




O
ne hundred years ago in P

aris, w
hen theaters and

m
usic halls drew

 traveling players from
 all over

the w
orld, the best place to stay w

as at the w
idow

G
ateau’s, a boardinghouse on E

nglish S
treet.

A
crobats, jugglers, actors, and m

im
es from

 as
far aw

ay as M
oscow

 and N
ew

 Y
ork reclined on the

w
idow

’s feather m
attresses and devoured  her kidney

stew
s.



M
adam

e G
ateau w

orked hard to m
ake her guests

com
fortable, and so did her daughter, M

irette.
T

he girl w
as an expert at w

ashing linens,
chopping leeks, paring potatoes, and m

opping
floors. S

he w
as a good listener too. N

othing
pleased her m

ore than to overhear the vagabond
players tell of their adventures in this tow

n
and that along the road.

O
ne evening a tall, sad-faced stranger arrived.

H
e told M

adam
e G

ateau he w
as B

ellini, a retired
high-w

ire w
alker.

“I am
 here for a rest,” he said.

“I have just the room
 for you, M

onsieur B
ellini:

in the back, w
here it’s quiet,” she said. “B

ut
it’s on the ground floor, w

ith no view
.”

“P
erfect,” said the stranger. “I w

ill take m
y

m
eals alone.”



T
he next afternoon, w

hen M
irette cam

e for the
sheets, there w

as the stranger, crossing the
courtyard on air! M

irette w
as enchanted. O

f all
the things a person could do, this m

ust be the
m

ost m
agical. H

er feet tingled, as if they
w

anted to jum
p up on the w

ire beside B
ellini.



M
irette w

orked up the courage to speak. “E
xcuse m

e,
M

onsieur B
ellini,” w

ant to learn to do that!” she
cried.

B
ellini sighed. “T

hat w
ould not be a good idea,” he

said. “O
nce you start, your feet are never happy

again on the ground.”
“O

h, please teach m
e!” M

irette begged, “M
y feet are

already unhappy on the around.” B
ut he shook his

head.

M
irette w

atched him
 every day. H

e w
ould

slide his feet onto the w
ire, cast his eyes

ahead, and cross w
ithout ever looking dow

n,
as if in a trance.



F
inally she couldn’t resist any longer. W

hen
B

ellini w
as gone, she jum

ped up on the w
ire to

try it herself. H
er arm

s flailed like w
indm

ills.
In a m

om
ent she w

as back on the ground. B
ellini

m
ade it look so easy. S

urely she could do it too
if she kept trying.

In  ten  tries she balanced on one foot for
a few

 second? In a day, she m
anaged three

steps w
ithout w

avering. F
inally, after a w

eek
of m

any-m
any falls, she w

alked the length of
the w

ire. S
he couldn’t w

ait to show
 B

ellini.



W
hen she could cross dozens of tim

es w
ithout

falling, he taught her the w
ire-w

alker’s salute.
T

hen she learned to run, to lie dow
n, and to turn

a som
ersault.

“I w
ill never ever fall again!” M

irette shouted,
“D

o not boast,” B
ellini said, so sharply that

M
irette lost her balance and had to jum

p dow
n.

H
e w

as silent for a long tim
e. T

hen he said,"In the
begining everyone falls. M

ost give up. B
ut you kept

trying. P
erhaps you have talent as w

ell."
"oh,, thank you," said M

irette.
S

he got up tw
o hours earlier every day to finish her

chores before the sun shone in the courtyard. T
he rest

of the day w
as for lessons and practice.

B
ellini w

as a strict m
aster. "N

ever let your eyes
stray," he told her day after day. "T

hink of the w
ire,

and of crossing to the end."



O
ne night an agent from

 A
stley’s H

ippodrom
e

in London rented a room
. H

e noticed B
ellini on

his w
ay to dinner.

“W
hat a shock to see him

 here!” he exclaim
ed.

“S
ee w

ho?” asked a m
im

e.

“W
hy, the great B

ellini! D
idn’t you know

 he
w

as in the room
 at the back?” “B

ellini, the one
w

ho crossed N
iagara F

alls on a thousand-foot
w

ire in ten m
inutes?” asked the m

im
e.



“A
nd on the w

ay back stopped in the m
iddle

to cook an om
elette on a stove full of live

coals. T
hen he opened a bottle of cham

pagne
and toasted the crow

ds the agent recalled,
“M

y uncle used to talk about that” said a
juggler.

“B
ellini crossed the A

lps w
ith baskets tied

to his feet, fired a cannon over the bullring
in B

arcelona, w
alked a flam

ing w
ire w

earing a
blindfold in N

aples—
the m

an had the nerves of
an iceberg,” the agent said.



M
irette raced to B

ellini’s room
.

“Is it true?” she cried. “Y
ou did

all those things? W
hy didn’t you

tell m
e?” I w

ant to do them
 too! I

w
ant to go w

ith you!”
“I can’t take you,” said B

ellini.
“B

ut w
hy not?” asked M

irette.

B
ellini hesitated a long tim

e. “B
ecause I am

afraid,” he said at last. M
irette w

as astonished.
“A

fraid?” 
she said. “B

ut 
w

hy?”
“O

nce you have fear on the w
ire, it never leaves,”

B
ellini said.
“B

ut you m
ust m

ake it leave!” M
irette insisted.

“I cannot,” said B
ellini.



M
irette turned and ran to the kitchen as

tears sprang to her eyes. S
he had felt such

joy on the w
ire. N

ow
 B

ellini’s fear w
as like

a cloud casting its black shadow
 on all she

had learned from
 him

.

B
ellini paced his room

 for hours. It w
as

terrible to disappoint M
irette! B

y daw
n he

knew
 that if he didn’t face his fear at last,

he could not face M
irette.

H
e knew

 w
hat he m

ust do. T
he question w

as -
could he succeed?



T
hat night, w

hen the agent returned, B
ellini w

as w
aiting for him

. T
he agent listened to

B
ellini’s plan w

ith m
ounting excitem

ent. “I’ll take care of it,” he prom
ised. T

o him
self he added,

“A
 big crow

d w
ill m

ake m
e a tidy profit. W

hat luck
I just happened to be in P

aris now
.”

B
ellini w

ent out to find a length of hem
p w

ith a
steel core. H

e borrow
ed a w

inch and w
orked until

daylight securing the w
ire.



 T
he next evening, M

irette heard the com
m

otion in the street.
“G

o and see w
hat it is,” her m

other said. “M
aybe it w

ill cheer you up.”

In the square w
as a hubbub. T

he crow
d w

as so
thick she couldn’t see, at first, that the agent
w

as aim
ing a spotlight at the sky.

“... return of the great B
ellini!” he w

as yell-
ing. C

ould it be? M
irette’s heart ham

m
ered in her

chest.



B
ellini stepped out onto the w

ire and saluted
the crow

d. H
e took a step and then froze. T

he
crow

d cheered w
ildly. B

ut som
ething w

as w
rong.

M
irette knew

 at once w
hat it w

as. F
or a m

om
ent

she w
as as frozen as B

ellini w
as.

T
hen she threw

 herself at the door behind
her, ran inside, up flight after flight of
stairs, and out through a skylight to the
roof.



"P
rotégé of the G

reat B
ellini!” shouted

the agent. H
e w

as beside him
self, already

planning 
the 

w
orld 

tour 
of 

B
ellini 

and
M

irette.
A

s for the m
aster and his pupil, they w

ere
thinking only of the w

ire, and of crossing
to the end.

S
he stretched her hands to B

ellini. H
e

sm
iled and began to w

alk tow
ard her. S

he
stepped onto the w

ire, and w
ith the m

ost
intense pleasure, as she had alw

ays im
agined

it m
ight be she started to cross the sky.

“B
rava! B

ravo!” roared the crow
d.




