extended before the blue vastness. The sea had carried it that far.
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Estefania R
What had the woman with that name been like? And a row of feminine silhouettes like the ones found on the
beaches or on the banana plantations began to march by through the imagination: pale figures, withered, burned
by the sun, fevers and man’s sensuality, amoral and innocent as animals. There is one who stands out from the
suffering frieze: could she be Estefania? The name has been erased from memory. Her face is a dark triangle
within a commotion of black hair; sclerotic, and with very white teeth, naked feet, strong and wrinkled, very long
arms.
How did she arrive at the banana plantations from the lowlands of Reventazon and Parismina? Life brought
her rolling along from the Guanacaste. I think that in Santa Cruz, the judge who later became an honorable
magistrate in the Court of Justice gave her a little boy-child when she had scarcely entered adolescence. Of
course, afterward the esteemed gentleman never remembered the insignificant affair. She left the child at the next
well-off household and began wandering around. Then another man, she didn’t remember his name very well, left
her pregnant and she continued wandering, wandering. A girl was born. The woman was like those bits of wood
that you see in river currents. Life deposited her, baby girl and all, on a banana plantation near the Atlantic.
And in this way she went on from plantation to plantation, today with one man, tomorrow with another, until
the poor thing even found herself with the mestizo owner of a commissary, and the baby girl always stuck to her
like fungus on a broken branch.
One occasion she took up with a Honduran and she went with him to a plantation where they admitted only
single men. She was the only woman there. One night all the laborers got together and stormed the Honduran’s
house to take away his woman. They stabbed him and did what they pleased with her. No one knows why they
didn’t get rid of the little girl, who at that time would have been about three.
On the plantation where I met her, the woman was the cook, faithful as a dog to the owner’s son. The boy was
handsome and kind and she would have killed for him. The boy came every month to the ranch to inspect the
crops and these visits made the woman as blissful as a saint is at the visits of an angel descending from heaven.
For his sake she endured the drunken binges of the plantation foreman, who beat her as well as her daughter and
her little dog; and for him, she did not allow one cent to be lost at the commissary, nor allow a single egg to
vanish, nor allow a stick of firewood to be carried off.
Meanwhile, in the city, the plantation’s profits enabled father and son to be members of the Union Club;
enabled the wife, who had bunions and calluses, to remain in her car; and enabled the daughter to dress in the
latest fashions and go each year to Europe and the United States to bring back dresses and lingerie that caused
envy in her best friends’ hearts.
The woman served there several years, but when she fell ill with malaria, no one did anything for her. She had
to take her daughter and her belongings and go to the Saint John of God Hospital. Who knows what she did with
the little girl … because I don’t think that in a charity hospital they would admit her with a little child and
everything.
And the good young son of the plantation owner, in the city, did not even remember his poor, sick servant. As
regards the wife with bunions and her distinguished daughter, they were unaware of the very existence of that
woman who stayed awake so that on the plantation they wouldn’t lose an egg, or even one cent. These vigils had
humbly contributed to the purchase of a car, to trips abroad and to the daughter’s fine lingerie.
I saw the woman for the last time upon her return from the hospital, on one of the trains on the branch lines
that go out from Siquirres, in a car full of black men who guffawed and black women dressed in flashy colors,
who shrieked with smooth voices like Nicaraguan parrots. She always had the little girl stuck to her, the child now
wrinkled like an old woman, and so serious, one wondered if laughter had ever played on her lips. It grieved me
to see this little girl whose eyes were hard as pebbles and with a mouth so dry it made me think of land where it
has never rained. The mother traveled dressed in blue and the child, in yellow, in glittering fabric. Why had they
put on these showy clothes? Within these clothes the sadness of their lives acquired a painful absurdity.
Who would have guessed that the woman had barely turned twenty-five? She was so skinny that it looked like
she was sucking her cheeks in. On her skin, which was a greenish-black, sclerosis shone a sinister yellow; and at
her cheeks, shoulders and elbows, the bones almost broke through her skin. When she spoke she made a grimace
that revealed discolored gums. Weakness had yanked out those white, beautiful teeth with the same indifference
with which a hand plucks a daisy.
When we arrived at the station, she descended laboriously, supported by her daughter, and disappeared into a
group of people that had awaited the arrival of the train. From there she went to seek a place with the other
passengers on one of the mule-drawn platform cars that run along the network of lines furrowing the plantation,
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and transports the fruit. Where was she headed? She sat down with her little daughter among piles of sacks and
huge boxes. It was obvious that she had trouble breathing. It’s not surprising she was tubercular.
The mule-driver cracked the whip and the mule began to trot, pulling the car behind it along the rails. At the
back of the narrow line along which the car ran, the living stain formed by the clothes of mother and daughter
trembled, and was plunged once again among the banana plantations.
From which humble cemetery among those villages of Linea did the flood of a river or the waves of the ocean
tear away the lowly cross?
Estefania R
One of so many women who have passed through the banana plantations. Behind us the cross remained, sowed
in the sand, its arms opened toward the vastness of the sea. Above it, twilight was beginning to fall.
1920
25.146 The Compulsive Couple Of The House On The Hill\fn{by Carmen Naranjo (1928-2012)} Cártago, Cártago
Province, Costa Rica (F) 4
When thy met, he set out the conditions explicitly. Marriage is a serious commitment, especially when you’re
ambitious and power-hungry; besides, you’re already accustomed to a certain lifestyle and aren’t looking for
change, and as if that were not enough, marriage is a tricky business, because when it is a question of catching the
fish, everything is just fine and only afterwards come the complaints, protests, grudges and infinite bitching.
The day was dark and it was barely two o’clock in the afternoon. The dense air hung heavily, in spite of the
open windows and the raucous fan that snored with the rhythm of dry heaves. He was sweating moderately; she
profusely, flushed with the heat and the anguish that was written all over her face. I’m not one of those women
who’s fickle and I love you and I will always love you just the same. My only concern will be to please you, to
please you in every way, even when I don’t know how, I will never complain, never. You wouldn’t mistrust me if
you knew me better.
Outside, the noisy birds were lamenting the rain and it wasn’t even raining that day. It rained for the wedding,
a year and a half later. She arrived first, with only the relatives that he had invited because he didn’t think all of
them were suitable. Not her carpenter uncle and his family because they were gluttons and stupid; not her cousins
from that detestable dusty town because they were ignorant and they embraced you too enthusiastically and
anyway they smelled of bologna; not her brothers-in-law because they were ugly and because the way they had of
laughing betrayed their imbecility.
She arrived, serene and pale. No one noticed the slight trembling of her left hand. Her white, chiseled face
would have revealed even to the casual observer a year and a half of confinement, a year and a half of complying
with instructions that were increasingly stringent, increasingly severe, a year and a half of silence because she had
learned to say only what he wanted to hear, a year and a half without girlfriends, whom she was losing one by one
because you give your hart to me completely, leaving no room for anyone else and from now on I am your father,
your mother and your whole life.
He arrived half an hour later, the impertinent rain and his torn pants having kept him, not to mention the folly
of so many people participating in an act as stupid as a wedding.
The ceremony was longer than it had to be and uncomfortable, because he grunted several times and tapped his
foot repeatedly, as if he thought it necessary to retort: pure foolishness this stuff the priest is saying because he
doesn’t even know what the matrimonial yoke is.
When they left, after the rain had slackened to an inoffensive drizzle, he elbowed her to look at the hill: there
we will have a house up high and when I’m mayor I’ll wave to the people from the balcony. She said that yes, it
would be a lovely house, and that she was already dreaming about caring for it meticulously so that he would be
happy and feel utterly proud. He replied that everything would be his decision and done to suit his tastes.
It is said that they were deeply happy. He always walked in front of her on their walks from exactly six-thirty
until seven-forty-five on the dot. Precisely two steps in front. Each night she seemed a little smaller, as if she were
shrinking. Perhaps it was a simple optical illusion; perhaps it was the hunched-over posture with which she
combined her short steps.
They built their house high on top of the hill. White with a red roof. The balcony presided over a simple
architecture of symmetrical windows and, perpendicular to the balcony, a narrow door with a bronze door6

knocker.
Things went well for them in their business dealings. He had an instinct for opportunity and prices; she was
thrifty, with a passion for efficiency, constant work and taking advantage of things that on the surface seemed
useless. Their assets grew with the purchase of a supermarket, then a bookstore with a little printing press in the
rear and finally a hardware store with a repair shop for those machines now known as appliances.
Of course they did have problems managing their employees. He dictated a moral and behavioral code, replete
with duties and the most explicit details of how and when, which categorically prohibited them from taking
liberties with anything regarding the business accounts, with anyone else’s affairs, with punctuality and with
absences. The mere idea of getting sick was out of the question, not to mention coming to work sick (fear of
contagion). She was an all-vigilant eye for absolute compliance to what was in the code. The first employees
ended up leaving, but then acquired such a reputation for being bad workers that they couldn’t find another job
and they went far away, where their infamy hadn’t reached. The other employees stayed for years, more for fear
of exile than for anything else, since besides the nuisance of having to work constantly and to practice excessive
courtesy, the salary wasn’t incentive enough anyway and a good part of what there was went to the necessities of
ties and coats, and to being clean shaven with a military cut (straight up and well scraped).
Their only son was born after five years of marriage, when gossip was already rampant that the poor woman
was sterile; so thin, pale, shrunken and besides the couple probably went to bed the same distance apart as on their
routine walks, in silence, from exactly six-thirty to seven-forty-five on the dot. The pregnancy wasn’t obvious
because she used to wear an ample housecoat, which kept those tongues of verbal journalism wagging in parlors,
in markets and in formal and informal encounters, about whether she was really pregnant or if the baby was
adopted. The doubt remained for a long time, as we will see later on.
In the main inventory ledger, he wrote in an accountant’s calligraphy: male, seven and a half pounds, 52
centimeters long, ugly, and a crier. After two days she went back to work, a little paler and bent over a little more,
wearing a proud smile, but paying no attention to the congratulations offered her, and she never even acknowledged the little presents the employees brought her. Enough already, he had said, of them sticking their noses into
places they didn’t belong.
He tried to become mayor by the traditional means; courting the politicians from this party and that (since one
must be prudent), and throwing banquets for them and giving them modest contributions (since there were
diminishing returns). And then nothing. After their victories, they couldn’t recall having met him.
The flood that year from the torrential, endless rains, which didn’t stop even in time to dry out the balcony that
had been converted into a shimmering pool where crickets and fallen leaves splashed, brought him his longawaited opportunity. The rising waters from the two streams, inoffensive in the summer, swept away entire
neighborhoods of houses made of mud, tin, cardboard, old rags and rotten wood. Thousands were left hungry and
homeless. Two old women and seven children who were sleeping in hammocks were found swollen, among the
rocks, when the waters receded.
He raised the prices in his chain of businesses, but invented opportune charity. In the supermarket, long lines
formed for the handout of a hard roll. In the hardware store, one could get a burlap shirt. In the bookstore the free
item was the prayer, “Lord deliver us from our sins.”
With a dictionary and the patience to carefully scour twenty pages a day, he found the word that described him:
Philanthropist, “he who professes love for his peers and tries to improve their lot in life.”\fn{ In Webster’s New
International (2nd ed.): A lover of mankind; a benevolent friend of men; one devoted to human welfare; a generous giver to education,
charity, social work, etc.; a liberal benefactor } He demanded that it precede his name each time someone addressed him.

She was the first to call him Mister Philanthropist and at work it soon spread. The majority of their customers, not
knowing the meaning of the word, believed he had changed his name, and without much difficulty they began to
call him “Don Philanthropist.”
And the title was being reinforced with small acts: whatever was truly useless from the inventory was to be
donated to the hospital, to the school, to the community center; the wilted vegetables wouldn’t be sold for a few
cents to Don Anibal’s pig farm; repackaged, they could be distributed to the poor on Saturdays at two o’clock on
the dot; and, with the paper that yellowed, he decided to produce bimonthly almanacs to give to his customers,
with the holidays and the lunar movements as well as blurbs of propaganda for his businesses, in which it was
always mentioned that his principal concern was purely philanthropical.
The politicians visited him again, this time not to ask for a contribution, but to offer him the post of mayor.
After they had nominated him the first time, reelections followed until what had to happen happened.
One of his first acts was to set aside the date of January second of each year for receiving the public from the
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balcony of his house high on top of the hill. He, above, would list an inventory of all he had accomplished, mixing
some thoughts about moral and practical order in with the details. She, below, standing in the doorway that
opened to the kitchen, would pass out corn liquor in paper cups and some homemade cookies. Then they would
turn up the radio, tuned to the station that broadcast whatever music was popular, and some young and rhythmical
couples would try out their moves on the pavement.
Yes, that tradition of the second of January lasted for a long time, but one day it ended.
Their son was growing and he wasn’t dark like his father, nor long of face like his mother, but he was
troublesome like both. He began with tantrums which neither punishment nor reward could stop. They tried
beating him; it was useless. They offered him more expensive gifts, if only he would stop shouting and kicking
for a while, but to no avail. They finally gave up and let him do whatever he felt like and then he began to spit at
mealtime and to break valuable objects and to mock his parents in the most ridiculous ways he could. They tied
him up in a dark room but he managed to escape; they would hide him when visitors arrived but he would appear
at the most interesting part of the conversation to pee in the center of the rug. They didn’t know what to do. He
said the boy was like his mother and she, while never directly contradicting him, would answer that she couldn’t
recall ever behaving like that. Finally they decided that the best solution would be to send him to one of those
correctional centers, to see if they could work a miracle.
They didn’t see him for many years, not even during vacations, or at Christmas, or on anniversaries or
birthdays. Nevertheless, in truth his absence weighed on them, as did the recurring nightmare that he would return
unchanged. They sent the monthly check on time, but they never opened any correspondence that came from the
institution, so they knew nothing of his progress or his setbacks. Then the day arrived that both had awaited with
an intemperate fear that kept them awake at nights: the refund that the Director brought them, in person, along
with a bill for five zeros preceded by a seven,\fn{ 700,000 of some unspecified monetary unit.} because that scowling
young man with the aggressive stare, a lascivious beginning of a mustache, long, curly hair, that thin, tall young
man with his shoulders thrown back as if he expected a punch or were about to throw one, had burned down an
entire building at the institution. He didn’t smile nor say how do you do and entered like a dog with its tail
between its legs. They wrote out the check and, excusing themselves without waiting to hear anything more, bid
farewell to the Director. They offered him neither a seat nor a glass of water, even though the day was hot, a day
with a brilliant, intruding sun that caused migraines with his harsh reflections in shoe buckles, in tooth fillings and
in everything that shimmered.
From then on they never spoke with their son. He did whatever he took a fancy to, getting up much later than
his parents, eating some fruit, and then on a whim that changed with the rhythm of the music, turning up the radio
to its maximum volume, until the shrill tones seemed about to explode. When his parents came in, he would begin
to sing, in a soft voice, the most shameless of mambos, cumbias and meringues, and then he would leave to roam
the streets at all hours of the night until a fuzzy pre-dawn made ghosts of the bushes and the huts that had begun
to burgeon again near the streams.
The mayor blessed the days that were calm, the mayoress made promises while she prayed novena after
novena amidst the sums of the invoices, the list of orders and her responsibilities to the customers.
But the complaints began to arrive. At first they were timid. Don Anibal, rubbing his hands with the air of a
diplomat beginning the process of an appeal, spoke of two dead pigs, his best purebred ones and already sold at a
very good price, that the boy killed with arrows the night before last when the moon shone like a breast full of
milk. They took care of it with a check and a plea for his silence. The list continued, ranging from a broken
window to the rape in the park, right there in the corner of the lilies that were ruined worse than the poor girl, the
illegitimate daughter—it was said—of Pascual the drayman and who knows for sure who her mother was but she
appeared in the arms of the crippled Chepa, who shouted,
“She is a gift from God!” One night, almost in the shadow of the doorway, at seven-forty-five on the dot, he
walked back two steps and shouted at her:
“It’s over. I’m going to kill him!” She, as if expecting that and worse, answered in an unswerving voice,
“Your will be done.”
They didn’t go to bed, sitting instead in an uncomfortable chairs in the foyer, where they used to receive those
bothersome men who brought them complaints about pipes and sewers, and waited until midnight. When they
were nodding off, their mouths open, the slamming of the door aroused them.
“Mother, Father,” said the youth, kneeling before them, “I’m going to change, I want to be a useful man, a
revolutionary.”
They couldn’t budge. They really didn’t believe him; they were the kind of people that prayed for miracles
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without faith.
But the change did take place; the boy entered school, serious, with books under his arm that he actually read
and studied, he got wonderful grades, associated with the best people, even went to the most humble ghettos
where he taught the poor to read and add and subtract. Educated, sober, he spoke very little with his parents, just
whatever was necessary. Of course he never followed the strict code demanded by family life, and on one
memorable occasion he even said to a servant in that loud voice meant for everyone to hear:
“Those pricks are two petty, compulsive, heartless imbeciles.”
That hurt them slightly; it wasn’t enough to offend them nor to brood over. The change had been that
miraculous.
He continued suspecting, she continued with her promises and novenas of gratitude, but deep down they
couldn’t understand the change and for a long time they rather expected a knife in the back.
The son went to the capital, to go to college. They breathed more easily, since at least they would have a long
rest and perhaps luck would have it that he wouldn’t find his way back home because it’s pretty there, the city
lights, all kinds of entertainment and girls that know how to stimulate the mind, although perhaps there wasn’t
much there to stimulate.
The second of January was celebrated from then on with more splendor, since they needed to replenish lost
prestige and make everyone forget the many years they had been corrupting the office and tiring the public, lest
anyone begin to think that a new broom might sweep better than the old one. They served beer instead of corn
liquor and bologna sandwiches instead of cookies. One January second the mayor, after exaggerating the feats of
his government and citing as his own some things that had been done by international organizations and volunteer
associations, meditated out loud (so he said) about human ingratitude, even that of one’s own children, and
pointed out that philanthropy doesn’t always reap gratitude. As his voice was trembling, he stirred emotion in
some, especially when they saw her handing out the beers with eyes that welled up as if they were about to flood.
They didn’t know that the poor thing was suffering from a crippling flu that had arrived from the port in the form
of an epidemic.
The son returned home, without the girl who stimulates minds. He didn’t even let his parents know, nor did he
visit them. He set up a law practice in a poor neighborhood and lived in the back room. A good litigator, he won
hopeless cases, in eternal disputes over water rights and farm boundaries, and thus his reputation spread and
people from all over, even from the capital, consulted him. He dressed cleanly and simply, and the depth of his
eyes was striking. A pretty little husband-hunter noted that his look was messianic. Although few understood the
term, many repeated it because it sounded nice.
When it came time for the election, he ran for mayor. That really shook up the people: father against son. Then
the speeches began and what a way of speaking the boy had, clear and peremptory, concrete and sincere,
especially when he talked about eradicating philanthropy so that truth and justice could thrive; and ending all
these monopolies, the hardware store, the printing press, bookstore and supermarket, all with high prices and
terrible products, so that people could establish honorable, free businesses; he ridiculed the compulsive little
habits of that compulsive couple of the house high on top of the hill.
He won the election by such an absolute majority that according to his own count, the old mayor received
votes from only himself, his wife, two servants and five of his employees. Devastated, they took a vacation to the
coast, not even waiting until the inauguration. Their first vacation in 27 years of marriage and they didn’t know
what resting was all about nor what one could do if one didn’t work. The truth was that their only wish was to go
to the sea and cry and cry. Both had the idea that it was easier and more comfortable to cry by the ocean.
The young mayor arrived for his first day of work exactly on time. In his hand he was carrying his first memo:
I categorically prohibit anyone from speaking to me from behind because that always gives me a chill; anyone who
shakes hands with me must first wash his hand, I’m allergic to dust and dirt; I don’t want anyone to rearrange my
papers and please no smoking in my presence, the odor of tobacco makes me nauseous; someone less important should
take care of small nuisances, as only the most important matters should come to my attention, those things that require
a difficult and intelligent solution; upon my entrance one should say to me simply: good day, Mr. Mayor, on my exit:
good night, Mr. Mayor. As soon as we’re better acquainted, I will give you further instructions.

And that is just how it happened. And that and other matters which don’t fit into this story, like the conditions
that he expressed very clearly and categorically to the young woman to whom he raised the possibility of
marriage, confirmed in the town that he really was, after all, the legitimate son of the compulsive couple of the
house high on the hill.
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25.152 Funeral Rites In Summer\fn{by Carlos Cortés (1962-

)}

San José, San José Province, Costa Rica (M) 3

He was in the coffin and his head looked like a hog’s head. Huge and pale pink and swollen. In each nostril
there was a cotton plug. I saw just his head. Somebody from the funeral party was taking pictures.
Magmarións testicles were enormously large and they had gotten stuck in the bathtub drain. Africa hadn’t
heard his shouts. Magmarión was at the beach house where Africa had made and had birthed all her offspring and
kinfolk. The beach house was made of fried clay and Africa was a woman darkened by the sea of years.
She wasn’t a frivolous woman. Her first son, Magmarión’s, was named Monday. Africa was a dark woman, a
foil for the blond streaks and blond lights of a dawn in bed. Her mane was chestnut-streaked, a zig-zag of color
falling somewhere between honey and stirred-up straw. It wasn’t red, except suddenly, abruptly, between twilight
and the gallop of the fireflies that crossed the sky like lightning wrapped around her collar once or twice. Hers
was a bronzed whiteness.
Magmarión loved her with a crazy passion. I met her very briefly, but that one time was enough.
Africa had a collection of anacondas in her house. Milky Way was the best cerastes\fn{ Horned viper.} of all. Her
horns were silvery and very pointed, despite the summer pruning. Africa, dressed in bright white and stockings,
looked like another wall of breaking waves brimming over with memory and the absence of a satisfied solitude,
conquered again in bed. I looked at the sea in her eyes.
Bahía Blanca, in twilight by now, was a cliff full of lights. At that time, I lived in the south, next to the docks
of Almirante and Port Armuelles. In those days my father worked at the Chiriquí Land Company, and we crossed
the inland sea to meet Magmarión and Africa. On the trip, we took along as provisions a complement of books by
Plutarch\fn{Greek biographer and essayist (46?-120AD)} and Volney,\fn{Constantin François de Chassebœuf, Count Volney (17571820), French skeptical author} Amazing Detectives, and Look. My father’s erudition was dense.
We unpacked in the rain and slept that dawn in the sawmill. I was still trembling all over when Africa woke us
the next morning. The talk was that the blond woman would breakfast on coffee and bone marrow.
My memory is like plaster, lapis lazuli, stucco. It is like an old cerebral mausoleum. Everything is stored there,
intact and in place, but the incantations are missing to de-cerebralize the chambers of that dusty whiteness, the
slits in the light and time, in the fog of antiquity.
My father got off the mare. We understood that dawn serenity very well. Africa was walking around dressed in
trousers. She led us to the porch and from there to the parlor. Piled up on both sides of the bookcase were fish,
small lizards, transparent insects, and books in German, Africa’s native language. I felt dwarfed in the midst of
that natatorial activity in the rain with day just coming on. We swam toward the living room and we felt we were
going right into the wolf’s mouth.
My God, we were still just entering the corridors of the dawn. I let my mind ramble in lapses, feigned attacks,
and catacombs. We went in and swam against the gulf current. Because of that, we made very slow progress in
questioning Africa and her servants. In the living room was Magmarión, untouched and exquisitely white, dead.
Outside, an ocean of rain boiled around our mounts and our gear.
Papa was and will always be a butcher and that’s why they called to him. We moved in unison, like twins, in
cream-colored shirts and felt top hats on our heads. Anyway, I was wearing long sleeves to protect against the
blood. In the past year, although not every day I had practiced my carving skills along the rocky edge of the Bahía
Blanca, before the deluge. In the confusion back home, I had gone into my grandparents’ closet, and they gave me
a sheet and several shirts for the days and open countryside to come. That night and dawn when we arrived in
Almirante, crossing the open mouth of Port Armuelles all the way to the delta of Chiriquí and the broad velvet
beaches of Terciopelo and Punta Catedral, I said a prayer to my Guardian Angel, my sweet companion.
We crossed at intervals. Walking to New Castle, I counted thirty-three houses along the way. After the trip,
there was the matter of finding Milky Way and Magmarión and his offspring. Papa looked over his armory and
found their blades intact and their balance unswerving. Nothing was amiss. Papa dressed several times and the
third time he took off his shirt and stood there, naked from the navel up.
Without a single excessive gesture nor a single abrupt movement, he split Magmarión’s khaki shirt, which we
then tossed in the trash. We didn’t want to leave any evidence. Papa always thought about human foibles. We
were sure we would find a wound or find him in the state of decomposition that lands someone in court. But there
was nothing like that. Magmarión was a mountain of a man, a fort.
“That’s what happens to people as crude as he was,” said Gabino, my papa. “That’s what happens to people, to
houses, to the countryside, to the living and the dead, friend and foe. You’d better get used to the truth of the lie.”
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Following Africa’s directions, we tried to get Magmarión’s body out of the swamp and, as my father said,
eventually to disembowel it. Time was hounding us, and the rain too. There was a lot of water in the house and
everywhere.
When I got to the body, Papa’s hands were already stained. There wouldn’t be anything for me to do, but I
wanted to get my hands dirty too. The first thing I noticed were Magmarión’s long, yellow toenails and the soles
of his feet that looked like giant, olive-colored tamales. He was a great big son-of-a-bitch, I said to myself.
*
Then Papa began. Magmarión’s mouth could have swallowed Papa’s whole body. The anaconda submerges
herself in the soft flesh, but nothing else. Then she come up, no longer submerged all the way, and stays there
chewing on the small intestines. Digestively and ceremoniously, the cerastes swallows the organs that contain
death. I talk to her, no one else notices, and our breathing meets, her mouth and mine. Papa isn’t completely
finished. The carcass doesn’t resist because Africa, knowing about Magmarión’s deeds and his evil ways, uses
ointments for just that reason. Then they bring us some tin cans that had had lard in them where the salty, stringy
innards of Magmarión the Good will be deposited for eternity. So the lard cans will be holding more lard, then.
There weren’t a lot of windows during the summer ceremonies, but Africa has kept on in watchful mourning
and follows Pap’s knife strokes with inverse precision. The anaconda has done its savage work. Papa studies me
triply hard, I’m sure, and I nod because you can’t waste a minute on things like these. Pestilence gets spread
around with the rain.
I look at my hands and they are filthy, but my father’s will be even more stained from the sin of inserting his
hands into the body. Soiled by cleanliness.
At noon the moon comes up and the drizzle covers us all, but it is very cold. Father goes on cutting and
cutting, with no one’s help. Africa is still standing like a widow and mother. I take over weighing the pieces and
keeping the cats away, but it’s a hard job.
Finally, Papa takes out the shrunken liver and I see that the legend is true, that Magmarión spent his life
drinking. I heft the liver in my hand and the cat wants the prize for himself. I splash behind him. I’m sure
everyone has noticed. The women want a piece of Magmarión’s liver and they snatch it away and the guts roll
around in the mud. The cat and his pals grab and lap up what they can. I get there to recover what few humors
remain. I put them in the can of rancid lard and close it, disgusted.
The revelry has quieted down. Africa covers her face with her hands for the first time when Papa holds up
Magmarión’s still warm heart. It’s a miracle but Africa is a wizard of miracles. Papa passes it over to me and I
measure the muscle with my fists, but it has already lost its color from coming in contact with the cold sea air.
There are just a few chambers to check over and to fill up with ointment. When asked, the old women bring
thread to close up and they pour salt all over. I bump into the mourners.
Papa has disappeared and has gone way down into Magmarión’s now clean body. When he comes out, he has a
gold key for Africa, a legacy from extinct gods. Papa plugs up the mouth and lays several coins on the spectral
sockets. Night enters the room and candles appear too. The light is faint and I try not to fall on top of the dead
man. For the first time, Papa is mopping off the swat with his dirty hands.
Finally, there are the gigantic testicles to be gathered up and divided among Africa and Magmarión’s sons, as it
is written. But that will be done after the funeral.
For now the cadaver shines in the light of the bonfires on the beach and the downpour has calmed down. The
anacondas are in a frenzy and Africa calms them with her nails, flatulence, and animal fat. Papa is paid with the
last measure of deference; Magmarión’s silver palate and some gold teeth that Papa extracted. Papa now fills
Magmarión’s mouth with linen and cotton. Then he leaves the stitching to me.
I tug on the thread to find the perfect one, because the mouth has become fetid and stiff. No one helps me. I
feel terror in my icy hands. In the shadow of the ceremony I see the shadowy markings on his cranium, the
ossifying of his breath. The body moves and even tries to get up, but it’s just my hands, trembling and fighting
against the shadows. The water has stopped falling, what’s more, the twilight is worthy of the gods.
*
The funeral will be at nightfall and in silence, so that no one will learn the exact grave site. Africa designates
two or three young sons to die with their father. Others take off running and disappear. The widows grow black
before the whitewashed pale of the walls.
Magmarión is finally ready for death’s wood frame. Papa returns with yards of straw, the finishing touches for
the small coffin. The body has been reduced to just under five feet. The embalmer’s strategy. I endure the smell
and the nausea while I adjust by hand an old tooth that has fallen from the procession. Because I drew the thread
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too tight, Magmarión’s pleasant expression stands out from the shadows to curse us.
Few things remain. Africa embraces her living sons and the living mausoleum walks toward the waters. The
beach is empty and white. Some fireflies and two men, their mouths covered, show up at the fire. I have lost track
of time, but it is night. The sun has gone down.
Papa wipes off his body in the milky foam of the balsam. Behind us stands the echoless cliff. The throng of
widows has sacrificed an anaconda, but Africa doesn’t say anything. We circle round the oily depths of the
lagoon. By day, the boas and I will swim through these pools in search of a catch, but now the funeral procession,
like a sacred crocodile, follows the wake of light on the water.
The heat burns us. I feel the suffocating and electrified breeze. I blink and tears stream down my face but Papa
doesn’t take notice of it. I see his face and it looks carved in ivory from the effect of the sun. He is visibly tired
but satisfied, reflecting on his triumph before the worms. Africa now invokes all Magmarión’s ancestors. It is the
high point complete with fireworks. One or two fiery blasts streak the space.
Black butterflies flutter around at the bottom of the burial mound. No one is sobbing. The silence covers us,
while, little by little, the funeral ropes sink the lifeless body of Magmarión into the dust of the earth.

The Metropolitan Cathedral of St. Joseph, San José, San José Province, Costa Rica
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The Basilica of the Angels, San José, San José, Costa Rica

Iglesia de Coronado, San José, San José Province, Costa Rica
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The Church of Our Lady of Solitude, San José, San José Province, Costa Rica

The Basilica of Our Lady of the Angels, Cartago, Cartago Province, Costa Rica
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The Church of St. Raphael, Heredia, Heredia Province, Costa Rica

The Church of St. Francis Xavier, Herida, Herida Province, Costa Rica
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The Cathedral of the Immaculate Conception, Liberia, Gunacaste Province, Costa Rica

The Cathedral of Our Lady of the Pillar, Alajuela, Alajuela Province, Costa Rica
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The Cathedral of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, Limón, Limón Province, Costa Rica: two views
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