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Sheila's father, Eric James Armstrong, retired butcher, liked both of his Christian names to be used. He was very attached to the James and would reply 'Eric James' if his name was called out in a clinic, for example, 'Eric James Armstrong is correct,' and glare
. He lived on his own in a small terraced house only a few streets away from both of his daughters. People were always telling him he was a lucky man, surrounded by his family in this day and age, and he'd growl
, 'I'm no bother
 to any of them that's one thing.' It was true. He was no bother. A worry, a scourge
, an irritation but, on the surface, no bother. At the age of eighty‑nine he fended for himself without any help, kept his little house as clean and tidy as his wife (dead twenty years) had always done, washed his own clothes, even the bedding, in the bath, in spite of  both daughters begging him to be sensible and let them do his sheets and towels in one of their automatic washing machines. He walked half a mile a day to get his shopping and, secretly, to place the bets he would never admit to ‑ his only official bets were on the Derby and the Grand National. He was always smart, shoes burnished, trilby at an angle or cap pulled firmly down, and the stick he'd started to carry at seventy often used as a weapon in a  bus to correct some unruly child.


He insisted on boarding buses even though he was regularly offered lifts. He had his bus pass and he liked to use it. 'I'm independent,' he was fond of declaring loudly, and using buses was part of the independence. Getting on and off was a performance of his, agonising to watch ‑ he had such difficulty hauling himself up the two steep steps and then balancing while he showed his pass. Sometimes the drivers would say, 'It's all right, Grandad,' as he fumbled for his pass and he'd frown at them and say they were not doing their job if they didn't inspect his pass and he'd report them. The whole bus would heave a sigh of relief when at last he was settled and begin to tense when they knew Mr Armstrong's stop was coming up. Help was not allowed. Everyone would have to watch while he stumbled and staggered to the dreaded steps, and many of those who knew him best would be obliged to close their eyes while he negotiated them once more.

But they all admired him now, even those who once had disliked him as intensely as they had liked his wife Jane. It was an area of the town which had remained surprisingly stable over several decades ‑ people really had been born and lived all their lives in this district and, in spite of the town itself growing and changing since the war, whole generations of families still lived in the same rented houses their great‑grandparents had first inhabited. It was what Pat, Sheila's daughter, had found so awful and stifling, but it was what her grandfather loved. He was proud of the stability of the area. 'No need to move,' he would declare, 'there's everything anyone could want right here, mek no mistake. "East, West, Home's Best" I alus say.' He hadn't been east or west, or even north or south, but he was quite confident. Anyone moving was a fool as well as a traitor. 'They'll be back,' he'd growl, 'tail between their legs,' and when they were not, when they wrote saying how much they loved wherever they'd gone, he didn't believe them. They were liars all.

His daughters, Sheila and Carole, indulged him these days. Both had been dominated and bullied by their father, but they stood up to him, met threats with disdain, anger with their own anger. The worst thing Eric James could say of either of them was known to be, 'By God, you're nowt like yer mother, nowt
!' and if either of them dared to yell back, 'Good, who wants to be?' they'd get beaten with a strap. It was practically a hanging offence not to want to be like the saintly Jane and, of course, really they did want to be like her, they adored her, they just knew that they couldn't match up. The truth was, they were like Eric James ‑ tough, brave, independent, needing nobody's protection. Not that he admired them for it. Everything was wrong about them. Their mother was small and delicate with fluffy, mousy hair and beautiful skin, whereas they were both big‑boned, big‑Armstrong‑boned, and tall, with their father's alarming dark eyebrows which they spent many painful hours in their adolescence plucking. They were Armstrong women, like Eric James's mother, the mother he never talked about and usually claimed not to be able to remember, but the few photographs which had survived told the whole story. Armstrong women, fierce, challenging, handsome but needing a strong hand, especially Sheila.

Margaret FORSTER, 'Mothers'boys', 1994.

I – COMPRÉHENSION-EXPRESSION

1. What details are we given about the main character in this extract ?

(Full name, age, profession, marital status, residence).

2. Who are the other members of the family mentioned?

Give their names if possible and their relationship to the main character.

3. What sort of a woman was Jane Armstrong (physical appearance and personality)? Use at least two quotations in your answer. (40 words)

4. When Mr Armstrong said ‘I’m independent’, was he telling the truth? (50 words)

5. How did he react to people who offered to help him ? (40 words)

6. Find proof in the text that he liked the place he lived in. What does it reveal about him?  (50 words)
7. What does the narrator want to convey about him by using ‘ Would’  on lines 19, 21, 22 and 23?  Pick out at least two other words or phrases in the second paragraph expressing the same idea .

8. What sort of father was he when his daughters were young? Use one quotation from the text in your answer.Why did he behave like that? (50 words)

9. Why do you suppose the neighbours once disliked him intensely?  (ll. 25-26) (50 words)
10. Did he behave in a kinder and more tolerant way in his old age?  Include at least four words or expressions taken from the text in your answer. (50 words)

11. In the light of what you’ve learnt about the main character, can you suggest what the narrator means when he says ‘ ...  but, on the surface,  no bother.’ (l. 7) (50 words)

12. Comment on the sentence "they just knew that they couldn't match up". (50 words)

13. From the clues given at the end of the text, what can the reader guess about Eric James Armstrong’s feelings towards his own mother. How could these feelings account for his own attitude ?  (80 words)

II – TRADUCTION

Translate into French from line15 ‘ He insisted…’ to line22 ‘ …Help was not allowed.’

� glare : look angrily.


� growl : make a low sound in anger.


� to be a bother : to be a problem.


� scourge : something or someone that causes trouble or suffering.


� nowt :  nothing.
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