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That’s all he was known as. Prisoner number 356. I’ll never forget the day I bumped into him. He just glared at me, peering through an old pair of black spectacles. His eyes stared into me, searching for an absolution. He still said he couldn’t remember that day. Said something about being ‘under orders’. Said he’d blanked the whole episode from his mind. I wondered whether he was telling the truth or pulling the wool over my eyes.

Once more, I peered into his big, brown eyes, the windows to his soul. Why did he do it? I asked him again and again and he simply stared into space, silently grinding his teeth. I told him I had power over him – I could decide whether or not he lived or died. But he didn’t have a care in the world. ‘The war is over,’ he whispered, dropping his head. ‘But it’ll never be over in my head…never!’

He was a lot shorter than me but as thin as a snooker cue. I remembered my dad’s old joke – ‘He’s got bigger muscles than a sparrow!’ His skin was as pale as a cumulus cloud. Huge black circles, rather like sleeping slugs, lay under his eyes. His black hair hung over his face, crying out for a bucket of water and a drop of shampoo. Black stubble covered his chin, slowly spreading like an army of invading ants. 

I offered him a clean, silver razor but he quickly refused. His hand rose up, cutting through the cold air.  ‘I’ll meet my maker as I am,’ he announced, sitting upright in his chair. But then I think the reality of the gallows and the hangman’s noose started to hit home. He clicked his knuckles several times, peering at his hands for what seemed like an age. Then he cleared his throat, perhaps trying to cough his sins away. He shuffled around on his chair, unable to stay still for more than a few tense seconds. 

‘Why did you do it?’ I asked him once again. Sipping a few mouthfuls of tea from his mug, he surprised me by his ‘silent’ answer. His eyes, like clear glass marbles, just stared at the whitewashed wall.
He pulled a photograph from his torn, blood stained top pocket. His fingers trembled as he handed me an old, blood spattered, black and white photograph. I could clearly see him, surrounded by his loving family. He was standing next to his wife and three little girls. In his arms slept a little baby boy, wrapped in a white blanket. Several cows meandered through a field in the background. And enormous mountains, like angry giants, stood tall in the distance. 
‘My family,’ he said in a thick, German accent. For a moment, his eyes lit up like hot sparklers on bonfire night. His eyes filled up with tears, dropping onto his rough cheeks below. ‘This monster is a human being too,’ I thought, watching him as his poisoned mind filled up with happy memories of long, long ago. 
‘Happy times,’ he whispered, never dragging his eyes away from the magnetism of the photograph. ‘But then…the war arrived.’ He dropped his head, kissing his old photograph with his dry, cracked lips. ‘Her name’s Rachel,’ he stuttered, his eyes still locked onto his wife’s young, stunning face. 

The door opened. A burly sergeant marched into the hut, armed with a rifle. ‘Time to go, you filth,’ he screamed, stabbing the butt of the heavy rifle into the soldier’s ribcage. ‘The gallows is too good for you!’

Two soldiers dragged this unfortunate soul out by his arms. He tensed up his whole body, gripping the table. His knuckles whitened, as he pressed hard into the wood. Blood drained from his face. Soon, he was as white as a ghoul. 
Crying out for mercy, he dropped his precious photograph onto the dusty floor. And within seconds, he was gone. I picked it up and promised him that I’d keep it safe, whispering to him under my breath. He was a mean, evil and wicked man but somehow, I felt only pity for him.

Sixty years later, I still have that old photograph. It’s hidden in a poetry book. And almost every night, I see that soldier’s face, as he comes to visit me in the garden of my dreams…                
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He was another strange character, I suppose. I watched him performing at the circus several times. He was very popular, splashing water onto his friend with that long, red hosepipe of his. Tickets sold fast when Cyril was performing! Children waited around after the show, eager to collect his autograph. His face always cracked into a thousand smiles as he went through his routine. The audience screamed out like wild, happy hyenas, clapping their hands so loudly that the skin on them must have almost burst open. 

His red and yellow costume fooled them all. And those big, black Wellingtons, with ‘L’ and ‘R’ painted onto them, were always a big hit. Sitting on his head, his famous fireman’s hat got the audience going too – with its secret water pistol disguised in the top! And of course his black, white and red make up, covering his face, effortlessly smoothing over Cyril’s deep wrinkles within minutes!

But everything changed on that day. The day I started to work at the circus. I was walking past his caravan when it happened. I bent down. I fished up a chocolate wrapper, blowing around in the damp grass. As I was picking it up, I heard a sound squeezing through a little window in his caravan. Secretly, I peered through the little gap. There he was, sobbing like a child. His daughter hugged into him, pressing his frail, old body into hers as she comforted him. 
His wife was making a cup of tea, the steam of the kettle rising up into the air. ‘I can’t believe he’s gone,’ Cyril cried out. ‘I just can’t believe it, I mean what are we going to do now eh?’ 
He picked up a long lead from the sofa, holding it up against his long, pointed nose. 

I took a step back as he stood up. Slowly, he walked towards a little mirror and looked into it. ‘I look awful,’ he said, turning around to take a hot mug of tea from his wife’s outstretched hand. ‘But the show must go on and I’m on in about an hour.’   

‘Don’t you worry, Dad,’ his daughter said, handing him a photograph. ‘Oscar’s in doggy heaven now, isn’t he, eh?’

‘I suppose you’re right,’ Cyril answered, clutching the photograph with his fat fingers. Later on that night, the show was spectacular. The capacity crowd cheered and cheered as Cyril got up to his usual antics. I noticed he had an extra piece of ‘kit’ that night – Cyril’s dog collar, tied around his wrist. But as I watched him, happily performing in front of thousands of screaming fans, I stopped to think. 

Was that the same man who I’d seen, just over an hour ago, crying and sobbing like a hungry baby? Yes it was, of course. Now he was the true professional, performing his routine as if he was the happiest man in the world. I stared at him, my eyes widening, my jaw dropping. 
He was a silly clown to most people, joking around as he strutted his stuff in the ‘Big Top’. But to me he was not only a silly old clown. He was a tough and brave character, a true professional. He was stronger than Hector the strong man, who thrilled audiences with his daring feats of superhuman strength…
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I remember the day when our new teacher walked into class. Well, I suppose you could say ‘breezed’ into class – rather like a wild whirlwind! His face was blood red as he dashed in and I remember him being out of breath. His long, blue and yellow tie was draped over his shoulder and his black hair looked like it had just had a wrestling match with the wind – and lost!

Mr. Beecher was wearing a grey, checked jacket, with a small hole in the elbow and a tiny tear in the arm. His face was rather fresh, even though he had deep wrinkles crinkled up on his forehead. He looked at me over his gold-rimmed glasses, peering through me with his big, blue eyes. ‘Spencer,’ he asked. ‘What’s the capital city of England?’

‘London,’ I replied but I was flabbergasted when he suggested that I was wrong. ‘Everybody knows it’s Liverpool!’ he announced, shaking his thin, balding head. ‘One hundred lines for you later on, Spencer – you’re hopeless!’ 
Quickly, he plonked himself into his chair by the wet window. He stretched his long body out, putting his feet onto his desk. I noticed a fine pair of freshly polished leather shoes. And the socks! I almost laughed out loud when I saw them – yellow socks with red, pink and blue spots on them! How bizarre, I thought.

‘Just get on with something,’ he said to the class, his eyes still scanning the back ‘sports’ pages of the newspaper. ‘I’ll be with you all later on, when I’ve read the news about the ‘Blues’!’

A wave of noise filled the classroom as everybody found something to do. I just sat in my chair, reading my Tudors book. But Mr. Beecher looked over to me first, as I was sat right in front of his desk. ‘Oh yes, my favourite Tudor was the Emperor Hadrian!’ he exclaimed, raising his bushy eyebrows. 
‘He even built a wall you know – cemented every brick himself!’

Caroline nudged me in the arm. ‘He’s off his rocker!’ she whispered, shaking her head. ‘Emperor Hadrian was a Roman and his soldiers built the wall for him of course!’

‘I know that,’ I replied, pointing a long finger at Mr. Beecher. ‘But try telling that to him! He’s as nutty as a fruitcake I think!’
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Cyril the clown – Your questions – Read the text and answer the questions (PEE) – 20 marks
	1) Why did the writer describe Cyril the clown as ‘a strange character’? (1)



	2) Using the text to help you, why do you think Cyril the clown was a popular act? (3)



	3) How did Cyril use water in his act? (2) 



	4) Do you think Cyril was a young or old clown? Why? (1)



	5) What metaphor does the writer use to describe the sounds coming from the caravan? (2)



	6) How did Cyril’s wife try to calm him down when he was crying? (1)



	7) Using the text, what sort of things helped Cyril get over Oscar’s death and perform? (3)



	8) The writer describes Cyril as being ‘stronger than Hector the strongman’ – 

Why do you think the writer used this simile? (2) 



	9) What do you think the writer means when he says that ‘Cyril was strutting his stuff’ (2)



	10) You have received family tickets to watch Cyril’s show but your friend doesn’t want to go. You email him, trying to persuade him as you have a spare ticket. What things would you say? (3) 




Mr. Beecher – bad teacher! Your questions – Read the text and answer the questions (PEE) (20)
	1) Why do you think the writer described Mr. Beecher as ‘breezing’ into class? (1)



	2) Using the text to help you, how do you know that Mr. Beecher was in a mad rush as he entered the classroom? (3) 



	3) Do you think Mr. Beecher was ‘proud’ of his appearance? How do you know? (2)



	4) What city does Mr. Beecher think is the capital city of England? (1)



	5) Was Mr. Beecher an old teacher or a young teacher? How do you know? (2) 



	6) Why do you think Mr. Beecher ‘plonked’ himself into his chair? (1)



	7) How do you know that Mr. Beecher likes wearing bright colours?  (2)



	8) How do we know that Mr. Beecher doesn’t know a lot about history? (2) 



	9) What items of Mr. Beecher’s clothing matched? (1)



	10) Was Mr. Beecher interested in what the class were working on? How do you know? (1)



	11) What do you think Caroline means when she says Mr. Beecher is ‘off his rocker!’ (1)



	12) Do you think Mr. Beecher is a bad teacher? Explain how you know (3)




Prisoner 356 Your questions – Read the text and answer the questions (PEE) (30 marks)
	1) The writer describes the prisoner ‘pulling the wool over my eyes’. What do you think this means? (1)



	2) Why did the prisoner say ‘The war will never be over in my head,’ (1)



	3) Using the text to help you, how do you know that Prisoner 356 has probably been ‘on the run’ and hasn’t been looking after himself? (3) 



	4) In the text, the prisoner says ‘I’ll meet my maker as I am,’ 

What do you think he means? What does this tell us about the prisoner’s mood? (2)



	5) The author uses a simile to describe the black circles underneath the prisoner’s eyes. Explain why this is an effective use of language, quoting the simile. (2)



	6) Why do you think the author is surprised that the prisoner has ‘bigger muscles than a sparrow’? (1) 



	7) Prisoner 356 is very nervous as he’s being interrogated. How do we know this? (3)



	8) What simile does the writer use to describe the enormous mountains on the prisoner’s farm? (1)



	9) How does the reader know that Prisoner 356 has been injured in battle? (1)



	10) Near the end of the passage, the author describes Prisoner 356 as an ‘unfortunate’ soul.

Give a) a synonym for this word b) An antonym for this word (2)



	11) Why do you think the writer described Prisoner 356 as a monster? (2)



	12) How do we know that this ‘monster’ also has a sensitive, human side? (3) 



	13) How do we know that Prisoner 356 didn’t want to die as he was dragged out of the room? (3) 



	14) Do you feel sympathy for this ‘monster’? Explain your answers. (3)  



	16) On the second line of the passage, the author says that Prisoner 356 is searching for an ‘absolution’. What do you think this word ‘absolution’ could mean? WHY is Prisoner 356 searching for it? (2)




