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"Entre Una Roca Y Una Pared"

[“Between A Rock and A Hard Place”]

Diane Gillespie and Jeannette Seaberry

Miguel just handed in the out-of-class assignment for his Minorities in Criminal Justice class.  The class was real important to him because he liked to find out about the treatment of Hispanics and the workings of the legal system.  Perhaps his interest came from the fact that his older brother had been shot by the policía in Centro América.  His brother had been very smart, an A+ student.  After his brother died, his mother put all her hopes in Miguel to be successful in school.

He had been disappointed with the "B+" that he had received on his first test in the criminal justice class.  He knew that he had just spent way too much time on the out-of-class assignment, but he wanted an "A" in this course worse than he had ever wanted any grade.  He thought, "Yo soy perfeccionista.  [I am a perfectionist.]  I like to do it better every time . . . every time . . . better and better.  That's just the way I am, yo soy." 

   
In getting this assignment in, however, he had fallen way behind on his English research paper and would need to spend several nights in the library in order to get that in on time.  As he walked to his car, he felt his shoulders slump because he knew that he wouldn't be able to play soccer with his brothers that night. He thought, "¡A la gran puta!  ¿Como voy a decirles?"  [How could he tell them?]  The last time he backed out, they said, "Hey, man, you're going on your own way.  It's like you're not part of la familia any more.  You're going away.  It's like you don't 
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care."  He thought to himself, as he walked toward his car, "I'm the only Hispanic in my family in school and it's like a, it's like a curse, una maldicion."  But that time he had squirmed his way out of their objections by playing soccer for a couple hours and then staying up all night.  They had made him feel bad even though what they said about him wasn't true.  His brother Juan had said, "Entonces, ya no valemos ni mierda para tí.  [So we're not good enough for you anymore, huh?]"  That had cut to his heart. 

Miguel heard the doorbell ring after dinner and looked at his English books lying on the counter.  He had just gathered them to go to the library.  His heart sank because he knew it was his brothers.  Miguel wished that he'd already left.  But he heard his wife Ellen open the door and say, "Come on in."  Carlos, Roberto, and Eduardo said, "Apurate, bato, Juan está esperando en el carro. [Come on, man, Juan's waiting in the car.]  Are you ready to kick some ball with us?"  Miguel took a deep breath, and as he was ready to answer his brother, Ellen jumped and said, "You gotta go to the library and work on your paper.  It's due in three days!"  Eduardo responded immediately, "¿Desde cuando dejas que una mujer te diga lo que hacer?  [Since when do you let women tell you what to do?]"  Miguel flinched at the machismo.  He felt uneasy because his wife had put him in this situation with his brothers.  Still he said to Eduardo, "Estamos en Estados Unidos, sabes.  Las mujeres aquí tienen el derecho de meterse en los problemas de la familia.  [We are in the United States where women have a say in the family.]  I'm sorry, man, but I just can't play soccer tonight."
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Carlos was furious.  He said to Miguel, "You're being brainwashed by 

gringo culture.  Los gringos te están la llenando la cabeza con mierda.  [The gringos are filling your brain with shit.]  Come on, Miguel, man.  You know that's not you, man.  You know that's not the way you used to be.  Remember when you'd hang around with us, laugh a lot, y te divertías [have some good times]?  This college stuff is not you."  

Miguel felt like burrowing down deep underground somewhere.  He wished all this would just go away.  He turned to Carlos and said, "Don't dog me, man.  You know what mom told me.  She said, 'You know, son, you know your brother is gone now, muerto.'  You guys know how she cries.  She said, 'Why don't you go back to school and show that not all Hispanics are really haraganes [lazy].  You go back and show those gringos.'"  Miguel could feel himself starting to tear up as he was thinking about his mother.  His brothers looked down at the floor uneasily. 

Miguel then started talking about his dead brother with much emotion; his voice was shaking.  "The family was pobre [poor], you guys.  I've been working all my life, from third grade on.  I had to buy my own clothes, my own notebooks, and stuff like that.  It was really embarrassing for me to go to school and see las cosas finas  [the fine stuff].  I would write really small so that my notebook would last longer, you know . . . making sure that my pens would last longer.  Yo quiero quebrar el ciclo, sabes.  [I want to break the cycle, you know.]  I just, I want mi familia to get out, to get out of it . . . I mean la mierda [the shit hole].  We lived in a shit hole all our childhood, and I want better for my family."
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Miguel looked up through his now teary eyes to see Eduardo looking at him with indifference on his face.  Eduardo said, "Hey, Miguel, estás mesclando español con Inglés cuando hablas con nosotros.  Tú ya sabes que a nosotros no nos gusta eso, tienes verguenza de tu cultura, de tu español.  [You're mixing Spanish with English when you're talking to us.  You know that we don't like that.  Are you ashamed of your culture, your Spanish?]  Miguel responded defensively, "I'm not ashamed of my culture or my Spanish.  I'm just trying to get by, man.  I have to go to the library."  Carlos responded, "Come on, Miguel, you know you're the top player.  It's not nearly so good without you out there on the field."  Miguel felt so much pressure, but he knew he had to work on that paper.  "No puedo ir  [I can't go]," he finally said, looking down at the floor. 

His brothers stormed out the door without saying good-bye.  He knew they were mad and might pass him by in the future.  He turned to Ellen, his wife, who had heard the discussion from the other room.  He didn't really know what to say to her because she was Anglo.  It's not that she didn't try to understand him; it's just what she assumed was so different from what he assumed.  For example, he knew that his brothers were his family ties and that those ties were fuertes [thick].  Sometimes, like now, he felt choked by them, but he knew he couldn't escape the loyalty that bound them.  The last thing he felt like doing was going to the library, but he slowly and grudgingly picked up the books and left for campus.

Once in the library, he couldn't keep his mind off his brothers, his mother, Ellen, and the professors he was trying so hard to please.  Maybe, he thought, I 
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should just go to the soccer field, kick the ball around, have it out with my brothers after the game, y decirles que se quiten de mi espalda [and tell them to get off my back].  Then he thought that maybe he should just drive back home and try to talk it all out with Ellen.  He would have called his mother, because he had really been missing her lately, but she lived too far away and just didn't understand what it was like to be in college.  All the while study time was slipping away, and he got down on himself for not concentrating.  His mind was racing as he tried to take notes on the book that he was reading.  Finally, he threw the pencil down, put his head down, and thought, "Me siento atrapado entre una roca y una pared. ¿Como lo harán los otros estudiantes? [I feel like I'm caught between a rock and a hard place.  How do other students cope?]"

From Gillespie, D., & Woods, G.  (2000).  Critical Moments: Responding Creatively to Cultural Diversity Through Case Stories (3rd ed.)  Supported by grants from The University of Nebraska Foundation and The Ford Foundation. 
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