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The Advance deals with the hardships of women. In this story the protagonist, a French woman, works hard to look after her employer's child at a low salary. Her own child is sick. So she asks her employer for a loan to buy medicine for her child. But she receives very cold response from her employer.
	The Advance
No good," the little girl said, screwing up her face.
"Yes it is, Francoise. Look." Carmen herself swallowed a mandarin sec-tion, then closed her eyes. The little girl looked at her, impassively. "Eat it all up.
Like a priest proffering the host, Carmen offered her the orange quarter. Haughtily, the little girl turned her head away. It was already seven o'clock Carmen was eager to finish up her work, especially since she had not yet asked the mistress.
She spoke more sharply and looked stern.
"If you don't eat, Francoise, I'm going to tell your mother." Still the little girl did not relent.
The mistress of the house was in the living room, together with her hus-band, entertaining friends they had invited over for bridge. She had already warned Carmen several times not to bother her when she was, as she said, "with company." Did Carmen dare to interrupt the happy group anyway? She did not fear being yelled at. People raise their voices mostly to relieve their own tensions. And since, according to Ferdinand the watchman, Madam's hus-band beat her, she took her revenge out on the servants. Why feel resentful? It was far better to just accept it philosophically. But to be taken to task in front of others, strangers, that was worse than being slapped. So Carmen preferred to wait.
Also, Madam had the annoying habit of speaking to her daughter as if she were an adult.
"Francoise, sweetheart, what did you have to eat?" And little Francoise, while reciting for her mother, would delight in explaining that she had not eaten any dessert because the mandarins Carmen wanted to give her were rot-ten. And Madam would admonish Carmen for not having told her about it. Especially since she had already explained that without dessert the child might not get a well-balanced meal, and so on and so forth. Carmen would usually listen to it all, seriously. In her village, and over in Makelekele, what mattered was that a child had a full belly and did not go hungry. If, in addition, they had to worry about a balanced diet, there would never be an end to it. Besides, Carmen must not forget to ask her mistress[image: ]
[bookmark: _GoBack]There was only one solution. Do as her own mother had done to get her to eat. With one hand she opened the child's mouth and with the other shoved in the piece of fruit. As expected, Francoise howled. She cried and choked with rage From the hallway came hammer-like sounds on the tile floor—the foot-steps Of Madam who came running. Carmen had won.
"What's going on in here?"
"She doesn't want to eat, Madam.
[image: ]
"Oh don't force her, poor little thing. Get her some grapes from the refrig-erator. She likes grapes.[image: ]
Madam took the little girl's head in her hands and kissed her several times.
Carmen went to get the European-style dessert. As she was returning, she crossed Madam in the hall and almost broached the subject that was on her mind. But it did not seem like quite the right moment.
Francoise ate the grapes with relish. They must be good because instead of being her usual, talkative self, she remained calm and quiet as she ate the fruit. One day Carmen would have to swipe some of them and see what they tasted like. While the little girl ate, Carmen wiped the tears from her cheeks. In her heart she cared a great deal for this child. Carmen had been with her since she was two months old and had practically brought her up. Francoise was as much her daughter as Madam's. Even if she quit her job, or Madam fired her, she would not be able to resist returning from time to time to see how Francoise had grown.
Then Carmen took the little girl to spend a penny, changed her, and put her to bed. By then it was 7:30. Night had fallen and she would still have an hour's walk to reach Makelekele. But Francoise did not want her maid to leave. She clung to her annoying routine of wanting Carmen to sing her to sleep with a song.
"Ngue kele mwanaya mbote,
Sleep baby sleep, [image: ]
Sleep baby sleep."
After that she had to sing another. Usually the child would fall asleep dur-ing the second song but that evening it took three. While Carmen sang, her thoughts were elsewhere. She thought about Francoise whom she loved as much as her son, a child of the same age yet so different. Francoise was the picture of health, while her son had come close to death several times already. Nothing intimidated Francoise, she was comfortable speaking with grown-ups, ordered about the servants and already showed a certain fussiness in her choice of clothes. Her Hector did not dare to speak. He was shy and withdrawn with strangers. His
unhappiness already showed in his eyes. Yet both children were of the same generation. They spoke the same language but would they be able to understand each other? Carmen did not think this jealously. No, she would like Hector to be "well brought up," but how could that possibly be? Society and human nature would have to change.
[image: ][image: ][image: ]That morning she had been very tempted to stay home from work All night long the poor little fellow had cried. He complained of a stomach ache. He had diarrhoea and vomited at least three times. The first time seemed to relieve him, but the last brought something greenish up from his little stomach. Then his stomach continued to contract spasmodically and nothing more came up. The [image: ] child was clearly in pain. His breathing was laboured, his forehead covered with [image: ] sweat. She was very frightened and thought of the two children she had already lost. She even panicked. She had almost awakened her mother, asleep in the same compound. But she restrained herself. Her mother would have taken him immediately to the fetishist. That was how it happened with the other two. And they died. Yet each time she paid the equivalent of her own earnings. And after their deaths it was worse. The fetishist concluded she kept losing her children because for five years she had been refusing to marry the man her parents had chosen for her. And, in addition to her grief, she was obliged to suffer the non-sense of a relentless succession of old hags who harped on the subject, and tried to pressure her into yielding and giving in to either the will of God, the ances-tors, the spirits, or her poor children. She should marry Kitonga Flavien and then everything would be all right again. Wasn't he a good catch? Besides his job as a government chauffeur, he was his own boss after work. He owned four a
shop and a bar in Ouenze-lndochina. Kitonga would support her, she wouldn't have to work any longer. Besides, he already had two wives. One at Bacongo and the other who ran the bar at Ouenze. [image: ]
While she contemplated all this, her son called. He wanted to sleep on her mat. He was afraid to be alone. Would he last until morning? When some chil-dren are sick their parents can immediately pick up the phone, dial a number and go straight to the doctor who does whatever is needed, or reassures them. But not poor people! The closest dispensaries are closed at night. And at the hospital we are received by a nurse who is rude and makes a fuss because we dared to wake him. As for going to a doctor, well, folks who live in the better parts of town won't
open their doors at night to just anyone. Besides, she is let-ting her imagination run wild. A visit to a private doctor costs money.
Finally, at dawn, the child fell asleep, As for Carmen, she had to get up and go to work. Every day she must walk two hours from Makelekele to Mipla, since her mistress wants her to be there before 7:30, it's easy to calculate

Despite her exhaustion she did not want to stay in bed, But neither did she want to go to work that morning. She would have preferred to go to the hospi-tal and find out exactly what was wrong with Hector, Whenever he was ill, Carmen did not like to leave him alone. Her heart was not at ease. Once she tried to take him along to work, but Madam had made it plain that she was not being paid to care for her own son but for Francoise. Carmen knew that her mother and the other female relatives would take him to see a doctor. The trib-al family is large and a child, no matter what happens, is never alone. But nonetheless, she believed that a child is best off being brought up by its mother. And those we have brought into the world need us most of all when they are sick.
But if she had devoted the day to her son, she would have been fired and then how would they manage? She had already missed work twice that month.
The first time she really had been sick and had spent two feverish days on her mat. The second time was for a funeral. Madam was very angry.
[image: ]"Carmen, I have had just about enough! Each time I need you, you aren't here. It almost seems as if you do it on purpose. You choose to stay home the very days I've made plans. My dear woman, I'm warning you now. If you miss one more day this month, you'll have to look for work elsewhere.'
How could she explain? Carmen tried her best. But white people, they think that whenever we don't come to work, it's because we're lazy.
And today she came to work despite Hector being so ill. At noon her sister sent word that the doctor had prescribed some medicine. It was always the same Old story. How would she pay for it? Yet Hector must be cured.
And that evening, there she was, singing for a little girl who had every-thing, and whose parents were playing cards with other ladies and gentlemen.
When Francoise had fallen asleep, Carmen went to wait in the kitchen until the guests had finished their game of bridge. She spent the time talking to Ferdinand, the old watchman. Those were moments she generally enjoyed. It lightened her spirits, eased her worry. They exchanged gossip on the shortcomings of their employers. Usually when Ferdinand described things he had seen, he would mimic them and Carmen would laugh. That evening, however, she remained serious and Ferdinand remarked on it.
Finally, Madam came into the kitchen.
[image: ]"Haven't you left yet Carmen?"
It was the most difficult moment. "Madam, I need some money.
	[image: ]	"Again? But I paid you only ten days ago."
"My son is sick. He needs medicine.[image: ]
"Listen to that, just listen to that! So I am now the public welfare fund. They have children without a husband and then they can't manage to take care of them!"
"Madam, white people say that."
"So your child is sick? Well, it's because you don't listen to me. I've told you again and again that you must feed him properly. Did you do it?"
"No, Madam."
"No, of course not. It's easier to fill his stomach with your rotten old man-ioc.
What could Carmen answer? That she had tried the diet Madam suggested but it was beyond her means. It seemed that Madam did not realize how in one week she spent three times Carmen's monthly salary just to feed her husband, her daughter, herself and their cat. If the maid had reminded her of that, she would have been fired for insolence.
"But anyway, I don't have any cash at home this evening. When will you natives understand that money doesn't grow on trees? When will you learn to put money aside and save?"
And Madam continued speaking like that for a long time. Carmen did not understand all she said. When people speak French too rapidly, she doesn't have time to translate it all in her mind, so she just tunes out and nods her head, as she did at that moment. Had that perhaps softened Madam? In any case, she gave her some aspirin and promised her SOO francs the following day.
So finally black Carmen left. She walked all the way back to Makelekele. It was far from Mipla to Makelekele. As far as from her native village to where she was sent to school. It left plenty of time for thought.
Carmen wanted to run, she felt so strongly that Hector needed her. But after not having slept the whole night, and eating nothing but a slice of manioc for lunch, she could not run. Suddenly she felt that Hector was calling her.
poor little thing. "When he grows up, will he love me? To support us both I must leave him alone all day long. Maybe he'll resent it. I regret having left him without medical care so long. But I had faith in the white man's medicine and in his good will. If Mamma suggests I take him to the fetishist tonight, I won't be able to refuse any longer."
And she thought about all Madam had said. They would never really understand each other. Carmen spent more time with her mistress than with her own son. Madam entrusted her daughter to Carmen in complete confidence. And yet Carmen could not understand Madam's reactions nor could Madam imagine what was going on in her maid's head, or the difficulties of her world. She considered Carmen an irresponsible and frivolous girl.
How does she expect me to save money on 5000 francs a month? Last month she only paid me 4000. For six months now she has been keeping back 500 francs a month to help repay the cost of the watch I bought. It was my only extravagance. Then I had to give 1000 francs to the tontine of our community, 1000 francs to my mother, 1000 francs to pay for the trip home of my aunt and cousins who had moved in with us for a month. I had only 1000 francs left. And what is 1000 francs? Madam spends that much on food every day.
Cars passed by in the poorly lit streets. Those that came towards Carmen blinded her with their headlights. Those that arrived from behind barely missed hitting her. And no one stopped to give her a lift. Yet she knew that at least half of the cars were driven by blacks like herself. In today's world, each to his own.
Community-based method of saving [money). Every month, each participant con-tributes a fixed sum. The entire amount is handed over monthly, in turns, to one of the members.
[image: ] Oh, if only Madam would remember to give her money for the medicine tomorrow.
As she approached Biza Street, the cry of women's voices raised in the night reached her: "Mwana mounou me kouenda he!
Hector he,
Mwana mounou mekouenda he.
She understood that medicine or fetishist, it was too late. "Oh my son has gone away!
Oh my Hector,
Oh my son has gone away.
· Source: Anthology of African Literature (Edited by Kalu, A C, 2007)
Exploring the Text
1. Why does Carmen wait for her mistress and ask for an advance?
2. According to the old women of the community, why do things go wrong with Carmen?
3. Why is the relationship between Francoise and Carmen very special?
4. How does Francoise make Carmen happy? S. Summarize the story in about 700 words
Appreciation and Free Writing
1. How do you evaluate the condition and character of Carmen in the story? Write a short poem that portrays Carmen's struggle.
[image: ]2. Have you seen any woman like Carmen in your own community? Write a short description of the woman.
3. What are the major challenges Nepalese women are facing? How can we address these challenges? Present your opinions.
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