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[Excerpt from chapter sixty one, 

The mother of sorrows] 

She wanted to climb the mountain. To reach the top, 
the place where they had found him. She didn’t know 
if he had died there or somewhere else, if it was only 
his inert body that had been dragged all the way up 
there, impervious to the landscape’s beauty. She didn’t 
believe she would ever find out, but nevertheless 
desired to go; to imagine that she could recover, 
through her eyes, her son’s last look. […]  

 The climb was hard, and the top looked so 
distant she was not sure that she would reach it, but 
she wasn’t surprised that in summer, when the 
weather was more propitious, excursionists were 
intent on going up that road. The more she climbed, 
the purer and more crystal clear the air was, the 
farther the world remained—the dirtiness of men’s 
forced communion, with its horrors. 

 Her numb perception—but that’s not true: 
it was somehow sharper, more vivid—was no longer 
fixed on the idea of ascending the mountain where 
they had hanged the corpse of her son. She did not 
forget it, could not forget but, in the slow and 
concentrated hours of her ascent, it started to become 
something else: to reach the top, the mountain’s full 
height, the quiet of the soul in possession of itself in 
its way up through grass and sheer rock, the effort of 
her whole body, the tension in her muscles, sweat and 
thirst were a minimal offering for the privilege of 
getting there and seeing.  

 The images accompanied her. She didn’t 
know where did they come from, and did not see 
them with her eyes, but in the half-lit theatre inside 
her head. They did not surprise her, did not scare her, 
she did nothing to shake them off because she 
understood they were part of the ascent, as much as 
the rock beneath her feet, her hands hurt by nettles. It 
was she, young and pure as a lily on the top of a 
tower, the earth shaking at her feet and the immense 
shadow, as if of a black bird, plunging from up high 
with a secret wail that only she could hear and that, 
on falling, cleansed her. It was the beautiful face of 
her loving mother, Ahania, clean as well; a living face, 
breathing skin, eyes moist with so much light, very 
close to hers, her soft and white hand caressing her, 
stroking her cheeks. It was her own womb swollen 

and hard, full of Hernán’s life striving to come out, 
an urgency of life and light that filled her as if it was 
gold that ran in her blood. 

And a tall rosebush, taller than all the trees 
in the forest, the red roses all throbbing in unison as 
an immense heart beating with hers, and the closed 
faces, with a kind of silvery skin as if beneath a 
strange light, who dragged their feet down a silent 
and magnificent city, the streets paved in gold and she 
weaving, tirelessly, a cloth with no definite colour, 
iridescent, with which she enveloped in the morgue 
her son’s lacerated body, and then the matter that 
gave form to that sinister place with stained tiled 
walls, the smell of disinfectant that never managed to 
mask the smell of death, dissolved, and there was the 
mountain again—the mountain that was a volcano 
burning beneath, though now slumbering, the 
almighty fire that abolished all crimes and man’s 
wickedness with a bigger cruelty that was pure and 
wholesome violence, the Earth’s entrails burning like 
hers when Hernán inhabited her, the volcano that 
contained the fire that was her son dead and never 
dead—her ascent again, her eyes moist only with the 
bright light they received, her eyes now without tears. 

 […] 

 She finally saw it from far away —the cross 
crowning the mountaintop. It was a simple and 
humble wooden cross, no more. She did not allow 
herself to call to her memory a single line, not even a 
shadow of the terrible image she had envisaged 
before, before the ascent: her son’s inanimate, soiled 
and broken body, hanging from the cross. 

No, she would not see it. She would only see 
the signs of the world spreading around, nothing else. 
She climbed a little bit further, the last stretch always 
the hardest, holding fast to the rock, until she reached 
the highest point in the valley, the closest point to the 
sky up there in the crater’s mouth that then ran down 
until it touched Earth’s everlasting living fire.  

She had to touch the cross, the surface was 
so narrow up there; she had to support herself on it in 
order to get up and see: the other volcanoes facing 
her, crowned with snow, the snow drawing a heavy 
and sweet cloak of redeeming sleep upon the blue 
rock, and below the mineral nature overflowing in the 
mystery of its shapes, the lower mountains, the solid 
rock, the hills, and down in the depths of the green 
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valley and the expanses gilded by the wheat’s ears and 
the green of corn, the trees rocking with the slow 
dawdling rhythm of birdsong; the sky, as she was so 
high above the world, even higher, higher than ever, 
more infinite, more a pure blue made of mysterious 
hollowness, gases and a void that embraced the world 
at the time it launched it into the universe’s vastness 
like a coloured ball that now stayed fixed there, with 
an almost hidden glow about to be revealed 
everywhere beneath the sun. 

The sun. It didn’t burn anymore, the day 
had progressed. It was not a fixed point, it was only 
light. An expanse of light, an ocean of light that 
contained it all. Suddenly Cristina realized that 
everything she saw, what she had seen throughout her 
whole life, up to the most negligible crevice between 
the rocks, the smallest flower, the shadows in the 
night, as well as the endless purity of that sky, she saw 
because of the sun. That everything, the whole world 
was embraced by it. […] 

 The light made her giddy; she held to the 
cross so that she wouldn’t fall and she thought she 
saw very close to her face, so close that it was as if 
seeing it inside her, her son’s visage, his eyes open, 
dark and living with his look fixed on her, 
questioning her, and everything around that face that 
had the wholesome beauty of life burnt like a halo, it 
was the sun and the fire. She closed her eyes, 
treasuring that vision, the true vision of Hernán at his 
life’s end, and when she opened them again the face 
was still there, slowly being transformed as an image 
beneath the stirred ripples of a lake: now it was 
Herat’s face, her father’s. They were the same face. 
Then the light covered it, its features vanished in the 
radiance. 

 With cautious movements she sat at the 
cross’s feet and rested her back against the timber, 
facing the snowed peaks of the other volcanoes. Was 
there blood staining the cross? And what if there was 
—it would be her son’s blood, like every man’s blood, 
like the slow rust of metal beneath the rain, like the 
taste of life in her mouth and light in her eyes. 

 She thought it was strange to know that 
other hikers would go on climbing to that same place, 
enthralled by the breathtaking beauty of the 
landscape, that they would stop in that same spot 
with perhaps a sensation of triumph, others with a 
true transfiguration of the soul, without knowing the 

terrible story of that mountaintop and that cross, 
without knowing of the atrocious crime that had 
brought her—the mother—there. How strange it 
would be, she thought, and yet she knew it was all 
right that way, that that light, which was the sun, 
cleansed them all, returned the absurd and gratuitous 
crime to its miserable origin and in its place unfolded 
the greatness of a world in harmony with love in 
men’s hearts, whose images penetrated the marvel of 
the retina and its chambers of light. 

 Had they seen it, she wondered, even for a 
second, the murderers who had dragged her son’s 
body up there? She could not find forgiveness in her 
heart, but it wasn’t an urgent need. She found instead 
a warm ember of pity. 

 The evening progressed. She knew because 
of the blue paling around her and the cold, because of 
the distant shimmering, reddish and amber, down 
below in the valley: the city lights. She turned her eyes 
towards that glow. She expected to see the great 
spider of light of the immense city spreading into the 
infinite, but it wasn’t that what she saw.  

  She saw the trembling lights concentrated 
around an expanse bounded amidst the mountains. 
They trembled as a mirage does in the heat, and yet 
their glow was as intense as a coffer full of jewels that 
had suddenly been opened. She saw the dome 
crowned by the cross that cast its golden glitter, the 
tall stylized towers, the carved lattice of the City’s 
skyline —the other City, the one she believed 
impossibly hidden beneath the earth, the one she had 
only barely glimpsed, the one Elías had looked for all 
his life. 

 It existed. It was there, offering itself to her 
as a fruit on the palm of a colossal, mighty hand.  

 The vision lasted for a very long moment 
before vanishing in the river of light of the bigger city 
grown without rhyme or reason, with its rumors, 
where men faced up to their lives scraping hope as 
best they could out from the streets, the walls, 
chewing the bitter pebble of their miseries and crimes. 

 She knew then that she would not go back 
home. 

   


