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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/interview 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.
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Author
Cecilia Salazar was born and raised in Delano, California. She is married with five children. 

Six years ago, her family moved to Northwest Iowa; in 2006, she graduated with an English 
Education degree from Northwestern College. She is currently teaching English at a local school. 
Cecilia especially enjoyed writing “Daniel’s Story” because, in doing so, she has built a closer 
bond with Daniel, her stepfather.

Author’s Note
Daniel Sanchez Montiel immigrated to the United States in 1988 from his hometown of 

Colonia Santa Ursula Coapa, located in Mexico City. He has worked various jobs including a 
lumberjack and a farm laborer. However, Daniel’s real passion surfaced when he was hired at an 
auto mechanic shop. Learning how engines run, he became a certified smog technician. He was 
happy to be able to help others. He married and eventually settled in Northwest Iowa where he is 
now a crew leader at a dairy farm.

 In Mexico, tortillas, an essential part of any Mexican meal, are bought fresh daily. As a young 
boy, Daniel made daily trips to the local tortillería, where fresh tortillas are made and sold by the 
kilo. While his parents worked, Daniel’s fourteen year old sister, Maria Guadalupe – or Lupe as 
everyone called her, looked after the family which included Guillermo, Julio Cesar, Benjamin, 
Maria Isabelle (Chabella), and the youngest, Yunuen, who was born a few years after this 
particular story. Daniel was given the job of buying tortillas because his older brother, Julio who 
was supposed to buy them, would often get caught up in the many side games of Mexico City’s 
streets. Frequently, he would not make it home in time for dinner, leaving the family without the 
most important part of the meal – tortillas.
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*NOTE: A glossary is provided on page 11.

Guillermo frustrated that Julio is not home 
with the tortillas.

Daniel’s Journey
“How can we make tacos without tortillas?” seven-year-old Daniel moans as he eats his 

chicken-mole.
“Did Julio get lost again? He didn’t make it home from the tortilleriá?” Guillermo questions 

his siblings at the kitchen table. 
Maria Isabelle places a dish of plátanos fritos next to the refried beans. Quietly, she sits down.  

Benjamin and Chabella, heads lowered, silently fight over the salt shaker.  
Guillermo, Daniel’s eldest brother, runs the household while their parents are working. Mostly, 

he gives orders and uses his towering height and deep dark-brown eyes to intimidate his younger 
siblings. “Pobrecito,” Guillermo says, “when dad gets home I’m telling him that Julio was in the 
calle again.”

“Daniel, come here!” growls Guillermo. 
Guillermo’s body is slumped. His elbows 
rest on top of the wood table with his hands 
supporting his head.  He uses his fingers 
to brush his thick hair, making shiny black 
waves. The bridge above his nose is puffy with 
wiggly lines.    

“Yes, Hermano?”  Daniel’s voice is shaky. 
He looks at the floor.

“It’s your job, now, to get the tortillas.”
“Si,” Daniel is tearful because he doesn’t 

know if he wants the job. He doesn’t know if he wants to walk that far and cross the terrible 
intersection to get to the tortillería.   Julio had told Daniel a story about a young girl and her 
mother.  Many times, they crossed the intersection together. However, one day while crossing, 
the little girl was swallowed by the crowd and their hands ripped apart. 

The mother found her by the side of the road, blackened, bruised, and unconscious.  The 
little girl survived, but she was never the same. Julio said that sometimes when he crosses the 
intersection, he can hear her whimpering.   Although Daniel is frightened, he won’t dare tell 
Guillermo.  Daniel breathes deeply and says again, “Si.” He pulls his shirt collar over the bottom 
half of his face. Slowly, he slides it back down. It leaves a stretched spot.  

A sting to Daniel’s earlobe causes him to look over his shoulder.  Julio is standing there. Flick. 
It feels like fire. Daniel screeches. There’s laughter and Chabela snorts.   

“Silencio!” Guillermo growls, making the laughter go away.  Then he winks and faces smile cautiously.  
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A portrait of Daniel’s sister Lupe.

The kitchen: Lupe reaches for the money can 
while her sister Chavala enters the kitchen. 
Dinner of rice, meat, and beans is on the table. 

They eat dinner without tortillas. Then, they put their palms together, close their eyes, and give 
thanks: “Thank you for the food. Amen.” They tap their foreheads, chests, and both shoulders, 
and kiss their thumbs to the air. After the meal, Julio doesn’t question why he is no longer sent 

out for tortillas.  Daniel accepts his responsibility and they 
both figure that it’s better this way.        

Maria Guadalupe, or “Lupe”, Daniel’s sister who prepares 
the meals, drags a wooden chair across the cement floor to 
the kitchen counter. Glancing over her shoulder, making sure 
there are no peering eyes, she takes a large step up, her body 
lunges forward as she reaches for the top shelf.  A rusted 
can comes out and her hand disappears then reappears as a 
clenched fist. The can returns to its dark corner and she jumps 
down.  Her chanclas slap the hard floor in landing while her 
floating air-puffed apron settles into place. 

“Here are a few pesos.  Buy three kilos of tortillas,” she tells Daniel as she holds out her fist. 
Some dingy-gold snake coins fall into Daniel’s palm and he rushes out the door and into the 
city’s streets. His left arm cradles a white Styrofoam tortilla container, and a green toallita waits 
inside to keep the tortillas warm on his journey home.     
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The area surrounding Daniel’s house.

Daniel watching Julio and his friends 
playing marbles in the street.

Daniel’s trips to the tortillería have turned into a route filled with emotions. He likes 
to see his friends and neighbors, and he likes to hear the local gossip – it’s like his own 
newspaper, but better because he can relate to everything. The tortillería is on Main 
Street, more or less three blocks from his house.  At the end of his street, Daniel finds 
his brother Julio and other neighborhood 
kids playing marbles. “Ay, mi dinero!” 
fills the air as some kids lose their pesos to 
better shooters. 

“Ah! Dios Mío!  Mi dinero!” Julio flicks 
a glassy-green cat’s eye out of his curved 
index finger – it shoots across the cracked 
cement and hits an orange cat’s eye out of 
the chalked circle. Ting! It stops rolling.

 “Gané! Gané!” an elated Julio cries out, 
raising his arms in victory. 
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Julio playing marbles.

In a fast movement to the ground, Julio secures his winnings with cupped palms over the pile of pesos. 
Daniel congratulates his brother with a pat on the back and raises his chin toward the 
tortilla container in his arm: “They’ll be fresh and warm if you make it to dinner on time.” 
Daniel tries to lure Julio in with the sweet thoughts of eating warm tortillas.  Julio nods 
in agreement, returns a pat on the back, and continues his marble playing with a sharp eye 
and a pointed tongue. As Julio seeks a new position for his lucky cat’s eye, Daniel finds 
his friend Willy in the crowd of kids.  

“Hola, wassup?” Daniel shouts over the buzzing crowd.
“Your brother’s on a roll. He’s already won 

Roberto and Mario’s tortilla money. Man they’re 
in trouble!” 

With a tightened face, Daniel shows grief for 
the two boys. His eyes are beady and his mouth 
spreads down his cheeks exposing deep lines in 
his neck, and he makes a clicking sound with 
his tongue.              

Daniel walks on. His favorite plaid bell-bottom 
jeans cover his scuffed black-heeled boots, 
showing them only a little with each step.  As he nears the tortillería, the smell of warm dough 
reaches his nose and his stomach starts to growl.  His thoughts are interrupted by the roaring 
traffic he must cross at the intersection that has already taken or injured many lives.  

Daniel stands at the edge of the curb, waiting for the right moment to cross. A packed 
Volkswagon combi speeds by.  Inside, standing bodies tightly jiggle with every pothole.  A large 
woman’s arm pushes against his small frame. The voices of the people around him are loud and 
confusing, merging to create a single loud hum.  It’s time to cross.  Daniel is swooped along as 
the crowd anxiously rushes past the revving lines of cars, trucks, and combis that fill the streets. 
Reaching the other side of the street, Daniel feels a strong gust of forced air from the passing 
vehicles lift him onto the sidewalk. He glances back as colored steel and deafening horns swarm 
over the threatening crossway. He sighs in relief.

The tortillería is even closer now. Daniel thinks to himself – it’s just at the end of this 
block. As he rushes down the street, squeezing his way through the many bodies of people 
who overflow the narrow sidewalk, Daniel passes the white cart of a taco stand – the smell 
of seasoned sizzling steak is potent and his stomach speaks.  He also passes a torta stand, 
a pan dulce stand, and a crowd of dancing teenagers. He dodges some hanging chickens, 
their plucked pink flesh with dark raised pimples revealing their freshness. Brown boxes of 
yellow and white onions, chilies, cilantro, mangos, bruised bananas, tomatoes, and potatoes 
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The tortillería: The line, counter, woman making 
salsa, sink, corn, and tortilla-making machine.

The old woman making salsa with cilantro, 
tomatoes, and chilies.

wait under make-shift tents.  A mean-faced woman chases off a young shoeless girl and Daniel 
realizes he is in the Mercado.  

When Daniel finally reaches the tortillería, he switches the tortilla container to his right arm 
and shakes the cramp from his stiff left arm. He leans his head to one side and sees the long 
line of people curved slightly around the corner. An old woman smiles at him from her table, a 
checkered-apron on her lap tightly holds a bowl shaped stone and her veined hands work busily 
as she smashes chilies. Her hair, a salt and pepper gray, dangles in a fat braid to one shoulder. 
The freshly ground jalapeno and serrano chilies with tomato, cilantro, and onion makes the 
inside of Daniel’s mouth water. It leaves a sour taste. He swallows hard and feels even more 
anxious as the line starts to shorten. Daniel’s 
eyes are wide, fixed on the people near the old 
woman’s stand. 

Their arms hold various tortilla containers: 
baskets, boxes, some made out of rags, even 
weaved ones with lids. Hands labor to untie 
the warm tortillas from their ragged knots and 
steam rises then dissolves. Tortillas are taken 
out, smeared with salsa, folded into tacos, 
and placed into hungry mouths – thick sauce 
trickles down chins and fingers messily 
sweep it up. 
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Daniel at the taco stand.

“Hey, Daniel, wasshappenin?” Daniel looks around and finds his friend Jildardo, Jil as he’s 
known, at the back of the line. 

“Not much,” Daniel yells back while rubbing his stomach, then squeezing two fingers together 
to show that the line is starting to shorten. 

“I saw Julio.  He looks like he’s winning,” grinned Jil.  
“He’ll lose it just as fast as he wins it,” Daniel smirks.  
“Any new gossip?”
“Nah, just the same old stuff. Doña Carmen’s son Juan is failing his classes. He’ll have to 

retake third grade again.”  
Daniel overhears his two neighbors, Doña Lupe and La Guera, talking about Juan del Diablo, 

a steamy new novela.  
“Handsome Christian wants to marry Alejandra, the one who was accused of having 

something to do with her husband’s disappearance.”
“He only wants to marry her because he wants the money she’ll inherit.”
“She’s a scandalous woman,” La Guera spills out.    
“What about Christian?”
“What about him? He’s too handsome to hate.”
The two women choke up laughs that make their shoulders move up and down – their bodies 

bounce with pleasure.    
Doña Lupe sees her sister-in-law, Nelli, and waves a hand for her to stand in line with them.  

Someone yells “No. No cutting in line!” Doña Lupe makes a sarcastic sour face; she replies, 
“Yah, yah.” Daniel watches the women yell out a few bad words and talk nasty about each 
other’s families. They return to their place in line, Doña Lupe with a scratched cheek and the 
other woman with a torn blouse and wild hair. Daniel can’t wait to recreate the scene for his 
family—he smiles in amusement.    

“Can I have two kilos of tortillas?” Daniel asks the tall man behind the counter.  
A scratchy man’s voice echoes the order “two kilos” and a pile of tortillas appear.
“Dos pesos.” The words are separate and stern. 
Daniel reaches into his pocket and grabs the 

coins. He puts two on the counter and returns one 
to his pocket. He places the tortilla container on 
the counter and white powdered hands fit the warm 
tortillas inside. Daniel thanks the man and leaves. 
He stops at the old woman’s stand, unwraps the 
tortillas, and as hot steam escapes, he grabs one and 
spreads his tortilla palm with salsa. 
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Daniel sad, and Julio.

As the taco enters Daniel’s mouth, a hot stinging 
sensation runs from the corner of his lips and down his 
chin. Salsa falls on the front of his palm tree California 
t-shirt. Daniel’s finger catches the sauce and slides it back 
into his mouth.  This is the best part of the entire trip, 
Daniel thinks to himself as he devours the taco.

Daniel returns home, passing the Mercado and taco 
stands. He waves to a couple of friends huddled in a 
game of marbles, but doesn’t spot Julio. He crosses the 
grueling street with many motors revving and picks 
up a stray cat. Entering his house, he sets the tortilla 
container on the table. Lupe is finishing preparing dinner, and she places a large orange 
bowl of tomato rice next to the plate of refried beans and carne asada. She sits down and 
tells Benjamin and Chabella to stop teasing each other – their tongues and faces twist and 
turn as they try to make each other laugh.  

“Did you see Julio?” Lupe asks, looking blankly at the empty chair.
“Not on my way back,” Daniel answers.
“That’s all he thinks about, those dumb games in the calles. I’m telling Dad when he comes 

home,” Guillermo lashes out.
They begin eating.  Daniel reaches for a tortilla and starts to fill it. Suddenly, it’s grabbed 

out of his hand and a voice thanks him for the taco. Julio eats it in one large bite, while Daniel 
reaches for air. Laughter rings from the table and Daniel makes a tight face.

“Cochino,” Lupe shouts. 
“Silencio!”  
No more laughter, only quiet smiles.
After dinner, “Thank you for the food. 

Amen,” and a thumb kiss to the air, Lupe asks 
Daniel to make another trip, but this time for 
pan dulce.  He watches her step up for money 
and then step down. Her chanclas slap the 
cement. She straightens her apron and hands 
him her fist. He closes his hand on the dingy-
gold snake coin and rushes out into the streets 
under the setting sun.         

The End    

Daniel and the stray cat on the street.
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Daniel walking during his journey to the tortillería.

Glossary
Mole: thick chile sauce

Tortilleriá (tor ti ye ria): a place where fresh 
tortillas are made and sold by kilos

Plátanos fritos: fried bananas

Pobrecito: poor little boy

Calle: street, road

Hermano: brother

Silencio: silence

Chanclas: slippers, sandals

Pesos: Mexican coins/ money

Toallita: small towel

Dios Mío: Oh my God!

Mi dinero: My money

Gané:  to win (I won)

Combi: (Méx) minibus

Torta: (Méx) filled roll

Pan Dulce: (Méx) sweet bread

Mercado: market

Doña: given before a woman’s name 
 to show respect

La Guera: fair skinned, light complected woman

Juan de Diablo: Juan the devil

Novela: a love story (similar to American soap 
operas)

Carne Asada: thinly sliced steak

Cochino: filthy, dirty


