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Chapter 1



I don’t think I’m abnormally obsessive. I mean, Daddy hasn’t taken me to the doctor or anything to find out for sure, so I prefer to describe myself as focused. A lot of kids my age are focused. Like Arnie Bradford. He is focused on basketball. Every time we drive by his house on our way to town, he is in his driveway shooting baskets. Even in the middle of winter. Then there is Gloria Mathis. She is all the time blathering about this teenage actor she is in love with. She cuts his picture out of magazines and plasters them all over her school notebooks.


But truth be told, they are focused on the usual kinds of things that kids all over the place are focused on. Like there are probably hundreds of thousands of fifth graders into basketball and popular actors. It just so happens that my thoughts are consumed with something out of the ordinary. Daddy isn’t worried about me at all. But Aunt Arlene sure is.









Chapter 2



Maybe Daddy isn’t worried about me because he is kind of focused himself. He is a veterinarian here in Pickaway County, and he keeps real busy. He has an office built into the side of our home, an old white farmhouse with a green tin roof. He is a mixed-animal vet. That means besides the dogs and cats he tends to in our home, he sometimes has to travel to neighboring farms to look after cattle, sheep, pigs, and horses.

We aren’t rich. Aunt Arlene says Daddy treats too many animals at a discount and takes on too many pets his clients abandon. But the two of us, we don’t care. I don’t need to live in a huge house with Persian rugs and stuffy antiques like Aunt Arlene does. I’ve told her that before, but it’s like she can’t hear a word that I say.

Aunt Arlene is very focused too. Focused on other people’s business. Since we lost Mama, she thinks it is her job to take care of Daddy and me even though we do fine on our own. But she means well, and we love her despite her meddling ways. And I know she loves the two of us despite our obvious flaws, so it all evens out, I suppose, in the end.

And speak of the devil, she is just now interrupting my Saturday morning, the screen door of Daddy’s office banging behind her.









Chapter 3



“I’m taking the girl shopping for some spring clothes today,” Aunt Arlene announces. She doesn’t even say hi or greet us in any other way. But we are used to that. She usually announces something upon her arrival.

Daddy is at the front counter with Shirley, his assistant. They are getting things ready for his first scheduled patient of the day, an Old English sheepdog that is being brought in for neutering.

I’m goofing around on the office computer nearby. I click off the message board on BigPumpkins.com and sigh. I’m not pleased with Aunt Arlene’s shopping news. I like spending my Saturday mornings helping around the office. I feed the animals that have had to spend the night, and sometimes answer the phone or greet people. My friend Jacob will probably be stopping by this afternoon, too. Lately he’s been trying to teach me how to play chess. He’ll be disappointed if I’m not here. Besides, I have no interest in clothes. Daddy just takes me to the discount store, and I get regular jeans and T-shirts. Our shopping trips take all of about fifteen minutes. I have an uneasy feeling, though, that this trip will be an all-day affair.

Daddy looks at me. “You want to go shopping with your aunt Arlene?”

“No.”

“The girl doesn’t want to go,” he says.

I’m often referred to as the girl when Daddy and Aunt Arlene discuss me. I’m not offended. After all, I am an only child and therefore the only girl in the family, so there is never any confusion about who they are talking about. Besides, I kind of like being called the girl. It is much better than my real name, which happens to be Mildred. I am named after Daddy and Aunt Arlene’s mother, my grandma, who now lives in Florida with my grandpa. They moved there when I was three because they couldn’t stand the winter weather here in Ohio, but they do visit us for a few weeks every summer. The name suits my grandma just fine; she has wrinkles and smells of old-lady perfume. It just doesn’t happen to fit me. A few people have tried to shorten my name to Millie, but it never caught on. It doesn’t seem to fit either. Millie sounds perky, and I guess I’m more on the serious side.

Aunt Arlene walks over to Daddy, leans over the counter, and whispers, “The girl is starting to…grow. I think it’s best that I take her shopping, if you know what I mean.”

Daddy seldom blushes, but his face is turning pink. Before he says a word, I know I’m a goner. I’m going shopping with Aunt Arlene.









Chapter 4



Aunt Arlene and I drive by Arnie Bradford’s house. He’s in the driveway, pounding an orange ball onto blacktop. Aunt Arlene toots her horn and waves.

“Nice boy,” she says. “And cute, don’t you think?”

I stare at her with an appropriately disgusted look, and she becomes silent.

Just looking at Aunt Arlene, you would never guess she and Daddy are sister and brother. Aunt Arlene is always color-coordinated, with every hair in place. Right now she’s wearing khaki pants and a cream blouse with a brown, tan, and blue scarf draped at her neck. She has smooth, chin-length dark brown hair that curls under on the ends.

Daddy’s hair is the same color, but it always looks like he just got out of bed; he’s not one to blow-dry and gel. And sometimes Aunt Arlene studies what he’s wearing and jokes about his being color-blind, which he’s not.

I’m a lot like Daddy, although right now my hair doesn’t look too bad. Aunt Arlene made me brush it before we left.

I look out the window and think more important thoughts. Pretty soon, as we continue on our way to Aunt Arlene’s favorite mall in Columbus, we pass Circleville’s water tower. It’s painted like a giant pumpkin. But I was thinking about giant pumpkins before it even appeared out my car window. Giant pumpkins are what I’m focused on. Morning, noon, and night I’ve got giant pumpkins on my mind.









Chapter 5



It all started when I was six. Like always, I had spent part of the third week of October at the Circleville Pumpkin Show, otherwise known as the “Greatest Free Show on Earth” (and I’m not exaggerating about the title; anyone who goes to pumpkinshow.com can print out a ticket that says so).

The streets are blocked off, and more than four hundred thousand people flock to our town. It’s such a big deal that all the local schools get three whole days off, even though it’s not exactly considered a national holiday.


We have a huge midway, and more rides and junk-food stands than practically any old fair you’ve been to. And when it comes to food, people don’t just fill up on things like cotton candy and caramel apples. We have pumpkin ice cream, pumpkin donuts, pumpkin chili, pumpkin hamburgers, pumpkin pizza, and spaghetti with pumpkin sauce. If it can be made out of pumpkin, we are certain to have it.

Lindsey’s Bakery is famous for baking and displaying the world’s largest pumpkin pie as well. The first day it looks real pretty and smooth. But several days later there are marks all over the orangish brown filling where little kids have poked their fingers, and it becomes rather sorry-looking and disgusting.

Our parades are legendary. Bands and floats and Shriners and queens. My mama rode a float once. When she was in eleventh grade, she was Pumpkin Show Queen. Daddy has a picture of her wearing her crown. I’ve never seen anyone more beautiful. And that’s the God’s honest truth.

But what people really come to see are the pumpkins. That’s what makes our festival different from any other. Right in the center of town is an area surrounded by a chain-link fence. Inside the fence is a towering treelike structure made up of regular-size pumpkins. Down from that, right in front of our circle-shaped bank, are the giants. They are eight hundred, nine hundred, sometimes even more than a thousand pounds. And there is one blue ribbon winner, the one proclaimed the largest of the large at the Pumpkin Show.

Now, as I was saying, my focus on giant pumpkins started when I was six. I don’t know why. Maybe because I was too big for the kiddie rides but not brave enough for the big ones that went upside down. Things were also different for me that year. It was my first without Mama. She had died from cancer about three months before. I can remember stopping by the fenced-off display with Daddy, and all I could think about was how Mama always used to point out the big pumpkins to me.

Daddy must have been thinking the same thing ’cause he said, “Your mama sure got a kick out of those pumpkins. Every year she would say she wanted to try her hand at growing one.” He paused, and then his voice trailed off kind of sadlike. “I guess she just never got around to it.”

At that very moment those big pumpkins seemed magical. I stared at their hulking forms and thought of the seeds they came from. I had helped Daddy carve a pumpkin the night before. Pumpkin seeds were flat and about the size of a fingernail. How could they grow into something so big and plump?

The people who made them grow must have some kind of special power, I decided. I felt bad because Mama never had a chance to see if she could grow one. I bet she had special powers. I bet she could have grown the biggest ever.


Then I wondered if deep inside me I might have special powers, too.

So that night I dug through the trash, looking for pumpkin seeds. I found a nice one and thought since my mama couldn’t grow a giant pumpkin, I would.
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