
Section A: Reading      
 
Read the following extract then answer questions 1-3 

 
Across the Nightingale Floor 

 
My mother used to threaten to tear me into eight pieces if I knocked over the water bucket, or 
pretended not to hear her calling me to come home as the dusk thickened and the cicadas’ 
shrilling increased. I would hear her voice, rough and fierce, echoing through the lonely valley. 
‘Where’s that wretched boy? I’ll tear him apart when he gets back.’ 
But when I did get back, muddy from sliding down the hillside, bruised from fighting, once 5 
bleeding great spouts of blood from a stone wound to the head (I still have the scar, like a 
silvered thumbnail), there would be the fire, and the smell of soup, and my mother’s arms not 
tearing me apart but trying to hold me, clean my face, or straighten my hair, while I twisted like 
a lizard to get away from her. She was strong from endless hard work, and not old: she’d given 
birth to me before she was seventeen, and when she held me I could see we had the same skin, 10 
although in other ways we were not much alike, she having broad, placid features, while mine, 
I’d been told (for we had no mirrors in the remote mountain village of Mino), were finer, like a 
hawk’s. The wrestling usually ended with her winning, her prize being the hug I could not 
escape from. And her voice would whisper in my ears the words of blessing of the Hidden, 
while my stepfather grumbled mildly that she spoiled me, and the little girls, my half-sisters, 15 
jumped around us for their share of the hug and the blessing.  
So I thought it was a manner of speaking. Mino was a peaceful place, too isolated to be touched 
by the savage battles of the clans. I had never imagined men and women could actually be torn 
into eight pieces, their strong, honey-coloured limbs wrenched from their sockets and thrown 20 
down the the waiting dogs. Raised among the Hidden, with all their gentleness, I did not know 
men did such things to each other. 
That evening I’d been right over the mountain to a place where the best mushrooms grew. I had 
a cloth full of them, the little white ones like threads, and the dark orange ones like fans. I was 
thinking how pleased my mother would be, and how the mushrooms would still my stepfather’s 25 
scolding. I could already taste them on my tongue. As I ran through the bamboo and out into 
the rice fields where the red autumn lilies were already in flower, I thought I could smell 
cooking on the wind.  
The village dogs were barking, as they often did at the end of the day. The smell grew stronger 30 
and turned acrid. I was not frightened, not then, but some premonition made my heart start to 
beat more quickly. There was a fire ahead of me. 
Fires often broke out in the village: almost everything we owned was made of wood or straw. 
But I could hear no shouting, no sounds of the buckets being passed from hand to hand, none of 
the usual cries and curses. The cicadas shrilled as loudly as ever; frogs were calling from the 35 
paddies. In the distance thunder echoed round the mountains. The air was heavy and humid.  
I was sweating, but the sweat was turning cold on my forehead.
 



Q1. [AO1] Read again the first part of the extract, lines 1-4. List four things from this part of 
the text that we learn about the boy’s memories of home and his early life.  

         [4 marks] 
 
Q2. [AO2] Look in detail at this extract from lines 5-16 of the text. 
 

But when I did get back, muddy from sliding down the hillside, bruised from 
fighting, once bleeding great spouts of blood from a stone wound to the head (I 
still have the scar, like a silvered thumbnail), there would be the fire, and the 
smell of soup, and my mother’s arms not tearing me apart but trying to hold me, 
clean my face, or straighten my hair, while I twisted like a lizard to get away 
from her. She was strong from endless hard work, and not old: she’d given birth to 
me before she was seventeen, and when she held me I could see we had the same 
skin, although in other ways we were not much alike, she having broad, placid 
features, while mine, I’d been told (for we had no mirrors in the remote mountain 
village of Mino), were finer, like a hawk’s. The wrestling usually ended with her 
winning, her prize being the hug I could not escape from. And her voice would 
whisper in my ears the words of blessing of the Hidden, while my stepfather 
grumbled mildly that she spoiled me, and the little girls, my half-sisters, jumped 
around us for their share of the hug and the blessing. 

 
How does the writer use language to show the loving relationship he had with his mother?  
You could include: 
 

• Words and phrases 
• Language features and techniques 
• Sentence forms 

[13 marks] 
 
 

Q3. [AO2] You now need to think about the first three paragraphs of the extract – lines 1-22. 
How has the writer structured the beginning of this extract to hook the reader into the start of 
this novel? 
You could write about: 
 

• What the writer focuses on at the beginning 
• How and why the writer develops in the second paragraph 
• How the change in focus of the third paragraph contrasts to the opening and 

development 
[13 marks] 

 
 
 



Section B:           

Writing to Describe and Narrate 

Answer ONE of the following questions: 
 
Write a description suggested by the following picture:      
[30 marks] 
 

  
 
OR 
 
Write a story about childhood memories, with the title ‘The Treehouse’.    
[30 marks] 
 
END 
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