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1

chapter one

At Home in Waslala

The tropical sun beat down mercilessly on the low tin roof. 
Antonia González, whom everyone called Toñita, was roast-
ing coffee beans in the comal.* The rich aroma invaded the 

whole kitchen, wafting out into the comedor** and even out into the  
street. 

Toñita was hot and tired. She had been stirring the coffee beans 
for almost an hour. She wiped the sweat off her brow with her 
sleeve. Then she gripped the wooden ladle with both hands and 
stirred again.

Toñita could hear noises out in the comedor, but she didn’t pay any 
attention to them. She was used to hard work and didn’t resent that 
her younger, prettier sisters waited on the tables while she and her 
mother, Chayo, managed the harder work in the kitchen. 

“Amparito,” Toñita said as one of her younger sisters slipped into 
the kitchen to fix another plate for some hungry soldier, “I want you 
to grind the coffee. It’s almost ready, but I am too tired to grind it.”

Amparo frowned slightly. “Amparito,” Toñita commanded, 
“remember that I am expecting. You have to take more responsibility 
in the kitchen for a while!”

 *clay skillet
**eating place
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Amparo disappeared through the door, and Toñita sighed. 
Looking down at her enlarged middle, she suddenly wished that her 
third baby were already born and not a whole month off yet. Life 
was hard in Waslala, and they worked every waking moment in their 
restaurant and store. Now there were ugly rumors circulating that the 
leftist guerrillas were ready to oust the president, Anastasio Somoza. 
Their family belonged to his party, and her husband had fought in his 
army. What would happen to them if the guerrillas took over? Toñita 
managed a tired smile. They will never do that! she assured herself. The 
guerrillas are getting stronger, but Somoza is way too smart and strong to 
let a bunch of hoodlums kick him out!

“Amparito, come! This coffee is ready to grind!” she shouted, 
needing a strong cup herself.

Just then Toñita’s seven-year-old brother, Ovidio, ran into the 
kitchen, panting. “Mami,” he hissed to Chayo, throwing his satchel 
onto the table, “let me tell you what they are saying in school!”

“Quiet, Ovidio, please!” Rosita, Toñita’s married sister, com-
manded as quietly as she could, grabbing him by the arm and leading 
him away from the door. “People could hear you!”

Ovidio caught on quickly and moved over against the molendero.* 
“They’re saying Somoza is as good as dead. Most of the school is on 

the guerrillas’ side, and it makes me so mad!”
Before Ovidio was done talking, Patricia and Tina, Toñita’s teen-

aged sisters, popped into the comedor too. The two girls were dressed up 
in high heels and tight blouses, both new things for the frontier town 
of Waslala. Ovidio and his older brother Fausto wore the blue pants 
and white shirts the school required as a uniform. The girls and Ovidio 
had school stories to tell, and none of them were very comforting. 

Soon they heard footsteps clomping through the comedor. Toñita 
immediately recognized her father’s heavy tread. And the speed of 
his steps made her heart flutter. Daddy doesn’t usually walk that fast! 
she thought.

* long, wide board used as a kitchen counter and worktable
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Don* Magdaleno marched into the kitchen and, looking around 
cautiously, asked, “Where’s the coffee?” 

“It’s not ready yet,” Toñita sighed, she and her mother both watch-
ing his face. 

Don Magdaleno was a typical Waslala farmer. He had married 
Chayo when they were both young, and the first years had gone well. 
Chayo had inherited the land the restaurant was built on. After getting 
the business going, she and Magdaleno had bought a farm together. 
They considered it half his and half hers.** Magdaleno lived on the farm 
and kept it going. Chayo and her daughters ran the comedor. 

As the years passed, Don Magdaleno distanced himself from his 
family. Almost every weekend he drank and spent way too much 
money with his friends. This irritated his hard-working wife. 

Magdaleno eventually became involved with other women. The 
farm went downhill, so they sold it and divided the money. Mag-
daleno drank his half up in no time, and Chayo invested hers in her 
business. Left on the street, Magdaleno still hung around the store; 
and though he didn’t actually live with his wife, the family fed him. 
It was not unusual for him to traipse into the kitchen at any time of 
the day.

Toñita was glad her father wasn’t drunk. She could hear that by his 
firm steps. But the steps also warned her that something was wrong. 
In a minute Amparo, who had been helping serve the tables in the 
comedor, followed her father into the kitchen. She had also noticed 
his sharp steps. 

“What’s wrong?” Chayo whispered.
Magdaleno looked around to make sure no one from the comedor 

was watching or listening. “It’s true after all,” he hissed. “The presi-
dent is scared. The guerrillas are closing in on Managua, and they say 
that in a matter of days they will take the National Palace.”

*   Don and Doña are titles of respect used before the names 
of older men and women, respectively.

** In Nicaragua many couples keep their money separate and often run separate businesses.
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“I don’t believe that!” Toñita hissed. 
“Listen, girls,” Magdaleno said, glancing at the doorway again. 

“You know good and well that the guerrillas are very powerful here 
in Waslala. They could overpower this town easily. Why wouldn’t 
they overpower Managua? This is serious business!”

“But where is Somoza’s big army?” Amparo asked with a catch in 
her voice that betrayed her fear.

“They’re joining the guerrillas. Traitors, all of them!” Magdaleno 
spat bitterly. 

“Right now it’s a curse to be married to a Guardia,”* Rosita said, 
glancing at Toñita. 

Toñita nodded. “Our husbands are marked and as good as dead if 
the guerrillas take over. Then we’ll be in big trouble.” 

“I just came back from the army base,” Magdaleno explained. “I 
know what I’m talking about. I just talked with your husband.” He 
looked right at Toñita.

“Chico’s back? What does he say?” Toñita asked, her voice trem-
bling almost as much as her hands, which weren’t stirring coffee 
anymore. She had jerked the comal off the wood fire and let it sit 
as they talked. Everybody in the kitchen held their breath as they 
waited for Magdaleno to answer. 

“Chico said we need to be ready to flee at a moment’s notice!”
“Where would we flee to?” Chayo asked.
“To Honduras.”
“To Honduras? Through Matagalpa?” Ovidio asked, wide-eyed.
“No, we’d need to walk cross-country. It would probably take us 

two weeks.” 
Walk two weeks cross-country to Honduras! Impossible! Toñita buried 

her face in her hands and sighed. This can’t be happening. Not to my 
beloved Waslala. 

Voices from the comedor forced their thoughts back to the restau-
rant. “What’s going on?” a man hollered. “I want my coffee!”

* National Guard—a soldier in Somoza’s army


