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TASKS

1 Give an account of the encounter between the Brazilian boy and the American couple. (30 %)

2 Analyze the means the author employs to characterize the American woman. (30 %)

3 Choose one of the following tasks:

3.1 Comment on Manuel’s decision not to explain the boy’s situation to the American woman.

Consider to what extent an explanation might have had an impact on her behavior.

OR

(40 %)

3.2 Compare the behavior of the American couple towards the local boy with that of a character

from literature or film who in an unfamiliar situation also has to deal with different social or

cultural backgrounds. Assess the way they cope.

OR

(40 %)

3.3 In your film club you want to make a film based on the excerpt. Your aim is to raise awareness

of misunderstandings and ignorant behavior due to a lack of intercultural competence in a

globalized world. Write a letter to your potential sponsor justifying your aim and why you

have chosen the excerpt. Address your letter to:

Fleishhacker Foundation

P.O. Box 29918

San Francisco CA 94129 - 0918

(40 %)
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Text: Excerpt from the short story

Do You Speak English?

By Simon Collings

Note: The story is set in Brazil. Manuel, a local man looking for a new apartment, has just come to the quay.

Manuel had passed the fish on his way up the road. It was eighteen to twenty inches long and its silvery

scales were covered with dirt. The gill flaps opened like two gash wounds on the sides of its head as it

thrashed helplessly in the gutter. Next to it a boy leaned against the railings, his rod and line dangling

out over the floating garbage and the stream of brown, stinking waste which trickled from a pipe in the

wall below. The boy wore a faded pair of football shorts. He was perhaps nine or ten years old, barefoot5

and grubby, and his skin was marked with insect bites. [...]

Further along the quay two figures were approaching. He watched as they wandered slowly towards

him. They looked to be in their early thirties and were obviously tourists, Americans he would guess.

The woman had shoulder-length reddish hair and pale freckled skin. She was slim and athletic looking.

Her partner was tall and flabby, his stomach protruding from under his T-shirt. He wore knee-length10

shorts, sunglasses and his long hair was tied in a pony tail. They came slowly along the dusty street

of warehouses. Tourists were not uncommon in the city but they usually kept to the old port with its

rococo churches and stately customs house, or took the organized cruises along the reef. It was rare to

see them in this district and Manuel assumed they were lost.

’Look at the poor thing,’ said the woman, stopping beside the fish, which lay where the boy had kicked15

it, probably now gasping its last breaths. She spoke with a lazy, nasal drawl. The boy had not turned

around but he had noticed their presence. He stared fixedly across the glittering surface of the water

towards the lines of washing in the narrow streets on the opposite bank, waiting for them to go.

’It ought to be thrown back,’ the woman was saying. ’Do you think he wants it?’ She turned to her com-

panion who shrugged. He looked nervous.20

’I don’t like the look of this neighborhood,’ he said. ’I think we should get back.’ But the woman wasn’t

going to let it pass. She stood there looking from the fish to the boy and back again.

’You could try asking him,’ the man said. The woman stepped around the fish and approached the boy,

who was still looking out across the river. The child’s body tensed as the woman came up to him.

’Do you know that fish is dying?’ Manuel heard her ask. The boy looked up at her blankly and then25

shook his head. ’Dy-ing,’ she repeated, drawing out each syllable, but the boy remained dumb, uncom-

prehending. He fidgeted awkwardly with his feet.

’I don’t think he understands,’ said the woman to her partner. The man shrugged as if to say ’I told you

we shouldn’t get involved.’ She looked around for assistance and noticed Manuel watching her. She

stared at him for a moment, taking in the cream-colored linen suit, the shoes. She was obviously unsure30

what to make of him.

’Do you speak English?’ she asked, this time with a more respectful tone than she had used with the

boy. Manuel said that he did but in a voice which gave her no reason to expect his help. She held his

gaze for a few moments.

’Can you ask this boy what he means to do with the fish? It seems so cruel, it ought to be thrown back.’35

He looked across at the boy and then at the woman. He wondered if he should tell her about the kind

of life this boy led, about the squalid shacks down by the beach from where he had probably come that

morning, about the parents struggling to make ends meet. [...]
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’He intends to sell it,’ he told the woman. He tried to make his answer sound final, as though that was

the end of the matter. The woman hesitated, perhaps uncertain how to interpret the lack of encoura-40

gement in his voice. Manuel observed her confusion. Her eyes searched his face as though looking for

some clue. Her companion shifted nervously behind her.

’Honey, I think we should go,’ he said. But the woman ignored him. He shuffled uncomfortably. ’You

know I really don’t think you should interfere.’

’How much does the boy want for the fish?’ the woman asked. Manuel glanced at her companion with45

his stooped shoulders and useless bulk. The woman’s determination amused him but he did not smile.

’A senhora quer comprar o peixe. Quanto e?’ The boy named a price which was five times what he

would have got for it locally. His expression was deadpan. Only a slight clenching of his right hand be-

trayed the tension he was probably feeling. Manuel told her the price, adopting the same tone of voice

with which he had addressed her previously, but this time he could not help smiling. She seemed to50

interpret this as friendliness. She opened her purse and took out some money, peeling off a note of twice

the value the boy had asked.

’Does he have any change?’ she asked.

Manuel translated. Again the boy’s right hand twitched slightly but otherwise his face wore the same

expression of innocence it had before. He shook his head. The woman hesitated for a moment and loo-55

ked across at the fish. Then she held out the note to the boy who took it. She stooped down, picked the

fish up carefully between forefinger and thumb and threw it into the river. Without looking at either

Manuel or the boy she turned to her companion and they went on up the road together. The man pro-

duced a handkerchief and offered it to the woman to wipe her fingers but she refused it. They appeared

to be arguing. The boy stood holding the note. His expression had hardly changed. Manuel watched the60

couple until they disappeared out of sight. They did not once look back. [...]

(1001 words)

Source: Collings, Simon. Do You Speak English? April 2010

http://www.eastoftheweb.com/cgi-bin/version printable.pl?story id=SpeaEngl794.shtml

Annotations

Lines

1 inch 2,54 cm

7 He Manuel

37 squalid extremely dirty and unpleasant

38 to make ends meet to have just enough money to pay for the things you need

47 ’A senhora ... . Quanto e?’ Portuguese: ’The woman wants to buy the fish. How much

is it?’

48 deadpan serious, with hardly any facial expression
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