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Coming home from school that dark o
winter's day so long ago, | was filled with
anticipation'. | had a new issue? of my favorite
sports magazine tucked under my arm?, and
the house to myself. Dad was at work, my sister
was away, and Mother wouldn’'t be home from
her new job for an hour. | bounded* up the
steps, burst into the living room and flipped® on a light.

I was shocked into stiliness by what | saw. Mother, pulled into a
tight ball® with her face in her hands, sat at the far end of the couch.
She was crying. | had never seen her cry. 4

| approached’ cautiously and touched her shoulder. “Mother?” |
said, “What’s happened?”

&
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She took a long breath and managed a weak smile. “It's nothing,
really. Nothing important. Just than I'm going to lose this new job. |
can't type fast enough.”

“But you've only been there three days,” | said. “You'll catch on.”
| was repeating a line she had spoken to me a hundred times when |
was having trouble learning or doing something important to me.

“No.” she said sadly. “I always said | could do anything | set my
mind to, and | still think | can in most things. But | can’t do this.”

| felt helpless and out of place. At age 16 | still assumed®
Mother could do anything. Some years before, when we sold our
ranch® and moved to town, Mother had decided to open a day
nursery. She had had no training, but that didn’t stand in her way.
She sent away for'® correspondence courses'' in child care, did
the lessons and in six months formally'? qualified'® herself for the
task. It wasn'’t long before she had a full enrollment™ and a waiting
list. | accepted all this as a perfectly normal instance of Mother’s
ability.

But neither the nursery nor the motel my parents bought later
had provided enough income to send my sister and me to college. In
two years | would be ready for college. In three more my sister would
want to go. Time was running out, and Mother was frantic'® for ways
to save money. It was clear that Dad could do no more than he was
doing already — farming 80 acres in addition to holding a fulltime
job.

A few months after we'd sold the motel, Mother arrived home
with a used typewriter. It skipped between certain letters and the
.+ keyboard was soft. At dinner that night | pronounced the machine a

.| “piece of junk”.

“That's all we can afford,” Mother said. “It's good enough to
learn on.” And from that day on, as soon as the table was cleared
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and the dishes were done, Mother would disappear into her sewing
room to practise. The slow tap, tap, tap went on some nights until
midnight.

It was nearly Christmas when | heard Mother got a job at the
radio station. | was not the least bit surprised, or impressed. But she
was ecstatic'®.

Monday, after her first day at work, | could see that the
excitement was gone. Mother looked tired and drawn. | responded
by ignoring her.

Tuesday, Dad made dinner and cleaned the kitchen. Mother
stayed in her sewing room, practising. “Is Mother all right?” | asked
Dad.

“She’s having a little trouble with her typing,” he said. “She
needs to practise. | think she’d appreciate it if we all helped out a bit
more.”

‘I already do a lot,” | said, immediately on guard.

“l know you do,” Dad said evenly. “And you may have to do
more. You might just remember that she is working primarily so you
can go to college.”

I honestly didn’t care. | wished she would just forget the whole
thing.

My shock and embarrassment'’ at finding Mother in tears on
Wednesday was a perfect index of how little | understood the
pressures'® on her. Sitting beside her on the couch, | began very
slowly to understand.

‘I 'guess we all have to fail sometime,” Mother said quietly. |
could sense her pain and the tension' of holding back the strong
emotions that were interrupted by my arrival. Suddenly, something
inside me turned. | reached out and put my arms around her.
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She broke then. She put her face against my shoulder and
sobbed. | held her close and didn’t try to talk. | knew | was doing
what | should, what | could, and that it was enough. In that moment,
feeling Mother’s back racked with emotion, | understood for the first
time her vulnerability?®. She was still my mother, but she was
something more: a person like me, capable of fear and hurt and
failure. | could feel her pain as she must have felt mine on a
thousand occasions when | had sought comfort in her arms.

A week later Mother took a job selling dry goods at half the
salary the radio station had offered. “It's a job | can do,” she said
simply. But the evening practice sessions on the old green typewriter
continued. | had a very different feeling now when | passed her door
at night and heard her tapping away. | knew there was something
more going on in there than a woman learning to type.

When | left for college two years later, Mother had an office job
with better pay and more responsibility. | have to believe that in
some strange way she learned as much from her moment of defeat
as | did, because several years later, when | had finished school and
proudly accepted a job as a newspaper reporter, she had already
been a journalist with our hometown paper for six months.

The old green typewriter sits in my office now, unrepaired. It is a
memento?', but what it recalls for me is not quite what if recalled for
Mother. When I'm having trouble with a story and think about giving
up or when | start to feel sorry for myself and think things should be
easier for me, | roll a piece of paper into that cranky22 old machine
and type, word by painful word, just the way mother did. What |
« remember then is not her failure, but her courage, the courage to go
. ahead.

It's the best memento anyone ever gave me.
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. anticipation [eentisi'peifan] n. T, ikl

. issue [lisju:] n. (IR FIZ)H

. tucked under my arm -+ ST

. bound [baund] v. Bkik

. flip [flip] vi. Fifgizm,
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. send away for EHE

. correspondence [koris'pondens] n. {5

correspondence course FRIZIRFE

formally [fo:moali] adv. IERHL, JE= L

qualify ['kwolifai] ve. fii B4 %k

enroliment [in'raulmant] n. &ig, EM

frantic [freentik] adj. JEFELAY, IER)

ecstatic [eks'teetik] adj. KE I
embarrassment [im'beerosment] n. EE, (G
pressure [prefo(r)] n. (L LA E S

tension [tenfon] n. 'E3K

vulnerability [valnare'bilati] n. 532154k, g5t
memento [mi'menteau] n. Z& 5, SIEAEIZHEHT
cranky [kreenki] adj. Ak, HEHM
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1. What did the author plan to do when he came home from school
one winter day?

. Why was his mother in tears?

. How did he try to relieve her from anxiety?

. Did his mother enjoy her first day at the radio station?

. How does the old typewriter serve the author now?

(S 2NN S VA B \S



A Special Reward
R ) Fi T

-

Q_g’%/y

AXMEFERERXRITIN, BEBEAX4EBHEN. ®
—HMEAE, BEFEEMREEAEEINTIH. R, fib
e TR THREE R,

When | was fourteen, | earned money in the
summer by cutting lawns, and within a few
weeks | had built up a body of customers. | got
to know people by the flowers they planted that |
had to remember not to cut down, by the things
they lost in the grass or stuck in the ground on
purpose’. | reached the point with most of them
when | knew in advance what complaint was
about to be spoken, which particular request was most important.
And | learned something about the measure of my neighbors by
their preferred method of payment: by the job, by the month —
or not at all.?

Mr. Ballou fell into the last category®, and he always had a
reason. On one day he had no change for a fifty, on another he was
flat out of checks, on another, he was simply out when | knocked on ¢
his door. Still, except for the money part, he was a nice enough old i
guy, always waving or tipping his hat when he’'d see me from a |
distance. | figured him for a thin retirement check, maybe a
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work-related injury that kept him from doing his own yard work. Sure,
I kept track of the total, but | didn’t worry about the amount too much.
Grass was grass, and the little that Mr. Ballou's property
comprised* didn’t take long to trim.? |

Then, one late afternoon in mid-July, the hottest time of the year,
I was walking by his house and he opened the door, motioned® me
to come inside. The hall was cool, shaded, and it took my eyes a
minute to adjust’ to the dim light.

‘| owe you,” Mr. Ballou began, “but...”

I thought I'd save him the trouble of thinking up® a new excuse.
“No problem. Don’t worry about it.”

“The bank made a mistake in my account,” he continued,
ignoring my words. “It will be cleared up in a day or two. But in the
meantime”® | thought perhaps you could choose one or two volumes
for a down payment.”

He gestured toward the walls and | saw that books were stacked
everywhere. It was like a library, except with no order to the
arrangement.

“Take your time,” Mr. Ballou encouraged. “Read, borrow, keep.
Find something you like. What do you read?”

‘I don’t know.” And | didn’t. | generally read what was in front of
me, what | could get from the paperback stack at the drugstore, what
I found at the library, magazines, the back of cereal boxes, comics.
The idea of consciously seeking out a special title was new to me,
but, | realized, not without appeal'® — ‘so | started to look through
the piles of books.

“You actually read all of these?”

“This isn’t much,” Mr. Ballou said. “This is nothing, just what I've
kept, the ones worth looking at a second time.”

“Pick for me, then.”
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He raised his eyebrows, cocked his head, and regarded me as
though measuring me for a suit. After a moment, he nodded,
searched through a stack, and handed me a dark red hardbound
book, fairly thick.

“The Last of the Just,” | read. “By Andre Schwarz-Bart. What's it
about?”

“You tell me,” he said. “Next week.”

| started after supper, sitting outdoors on an uncomfortable
kitchen chair. Within a few pages, the yard, the summer,
disappeared, and | was plunged into the aching tragedy of the
Holocaust, the extraordinary clash'' of good, represented by
one decent man, and evil."? Translated from French, the language
was elegant, simple, impossible to resist. When the evening light
finally failed | moved inside, read all through the night.

To this day, thirty years later, | vividly remember the experience.
It was my first voluntary encounter with world literature, and | was
stunned by the concentrated" power a novel could contain. |
lacked the vocabulary, however, to translate my feelings into words,
so the next week, when Mr. Ballou asked, “Well?” | only replied, “It
was good.”

“Keep it, then,” he said. “Shall | suggest another?”

I nodded, and was presented with the paperback edition of
Margaret Mead's Coming of Age in Samoa.

To make two long stories short, Mr. Ballou never paid me a cent
for cutting his grass that year or the next, but for fifteen years | taught
anthropology' at Dartmouth College. Summer reading was not
the innocent entertainment | had assumed it to be, not a
light-hearted, instantly forgettable escape in a hammock
(though | have since enjoyed many of those, too)."® A book, if it
arrives before you at the right moment, in the proper season, at an



