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The W¥hole Story by Richard Rossner, printed in Great

Britain by Longman Group UK Limited, 1988 Wi 66-71

This story is set in a circus in England during or
just after the Second World War. Like most circuses at the
time, this one was owned and managed by one family.

The circus-manager was worried. Attendances had
been falling off and such people as did come - children
they were, mostly - sat about listleSSIyl, munching
sweets or sucking dices, sometimes talking to each other
without so much as glancing at the show. Only the young or
little girls, who came to see the ponies, betrayed any real
interest. The clowns”’jokes fell flat®’, for they
were the kind of jokes that used to raise a laugh before
1939‘, after whieh critical date peqp]e’s sense of humour

seemed to have changed, along with many other things about

afuadun

listlessly : tiredly, not showing interest = Lndaa N
wAAIRIMARTS

clown : a person, especially in a circus, who makes
a living by performing amusing or foolish
tricks = #omantuazAiiiad

fell flat : no one laughed at the jokes = 1unTa 1oL el
NBRAN

1939 s+ the year in which the Second World War began

d v 4
= dudfiiederTiuTanaien 2
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them. The cirecus-manager had heard the word ‘corny”
flung about and didn’t 1like it. V¥hat did they want?
Something that was, in his opinion, sillier and more
pointless than the old jokes; not a bull’s-eye on the
target of humour, but an outer or even a near-miss -
something that brought in the element of futility and that
could be laughed at as well as with: an unintentional joke
against the Jjoker. The clowns were quick enough with their
patter® but it just didn’t go down: there was too much
sense in their nonsense for an up-to-date audience, too
much articulateness®. They would do better to talk
gibberish®, perhaps. Now they must change their style,
and find out what really did make people laugh, if people
could be made to: but he, the manager, was over fifty and
rever good himself at making jolkes, even the old-fashioned
kind. What  was this word that everyone was using -
‘sophisticated’? The audiences were too sophisticated, even
the children were: they seemed to have seen and heard all
this before, even when they were too voung to have seen and
heard it.

*What shall we do?” he asked his wife. They were

standing under the Big Topa, which had just been put up,

X3

patter rapid talk, mainly for an audience = nTUR

1399 paviaRan

articulateness: meaningful and intelligent speech = éﬁgaﬁﬁ
AIMMUTEUAY LARR DA A

gibberish : nonsense = 15417y

. . g 4d e ' 1
hig Lop : circus tenh = LAUNMTEN ML AURZATRR
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and wondering how many of the empty seats would still be
empty when they gave their first performance. ‘We shall
have to do something, or it's a bad lookout.’

*I don't see what we can do about the comic side,’
she said. ‘It may come right by itself. Fashions change,
all sorts of old things have returned to favour, like pld-
time dances. But there’'s something we could do.

‘What's that?’

‘Put on an act that's dangerous, really dangerous.
Audiences are never bored by that. | know you don't like it,
and nor more do I, but when we had the Wall of Death-’

Her husband’'s big chest-muscles twitched under his
thin shirt.

*You know what happened then.’

‘Yes, but it wasn’t our fault, we were in the clear.’

He shook his head.

‘Those things upset everyone. I know the public came
after it happened - they came in shoals’, they came to
see the place where someone had been killed. But our people
got the needle’ and didn't give a good performance for
I don't know how long. If you're proposing another Wall of
Death | wouldn't stand for it -« besides, where will you
find a man to do it? - especially with a lion on his bike.
which is the great attraction.’

‘But other turns are dangerous too, as well as

dangerous-looking. It's being dangerous that is the draw.’

in shoals © ip crowds = L;}unéu'}
L]

. 4 o
got the needle : became nervous and frightened = suiaulazanis
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‘Then what do you suggest?

Before she had time to answer a man came up to then.

*1 hope | don't butt in‘,’ he said, ‘but there’s
a man outside who wants to speak to you.’

‘What about?

‘T think he’'s looking for a job.

‘Bring him in,” said the manager.

The man appeared, led by his escort, who then went
away. He was a tall, sandy haired fellow with tawny’
leonine’ eyes and a straggling” moustache. It
wasn't easy to tell his age - he might have been about
thirty five. He pulled off his old brown corduroy cap and
waited.

*1 hear you want to take a job with us,” the manager
said, while his wife tried to size up the newcomer. ‘We're
pretty full up, you know. We don't take on strangers as a
rule. Have you any references?

‘No, sir.’

‘Then I'm afraid we can’'t help you. But just for

form’'s sake, what can you do?

butt in ©interrupt = ARIINI

v
tawny . brown = aanidufitaia
leonine - like a lion = \miauad vavin

straggling : long and untidy = awuaz‘tﬁtﬁmskﬁﬂu
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As if measuring its height the man cast up his eyes
to the point where one of the two poles of the Big Top was
embedded in the canvas.

*I can dive sixty feet into a tank eight foot long
by four foot wide by four foot deep.’

The manager stared at him.

*Can you now? he said. ‘If so, you're the very man
we want. Are you prepared to let us see you do it?

‘Yes, ' the man said.

‘And would you do it with petrol buring on the water?

‘Yes.

‘But have we got a tank? the manager's wife asked.

‘There’s the old Met-raid’s tank. It's just the thing.
Get somebody to fetch it.

While the tank was being brought the stranger looked
about him.

‘Thinking better of it?’ said the manager.

b

*No, sir, the man replied. “I was thinking | should
want some bathing-trunks.’

‘We can soon fix you up with those,” the manager
said. *I’11 show you where to change.

‘Leaving the stranger somewhere out of sight, he
came back to his wife.

*Do you think we ought to let him do it? she asked.

‘Well, it’s his funeral. You wanted us to have a
dangerous act, and now we've got it.’

*Yes, | know, but -’ The rest was drowned by the

rattle of the trolley bringing in the tank = a hollow,
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double cube like a sarcophagus’. Her-maids in low relief
sported on its leaden flanks. Grunting and muttering to
each other the men slid it into position a few feet from
the pole. Then a length of hosepipe was fastened to a
faucet’. and  soon they heard the sound of water
swishing' and gurgling® in the tank.

‘He’'s long time changing,’ said the manager's wife.

‘Perhaps he’s looking for a place to hide his wmoney,’
laughed her husband, and added, ‘I think we’'ll give the
petrol a niss®

At length the man emerged from behind a screen, and
slowly walked towards them. How tall he was, ltm]fy'3 and
muscular. The hair on his body stuck out as if it had been
combed. Hands on hips he stood beside them, his skin
pimpled by goose-flesh. A fit yawning overtook him.

‘How do | get up? he asked.

The nanager was surprised, and pointed to the ladder.

‘Unless you'd rather climb up, or be hauled upal

sarcophogus . stone coffin used in ancient times =
Taerui uRw F i Ty

faucet water tap = i!ﬂi]aﬁ:anz'\

swishing, gurgling : noises made by water = Lamﬁtﬁaﬁ’m&'}

give a miss . not to do something = THRMUTNRIUI9REIY

lanky . tall and thin = guﬁ’qnw

a fit of yawning : suddenly began to yawn a lot = #1717

be hauled up be pulled up with a rope = 'l\"ftgaﬂai%\m'\
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You'll find a platform just below the top, to give you a
foot-hold.’

Be had started to go up the chromium-plated ladder
when the manager's wife called after him: ®Ar you still
sure want to do it?

‘Quite sure, madam.’ »

He was too tall to stand upright on the platform,
the a\ming1 brushed his head. Crouching and swaying
forty feet above them he swung his arms as though to test
the air’s resistance. Then he pitched’ forward into
space, unseen by the manager's wife who looked the other
way until she heard a splash and saw a thin sheet of bright
water shooting up.

The man was standing breast-high in the tank. He
swung himself over the edge and crossed the ring towards
them, his body dripping, his wet feet caked with sawdust,
his tawny eyes a little bloodshot'.

‘Bravo!’” said the manager, taking this shiny hand.
‘It’s a first-rate act, that and will put money in our

pockets. What do you want for it, fifteen quid® a week?’

awning : roof of the circus tent = uﬁﬂﬂ'n.ﬁun(#ﬁf)n'l\nda
WHBIALATIR

pitched - fell forward suddenly = Rn %

bloodshot : red in the eyes = RIUAINAT

quid : pound sterling = aﬁuﬁwﬁﬁsumﬁ‘li’s?ﬂnL?mﬂauﬁ{
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The man shook his head. The water trickled from his
matted hair on to his shoulders, dozed from his borrowed
bathing-suit and made runnels down his sinewy thighs. A
fine figure of a man: the women would like him.

‘Well, twenty then. ’

Still the man shook his head.
‘Let’s make it twenty-five. That's the most we give
anyone.’

Except for the slow shaking of his head the man
might not have heard. The circus-manger and his wife
exchanged a rapid. glance.

*Look here, * he said. ‘Taking into account the draw
your act is likely to be, were going to make you a special
offer ~ thirty pounds a week. All right?

Had the man understood? Be put his finger in his
mouth and went on shaking his head slowly, more to himself
than at them, and seemingly unconscious of the bargain that
was being held out to him. When he still didn’'t answer,
the knot™ of tension broke, and the manager said, in
his ordinary, brisk voice.

‘Then I'm afraid we can’'t do business. But just as a
matter of interest,, tell us why you turned down our
excellent offer.’

The man drew a long breath and breaking his long
silence said, *1t’s the first time | done it and 1 didn't
like it.’

t, he knot : everynne relaxed because the final
decision had been made = qnﬂuLUWTQLu1Ws

NIRAdUATIdaNI 8
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With that he turned on his heel and straddling’
his long legs walked off ‘unsteadily in the direction of the
dressing-room.

The circus-manager and his wife stared at each other.

‘It was the first time he'd done it,’ she muttered.
‘The first time.” Not knowing what to say to him, whether
to praise, blame, scold or sympathize, they waited for him
to come back, but he didn't come. |

“I'll go and see if he’'s all right,” the circus-
manager said. But in two minutes he was back again. ‘He’s
not there,” he said. ‘He must have slipped out the other

way, the crack-brained” fellow!’

straddling . sit or stand with his legs wide apart
= BunTadieniemn
crack-brained . crazy = iyn'] LR

. s ' @ -] -
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1. People are able to do anything, but they prefer to

do what they really like and this js the reason why people
earn Lheir living differently.

2. People have different wavs of earning their living

because they prefer to do what they think thev like most.
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1.
2.
3.

10.
11.

12.
13.
14.

Who usually works in a circus?
Why was the circus-manager worried?
What did the circus-manager think about the clowns’

performances?

. What was the year of 13397

What did the circus-manager think.about to continue his

business?

Whom did the circus-manager talk about the change
and improvement of his business?

While both were talking about the improvement and
the change of the performance style, who came to
see them?

Were the couple who owned the circus willing to accept
him? Why?

What did the man tell them?

Was he allowed to show his performance7

What did he suggest the couple to use for his
performance?

Could the man do his performance successfully?

What did the couple offer him?

Did the man accept the offer?

15. What was his reason given to the couple for his

16.

EN 253

refusal?

What did the circus-manager think about the man?
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