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Unit One

My Mother and I°

By Amy Tan®

My mother believed you could be anything you wanted to be in America. You
could open a restaurant, "You could work for the government and get good
retirement. You could buy a house with almost no money down. You could become
rich. You could become instantly famous,

“Of course you can be prodigy, too,” my mother told me when 1 was nine.
“You can be best at anything. What does Auntie Lindo know? Her daughter, she is
only best tricky. ”

America was where all my mother’s hdpes lay. She had come here in 1949 after
losing everything in China: her mother and father, her family home, her first
husband, and two daughters, twin baby girls. But she never looked back with
regret. There were so many ways for things to get better.

We didn’t immediately pick the right kind of prodigy. At first, my mother
thought I could be a Chinese Shirley Temple®, We'd watch Shirley’s old movies on
TV as though they were training films. My mother would poke my arm and say, “Ni
Kan”—You watch. And I would see Shirley tapping her feet, or singing a sailor -
song, or pursing her lips into a very round while saying, “Oh my goodness. ”

“Ni Kan,” said my mother as Shirley’s eyes flooded with tears. “You already
know how. Don’t need talent for crying! ”

Soon after my mother got this idea about Shirley Temple, she took me to a
beauty training school® in the Mission district and put me in the hands of a student
who could barely hold the scissors without shaking, Instead of getting big fat curls,
1 emerged with an uneven mass of crinkly black fuzz. My mother dragged me off to
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the bathroom and tried to wet down my hair.

“You look like Negro Chinese,” she lamented, as if I had done this on purpose.

The instructor of the beauty training school had to lop off these soggy clumps to
make my hair even again. “Peter Tan® is very popular these days,” the instructor
assured my mother. 1 now had hair the length of a boy’s, with straight-across bangs
that hung at a slant two inches above my eyebrows, 1 liked the haircut and it made
me actually look forward to my future fame.

In fact, in the beginning, I was just as excited as my mother, maybe even more
so, I pictured this prodigy part of me as many different images, trying each on for
size. 1 was a dainty ballerina girl standing by the curtains, waiting to hear the right
music that would send me floating on my tiptoes, 1 was like the Christ child® lifted
out of the straw manger, crying with holy indignity. I was Cinderella® stepping from
her pumpkin carriage with sparkling cartoon music filling the air,

In all of my imaginings, I was filled with a sense that I would soon become
perfect. My mother and father would adore me. 1 would be beyond reproach. 1
would never feel the need to sulk for anything. _

But sometimes the prodigy in me became impatient. “If you don’t hurry up and
get me out of here, I'm disappearing for good,” it warned. “And then you’ll always
be nothing. ”

Every night after dinner, my mother and 1 would sit at the Fornica kitchen
table, She would present new tests, taking her examples from stories of amazing
children she had read in Ripley’s Believe It or Not, or Good Housekeeping ,
Reader’s Digest®, and a dozen other magazines she kept in a pile in our bathroom.
My mother got these magazines from people whose houses she cleaned. And since
she cleaned many houses each week, we had a great assortment. She would look
through them all, searching for stories about remarkable children.

The first night she brought out a story about a three-year-old boy who knew the
capitals of all the states and even most of the European countries. A teacher was
quoted as saying the little boy could also’pronounce the names of the foreign cities
correctly.

All T knew was the capital of California, because Sacranemto was the name of
the street we lived on in Chinatown®, “Nairobi®!” 1 guessed, saying the most
foreign word I could think of. She checked to see if that was possibly one way to

®» pefore showing me the answer.,

pronounce “Helsinki
The tests got harder — multiplying numbers in my head®, finding the queen of
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hearts in a deck of cards, trying to stand on my head without using my hands,
predicting the daily temperatures in Los Angeles, New York, and London.

One night 1 had to look at a page from the Bible for three minutes and then
report everything I could remember. “Now Jehoshaphat® had riches and honor in
abundance and. . . that’s all I remember, Ma,” I said. And after seeing my mother’s
disappointed face once again, something inside of me began to die. I hated the tests,
the raised hopes and failed expectations. Before going to bed that night, I looked in
the mirror above the bathroom sink and when I saw only my face staring back — and
that it would always be this ordinary face — I began to cry. Such a sad, ugly girl! I
made high-pitched noises like a crazed animal, trying to scratch out the face in the
mirror.

And then I saw what seemed to be the prodigy side of me— because 1 had never
seen that face before. I looked at my reflection, blinking so I could see more clearly.
The girl staring back at me was angry, powerful. This girl and I were the same. 1
had new thoughts, willful thoughts, or rather thoughts filled with lots of won’ts. 1
won't let her change me, 1 promised myself. 1 won’t be what I’m not.

So now on nights when my mother presented her tests, 1 performed listlessly,
my head propped on one arm, I presented to be bored. And I was. 1 got so bored
that I started counting the bellows of the foghorns out on the bay while my mother
drilled me in other areas, The sound was comforting and reminded me of the cow
jumping over the moon, And next day, I played a game with myself, seeing if my
mother would give up on me before eight bellows. After a while I usually counted
only one, maybe two bellows at most. At last she was beginning to give up hope.

(1074 words)

New Words

retirement [ ri'taismoent | n. condition of being retired from work B{K(FUR#) /Y
R
e. g. He lives in retirement in Washington,

prodigy ['prodid3i] n. person with unusual or remarkable qualities or abilities (¥
EEAEHN D TARMA.FA, XA

e. g. His son is a prodigy child in music.
tricky [‘triki] a. ( -ier, -iest) (of person or their actions) crafty, deceptive (F§A
AT PEit Z Y, KR
e. g. He's a tricky fellow to do business with,  {hifEit 25, ELIILE,
.3



poke [pauk] v, push sb, / sth, sharply (with a stick, one’s finger, etc.) (i
B FREBEREBOFEAN/ Y. ~ sb./ sth. (with sth.)
e. g. Granny poked the fire with the poker.  ERIEEE KBE K.

purse [ pais] v. draw together or pucker (one’s lips) in wrinkles esp. as a sign of
disapproval or displeasure 5 N KE (B B) (KB RV AR EZAH): ~ sth,
Cup)
e. g. My younger sister pursed up her lips with tears in eyes.

mission ['mif(a)n] ». building or settlement where the work of a religious teacher’s
is done, esp. among poor people FIEKLEIF(RIBREREXEK)
e. g. | have a friend working at a mission station/school/ hospital. 738 fif /8<%
B/ BB

barely ['beali] ad. only just, scarcely UL, /LEWH
e. g. He can barely read or write, {Bf3RIRE,

uneven [‘an'izv(e)n ] a. not level or smooth or regular AREIHK, REREEH, A
k)
e. g. The pavement along the street is uneven.

crinkly [krigkli] a. (-ier, -iest) (of hair) having tight curls (F$ER)LMBF
E4:0)
e. g She is a much pretty girl with crinkly brown hair.

fuzz [ faz] n. soft fine hair that sticks up BENEHME L%

lament [ lement] v. feel or express great sorrow or regret for (sb. /sth. ) 79(%}\/
EOBRIER, . B
e. g. He lamented (over) his misfortunes.

soggy ['sogi] a. (-ier, -iest) (usu. derog. ) moist and unpleasantly heavy GEEIE
SOWNRTITE K
e. g My clothes are soggy after the heavy rain.

clump [klamp] n. group or cluster (esp. of trees, shrubs or plants) (F#%iE. K.
RAED A
e. £. There was a lovely clump of wild roses.

bang [baen] n. (usu. pl.) (US) fringe, front hair cut so that it hangs over the
forehead GEMEFOEEBRIMER,XE
e. g. She has black long hair with soft bangs.

slant [ slaint] n. slope #4248, &1, &14E
on a / the slant {Hi$lHF.EEE

dainty ['deinti] a. (of people) neat and delicate in build or movement (3§ A) €752

. 4



A IR LR, B ERM

ballerina [ beeloriina] n. female ballet dancer, esp. one who takes leading parts
EELHA IR EAKD

sparkly ['spatkli] a. full of life and energy FHAHLFANIESH

indignity [in'digniti] #n. [ U] rude or unworthy treatment causing shame or loss of

respect B, BE

e. g. Once, he was subjected to indignity and humiliation at his mother-in-law’s.
adore [9do;] v. love deeply and respect (sb. ) highly #3&, &%, H%
e. g. He adores his wife and children. {1 E&E )L,
reproach [riprout[] v. criticize sb. /oneself, esp. for failing to do sth. FHW&HCLE
B AR =)
e. g She reproached him for forgetting their anniversary.
sulk [salk] v (derog.) be silent or unsociable as a result of bad temper or
resentment (EAAEMSOAREEAN;ERS
e. g. She’s been sulking for days about / over being left at home,
assortment [ o'soitment | 7, collection of different things or of different types of the
same thing; mixture FFFEZH;BESY
e. g. The small shop can provide the customers with a wide assortment of gifts to
choose from,
abundance [ sbandans] n. [U, sing] quantity that is more than enough; plenty F
.M
e. g There was good food in abundance at the banquet.
sink [sigk] n. (US) wash-basin ¥R
pitch [pit[] n. [U] degree of highness or lowness of a musical note or a voice (&
HARREXBE. TR
v. (in music) set in a certain pitch (FR)EH
e. g. The song is pitched too low for me.
crazed [kreizd] (also half-crazed) a. wildly excited; insane XM, IKIEMN
e. g. She watched the football with a crazed look.
reflection [ riflek[(a)n] n. a visible image which is made by a mirror or water (%
BT EUKED B AR
e. g. The reflection of the trees in the lake is very clear.
blink [ bligk] ». shut and open the eyes quickly K2R
e. g How long can you stare without blinking (your eyes)?
willful ['wilful] a. (of a person) determined to do as one wishes; headstrong,
.5



obstinate ~ (FEA MR, (BB, B
e. g. He is a willful child.

prop [prop] v. (pp) support (sth, ) or keep (sth. ) in position with a prop XHE(F
), XY E 2 GEYD
e. g. The patient lay in the bed propped on the pillows.

bellows ['belouz] n. [pl. ] apparatus for driving air into or through sth. ,
e. g. through the pipes of a church organ R§H

foghorn ['foghon] n. the fog alarm, which is a kind of horse and loud noise  ([A1 %+
MR R REEWDEMR; WITRHES

Phrases and Expressions

the mission district Z X
lop off remove (branches, twigs, etc.) from a tree, etc. by cutting M (B |
=) 1}
B BRI (A S
e. g. He had his arm lopped off in the operation.
for good (and all) for ever FKITHYL,KAHL
e. g. She said she would leave New York for good.
a deck of cards (esp. US) a pack or a suit of playing-cards —B|4Ei#
or rather to be more accurate or correct BHFEIHLYL
e. g. We stayed at my friend’s house, or rather at my friend’s parents’ house,

give up on sb, (infml, ) no longer believe that sb. is going to be successful; lose

hope in sb. (A AREHEREASED, MEAKE

Notes

(@D My Mother and I  is extracted from Chapter 2, The Joy Luck Club, which was
written by the famous Chinese American woman writer, Amy Tan. The title of
the text is given by the compiler.

@ Amy Tan (1952— ) a Chinese American writer, born in Oakland, California.
Her parents were both the emigrants from China. In 1987, she wrote the novel
The Joy Luck Club, which established her fame as a writer and won many honors
for her. 30K - B, REEHFLER.

@ Shirley Temple when she was young, she was a famous American child actress,

F2 - PEILGEEELEER)
@ a beauty training school refers to the school which aims at training and
. 6 s



cultivating young girls and making them become beauties

® Peter Tan a name for any naughty boy in the children’s books %48 - #& (LK
ZFMANIILEREBFNALBE

® the Christ child refers to Jesus Christ when he was born in the manger. In the
USA, at Christmas Eve, people like acting out the stories in the Bible, especially
the one about the birth of Jesus Christ, in order to celebrate the holiday.

@ Cinderella one that unexpectedly achieves recognition or success after a period of
obscurity and neglect KIS

Reader’s Digest the well-known American magazine for the readers

@ Chinatown a neighborhood or section of a city that is inhabited chiefly by
Chinese people FEA#

@ Nairobi the capital and largest city of Kenya, in the south-central part of the
country WEHE(EERITEH)

@ Helsinki the capital and largest city of Finland, in the southern part of the
country on the Gulf of Finland #/RFECFLEE)

@ The tests got harder-multiplying numbers in my head.,.  This sentence means that
the tests demanded me to do more difficult mathematic problems of multiplication
in my mind.

@ Jehoshaphat king of Judah who formed an alliance with the kingdom of Israel
AVE,.SUAHNETEBRIBREMMAEET

Exercises

I. According to your understanding of the passage, choose the best answers to the
following questions. Each question may have multi- answers.
1. This article is mainly about that
A, my mother wanted me to be a prodigy and she succeeded finally
B. 1didn’t want to be a prodigy at all
C. 1 realized that 1 was just a common girl and refused to be what 1 was not
D. it is difficult to accept the reality of one's talent and ability
2. My mother believed that
A. not everyone could realize his or her dream in America
B. 1 could be a Chinese Shirley Temple
C. if she trained me properly, I could be a prodigy of some kind
D. 1liked the training very much
3. The hairdresser of the beauty training school



A. was a student B. was inexperienced

C. was good at hairdressing D. made me just like Shirley Temple
4. My mother after my hair was cut by the student,

A. was glad and satisfactory B. was indifferent

C. was quite unhappy D. hated the hairdo very much

5. At the beginning,
A. 1 became a dainty ballerina girl
B. I was even more excited than my mother
C. I had many dreams about what kind of prodigy 1 would be
D. 1didn’t believe 1 would become famous at once
6. In the passage, my mother had given me tests,
A 4 B. 5 C.7 D. 6
7. My mother got the stories about remarkable children from
A. her close friends
B. the magazines of the people she worked for
C. TV and radio
DD. newspapers
8. One night, when I looked in the mirror,
A. 1 saw an ordinary face
B. 1 saw a happy and lovely face
C. I began to cry and felt disappointed in myself
D. I saw another girl who was angry and powerful
9. The girl
A. was my reflection in the mirror  B. I felt she would change me
C. was my younger sister D. I wouldn't let her change me
10. So, at last, at my mother’s tests and training, 1
A. got bored
B. dreamed of the cow jumping over the moon
C. hated them
D. began to count bellows loudly

II. Answer the following questions.
1. Where did the author’s mother emigrate from to the USA?
2. When she looked back, did she lose her hope for life? Why?
3. What's her mother’s job? Can you infer from the passage?

¢« 8 o



