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Hispanic Story Project
The Hispanic Story Project gathers, translates, and publishes the unique stories of Hispanic 

residents in northwest Iowa in order to:
• honor and preserve the stories of immigrant Hispanic families;
• foster understanding among established and immigrant individuals, families, and communities;
• enhance education in area schools and communities.
Area teachers and prospective teachers, fluent in Spanish, interview willing individuals 

and families for the stories important to their pasts, their immigrating experiences, and 
their lives in northwest Iowa.  Selected stories are transcribed, edited, and published in 
bilingual format and in Spanish and English separately, and provided to participating 
families, area schools, libraries, public offices, etc. to nurture mutual understanding, 
education, and respect across cultures.

Each story published in this project has been authorized for use by the Hispanic Story 
Project and has been nurtured carefully by the author/interviewer and translator.  All 
materials gathered as part of this project will be retained in the research archives of the 
Northwestern College library.

The Hispanic Story Project is a co-funded partnership of Northwestern College and the 
Iowa Writing Project at the University of Northern Iowa.  Copyright for publications is 
held by Northwestern College.

     Barbara Turnwall   James S. Davis
     Northwestern College   Iowa Writing Project
     101 7th Street SW   117 Baker Hall, UNI
     Orange City, IA 51041  Cedar Falls, IA 50614-0502
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About the Author
Lisa Wiersma is a recent graduate of Northwestern College and is currently teaching English 

as a second language at an elementary and a middle school. She interprets for Hispanic parents at 
parent-teacher conferences and recognizes how difficult learning a new language can be. She and 
her husband live in Orange City, Iowa. 

Author’s Note
The following story depicts a dance in Guatemala in the 1950s. However, if you didn’t know 

that the story was set in Guatemala, you might think that the action is happening in the 1950s 
U.S. because of all the Elvis Presley songs. It goes to show that even if our neighbors appear to 
be very different from us, we probably have more in common with them than we realize. 
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A Night to Cherish
Carla sets her brush on the worn surface of the wooden dresser and looks at herself in 

the mirror. “Beautiful,” she sighs, her black hair cascading over her shoulders in gentle 
waves. Her friends spend hours fixing their hair up with ribbons, curls, and more bobby 
pins than she would ever want to count. Carla doesn’t see the need for all that. She likes 
the natural waves of her hair and the soft tickle of the ends against her neck. She twirls 
in her favorite pink taffeta dress with the ruffles in the back. She loves the feeling of the 
soft, smooth fabric against her skin. “I look cute tonight,” she tells her reflection. She 
sits on her bed and pushes aside the blue swing dress she almost wore. She stares at her 
white sandals and black pumps and tries to decide which to wear. The pumps bite her 
feet, but they match her dress perfectly. “I’ll take them off anyway,” she thinks as she 
fastens the clasps.

After one last look in the mirror, she heads out to the corner of Avenida Bolivar and Calle San 
Juan. She is the first one there, as usual, but soon Alejandra and Rosa emerge from behind Señora 
Garcia’s bright yellow cement house. As she greets her friends, Carla sees vivid orange and 
green dresses out of the corner of her eye, and she turns to say hi to Analicia, Maria and Maria’s 
mom, Lupe. Teenage girls aren’t allowed to go places alone in Guatemala, especially when guys 
are around, so Lupe – a short, stout woman with a deep laugh and a quick smile – follows closely 
behind to accompany them to the dance. 

Tonight the dance is at Lucy’s house, though sometimes they dance in the high school gym. 
Carla doesn’t care where the dance is, as long as she can dance. She hopes they will play some 
Elvis Presley songs even though she can only understand a few of the words. That doesn’t matter 
to her; what she likes is the smooth sound of his deep voice. 

As Carla and her friends stroll through the plaza, they chatter about who they hope will be 
at the dance and what songs they want to hear. During a rare lull in the conversation, Carla 
gazes at the darkening sky. “What a perfect night for a dance under the stars!” she thinks.

As they turn onto Calle Martin, they hear the rumbling bass notes of a rock and roll song. 
 “That’s Elvis, but I don’t know this song,” Carla comments as they approach Lucy’s house.
 “Me either. It must be new,” Analicia and Rosa reply – almost in unison – and then break out 

in a fit of giggles. 
The volume continues to grow as they walk around the house into a beautiful 

garden with bright lavender,  white,  and yellow flowers,  low-growing bushes, 
and stone walkways.  Small  wooden tables and a hodgepodge of wooden chairs 
around the edges of the garden leave plenty of space in the freshly cut grass 
to dance.  The girls  each grab a tasty Coca-Cola and remove the caps from the 
green glass bottles. 
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The girls jump onto the end of the line; they zigzag across the grass, through the bushes, 
and around the tables, encouraging everyone to participate. All of the dancers hook onto 
the end of the line and join in the chant: “Chugga-chugga chugga-chugga! Choo! Choo!” 
Even some of the adult women take part in the fun. They go faster and faster around 
the garden, making the noises of the whistle and the wheels. The woman behind Carla 
shouts, “Swing your hips, girls!” The girls’ hips sway back and forth out of rhythm, and 
the guys hoot and applaud. 

When the next song starts, everyone breaks away to continue dancing. Sweat beads on 
foreheads and trickles down spines, but no one cares. Carla dances and dances until she and her 
friends collapse into their chairs, laughing.

Once the girls catch their breath, they begin their customary scouting for the hunks 
at the dance. As they count how many there are and debate who is the cutest, they 
spot a guy who really knows how to dance. They stare as he rocks his whole body in 
perfect rhythm with “Hound Dog.” When he notices them watching, he meanders over 
to their table.

“Hello, ladies. My name is Miguel. Would you like to dance? I could show you a few moves,” 
he says as he spins in front of them.

The girls look at each other, giggle, blush, and slowly rise to their feet. Miguel shows them 
how to move their arms, shoulders, and hips in rhythm with the music. At first, Carla feels 
awkward; she can’t get her ankles to twist or feet to kick when she wants. But after a few songs, 
she twists all the way to the floor and moves her whole body from her toes to her shoulders to the 
beat of the song.

As Carla perfects her new moves to Elvis singing “Stuck on You,” she sees Andres, 
a young man who has expressed interest in her for a few months. She didn’t expect to 
see him at the dance because he lives so far away. Their eyes lock and they make their 
way through the throng of dancers. After one dance, Andres leans in to speak in her ear 
so she can hear over the noise of the crowd. “Do you want to go somewhere quieter to 
talk?” Carla nods, and they make their way into an adjoining garden, a perfect place for a 
conversation: the music is quieter, no one can hear them, and the chaperones can still see 
them, so they won’t get in trouble. 

Usually, Andres smiles and jokes around with Carla, but now he picks at his fingernails, kicks 
at the grass, and barely looks at her. “You…You’re beautiful.”

“Thank you.” Carla glances down as she blushes.
After an awkward silence, words suddenly spill out of Andres’s mouth: “This is a special night 

for me because I get to talk to you. And I want you to be my girlfriend.”
Carla doesn’t know what to say. The pause unnerves him.




