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“Babe, put that dang runt pup down and get over to the store! Someone come to see you! Come all the way up the mountain from Boise, so don’t keep him waiting!”

“Ain’t giving up,” Babe called out to her father, gently nudging the puppy’s tummy. She hoped her big, clumsy thumbs didn’t break anything inside. “He’s got life somewheres inside and I’m finding it!” Babe had found the pup’s mama, a starving stray mutt, hiding in a deserted mining shack earlier that week. Her two other pups were beyond saving, but this one still had some struggle inside.

Babe blew her warm breath into the pup’s face and stroked his wet black fur. “Come on, come on. Breathe.” She ignored her father’s boot steps coming closer. The small mama dog looked up with pleading eyes as her tail tapped lightly on the bed of straw.

“Now!” her father growled.

Then came the sweetest sound—snorts of puppy breath as the newborn squiggled in Babe’s hands. The mama inched closer, sniffing. The pup sniffed back, head bobbing as he nosed around for his mama.

“Look at you,” Babe whispered down to the pup, so tiny in her large, cupped hands. “You ain’t no bigger’n a runt rabbit.”

Her father stepped closer, stealing the lamplight.

“Babe!” He tugged on her long thick braid. She ignored him and yanked her braid back.

“Here’s your baby,” she said softly, placing the pup next to the mama’s face. “He’s all you got, so take good care of him.” The mama licked and nudged more life into him.

“Girl, I told you to ditch that ugly dog or I’ll do it! Just like I did all them other strays you dragged home! Can’t be dragging home every worthless stray you find! You’re thirteen and . . .”

“Fourteen, Pa. Turned last month.”

“Time you growed up!”

“Criminy, Pa, you been saying ‘time you growed up’ since I was three. How much more ‘growed up’ do you think I can be?”

“Don’t want none of your lip!”

Babe stood full up, her knees creaking like an old woman’s. Her father took a step back. Her shadow cast looming and dark over him, forcing him to crane his head up to look at her—his little girl, his giant.

His face stayed hard. “Put something clean on, and then get over to the store.”

“Ain’t got nothing clean.”

“Didn’t I have a new dress made just a year ago?” he demanded.

“Outgrew it just six month ago.”

“Well, at least wash up. You smell like a barnyard.”

“Seems fittin’, since I live in a barn,” she mumbled.

“No lip!”

“I don’t want my picture tooken, Pa.”

“Who said anything about pictures?”

“Ain’t it always when you want me cleaned up?”

“It’s different this time.” He stepped back out of her shadow. “Now, shake a leg! We got important comp’ny.”

As soon as he turned to leave, Babe pursed her ample lips, lifted a leg, and gave it a shake. “How’s that?” she said to the barn door. Her breath showed in the chilly morning air. “You warm enough?” she asked the mama dog. She pulled off her shawl and snuggled it around the dog and her pup, then closed the stall door. With a push and a pull, she moved a wagon against the door to hold the dogs in safe and sound and away from her father. She looked down at them, smiling at the dog murmurs between mother and babe.

“Don’t you worry none. Ain’t letting Pa get rid of you. Your Babe’ll figure something out.”

She shared her room in the barn—the only room large enough to give her standing, walking, and breathing room—among harnesses, saddles, barn cats, rats, and bats. She poured water into a bowl, soaked a rag, and ran it around her face and hands, then ran a jackknife under her fingernails. The bottle of lemon verbena stared up at her. It had been given to her, along with other “lady things,” by a committee of churchwomen. Their “lady things” seemed to be their cure-all for the “unlady things” in Babe’s life . . . her huge and awkward size, her rage at the constant teasing and taunts, her fights, her punishments, her dismal future.

A mirror hung nearby on a nail, but she kept it reflection-side in. She wondered why she even bothered. Washed up and smelling like a garden didn’t mean anything was going to be different this time. “Ain’t gonna make me pretty or small or smart, or make folks take to me,” she mumbled. She turned her gaze to the row of newspaper clippings, mostly yellowed and curled up, tacked on the wall in order of date, her escalating ages, and her escalating sizes. She learned early on: when you’re a spectacle, curiosity comes calling. Two dollars for a photograph, but if it was for a newspaper, her father charged a buck extra.

Pointing her finger along the headline of one of the clippings, she read it out loud, slowly and sounding out the big words:

LITTLE IDAHO GIRL ISN’T SO LITTLE

AMAZING GROWTH SPURT

P. T. BARNUM? HAVE YOU MET THIS GIRL?

Also tacked to the wall was her birth certificate. It reminded her that she, Fern Marie Killingsworth, was born on January 2, 1882, weighing seven pounds, six ounces, and was once perfect and perfectly normal. Right as rain, she whispered each time she looked at it, putting her thumb alongside her two tiny ink footprints. Her thumb was three times as long now, not counting the lump of a wart on the end. Yes, right as rain—for the first three months.

Then it all changed.

A bell clanged in the distance. Nine o’clock. Time for the kids who weren’t giants to go to school.

“Baaaaaabe!” her father screamed out across the street as though answering the bell. “Get your fat rear over here!”

Babe clenched her jaw and swallowed the temptation to scream back. Instead, she muttered, “Great. Now the whole dang town knows I got a fat rear.” She grabbed her coat off a nail and trundled out of the barn. Some boys, on their way to school, spotted her, and she ducked back into the barn. Didn’t need their taunting and laughter. Neal, Idaho, was a mining town—tough, poor, and played out—and it seemed to attract bullies of all ages, shapes, and sizes. Babe was a constant, ripe target. At least the mud pies and horse apples the boys slung could be slung back. But the girls were sometimes worse than the boys, slinging their snippy teases and taunts. . . . How could she forget that rope-jumping song they made up?

Fat Babe Sprat

Et just fat

If you tell her that

She’ll squarsh you flat

How many kids did Babe squarsh . . . ?

One . . . two . . . three . . . four . . .

Babe had stepped in, grabbed the rope and gave it a tug, yanking the two twirlers clean off their feet and tripping the jumping girl. Grunting and growling, face growing red, she pulled and pulled the rope until it frayed, then snapped in two. Then she tossed the pieces high into the trees. The girls screamed, cried, tattled. Of course.

Those pieces of rope, dangling—nah-nah-nah—in the treetops, was the last straw. She was dismissed from third grade for not being a “good fit.” Or not fitting good. Which was fine with Babe. Being full adult-man size by the time she was eight, Babe and school didn’t “fit” very long anyway. Her desk and chair had been set back as far as they could make it, but she still didn’t fit. The time she stood up fast and brought up the whole hooked-together row, spilling out two little girls, she figured it out. Babe didn’t “fit” anywhere.

That was the birth of the beast, that day when she’d been asked to leave school for good. The beast inside the beast, she called it. Something that roiled deep down—a gnawing pain that doubled, then tripled in size, just as she had, and then exploded. That day, the enraged beast overturned another row of desks, pulled down the schoolhouse curtains, and slammed the door so hard, a hinge broke loose.

Once the schoolboys were gone, Babe pulled her skirts up through her legs, hitched the hems into her belt, and slogged across the street. Her men’s boots laced up to the knees made a sucking sound in the thick, spring mud. A warm Chinook wind had blown in, melting the February snow and turning the streets into streams of mud and slush.

A fancy black-and-red wagon with yellow lettering scrolled along the side was hitched up in front of her father’s mercantile store. Her face hardened. “’Nother dang circus,” she growled as she walked around the wagon, carefully approaching the two horses with soothing words and gentle pats. She’d been spooking horses since she was six.

“Well, hello, Babe,” a woman said from the sidewalk. “What’s all this?”

“’Morning, Miz Frazier,” Babe replied. “Reckon it’s a circus wagon.”

The woman read aloud, “‘Professor Renoir’s Collection of Oddities, Curiosities, and Delights.’ My, how fancy. You finally leaving us?” The woman adjusted the scowling toddler on her hip. The child gripped a partially gnawed cob of corn.

Babe looked at the corner entrance to her father’s store, then back at the wagon. “Might could be.”

“Well, everyone knows that’s the best thing for a girl the likes of you,” Mrs. Frazier said. “Harold, quit kicking!” The child went to her other hip. “I’m sorry. You scare little Harold.”

Babe smiled weakly. “Sorry.”

“Well, good luck, dear!” Mrs. Frazier said, continuing along with her morning errands.

Babe watched her walk away and dodged the corncob that her little brat Harold tossed at her.

Just then, the store window opened and her father appeared. “If maybe you could honor us with your presence, missy!” Slam! The window crashed back down.

Babe released a long, heavy sigh, gave each horse a nose pat, and climbed the steps up to the elevated boardwalk. Looking at the town around her, her eyes roamed from the high bell spire of the school; her father’s run-down barn; the tired, lopsided bustle of Mrs. Frazier as she trundled along the sidewalk; and then finally the store.

Maybe it would be different this time.
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“A hundred down, fifty in three months, and that’s my last offer,” the man said, looking Babe up, looking Babe down. He scratched his goatee and mustache so much Babe wondered if he also offered a flea circus in his show. “And that’s a far sight more than I’ve paid for any other act, Mr. Killingsworth.”

“Well, Professor Renoir, I got to reckon she’s cheap at twice that price.” Babe glanced at her father. That wasn’t pride in his voice; it was greed. While the men dickered, she took in this visitor: his shiny black suit was patched in places, his high-top boots had worn-down heels, and his dirty starched collar was pinned, not buttoned, down. The fruity smell of his hair pomade wafted up toward the rafters.

“How old is she?”

Mr. Killingsworth looked at his daughter, eyes squinting. “Fourteen, I think.”

“In your letter you said seventeen. What state is this? Idaho? What’s the legal age of consent here? Don’t need the authorities after me.”

“She passed consent four year ago,” her father said.

“Consent to marry at ten?” Renoir barked. “Good Lord!”

“What difference does it make? She ain’t marrying, and I can sign for her. I’m her pa, and I’m legal, even if she ain’t. She’s a bony-fied giant, and they don’t grow on trees. And she can read and cipher some. She ain’t no lost cause. She’s a giant.” He grinned like he’d just sold a salted silver mine to a wide-eyed flatlander.

Read and cipher some? Babe read that eagerness in his voice and she ciphered this was the fifth time her pa had tried to sell her off. Two chautauquas, one minstrel show, and another traveling circus. She examined this Renoir from the corner. Sort of handsome. Talked good. And all that money! Best offer by far.

“Come over here, Babe, so’s Professor Renoir here can see your size full up. Quit stooping in that corner,” her father said, tugging at her sleeve. Babe jerked her arm away. “Don’t you look at me that way, girl!” Then, to Renoir, “She’s always a bit cantankerous in the morning. Once she gets her belly full, she’s more come-at-able.”

Babe stood now in the center of the room, where the beams were higher and she was able to stand up to her full height. Renoir walked around her, fiddling with the tip of his black goatee. “She is big, I’ll give her that. Does she talk?”

Babe opened her mouth to speak, but her father beat her to it.

“Does she talk? Of course she talks! And she sings some, too! Babe, sing that one about Winsome Winnie from Winnemucca.”

Once again, she opened her mouth but was stopped.

“Don’t need a bawdy singer,” the carnival man said, cutting her father off. “I need a strongman, uh, strongwoman act. I run a carnival, not a burlesque show. In fact, is there a Mrs. Killingsworth? Women have different opinions about what becomes of their daughters. Even ones like this.”

“Her ma died after Babe was born.”

“And who can blame her, huh?” Renoir said. The men chuckled together.

“Ain’t my size what killed her!” Her voice boomed in the confines of the room. They stopped laughing and looked up at her. “I was birthed right as rain. She died of fever of some sort. Tell him that’s so, Pa.”

Father and daughter locked eyes. So seldom did they ever discuss her mother, the right-as-rain birth, the lingering death, who knew what was behind her father’s chilly expression?

Renoir broke the uncomfortable silence. “Shall we get back to the issue at hand?” He took a circle of glass hanging from a ribbon around his neck, placed it into his eye socket and looked down at the papers.

“Of course, Professor Renoir, of course,” her father said. “Let’s talk about her care.” Now came the groveling, the backing down, the upping of the ante. This was the best part. “Naturally, Babe here deserves nothing but the best. And, say, here’s something—she’s still growing! No telling how big she’s going to get! What do you weigh now, Babe?”

Babe felt her jaw tighten. Her fingernails cut crescents into her palms. “Three-forty-two,” she answered, looking down.

“There! You see? Why, she’s up four pound in just two week! We have to weigh her on the livestock scale down at the butcher’s,” he went on, shaking his head and grinning. “How tall’re you this week, Babe?”

She walked to the grow plank propped in the corner. Floorboards creaked under her no matter how lightly she tried to step. The sign on the grow plank read:

HOW BIG WILL BABE GET?

PLACE YOUR BETS

“Six foot, nine inch,” she said, feeling the latest notch carved there . . . but she ciphered from her rising hemlines she was about a half inch taller. If this kept up, soon she’d be able to go back east and look the Statue of Liberty eye to eye.

“And strong? Babe, show Professor Renoir how strong you are.”

If only she had a dime for every time she’d been asked to put her strength on display. There was a bin of wood next to the potbelly stove. Grabbing a handful of kindling, she stared at her father, snapped the bundle like it was a teacher’s hickory stick ruler.

“See there? I seed her carry a crippled colt over her shoulders like it was a newborned lamb. I tell you, if you don’t sign her, someone else will. I’ve writ to P. T. Barnum, you know.”

Renoir itched his chin again and studied the notches, inch by inch, on the grow plank. “Well, bona fide giants are rare,” he said. “Tell you what, I’ll add another fifty to the pot. That’s two hundred. One fifty today, but the last fifty comes only when I know how she’ll work out. I usually know within three months. Not every freak takes well to being put on display. Had a bearded woman go stark raving mad and nearly killed a boy who displayed his backside to her without the benefit of trousers.”

The two men had their laugh like they knew something she shouldn’t. She knew all about bare backsides and teasing and taunting and wanting to kill someone on account of it. She got teased and taunted anyhow, why not get cash money for it?

“Whereabouts you go with your carnival show?” Babe asked.

“Well, we have several circuits. All around the country during different seasons,” Renoir answered. “We don’t normally run this far north in the winter, but the weather’s been fair and folks just love coming out for a carnie—uh, carnival—no matter what the weather.”

“You got anyone famous in your carnie?” she asked.

“Babe, stay out of this and . . . ,” her father said.

“No, let her ask. As a matter of fact, we have several very famous people in our troupe. In fact, I’ve just signed a world-famous elephant act.”

Money, travel, maybe even fame? Babe’s wheels started to churn to life.

“You have anything else you have to ask, Babe?” her father snapped. He went back to the papers. “So, let’s see . . .” He held the contract up to the light and squinted. “How long this contract good for?”

“Just a year, and then it automatically renews,” Renoir replied. “With her consent, of course. When she’s sixteen, she can sign for herself. Naturally, her board and her wages are all spelled out. Very boilerplate. It’s all right there. Just need your John Hancock and the date, February third, 1896. I think you’ll find this fair commerce, Mr. Killingsworth.”

“Shouldn’t I look at that? After all, I’m the one it’s writ about.”

“Get out of my light, Babe,” her father grumbled. “You might be legal to marry but not to sign nothing. You just leave these legal things to us men.”

“Who gets that cash money?” she asked Renoir. “The two hundred dollar?”

Her father glanced at Renoir, then stepped in to answer. “Now, Babe, you know I’ll keep that money for you. For when you’re older and know how to handle it. Sure. I’ll set up a special account at the bank and—”

“No you won’t,” she said, breaking him off.

“You got no idea how much your upkeep is, Babe, and how . . .” His words fell away as he looked at his daughter, then at Renoir, and finally, down at the papers on the counter.

“Sign that paper, take his money, Pa. Reckon you have it coming for what my doctoring cost last fall.”

Her father gave her a long, hard look. “You want to go, Babe?” The pen in his hand was ticking back and forth. A signal? Maybe he was just holding out for more money or maybe . . .

“Go ahead. Sign it, Pa.”

“And remember, Mr. Killingsworth, she’ll be among her own kind.” Renoir stepped in. “Think of this as a mercy. I mean, what else can the poor thing do? And, Babe—may I call you Babe?—you’ll come to love carnie folks and carnie life. We’re all just one big, happy family.”

“Of freaks,” she said, looking down at her father. Would he up the ante, fold, or was he bluffing? Did they really want to be shed of each other? Was it time? What did she have to offer her father here? Food bills and doctor bills and help unloading the delivery wagons. What did her father have to offer her? A cold barn, drowned dogs, and ridicule.

“And food! I have the best cooks on the circuit!” Renoir went on. “And a seamstress—a genius with needle and thread—to sew you beautiful clothes!”

Babe considered the cards she’d just been handed: travel, money, fame, food, and clothes. Quite a poker hand to draw to. For some time she’d been thinking there was no place big enough for her. What was she, after all? Just an ugly giant with more mouth than sense and all in the company of the beast inside the beast.

“What sort of critters you got in your outfit?” she asked. “Me and critters get along, once they get used to my size. Critters is folks to me.”

“Critters galore!”

“She loves her critters,” her father said. “Sometimes I think she’s more animal than—” He stopped when he caught her eye. “Well, anyway, critters take to her real natural-like. You got critters, she’ll be happy. Won’t you, Babe? Won’t you be happy?”

“Reckon so,” she said. The cash and the contract for her future sat on the counter. She walked over, ducking the lamps hanging from the rafters, took a twenty-dollar gold piece, and slipped it into her pocket. “Need me ten minutes to pack my grip,” she said to Renoir. “You can have your barn back, Pa. So that makes us both happy.”

Her father didn’t even flinch. The scratching sound as he signed the contract answered her question—it was different this time. They were both happy to be shed of each other.

Back in the barn it didn’t take long to pack her things. BVDs, socks, underthings, all men’s sizes, dirty and worn and patched together. She had a few childhood things in a trunk. The lid was swollen, and she had to jerk it open. The smell of mold and things forgotten and neglected drifted up. There, on top, the delicate doll—what had she named it? Alice? Annie?—smiled up at her, her eyes closed in repose. She picked up the doll and noticed how much smaller it seemed now in her giant hands. The eyes opened with a click as she held it upright. Such a perfect porcelain face, such China-blue eyes, such elegant lashes, such a sweet red bow of a smile. Alice or Annie was perfect, and Babe remembered why she’d tossed her into the trunk when she was seven. She wasn’t even sure how or when she’d gotten it. Perhaps taken in trade at her father’s store. More likely, she’d swiped it from some teasing little girl.

She reached in and pulled out the wooden cigar box of lead soldiers. Setting Alice or Annie aside, she dumped her tiny army out on the floor. Grinning down at them, she was reminded how she bent them, twisted them, and maimed them, lead being as pliable as clay in her hands. Soldiers no more—just a boxful of tiny little freaks of nature.

Those were left where they had scattered. She rummaged through the trunk and found nothing she would want or need.

From there, the wall opposite her bed. She ripped down the photos and clippings and made sure her birth certificate was well hidden at the bottom of the old leather valise the “lady things” had arrived in.

Last, her one pretty, the one thing she loved so much that she never used it—a silver mirror and brush set. It was all she had from her mother, except her life itself. Carefully, she pulled the set out of a bin under the window. Strands of her mother’s long black hair were still intertwined deep in the bristles of the brush. Babe closed her eyes and breathed in the faint aroma. Slowly, she raised the mirror and found her eyes reflecting back.

“You’re doing it, Babe,” she whispered. “You know it’s time and you’re doing it.” She dared a small smile, then quickly packed the mirror and brush safe and sound among her clothes.

One last look around and she closed the door on her room. She stopped, standing in the center of the barn. Eloise, the cow, was still in her stall, dozing.

“Gonna miss you, Eloise,” Babe said, tossing another handful of grain into her manger. “Thanks for all the milk. Sorry I run you dry so much. Things’ll be better now.”

Then Bo Bo, the old delivery horse, murmured from his stall. “Got some oats for you too, ol’ man,” Babe said. “Thanks for helping me deliver all of them groceries up to the mine. I pushed and you pulled up all them big hills. I saved us skidding downhill a few time, too, huh?” She gave his nose a rub, smiling at the feel of the ageless velvet.

Next, she walked to the back of the barn and opened the small hatch to the outside chicken coop. She poked her head out and tossed some grain. “Thanks for all the eggs, girls. Reckon you can all relax some now that your Babe’s leaving.”

There was no reply. She closed the hatch.

She looked around the barn. “What else?”

The tiny rustle from the stall answered her question. The mama dog and her one pup. She pushed the wagon aside and opened the stall door. Kneeling down, she whispered, “Hey, mama dog. How’s he coming?” She found the pup nestled down—happy and warm and fed. The mama nudged her hand and licked it.

“You’re welcome, girl.” Babe’s giant hand gently encased the dog’s head as she pet it. “You’re welcome.”

Renoir’s wagon rolled up outside the barn.

“Babe? You ready?” her father called in. “Professor Renoir says it’s a good twenty mile to the railhead. Better git gone.”

“Like hell he’s going to ditch you,” she said to the dogs. “You’re coming with me.”

Her valise was packed up full, so she looked around for something to hide the dogs in. She grabbed a box, popped the lid, dumped the contents, made a bed with her shawl, and gently nestled the dogs inside.

“Just going us on a little trip.” She put the lid back on and carried it close to her chest.

The two men were talking over the wagon bed but stopped when she approached.

“What you got in there, girl?” Her father pointed to the box. “You ain’t stealing any of my chickens, are you?”

“Just the dog and her pup, Pa. Gonna ditch ’em off the bridge on the way out of town. Just like you said.”

“Well then,” her father grunted. “See that you do. This town don’t need no more stray dogs and—”

“I said I’ll do it!”

“You watch your tone, girl. You might be leaving, but I’m still your pa and . . .”

“And what?”

He didn’t answer. After a few moments of silence, Babe said, “You said yourself things is different this time.” She turned to Renoir as he climbed aboard the wagon. “You need to move them boxes about some.” She pointed to the cargo in the bed of the wagon.

“What for?”

“Well, unless you want them horses heading skyward once I set in the back of the wagon . . .”

“Oh! Oh, yes! Yes!” Renoir said. He climbed over the seat and rearranged the load.

Babe tossed in her valise, eased herself into the back of the wagon, and put the box on her lap. Her father took a few steps back. “Bye, Pa.”

Babe hadn’t cried in four, maybe five years. Why should she? Crying never did her a speck of good. Crying was for little girls and sissies, not giants. No tears even now, looking at her father, standing there, saying nothing, not even a little wave goodbye, the played-out town and all she’d come to know behind him. She set her chin, turned, and looked ahead.

Renoir clucked his team. The horses groaned as they pulled forward. Her father walked away and disappeared into his store. “Well, that’s that.” She lifted the lid to the box to give the dogs some air. She smiled at the mama dog as she poked her head out. “Shed is shed, ain’t that so, mama dog?”

Renoir stopped the team just outside of town.

“Why you stopping?” Babe asked.

“So you can let those dogs go.” He pointed his whip to the box in Babe’s arms. “Like you told your father.”

“My ol’ man knew I was lying. These critters is coming with me.”

“Now, you just wait a minute, Babe, I didn’t say anything about . . .”

“Or I climb out right here and you’re out your money and your strongwoman show,” she said, surprised at her tone and her threats.

Renoir stared at her across the wagonload. “We’ll settle that when we get there, girl.” He turned and clucked the team on.

Babe pulled the mama dog out of the box, pet her, and ran her fur along her cheek. “Don’t you worry none. Your Babe’s got you.”
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“Get out,” Renoir said, pulling the tarp off Babe’s head. “Get your grip and get aboard that train. The hog engine will be here any minute and we still have to finish takedown.”

Babe looked around her and blinked. Hog engine? Take what down? “Where are we?”

“Just outside Boise,” he said over his shoulder.

Babe got out and looked around. What was this world? She’d seen trains and even some traveling carnivals, but not in this state—half in and half out of the train. She raised her nose to the air and took a deep breath in. Popcorn, something sweet, and—deep breath—roasting peanuts? Her stomach sent out a rumble.

Renoir had disappeared into a tent, and people were yelling, calling orders—Do this! Do that! You do it! My hands are full!—as the carnie was being folded up and put away into railroad cars.

What might have been a cow pasture yesterday was a muddy field of turned-up ground and big puddles of rainwater. Babe left the mama dog and her pup in their box and put up the tailgate of the wagon to keep them safe inside.

Walking between two steaming cook fires, she followed her nose toward food. No one paid her any attention, as though a giant girl walking among them was nothing unusual. Tables and chairs were being folded and stacked, boxes and crates were being filled with little dolls, popguns, shiny dishes, and trinkets. Off in the distance, a train engine hooted three times and people started moving faster, cursing and shouting even louder.

Someone untied a handful of red balloons and they bounced on the muddy ground, catching a breeze. Babe shaded her eyes, watching them drift away and wondering where they might end up—maybe a child will find one, or what if one spooks a horse down the road?

A man tossed some rubbish from a large can onto a fire. The smell of smoldering food drew Babe closer. A whole Sunday picnic! Corncobs, sandwiches, apple cores, popcorn balls—all half-eaten but good enough for Babe. She devoured a half sandwich in one bite, then poked around the trash can for more. She salvaged what fit into her pockets to have for later and for the mama dog.

Thirsty now. There were three metal mugs on a nearby table. Sure enough, soda pop! One was nearly full, and she downed it in one gulp, burped, then finished off the others.

“I said put your back into it!” a man hollered from up toward the train. Three men struggled under the weight of the pole they were carrying uphill. The rope on one end trailed behind them. The last man in the line was as short and skinny as a matchstick. He tripped on the tail end of the rope and slipped in the mud, bringing down the other two men. The pole rolled downhill as people yelled and dashed out of the way. It rolled pell-mell toward Babe, who picked up the trash can with one hand and, holding a mug in the other, stepped out of the way.

She set the can down, finished off the soda pop, tossed the mug, then walked to the pole. Lifting her skirts and stooping down, she picked the pole up at its dead center and hoisted it to her shoulder. Everyone stopped cold and stared.

“Where you want this thing?” she asked.

A man pointed up the siding, toward the railcar. Babe toted it while the other men gathered the trailing ropes and wires. With barely a grunt, she pushed the pole to the top of a railcar, where it was tied down and ready for travel.

Babe looked down at the carnies watching her. She reckoned folks knew she was here now.

Something was tugging at her skirt.

“You’re strong,” a creature stated. Babe looked down, took a step back to see . . . this who, this what? A masculine face but wearing a dress, only about a third of her height. The head, much too small for the body, seemed to point skyward and was topped with a knot of hair, tied with a pink ribbon. A filthy doll was tucked into her belt of rope.

“You’re strong,” she said again, still tugging Babe’s skirt. She grinned up, displaying huge, gap-toothed buckteeth. “You’re strong.” She stuck her thumb in her mouth and sucked earnestly.

“Twenty minutes! Twenty minutes!” a man hollered, walking toward them. The man bent down to Babe’s first “oddity” and said, slowly, as if he was talking to a three-year-old, “Now, JoJo. We’re busy here, so let’s take you to your car, okay?”

JoJo ignored him and pulled on Babe’s skirt. “You’re big. You’re strong.”

“Thank you,” she said. “You’re nice.”

“I like you!” JoJo now grinned ear to ear as she stroked her doll’s nearly bald head.

“You got to watch it with this little pinhead. You give her an inch, and she’ll take a mile,” the man said. “You come with me now, JoJo.” He offered her a finger, which she grasped, childlike. She waddled off with him, waving a shy bye-bye to Babe.

Someone from up the hill yelled at her, breaking her stare. “Hey! You! Yeah, you giant! Come on! Shake a leg!”

Babe flashed back to her father’s warning from just that morning. She shook her leg at him, then trotted back to Renoir’s wagon. The horses had been unharnessed and taken away. The boxes and crates inside were gone.

“Where’s my grip? Where’s my dogs?” she asked a woman carrying a satchel.

“Ladies go into Car C.”

“Where’s that wood box?” Babe asked, feeling a heat inside rising up. “Had me a mama dog and her pup inside.”

“You mean that?” the woman said, pointing her nose to the trash pile. “Renoir said to toss it.”

Babe rushed over and snatched the box. She sat down, opened the lid, and pulled out the mama dog. “You still got your baby?” She reached in and pulled the whimpering pup out. “You okay, baby dog?”

“Well, would you look at that,” the woman said, kneeling down. She wore an exotic, shiny robe of reds and embroidered golds. Babe tried not to stare at the woman’s powdered face, blue-lined eyes, bloodred lips—as red, white, and blue as the Fourth of July!

“Renoir knew these was my pups in this box,” Babe said, putting the puppy to her cheek and giving it a gentle kiss.

“Well, Renoir isn’t very fond of animals,” the colorful woman said. “Strange, for a carnie man, huh?”

“Then I ain’t fond of Renoir,” Babe grumbled.

“Look, do yourself a favor,” she said, giving the mama dog a pat. “Give the dogs to Donny. He’s our dog act—Donny Davis and His Doggone Dogs. He’ll see to it they’re both taken care of. Maybe even get that pup into the act. Just don’t let Renoir know. He doesn’t like his orders being disobeyed.”

“Where’s this doggone man?”

“Usually in Car B, the men’s smoking car.” The fancy woman smiled at Babe. “Lord, you’re built from the ground up! Every bit the giant Renoir said you were. Saw your first performance with the tent pole. Brava!”

“What’s a brava?”

The woman chuckled. “It means ‘nice job.’”

“Oh,” Babe muttered, pulling her eyes away from the woman. “Sorry for staring, ma’am. Ain’t never seed a face like yours . . . I mean . . . all painted up . . . I mean . . .”

The woman smiled so wide a gold tooth in back shone bright. “Well, that goes for me, too. Don’t reckon I’ve ever seen a girl as big as you.” She offered Babe a slender, white-as-snow hand. “I’m Cora Epstein.” Her long, sharp fingernails were painted as red as her lips. “My stage name is Madame de la Rosa. I’m the mitt reader in this mud opera.”

“Ma’am?”

She gave a deep laugh, mixed with a cough, and said, “I read palms. You know, a fortune-teller?”

“For true?”

“Sure! Here, give me your hand.”

Babe’s hands were always rough, cracked, dirty, ugly and that wasn’t even considering the warts. “No.”

“Oh, come on.” The fortune-teller grabbed Babe’s hand and turned it over, inspecting the palm. “What’s this?”

“Peanut shell, looks like.”

Madame de la Rosa flicked it away. Babe looked at the woman’s head while she traced the lines of her palm. Her mahogany-black hair was snowy white at the roots.

“There. Uh-huh, uh-huh, uh-huh,” the woman muttered.

“Uh-huh what?”

“Just as I suspected. Long life, lots of love, and many, many, many adventures are ahead for you.”

Babe pulled her hand away. “Don’t say no such thing. Giants don’t live long. My ol’ man told me.”

The woman smiled and winked. “Well, in folklore, they do.” She pulled out a leather tong necklace and shook out the charms dangling on it. “For ten cents extra, I sell a juju to make sure good fortunes come true.”

“What’s a juju?”

“It’s anything you can hustle—sell—to make a person feel good.” She took one off the tong. “Here.”

“I don’t got ten cent.”

“On the house,” she said, handing it to her. “You’re going to need all the good luck you can get with this broken-down outfit. And believe me, I’ve seen them all!”

The train tooted again. Madame de la Rosa hurried off, calling, “See you in the car! We have to hurry. That train’ll leave us here to walk to the next stop if we’re not on it. By the way, what’s your name?”

“Fern Marie Killingsworth!” Babe hollered after her.

“Glad to meet you!” she called back, her long robe flowing behind her.

“Folks call me Babe!” She smiled down at the juju—a small wooden disk with a frog painted on it—then pocketed it. She tossed some food in the box for the mama dog, closed it, and climbed the hillside toward the train, the box safe and secure under her arm.

She continued along the side of the tracks, counting twelve cars and a pink caboose. The first car after the firewood car was painted faded red, black, and gold. “Professor Renoir’s Collection of Oddities, Curiosities, and Delights” was painted on the side in fancy white letters, chipped and dirty with soot. A painting on another car caught Babe’s eyes. The huge creature had red eyes spitting fire, sharp long tusks, barreling through a crowd of terrified people.

“Car-lot-ta.” Babe sounded out the writing. She stepped back and squinted while she sounded out “El-e-phant.”

She glimpsed someone peeping at her through the window at the front of the elephant railcar. A curtain came down with a snap. The back of the car had no windows but narrow slots too high up for Babe to peek into. Sniffs and snorts came from inside.

People shouting, engine panting, steam hissing—all such foreign, strange sounds. Babe felt her heart pound and her breath come faster. Excitement or fear? Was she really about to climb aboard this train and go . . . where? Her few belongings were already on board, but she had her twenty-dollar gold piece in her boot and her two dogs under her arm. Maybe she could just turn around, walk away. Contracts, Renoir, her father, her future be damned! If she was going to turn tail and run, now was the time, she warned herself.

A long, shrill whistle startled her as it echoed off the grounds and the train gave a jerk forward. “Hey! Giant! You coming?” a man called as though he could read her thoughts from three cars ahead.

Was she? The train began to inch away. She looked down on the empty field, back at the pink caboose, up at the engine. Yes, she was coming!

Babe broke into a bone-jarring trot, then a clumsy lope. Gravel shot up behind her. People on board laughed and pointed through the open windows.

She finally caught up, and with the help of the man who had signaled her, she pulled herself aboard.

“Where’s . . . that man . . . with the dogs?” she gasped, peeking inside the box to make sure the dogs were all right.

“Donny? He’s up there in the men’s smoking car. Bald as a baby’s butt. Can’t miss him.” The man pointed to the car ahead.

Babe struggled with the railcar’s double door. It didn’t push; it didn’t pull.

“It slides,” the man advised.

She looked at the casing, then understood. Like a barn door. She tried it, but it stuck.

“Got to unlatch it first.” He pointed to the handle.

She grabbed the handle and slid the door with such a force it came off its tracks, sticking and now only half open. She jiggled it. Still stuck. She tried to edge her way through the door ignoring the sound of men’s laughter.

Now she was stuck! “No!” Babe growled. Roars of laughter erupted as two men on both sides of the door pulled and grunted to get her and the door unstuck. Finally free, she burst into the car, where a wave of heavy cigar smoke hit her. She looked around through the fog.

Not one bald man did she see. “Need me that baldy man with the dogs!”

“Hey, baldy man!” someone called to the back.

A man walked toward her. “I have the dog act,” he said, smiling kindly at her. “Ignore all those laughing hyenas.”

“You ain’t bald,” Babe said, noting the man’s full head of hair.

More laughter came from the crowd that had gathered around them.

“Oh!” He reached to his head and pulled off his toupee. “Now I am.” Roars of laughter!

Babe gasped. She knew women wore wigs sometimes, but men? “What’re they laughing at?” Babe asked the short, stout, bald man.

“Oh, I was taking a bow after my act yesterday and my rug fell off.”

“Rug?”

He shook his toupee under her nose, and the car exploded in more laughter, boos, hisses, cuss words. With more voice than Babe figured a man of his size could muster, he shouted, “Shut the sam hill up! Can’t you see there’s a young lady present?”

More laughter at “young lady.”

“Who can’t see her?” another man shouted.

“Don’t listen to them. Come on.” Donny tried to make his way toward the platform between the cars, but Babe was blocking the way. She backed up into an empty seating area. “Yep. You’re the giant all right. Renoir said he was chasing a strong act. So, what can I do you for?”

“That mitt reader, Madame Something. She said you’d make sure these critters get tooken care of.”

He opened the box. “Lookee there. Just a wee one and not very old.”

“Borned just this morning. She had three, but the first two was already goners coming through.”

“Mama’s a tired old girl. Terrier, I’d say. Smart dogs, terriers.”

“Maybe you can help her come around,” Babe said, scrunching the dog’s ears.

“I’ll do my best,” he said, smiling up at her. “Say, you better get to the ladies’ car. Renoir doesn’t like fraternizing while on the road.”

“Ha!” another eavesdropper muttered, chuckling over his newspaper across the aisle.

“Reckon mama needs some water. Gave her a few bites of sandwich. Her poor youngin’s had a hard day.”

He smiled at her. “I know just what to do. You go on.” He nodded toward the car door. “Say, what’s your name?”

“Babe. Can I come visit them?”

“Sure. Any time.”

“You won’t let that boss man, that Renoir, get rid of ’em?”

“Of course not.”

“Okay, then.”

Babe paused, then lumbered back through the car, this time carefully sliding the door open and closed behind her. She stopped on the vestibule.

“Sure is a wonder,” she whispered, looking back on her first day ever away from home—from helping the mama dog birth her pup, and her father and Renoir bartering for her, to the strange people she’d met. And now watching the greens, browns, and blues blurring as the train now zoomed toward whatever—whomever—was on the tracks ahead. “A wonder for sure.”
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“You sleep in there,” Madame de la Rosa said, moving aside the thick black curtains to a short and narrow berth in the ladies’ sleeping car.

Babe poked her head inside. “What half of me?”

“Oh,” Madame de la Rosa said, putting a delicate hand to her mouth. “I see what you mean.” Babe gripped a handle to keep her balance as the train waddled back and forth. Madame de la Rosa swayed like a seasoned sailor, her sea legs well under her. “Well, here. Come with me and we’ll set you up in the ladies’ lavatory.”

“Ma’am?”

“Latrine? Privy? Uh, outhouse?”

“A necessary room? Here on a train?” She massaged her shoulder, already cramping from bending over in the train’s passageway.

“Come, dear,” she said, leading the way toward the back of the car. “I’ll show you.”

The “necessary room” was bright with shiny white tiles reflecting light from the gas lamps. “Don’t tell me you’ve never seen a lavatory before,” Madame de la Rosa said.

“Not like this,” Babe whispered, folding herself in half to get through the door. She peeked into the stall. “Got a chain pull and everything.” Babe recalled the only other necessary room she’d seen—the infirmary in Neal, and that was not a pleasant memory, considering the broken porcelain commode. “Can I give it a pull? See the water gush and all?”

“Be my guest.” Madame de la Rosa smiled as she watched Babe pull the
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