
 

This is an extract from a story in which Louie shows her circus skills to
her friend, Ned. This is the first time she has ever shown anyone her
ability to walk across a tightrope.

The Girl who Walked on Air

I was ready. No one had ever watched me before. Jittery though I was, I trusted Ned to be
straight with me. He saw all the acts go in and out of the ring, so he’d know a star turn if he
saw one.

The rope was now about ten feet off the ground. Ned watched from the ground. He thought it
was all one big prank. Right up until I kicked off my clogs, tied back my hair and asked him
for a leg-up on the rope.

“You ain’t getting up on that?” he said in amazement.

“Of course I am! Now help me up.”

“It isn’t safe, Louie. You can’t just get up on the rope and ... well ... do it. It’s a proper skill. It
takes years of practice!”

“Yes,” I said. “I know.”

I could’ve told him about my scrapbook. About Blondin*, my hero. And that while he, Ned
Bailey, had been snoring away in his cosy bed, I’d been practising every morning for as long
as I could remember. But I wanted him to see it for himself.

*Charles Blondin was a French tightrope walker and acrobat who was famous in the 1800s.

1.
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“Help me up,” I said.

So he cupped his hand for my foot and on the count of three he heaved me upwards. I
moved onto the rope till I lay flat across it. Slowly, I eased myself into a crouching position.
Now I was a lot taller than Ned. The thought made me giggle. Or maybe it was just my
nerves.

“I’ve got a bird’s-eye view of the top of your head,” I said. “Now step back and watch.”

“Shouldn’t I stay here? Just in case you fall?”

“You’re a pea-brain, Ned. Course I won’t fall.”

My mind went quiet. I stood up slowly, counted to five and focused straight ahead. The entire
world had shrunk right down on this one length of rope. Nothing else existed. Under my feet
the rope swayed slightly. It was part of me now. It had grown out of my heels and toes. We
were the same thing, this rope and me. It made me feel wonderfully light.

Arms out to the side, I took a step forward. Then another. Left foot, right foot, sliding forward
along the rope. When I reached the other side I stopped. Turned right round to face the way
I’d come. The only movement was in my ankles as they worked to keep me upright. I started
walking again, this time making more of a show, flourishing my wrists, stopping to crouch
down and stretch out each leg in turn. It felt good to be watched. It made me think harder
about how I moved, what shapes and lines I made.

When I reached the middle, the rope began to sway. Not badly, but enough to make me
steady myself. I didn’t have a balance pole; I made do with outstretched arms. Bending my
knees a little helped too. Slowly, surely, I kept moving, the rope always a part of me. As it
grew still again, I spun on one foot like a dancer. Below me, Ned breathed in sharp.
Eventually, at the other side, I leaned on the tree trunk and grinned down at him.

“What d’you reckon?”

His mouth hung open. “Do it again,” he said. “Blimey, Louie! Do it again!”

The flames were there inside me. Now I’d started, I wanted more. More people, more
cheers, more gasps of delight.

Focus, Louie.

A deep breath, a thought of Blondin and my mind cleared. I stepped out onto the rope,
spread my arms and walked as if I was strolling in the park. Then I turned right round and did
it all again. Finally Ned said, “You better come down.”

Back on the ground, I felt suddenly shy in my too-big tunic and old tights. Ned seemed
unable to speak.
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1.   Her friend Ned was the first person to see Louie walk the tightrope.

Why did she choose Ned?

______________________________________________________________
1 mark

2.

2.   Ned thought that it was just one big prank when Louie wanted to climb onto the tightrope.

Why did Ned think Louie was joking?

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________
1 mark

3.   Look at page 1.

Write two things Louie had to do before walking the tightrope.

1. ____________________________________________________________

2. ____________________________________________________________
1 mark

4.   What was Ned doing every day while Louie practised?

______________________________________________________________
1 mark

5.   How do you know that Louie had thought about tightrope walking for a long time?

______________________________________________________________
1 mark
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6.   Read the paragraph beginning: “Help me up,” I said...  to the paragraph ending: ...feel
wonderfully light.

Write the numbers 1–4 to show the order that Louie got onto the rope.
 

Louie balanced on her stomach on the rope.

Louie stood up straight and looked forward.

Louie looked down towards Ned.

Louie pushed off Ned’s hands.

1 mark

7.   Look at page 2.

Louie said to Ned, “Now step back and watch.”

What two things does this show about Louie?
 

  Tick two.

She wanted Ned close by for safety.

She was confident that she would be safe.

She was showing off by going backwards.

She wanted Ned to be able to see her properly.

She was teaching Ned how to do it.

1 mark
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8.   Look at page 2.

Give two pieces of evidence that tightrope walking is difficult.

1. ____________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

2. ____________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________
2 marks

9.   Read the paragraph beginning: Arms out to the side...

How can you tell that Louie was feeling more confident on the rope at this point in the
story?

Give two ways.

1. ____________________________________________________________

2. ____________________________________________________________
2 marks

10.  Look at page 3.

The flames were there inside me.

How did Louie feel at this point?
 

  Tick one.

hot

amused

nervous

excited

1 mark
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11.  Focus, Louie.

Who said this and how?
 

  Tick one.

Louie said it loudly.

Louie said it in her head.

Ned whispered it to himself.

Ned shouted it as a warning.

1 mark

12.  Look at page 3.

How can you tell that Louie enjoyed performing to an audience?

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________
1 mark

13.  Look at the whole text.

Write three pieces of evidence that show Ned was nervous about Louie’s tightrope
walking.

1. ____________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

2. ____________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

3. ____________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________
3 marks
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14.  Look at the whole text.

Draw three lines to match Louie’s feelings to the moment that she felt them.

 
1 mark
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