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Read lines 31-54. 


 


  What do you think and feel about the two brothers in these lines?     [10] 


 


This question tests the ability to read with insight and engagement, to make 


appropriate references to texts and to sustain an interpretation. 


 


0 marks: nothing worthy of credit. 
 


Give 1 mark to those who make simple comments with occasional reference to the 
text, or copy unselectively. These answers will struggle to engage with the text and/or 
question. 


 
Give 2-4 marks, according to quality, to those who make simple comments based on 
surface features of the text and/or show awareness of more obvious implicit 
meanings. 


 
Give 5-7 marks, according to quality, to those who select and begin to analyse 
appropriate material from the text to reach a sensible, coherent personal response to 
the characters. Better answers should show understanding and make inferences 
based on the textual detail. 


 
Give 8-10 marks, according to quality, to those who reach a detailed and well 
considered personal response to the characters based on analysis and exploration of 
the text. These answers should be detailed and well supported by evidence from the 
text, showing coherence and insight. 


 
Some points to consider: 


 


 they are different 


 Corrigan seems to be the dominant one (he gets the top bunk even though he is 
younger) 


 Corrigan is religious (he recites his prayers) but Colum is not (he is ‘bored by 
God’ and refers sarcastically to the ‘Catholic hit parade’) 


 Colum gets angry about the relentless prayers (he kicks at his brother and ‘turns 
on him’) 


 Corrigan is the ‘lovable’ child (everyone smiles at him / people fall for him / 
women ruffle his hair / men punch him gently on the shoulder) / charismatic 


 he makes people happy and draws out their ‘improbable yearnings’) 


 he is unaware of his powers (he is ‘oblivious’) 


 he smokes secretly and he lies about it (the smell of the cigarette is obvious to 
Colum) or does he? 


 he feels guilty about lying (he looks away when he denies smoking) 


 Corrigan is full of contradictions (he is religious and lovable but he is devious) 


 Colum may feel overshadowed / jealous 


 Colum is judgmental 
 


This is not a checklist and the question must be marked in levels of response. Look 


for and reward valid alternatives. 
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SECTION B: 30 marks


In this section you will be assessed for the quality of your writing skills.


Half of the marks are awarded for content and organisation; half of the marks are awarded
for sentence structure, punctuation and spelling.


You should aim to write between 500-600 words.


Choose one of the following titles for your writing. [30]


Either,


 a) The Stranger.


Or,


 b) Write about a time when you felt ashamed of yourself.


Or,


 c) Write a story which begins: I tried to look pleased but it wasn’t the present I was 
hoping for.


Or,


 d) Write a story which ends: It now looked as good as new – well, almost.


Or,


 e) Write about an occasion when you lost your temper.


The space below can be used to plan your work.


END OF PAPER


2 1


2 1


2 1


2 1


2 1
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GCSE ENGLISH LANGUAGE 
 


HIGHER TIER UNIT 1 
 


Section A (30 marks) 
 


Read lines 1-30. 
 


  What impressions do you get of Colum’s mother in these lines?    [10] 
 


This question tests knowledge and use of text and inference/interpretation. 
 


0 marks: nothing worthy of credit. 
 


Give 1 mark to those who make simple comments with occasional reference to the 
text, or copy unselectively. These answers will struggle with the question and/or the 
text. 


 


Give 2-4 marks, according to quality, to those who make simple comments based on 
surface features of the text and/or show awareness of more obvious implicit 
meanings. 


 


Give 5-7 marks, according to quality, to those who make valid, sensible comments 
based on a range of appropriate evidence from the text. These answers should be at 
least beginning to explore the character. 


 


Give 8-10 marks, according to quality, to those who reach a detailed and well 
considered interpretation based on coherent analysis and exploration of the text. 
These answers should show insight into the character. 


 


Some points to consider: 
 


 she is musical (a fine musician/she played along with the radio/she had a natural 


touch) 


 talented / gifted 


 elegant / lady-like 


 she is a private person (she does not complain about, or even discuss, the break 


to her hand/it is left in silence) / she is reserved / has had a troubled past 


 she wants her children to share her interest (encourages them to play the piano 


with her/she puts her arms around them and guides their hands) 


 she is emotionally strong (she does not wallow in self-pity or sadness/they can’t 


find that chink in her armour) 


 she is close and affectionate with her children (they have a ‘regard’ for her and 


they ‘enjoyed’ each other) 


 she is undemonstrative/proud (the cheque is not mentioned)  


 she is sensitive (the boys wearing the old clothes seems to touch a nerve / she 


froze in the doorway when she saw them/the grin is pained) 


 lonely 


 sentimental 


 she stays calm (she does not lose her temper about the clothes/she kisses them 


and tells them to ‘run along’) 


 she is independent and copes on her own (with the boys, with the neighbours, 


with the local widowers) 


 good mother 
 


This is not a checklist and the question must be marked in levels of response. Look 


for and reward valid alternatives.  


1 1 
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SECTION A: 30 marks


Read carefully the passage below. Then answer all the questions which follow.


The narrator of this passage is Colum McCann and he is looking back on his childhood 
in Ireland.


One of the many things my brother, Corrigan, and I loved about our mother was that she was 
a fine musician. She kept a small radio on top of the piano in the living room of our house in 
Dublin and on Sunday afternoons, after scanning through whatever radio stations we could find, 
she raised the lid of the piano, spread her dress out at the wooden stool and tried to follow the 
piece of music from memory. Our mother played with a natural touch, even though she suffered 
from a hand which she had broken many times. We never knew the origin of the break; it was 
something left in silence. When she finished playing, she would lightly rub the back of her wrist. 
After all these years I can still sit in the museum of those afternoons and recall the light spilling 
across the carpet. At times our mother put her arms around us both, and then guided our hands 
so we could clang down hard on the piano keys. It is not fashionable anymore, I suppose, to 
have a regard for one’s mother in the way my brother and I had then, in the mid-1950s, when 
the noise outside the window was mostly wind and sea. One looks for the chink in the armour 
such as the leg of the piano stool shorter than the other or the sadness that would detach us 
from her, but the truth is we enjoyed each other, all three of us, and never so evidently as those 
Sundays when the rain fell grey over Dublin and the squalls blew against the window.
Our father, a physicist, had left us years before. A cheque, postmarked in London, arrived 
through the letter box once a week. Never a note, just a cheque which spun in the air as it fell. 
We ran to bring it to our mother. She slipped the envelope under a flowerpot on the kitchen 
windowsill and the next day it was gone. Nothing was ever said.
The only other sign of our father was a wardrobe full of old suits in our mother’s bedroom. Our 
mother found us one afternoon, dressed in his grey suits with the sleeves rolled up and the 
trousers held up by elastic bands. We were marching round when she came in and froze in the 
doorway, the room so quiet we could hear the radiator tick.
‘Well,’ she said, as she knelt on the ground in front of us. Her face spread out in a grin that 
seemed to pain her. ‘Come here.’ She kissed us both on the cheek. ‘Now run along.’ We slipped 
out of our father’s old clothes and left them in a puddle on the floor. Later that night we heard 
the clang of the coat hangers as she hung the suits.
Over the years there were the usual tantrums and bloody noses and our mother had to deal with 
the whispers of the neighbours, sometimes even the attentions of the local widowers but for the 
most part things stretched comfortably in front of us.
Corrigan and I shared a bedroom and I don’t know how it happened but he, the younger one by 
two years, took control of the top bunk. He slept on his stomach, reciting his prayers. I knew the 
Catholic hit parade – the Our Father, the Hail Mary – but that was all. I was a raw, quiet child, 
and God was already a bore to me. I kicked the bottom of Corrigan’s bed and he fell silent, 
but then started up again. Sometimes I woke and he was alongside me, arm draped over my 
shoulder, his chest rising and falling as he whispered his prayers.
I’d turn on him. ‘Shut up, Corr’.
My brother was light-skinned, dark-haired, blue-eyed. He was the type of child everyone smiled 
at. He could look at you and draw you out. People fell for him. On the street, women ruffled his 
hair. Men punched him gently on the shoulder. He had no idea that he sustained people, made 
them happy and drew out their improbable yearnings. He just ploughed along, oblivious.
I woke one night, when I was eleven, to a cold blast of air moving over me. I stumbled to the 
window but it was closed. I reached for the light and Corr was standing in the middle of the 
room. His cheeks were red. He smelled of cigarettes. He put a finger to his lips for hush and 
climbed back up the wooden ladder. ‘Go to sleep,’ he whispered. The smell of tobacco lingered 
in the room.
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In the morning he jumped down from the bed, wearing his anorak over his pyjamas.
Shivering, he opened the window and tapped the sand from his shoes into the garden below.
‘Where did you go?’
‘Just along the water,’ he said.
‘Were you smoking?’
He looked away. ‘No.’
‘You’re not supposed to smoke, you know.’
‘I didn’t smoke,’ he said.
Later that morning our mother walked us to school. Down by the school gates she went on one 
knee, put her arms around us and kissed us one after the other. When she stood up, her gaze 
was caught by a dark form wrapped in a red blanket on the other side of the road by the railings 
of the church. The man raised a hand in salute. Corrigan waved back.
There were plenty of drunks around Dublin but my mother seemed taken by the sight, and for a 
moment it struck me that there might be a secret there.
‘Who’s that, Mum?’ I asked.
‘Run along,’ she said.
My brother walked beside me, silent.
‘Who is it, Corr?’ I thumped him. ‘Who is it?’
He disappeared towards his classroom.
All day I sat at my wooden desk, gnawing my pencil, wondering – visions of a forgotten uncle, 
or our father somehow returned, broken. In those days, nothing was beyond the realm of the 
possible. The clock was at the rear of the room but there was an old freckled mirror over the 
classroom sink and I could watch the hands crawl backwards. When the bell went I was out of 
the gate but Corrigan took the long road home, taking short steps through the housing estate 
and along the sea wall.
There was a soft brown paper package waiting for Corrigan on the top bunk. I shoved it at him. 
He shrugged and ran his finger along the string, pulled it tentatively. Inside was a soft blue 
blanket. He unfolded it, looked at our mother and nodded.
She touched his face with the back of her fingers and said, ‘Never again, understand?’
Nothing else was mentioned, until two years later he gave that blanket away too, to another 
homeless drunk, on another freezing night, up by the canal on one of his late-night walks, when 
he tiptoed down the stairs and went out into the dark. It was a simple equation to him – others 
needed the blankets more than him, and he was prepared to take the punishment if it came his 
way.
It was my earliest suggestion of what my brother would become.


From Let the Great World Spin by Colum McCann
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Read lines 31-54.


What do you think and feel about the two brothers in these lines? [10]


You must use the text to support your answer.
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Choice of narrative writing task – see question paper                  [30]  
 


Content and organisation (15 marks)  
 
0 marks: nothing worthy of credit.  
 
Band 1   1-3 marks  
 


 basic sense of plot and characterisation  


 simple chronological writing predominates  


 narratives may have a beginning and an ending but content is likely to be 
undeveloped  


 paragraphs may be used to show obvious divisions and to group ideas into some 
order and sequence  


 limited range of vocabulary is used with little variation of word choice for meaning 
or effect  


 
Band 2   4-7 marks  
 


 some control of plot and characterisation (e.g. perspective is maintained)  


 narrative is beginning to show evidence of some conscious construction (e.g. 
some appropriate use of dialogue; topic sentences are supported by relevant detail)  


 there is an appropriate beginning and an apt conclusion  


 narrative is developed to engage the reader's interest  


 paragraphs are logically ordered and sequenced  


 there is some range of vocabulary, occasionally selected to create effect or to 
convey precise meaning  


 
Band 3   8-11 marks  
 


 overall the writing is controlled and coherent  


 plot and characterisation are convincingly sustained (e.g. dialogue helps to 
develop character)  


 narrative is organised and sequenced purposefully  


 narrative has shape, pace and detail, engaging the reader's interest  


 detailed content is well organised within and between paragraphs  


 paragraphs of varied length are linked by text connectives and progression is clear  


 there is some use of devices to achieve particular effects  


 there is a range of vocabulary selected to create effect or to convey precise 
meaning  


 
Band 4   12-15 marks  
 


 the writing is developed with originality and imagination  


 plot and characterisation are effectively constructed and sustained  


 material is selected and prioritised to maintain interest  


 narrative is purposefully organised and sequenced and well-paced  


 paragraphs are effectively varied in length and structured to control detail and 
progression  


 cohesion is reinforced by the use of text connectives and other linking devices  


 devices to achieve particular effects are used consciously and effectively  


 a wide range of appropriate, ambitious vocabulary is used to create effect or 
convey precise meaning  


  


2 1 
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Sentence structure, punctuation and spelling (15 marks)  
 
0 marks: nothing worthy of credit.  
 
Band 1   1-3 marks  
 


 sentences are mostly simple or compound  


 compound sentences are linked or sequenced by conjunctions such as 'and' or 
'so'  


 punctuation (full stops, commas, capital letters to demarcate sentences) is 
attempted where appropriate and with some accuracy  


 the spelling of simple words is usually accurate  


 control of tense and agreement is uneven  
 
 
Band 2   4-7 marks  
 


 sentences are varied and both compound and complex sentences are used  


 there is use of some subordination to achieve clarity and economy  


 some control of a range of punctuation, including the punctuation of direct speech  


 the spelling of simple and polysyllabic words is usually accurate  


 control of tense and agreement is generally secure  
 
 
Band 3   8-11 marks  
 


 a range of grammatical structures is used to vary the length and focus of 
sentences  


 simple, compound and complex sentences are used to achieve particular effects  


 a range of punctuation is used accurately to structure sentences and texts, 
sometimes to create deliberate effects, including parenthetic commas  


 most spelling, including that of irregular words, is usually correct  


 control of tense and agreement is secure  
 
 
Band 4   12-15 marks  
 


 there is appropriate and effective variation of sentence structures  


 there is a sophisticated use of simple, compound and complex sentences to 
achieve particular effects  


 accurate punctuation is used to vary pace, clarify meaning, avoid ambiguity and 
create deliberate effects  


 virtually all spelling, including that of complex irregular words, is correct  


 tense changes are used confidently and purposefully 
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Additional task-specific guidance 


 
Good answers may include some of the following features: 


 


 a clear and coherent perspective (first or third person) 


 a logical structure 


 an evident sense of cohesion with material linked effectively 


 a range of appropriate and well-selected details 


 close and well-selected observation of characters, their appearance and behaviour 
and the interaction between them 


 close observation of body language and the emotions of characters 


 skilful use of dialogue to establish atmosphere and a sense of character 


 some development of reflections on what is experienced or observed by the narrator 


 positioning and establishing a relationship with the reader via devices such as asides, 
statements, questions, humour, active or passive voice 


 ability to move from the general to the particular, observing details precisely and 
individually (such as facial expressions or physical objects) 


 expression is clear and controlled (the best answers will show ambition and 
sophistication in expression as well as accuracy) 


 
 


Less successful answers may be characterised by some of the following features: 


 


 content is thin and/or brief (lacking substance and convincing development) 


 uncertain sense of perspective 


 less secure sense of structure and uncertain or even random sequencing (for 
example, an uneasy sense of chronology) 


 a tendency for details to be handled in isolation with limited sense of linking or 
cohesion 


 physical details described in a generalised, formulaic manner with little development 


 general rather than specific description of characters and a tendency to use 
unconvincing stereotypes 


 limited range of description (for example, no differentiation between people and 
physical details) 


 limited or inappropriate use of dialogue 


 little reflection or development of what is observed 


 very limited awareness of the reader (for example, little use of devices such as 
asides or questions) 


 a tendency for description to stay at the level of the general and lack close, individual 
detail 


 expression lacks fluency and clarity (a tendency to be awkward and limited) 


 errors are basic and/or numerous 
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SECTION A: 30 marks


Read carefully the passage below. Then answer all the questions which follow.


The narrator of this passage is Colum McCann and he is looking back on his childhood 
in Ireland.


One of the many things my brother, Corrigan, and I loved about our mother was that she was 
a fine musician. She kept a small radio on top of the piano in the living room of our house in 
Dublin and on Sunday afternoons, after scanning through whatever radio stations we could find, 
she raised the lid of the piano, spread her dress out at the wooden stool and tried to follow the 
piece of music from memory. Our mother played with a natural touch, even though she suffered 
from a hand which she had broken many times. We never knew the origin of the break; it was 
something left in silence. When she finished playing, she would lightly rub the back of her wrist. 
After all these years I can still sit in the museum of those afternoons and recall the light spilling 
across the carpet. At times our mother put her arms around us both, and then guided our hands 
so we could clang down hard on the piano keys. It is not fashionable anymore, I suppose, to 
have a regard for one’s mother in the way my brother and I had then, in the mid-1950s, when 
the noise outside the window was mostly wind and sea. One looks for the chink in the armour 
such as the leg of the piano stool shorter than the other or the sadness that would detach us 
from her, but the truth is we enjoyed each other, all three of us, and never so evidently as those 
Sundays when the rain fell grey over Dublin and the squalls blew against the window.
Our father, a physicist, had left us years before. A cheque, postmarked in London, arrived 
through the letter box once a week. Never a note, just a cheque which spun in the air as it fell. 
We ran to bring it to our mother. She slipped the envelope under a flowerpot on the kitchen 
windowsill and the next day it was gone. Nothing was ever said.
The only other sign of our father was a wardrobe full of old suits in our mother’s bedroom. Our 
mother found us one afternoon, dressed in his grey suits with the sleeves rolled up and the 
trousers held up by elastic bands. We were marching round when she came in and froze in the 
doorway, the room so quiet we could hear the radiator tick.
‘Well,’ she said, as she knelt on the ground in front of us. Her face spread out in a grin that 
seemed to pain her. ‘Come here.’ She kissed us both on the cheek. ‘Now run along.’ We slipped 
out of our father’s old clothes and left them in a puddle on the floor. Later that night we heard 
the clang of the coat hangers as she hung the suits.
Over the years there were the usual tantrums and bloody noses and our mother had to deal with 
the whispers of the neighbours, sometimes even the attentions of the local widowers but for the 
most part things stretched comfortably in front of us.
Corrigan and I shared a bedroom and I don’t know how it happened but he, the younger one by 
two years, took control of the top bunk. He slept on his stomach, reciting his prayers. I knew the 
Catholic hit parade – the Our Father, the Hail Mary – but that was all. I was a raw, quiet child, 
and God was already a bore to me. I kicked the bottom of Corrigan’s bed and he fell silent, 
but then started up again. Sometimes I woke and he was alongside me, arm draped over my 
shoulder, his chest rising and falling as he whispered his prayers.
I’d turn on him. ‘Shut up, Corr’.
My brother was light-skinned, dark-haired, blue-eyed. He was the type of child everyone smiled 
at. He could look at you and draw you out. People fell for him. On the street, women ruffled his 
hair. Men punched him gently on the shoulder. He had no idea that he sustained people, made 
them happy and drew out their improbable yearnings. He just ploughed along, oblivious.
I woke one night, when I was eleven, to a cold blast of air moving over me. I stumbled to the 
window but it was closed. I reached for the light and Corr was standing in the middle of the 
room. His cheeks were red. He smelled of cigarettes. He put a finger to his lips for hush and 
climbed back up the wooden ladder. ‘Go to sleep,’ he whispered. The smell of tobacco lingered 
in the room.
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In the morning he jumped down from the bed, wearing his anorak over his pyjamas.
Shivering, he opened the window and tapped the sand from his shoes into the garden below.
‘Where did you go?’
‘Just along the water,’ he said.
‘Were you smoking?’
He looked away. ‘No.’
‘You’re not supposed to smoke, you know.’
‘I didn’t smoke,’ he said.
Later that morning our mother walked us to school. Down by the school gates she went on one 
knee, put her arms around us and kissed us one after the other. When she stood up, her gaze 
was caught by a dark form wrapped in a red blanket on the other side of the road by the railings 
of the church. The man raised a hand in salute. Corrigan waved back.
There were plenty of drunks around Dublin but my mother seemed taken by the sight, and for a 
moment it struck me that there might be a secret there.
‘Who’s that, Mum?’ I asked.
‘Run along,’ she said.
My brother walked beside me, silent.
‘Who is it, Corr?’ I thumped him. ‘Who is it?’
He disappeared towards his classroom.
All day I sat at my wooden desk, gnawing my pencil, wondering – visions of a forgotten uncle, 
or our father somehow returned, broken. In those days, nothing was beyond the realm of the 
possible. The clock was at the rear of the room but there was an old freckled mirror over the 
classroom sink and I could watch the hands crawl backwards. When the bell went I was out of 
the gate but Corrigan took the long road home, taking short steps through the housing estate 
and along the sea wall.
There was a soft brown paper package waiting for Corrigan on the top bunk. I shoved it at him. 
He shrugged and ran his finger along the string, pulled it tentatively. Inside was a soft blue 
blanket. He unfolded it, looked at our mother and nodded.
She touched his face with the back of her fingers and said, ‘Never again, understand?’
Nothing else was mentioned, until two years later he gave that blanket away too, to another 
homeless drunk, on another freezing night, up by the canal on one of his late-night walks, when 
he tiptoed down the stairs and went out into the dark. It was a simple equation to him – others 
needed the blankets more than him, and he was prepared to take the punishment if it came his 
way.
It was my earliest suggestion of what my brother would become.


From Let the Great World Spin by Colum McCann


50


55


60


65


70


75


80


Read lines 55-81.


How does the writer make these lines interesting and dramatic? [10]1 3
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 Read lines 55-81. 
 


  How does the writer make these lines interesting and dramatic?    [10] 
 


This question tests the ability to read with insight and engagement, to make appropriate 


references to text and to sustain an interpretation. It also tests understanding of linguistic 


and structural devices. 
 


0 marks: nothing worthy of credit. 
 


Give 1 mark to those who make simple comments with occasional reference to the text, 
or copy unselectively. These answers will struggle to engage with the text and/or the 
question. 


 


Give 2-4 marks, according to quality, to those who make simple comments based on 
surface features of the text, and/or show limited development. These answers may be 
thin or tending to be unselective in their choice of textual material, or use 
unsupported/inappropriate spotting of devices.  


 


Give 5-7 marks, according to quality, to those who select appropriate material from the 
text to make a valid response. These answers will probably rely on spotting factual 
content. Better answers may show some awareness of the issue of ‘how’, even if they do 
rely on some narrative or spotting of key quotations. 


 


Give 8-10 marks, according to quality, to those who select and explore appropriate 
material from the text, showing insight into the author’s method and use of language. 
These answers should have clarity and coherence and should show insight. 


 


Some points to consider: 
 


 when the mother spots the ‘dark form’, he waves and Corrigan waves back 


 the mother is ‘taken’ by the man and Colum thinks there might be a secret there 


 the mum is deliberately evasive as Colum asks who it is 


 Corrigan is ‘silent’ and he ignores Colum's insistent questions about the identity of the 


man (this section is intriguing and mysterious) 


 Colum gnaws his pencil and watches the clock ‘crawl’ towards the end of the day 


 he explicitly raises the idea of a forgotten uncle or his father ‘somehow returned, 


broken’ 


 he is desperate to get out of the gate and home to find out more 


 Corrigan takes the long road in short steps to avoid facing the music 


 it is Colum who shoves the package at his brother 


 when he knows it is a blanket he just ‘nods’ at his mother 


 she is calm but just says ‘never again’ (he has obviously given his blanket to the 


homeless man) 


 it is never mentioned but two years later he does it again 


 he is prepared to take any punishment but sees it as a simple equation that people 


need things more than him 


 it ends with the idea that this is a glimpse of what he will become 


 the writer uses Colum effectively here and the reader shares his need to know what 


is going on and his perspective 


 the writer teases the reader and plants intriguing ideas in the reader’s head 


 information is given but also withheld / a sense of mystery is sustained 


 the characters are reticent and things are not discussed openly 
 


This is not a checklist and the question must be marked in levels of response. Look for 


and reward valid alternatives.  
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SECTION A: 30 marks


Read carefully the passage below. Then answer all the questions which follow.


The narrator of this passage is Colum McCann and he is looking back on his childhood 
in Ireland.


One of the many things my brother, Corrigan, and I loved about our mother was that she was 
a fine musician. She kept a small radio on top of the piano in the living room of our house in 
Dublin and on Sunday afternoons, after scanning through whatever radio stations we could find, 
she raised the lid of the piano, spread her dress out at the wooden stool and tried to follow the 
piece of music from memory. Our mother played with a natural touch, even though she suffered 
from a hand which she had broken many times. We never knew the origin of the break; it was 
something left in silence. When she finished playing, she would lightly rub the back of her wrist. 
After all these years I can still sit in the museum of those afternoons and recall the light spilling 
across the carpet. At times our mother put her arms around us both, and then guided our hands 
so we could clang down hard on the piano keys. It is not fashionable anymore, I suppose, to 
have a regard for one’s mother in the way my brother and I had then, in the mid-1950s, when 
the noise outside the window was mostly wind and sea. One looks for the chink in the armour 
such as the leg of the piano stool shorter than the other or the sadness that would detach us 
from her, but the truth is we enjoyed each other, all three of us, and never so evidently as those 
Sundays when the rain fell grey over Dublin and the squalls blew against the window.
Our father, a physicist, had left us years before. A cheque, postmarked in London, arrived 
through the letter box once a week. Never a note, just a cheque which spun in the air as it fell. 
We ran to bring it to our mother. She slipped the envelope under a flowerpot on the kitchen 
windowsill and the next day it was gone. Nothing was ever said.
The only other sign of our father was a wardrobe full of old suits in our mother’s bedroom. Our 
mother found us one afternoon, dressed in his grey suits with the sleeves rolled up and the 
trousers held up by elastic bands. We were marching round when she came in and froze in the 
doorway, the room so quiet we could hear the radiator tick.
‘Well,’ she said, as she knelt on the ground in front of us. Her face spread out in a grin that 
seemed to pain her. ‘Come here.’ She kissed us both on the cheek. ‘Now run along.’ We slipped 
out of our father’s old clothes and left them in a puddle on the floor. Later that night we heard 
the clang of the coat hangers as she hung the suits.
Over the years there were the usual tantrums and bloody noses and our mother had to deal with 
the whispers of the neighbours, sometimes even the attentions of the local widowers but for the 
most part things stretched comfortably in front of us.
Corrigan and I shared a bedroom and I don’t know how it happened but he, the younger one by 
two years, took control of the top bunk. He slept on his stomach, reciting his prayers. I knew the 
Catholic hit parade – the Our Father, the Hail Mary – but that was all. I was a raw, quiet child, 
and God was already a bore to me. I kicked the bottom of Corrigan’s bed and he fell silent, 
but then started up again. Sometimes I woke and he was alongside me, arm draped over my 
shoulder, his chest rising and falling as he whispered his prayers.
I’d turn on him. ‘Shut up, Corr’.
My brother was light-skinned, dark-haired, blue-eyed. He was the type of child everyone smiled 
at. He could look at you and draw you out. People fell for him. On the street, women ruffled his 
hair. Men punched him gently on the shoulder. He had no idea that he sustained people, made 
them happy and drew out their improbable yearnings. He just ploughed along, oblivious.
I woke one night, when I was eleven, to a cold blast of air moving over me. I stumbled to the 
window but it was closed. I reached for the light and Corr was standing in the middle of the 
room. His cheeks were red. He smelled of cigarettes. He put a finger to his lips for hush and 
climbed back up the wooden ladder. ‘Go to sleep,’ he whispered. The smell of tobacco lingered 
in the room.
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In the morning he jumped down from the bed, wearing his anorak over his pyjamas.
Shivering, he opened the window and tapped the sand from his shoes into the garden below.
‘Where did you go?’
‘Just along the water,’ he said.
‘Were you smoking?’
He looked away. ‘No.’
‘You’re not supposed to smoke, you know.’
‘I didn’t smoke,’ he said.
Later that morning our mother walked us to school. Down by the school gates she went on one 
knee, put her arms around us and kissed us one after the other. When she stood up, her gaze 
was caught by a dark form wrapped in a red blanket on the other side of the road by the railings 
of the church. The man raised a hand in salute. Corrigan waved back.
There were plenty of drunks around Dublin but my mother seemed taken by the sight, and for a 
moment it struck me that there might be a secret there.
‘Who’s that, Mum?’ I asked.
‘Run along,’ she said.
My brother walked beside me, silent.
‘Who is it, Corr?’ I thumped him. ‘Who is it?’
He disappeared towards his classroom.
All day I sat at my wooden desk, gnawing my pencil, wondering – visions of a forgotten uncle, 
or our father somehow returned, broken. In those days, nothing was beyond the realm of the 
possible. The clock was at the rear of the room but there was an old freckled mirror over the 
classroom sink and I could watch the hands crawl backwards. When the bell went I was out of 
the gate but Corrigan took the long road home, taking short steps through the housing estate 
and along the sea wall.
There was a soft brown paper package waiting for Corrigan on the top bunk. I shoved it at him. 
He shrugged and ran his finger along the string, pulled it tentatively. Inside was a soft blue 
blanket. He unfolded it, looked at our mother and nodded.
She touched his face with the back of her fingers and said, ‘Never again, understand?’
Nothing else was mentioned, until two years later he gave that blanket away too, to another 
homeless drunk, on another freezing night, up by the canal on one of his late-night walks, when 
he tiptoed down the stairs and went out into the dark. It was a simple equation to him – others 
needed the blankets more than him, and he was prepared to take the punishment if it came his 
way.
It was my earliest suggestion of what my brother would become.


From Let the Great World Spin by Colum McCann
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Read lines 1-30.


What impressions do you get of Colum’s mother in these lines? [10]


You must use the text to support your answer.
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