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‘Imaginative literature 

is about listening 

to a voice’

Al Alvarez

in

The Writer’s Voice 



My missus she often said to me ‘Now then Bessy, don’t be 

calling me missus.’ She said this especially when the 

minister was coming for his tea. My missus wanted me to 

call her ‘marm’ but I always forgot. At first I forgot by 

accident and then I forgot on purpose just to see the look 

on her face.

My missus was always after me for to write things down in 

a little book. She give me the book and pen and ink the day 

I arrived. ‘Now then Bessy,’ says she, ‘I want you to write 

down your daily doings in this little book and I’ll take a look 

at it from time to time.’ This was after she found out I could 

read and write. When she found that out her face lit up like 

she’d lost a penny and found sixpence. ‘Oh!’ says she, ‘And 

who taught you?’ And I told her it was my poor dead 

mother, which was a lie for my mother was alive and most 

likely blind drunk down the Gallowgate as usual and even if 

she was sober she could barely have wrote her own name 

on a magistrates summons. But my mother never was 

sober if she was awake. And when she was asleep, she was 

unconscious.

But wait on. I am getting ahead of myself. Let me begin 

nearer the beginning.

Extract from: 

The Observations by Jane Harris

(2006)

Extract from:

The Shock of the Fall by Nathan Filer

(2013)



There was no underbrush in the island of pine trees. 

The trunks of the trees went straight up or slanted 

towards each other. The trunks were straight and 

brown without branches. The branches were high 

above. Some interlocked to 

make a solid shadow on the brown forest floor. 

Around the grove of the trees was a bare space. It 

was brown and soft underfoot as Nick walked on it. 

This was the over- lapping 

of the pine-needle floor, extending out beyond the 

width of the high branches. The trees had grown tall 

and the branches moved high, leaving the sun this 

bare space they 

had once covered with shadows. Sharp at the edge of 

this extension of the forest floor commenced the 

sweet fern. 

Nick slipped off his pack and lay down in the shade. 

He lay on his back and looked up into the pine trees. 

His neck and back and the small of his back rested as 

he stretched. 

The earth felt good against his back. He looked up at 

the sky, through the branches, and then shut his eyes. 

He opened them and looked up again. There was a 

wind high up 

in the branches. He shut his eyes again and went to 

sleep. 

It is spring, moonless night in the small town, starless and 

bible-black, the cobblestreets silent and the hunched, 

courters’-and-rabbits' wood limping invisible down to the 

sloeblack, slow, black, crowblack, fishingboat-bobbing sea. 

The houses are blind as moles (though moles see fine 

tonight in the snouting, velvet dingles) or blind as Captain 

Cat there in the muffled middle by the pump and the town 

clock, the shops in mourning, the Welfare Hall in widows' 

weeds. And all the people of the lulled and dumbfound 

town are sleeping now. 

Hush, the babies are sleeping, the farmers, the fishers, the 

tradesmen and pensioners, cobbler, schoolteacher, 

postman and publican, the undertaker and the fancy 

woman, drunkard, dressmaker, preacher, policeman, the 

webfoot cocklewomen and the tidy wives. Young girls lie 

bedded soft or glide in their dreams, with rings and 

trousseaux, bridesmaided by glow-worms down the aisles 

of the organplaying wood. The boys are dreaming wicked 

or of the bucking ranches of the night and the 

jollyrodgered sea. And the anthracite statues of the horses 

sleep in the fields, and the cows in the byres, and the dogs 

in the wetnosed yards; and the cats nap in the slant 

corners or lope sly, streaking and needling, on the one 

cloud of the roofs. 


