
Chapter 3 
 

 Don Diego first visited Golfito during the early part of 1974. At the time, he was still simply 

Jim, a fresh-faced, recent college graduate and Peace Corps Volunteer who had heard President John 

F. Kennedy speak and had been inspired by him to try to save the world.  

 The inspiration occurred when Jimmy was a nine-year-old fourth grader at Saint Mary’s 

Institute in Amsterdam, New York, during the autumn of 1960. At that point in his life, if Jimmy 

knew anything about a political topic, it was a rare occurrence. Typically, he was more concerned 

about Mickey Mantle’s home-run count and batting average than he was about any politician. But 

Jimmy’s teacher that year, Sister Anna Roberta, had a special fondness for candidate Kennedy, the 

senator from Massachusetts, and she talked to her students often during social studies class about 

this young man who offered new ideas and new programs for a new generation of Americans.  

 “He’s a Catholic, too,” she mentioned with obvious pride, “and the United States has never 

had a Catholic President before. You should learn as much about him as you can and maybe tell 

your parents about him.” 

 Jimmy wouldn’t go that far, of course, because they didn’t talk about those things at his 

supper table, but he did get somewhat involved in the presidential campaign. 

 Every day after school, Jimmy and his best friends, Bernie and Larry, would walk downtown 

to Main Street before heading up Market Street to their homes. Yes, they were going a bit out of 

their way, but as fourth graders, they were finally old enough to explore the city a little bit on their 

own. “As long as you’re with one of your friends,” Jimmy’s mom had told him before the school 

year began, “you can walk home any way you want – but don’t be late for supper.” 

 And in actuality, the boys weren’t really exploring that much; they tended to take the same 

route every day. They would go immediately to Main Street by way of Liberty Street and head west 

toward “downtown.” Sometimes, they ran through the alleyway between Grand Rapids Furniture 

Store and Sears and Roebuck, but usually, they avoided those dark and wet places where the junior-

high kids smoked their cigarettes and harassed the “little kids” who dared to invade their territory. 

 The real attraction that fall was the Democratic Headquarters next to Sears and Roebuck on 

the north side of Main Street. This previously empty storefront that once housed a paint store was 

now occupied by a young cadre of recent college graduates who were swept up in the Kennedy 

candidacy. Unlike most Main Street shop owners who didn’t want kids traipsing into their buildings, 

these New Frontiersmen eagerly invited everyone in to pick up JFK promotional materials, and the 

young people there were especially nice to these curious fourth graders.  

 “The Republicans have been in office for eight years now,” a beautiful, long-haired redhead 

said to the boys as she tidied up the pamphlets and pins on the table before her. “Don’t you think 

it’s time for a change?” 

 “Yes, I do,” Jimmy answered with fake sincerity, as if he really cared. What he really wanted 

was more “Kennedy-Johnson” bumper stickers. He thought it would be really cool if he could cut 

up the Democratic stickers and then use the letters to create his own brand of baseball bumper 

stickers. He figured he could sell them for at least a buck apiece to all the  

“ny-yenKees” fans in town. 

 Meanwhile, Larry and Bernie were busy working their own small-time con. They were trying 

to get as many political pins and brochures as they could, so they could sell them for a quarter each 

to the seventh- and eighth-graders who, as part of a social studies assignment, were supposed to visit 

not only the Democratic but also the Republican campaign headquarters, which was across the 



street. Those older students needed proof of their visits, and they were, naturally, too cool to actually 

make the visits themselves. Bernie and Larry had already made over three dollars each with their 

campaign sales.  

 After a while, of course, the newness and excitement of the campaign headquarters wore off, 

and the three friends moved on to more interesting endeavors. They explored the new department 

store downtown, they asked for old movie posters from the four movie theaters, and they felt much 

more confident about exploring the back alleys and shortcuts between the Chuctanunda Creek and 

Market Street. When Sister Anna Roberta announced that JFK himself would actually visit 

Amsterdam in the near future, however, Jimmy especially took a renewed interest in Kennedy’s 

campaign and platform. Surprisingly, Jimmy actually began to read the brochures that he had picked 

up and the newspaper articles that explained what the Peace Corps was all about.  

 The Peace Corps, according to Kennedy’s rough blueprint, would send ordinary Americans 

overseas to help the less fortunate in other countries. The program he outlined would differ from 

other foreign-aid programs in three key ways. 

 First, instead of simply sending American dollars, dollars that might never reach the intended 

beneficiaries, the Peace Corps would send people. These people would be teachers, farmers, 

technicians, engineers, nurses, and numerous other professionals who would share their expertise 

with those in need. This human investment in international relations would be so much more 

beneficial, Kennedy reasoned, than a mere financial donation. 

 In addition, the Volunteers themselves would benefit by learning about another country and 

another culture. They would learn the language, they would work with the natives, and they would 

gain a new appreciation for the America they may have previously taken for granted. As one who 

had grown up privileged and somewhat pampered, Kennedy knew how easy it was for many 

American kids to become spoiled and isolated from the rest of the world, especially during the 

decade of the 1950s when all seemed so good and so right in President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s 

America. But Eisenhower’s eight-year presidency was coming to a close, and Kennedy and the 

Democrats knew they needed something special and unique to attract this new generation of 

Americans who may have lived through World War II as infants but who didn’t really remember the 

hardships and were ready, instead, to claim and shape an America that would be their own. 

 Finally, Kennedy and his advisors also saw the long-term benefit of the Peace Corps. Having 

served overseas in the Navy and having lived and traveled in Europe when he was young, JFK knew 

that living overseas gave him a broader perspective on world affairs. He wanted subsequent 

generations of Americans to look beyond their shores, to think not only nationally but also globally. 

After their two-year stint in the Peace Corps, Kennedy wanted these Volunteers to come home and 

tell other Americans what they had seen: the need, the poverty, the beauty, and the opportunity. He 

wanted the first Volunteers to come home and encourage the next wave, but he also wanted these 

forerunners to share the program with others in their communities: teachers, public servants, private 

tradesmen and women, business owners, and local politicians. If Americans could see themselves – 

and be viewed – not as the police force of the world but as big brothers and big sisters who wanted 

what was best for everyone, then John F. Kennedy could lead the United States into a new era of 

international cooperation and world peace.  

 Unfortunately, on the day of Kennedy’s visit, Jimmy was a bit distracted. He had been 

playing ten-tag in the lot near the school before the first bell for homeroom rang, and he had been 

roughed up a bit. The physical pain and the emotional turmoil that followed had checked his 

excitement about the future President’s visit. 



 Ten-tag sounds like a simple game, and in many ways, it is a simple game, but for a skinny, 

weak, nine-year-old boy who is trying to figure out who he is and what’s important, ten-tag can be a 

daily challenge. 

 The cement-covered lot where the boys played was like a Roman arena of sorts. It sat 

between a house at the top of Grove Street and the school itself at the bottom of that same short 

street. The homeowner’s wooden fence served as the top, northern barrier; the school wall acted as 

the barrier on the east side; and a shorter, wooden fence separated the bottom, southern end of the 

lot from another school wall. Thus, anyone who was too timid to play but wanted to watch had to 

stand to the west on the sidewalk and look over the iron rail that separated the participants from the 

bystanders. Jimmy was too afraid to not play and too timid to play well.  

 The boys who played ten-tag ranged from third grade to sixth grade, but most of the serious 

players were in the fifth and sixth grades. Jimmy never played as a third-grader, but when some of 

his fourth-grade buddies began to climb over or under the iron rail, they encouraged him to give it a 

try. 

 The game usually began with a sixth-grader in the middle and everyone else near the fence at 

the top. When this designated sixth-grader said “One, two, three, go,” the mob rushed to the 

bottom fence and tried to avoid being caught. The goal of the boy in the middle was to grab one 

other boy rushing by and hold on to him up to the count of 10. If the captured boy broke free 

before the count of 10, he could run to the safety of the bottom fence, but if he did not escape, then 

he and the first boy would each try to capture another as the mob ran on the signal back up the 

slight incline. The game continued until most of the boys had been captured by the others and only 

the biggest and strongest were still running free. The last one captured by the mob “won” the game, 

and he became the solitary boy in the center of the next game. 

 As a classic, skinny weakling, Jimmy loved the early rounds because he could easily race 

across the far edges of the lot and avoid capture. As the number of boys in the center increased, 

however, he would inevitably be grabbed, and that’s when his dilemma began. If he gave in easily to 

his capturer, his run would be over, and he’d have to attempt the even more difficult task: catching 

others as they ran by. However, if he resisted and tried to escape, the tussle could get physical and 

ugly. Jimmy wasn’t good at physical and ugly, yet the same situation occurred once he was in the 

middle. He could try to catch a small kid who wouldn’t resist, or he could try to go after someone 

his own size and struggle with him. Jimmy simply preferred the running and dodging part of the 

game to the grabbing and wrestling part of the game.  

 On this particular day, Jimmy miscalculated – twice. When a skinny sixth-grader grabbed 

him, Jimmy was all set to give up when he noticed the older boy’s grasp wasn’t that tight, and Jimmy 

wiggled free. As he did so, however, he got turned around and was facing the wrong direction. 

Jimmy’s temporary confusion gave the surprised, older boy a chance to recover, and rather than 

simply grab Jimmy again, the boy banged Jimmy against the brick school wall, wrapped him in a bear 

hug, and quickly recited the game’s prayer: “one, tw, th, fo, fi, sx, sev, eit, ni, ten, ten tag!” 

 Jimmy’s shoulder ached from the bump against the wall, but he couldn’t dwell on the pain 

because soon, he was in the center with the others rushing at him. Somewhat educated and 

emboldened by the pinning technique, Jimmy tried to force one of the smaller fifth-graders into the 

wall where he hoped to execute the same bear-hug maneuver that had just led to his capture. Once 

again, though, Jimmy was overmatched. When he bumped the kid into the wall, the kid bumped him 

back and used his strength to break Jimmy’s grasp and escape. In the process, the kid had pushed 

Jimmy’s right hand against the brick, and though his hand wasn’t bleeding, the red burn stung, and 



Jimmy was ready to retire for the day. Fortunately, the bell for homeroom rang, so Jimmy grabbed 

his books and headed inside. 

 On the way to homeroom, he stopped in the boys’ room to wash his scraped hand and 

splash water on his face. The game of ten-tag had quickly escalated, like football often did from two-

hand touch to tackle, and Jimmy knew he would have to improve his game if he wanted to continue 

to play. A part of him feared the banging and the wrestling, but another part of him cherished that 

moment when he had initially escaped from the skinny sixth-grader.  

 As he sat through the brief homeroom period and his morning classes and as he listened to 

Senator Kennedy’s short but inspirational speech that afternoon, Jimmy wondered about his 

willingness to fight, to struggle, to succeed. Did he have what it took to be a warrior, a conqueror, a 

survivor? Or would he be merely content to play and be captured easily by others, caught early in the 

game and destined to be a loser rather than a winner? He had read, of course, about heroes, and in 

his mind, he imagined himself to be one, but could he really make that transition from imagination 

to reality? 

 

 

Chapter 4 
 

 On the same day that JFK visited Amsterdam, a young Costa Rican girl celebrated her fourth 

birthday with her mom and her mom’s parents in their small home in the Saint Michael’s Church 

neighborhood of Golfito. Lillianna, often referred to as Lilli, was without a father due to some 

unfortunate circumstances.  

 Her father, Jose, and her mother, Rosa, had worked together as young, single people in the 

Company store. Jose unloaded the supply trains and stocked the shelves, and Rosa worked in the 

bakery preparing the breads and desserts. Jose, who was 17 and three years older than Rosa, had 

been working at the store for two years when Rosa applied for a job at the age of 14. Somewhat 

reserved, Jose watched Rosa work for over two months before he finally found the courage to speak 

to her. Once they began speaking, though, their relationship blossomed quickly. He began to spend 

more time stocking the bakery’s supplies, and he also began to walk her home at the end of each 

workday. At first, Jose walked Rosa straight home, a walk that took no more than five minutes, and 

he was extremely polite and respectful to Rosa’s parents. Thus, Rosa’s parents didn’t really notice 

that gradually, the couple’s trip home was taking more than five minutes; they were walking more 

slowly, holding hands, taking detours through the small neighborhood, and finding isolated spots 

along the way where they could really be alone. Three months later, Rosa became pregnant, and 

when her parents and Jose’s parents found out, they all met with Padre Roberto and arranged a 

quick wedding. Rosa and Jose spent the first month of their marriage living with her parents until 

the Company found a small home for the newlyweds, just beyond the Gatehouse and less than two 

blocks away from the school where Lilli would eventually start kindergarten.  

 For the first six months of their marriage, as they walked to and from work each day, Jose 

and Rosa appeared to be so totally in love that some of the American residents began to refer to the 

couple as “Ken and Barbie.” During the first year of Lilli’s life, unfortunately, this idyllic relationship 

began to deteriorate. Due to medical issues related to Lilli’s birth, Rosa was unable to return to work 

and unable to have sex for a while. Frustrated by their decrease in income and even more frustrated 

by Rosa’s physical limitations, Jose began to spend more and more time in that lonely section of 

town between the port and the sawmill. At first, he went by himself to the movie theater once a 



week. Then, he began to frequent the bar next door, and, eventually, he found his way to the ladies 

on the second floor. One weekend, he failed to come home at all, and when his father-in-law found 

out what was going on, he moved Rosa and Lillianna back into the family home where Rosa had 

grown up, and he refused to allow Jose to visit.  

 Not surprisingly, Jose’s drinking became even worse; he began to miss work frequently and 

soon was fired. Forced to move out of his own little house and unwilling to move back in with his 

own parents, Jose left Golfito altogether. After his firing, he knew he’d never be able to work for the 

Company again, and he was unwilling to try life at the other end of town. Yes, he probably could 

have secured a similar job with Enrique Vargas in the public mercado, but Jose felt both scared and 

scarred. Having grown up under the protection of the Company, he wasn’t sure he’d be welcome in 

the public section of town, and even if he were to find his way there, he feared that he would always 

be viewed as an exile or an outcast. So, he used his last bit of money to buy a bus ticket to San Jose 

where he assumed he could find work and an opportunity to start his life over again. When Rosa 

found out through a friend what Jose was planning, she rushed to the bus stop with baby Lillianna 

in her arms and pleaded with Jose to stay – if not for their marriage then for their daughter’s sake. 

And though Jose appeared to relent when he saw his child again, the bus driver’s call to board – 

“Dos minutos. Dos minutos.” – startled Jose back to his own reality. 

 “Lo siento, Rosa. Lo siento, Lillianna,” Jose said over and over as he apologized to his wife and 

his baby girl. In his mind, he thought he might return for them one day, but two minutes later, 

Rosa’s husband and Lillianna’s father departed for San Jose – like many Golfiteanos before him – 

never to be seen again.  
 


