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      Jacqueline

      

          "Don't cry, Mother." I sighed at my sweet sobbing mother, who was now blowing her nose into her apron. "It's not so bad. I get to seek my own fortune.”

      “Oh, Jacqueline…I just know this isn’t the life you wanted, and it breaks my heart to see you driven out of your home…”

      “I’m not being driven out!” I almost laughed a little. My mother could be dramatic. “But I need to find something to make us money. I don’t want to marry any of these petite village men.“ I laughed self-deprecatingly. “And no one wants to hire a woman to do hard work, no matter how big she is.”

          "All the things that can happen on the road to a girl!" she cried.

          "Yes, but--I'm me." I spread my hands, which were big enough that if any village man had wanted to marry me, he probably couldn’t find a wedding ring to fit. "No one bothers me. That's the problem, isn't it?"

          She laughed slightly through her tears. "I don't want anyone to bother you. I just want you around the village. I want to lavish my grandbabies with attention and bring you food whether you want it or not."

          “There will never be grandbabies,” I groaned. “Not when men see my face silhouetted  high above them, against the sun. Not when my head brushes the roof of their home!”

      “Oh, surely someone would adore you and appreciate you for the women you are!” Mother said.

      “A rich man with very high ceilings, perhaps?” I said wryly. “If only I wasn’t a mere peasant. Oh, to crush a lord under me!”

      Ma started sniffing although she was also laughing.

      “Don’t make me cry!” I exclaimed. I rubbed her shoulder as she started pressing her handkerchief to her eyes. She supported me fully, and she knew this day was coming, but I would still be leaving her alone in the cottage. “I'll come back. You're the best mother a girl could have, and I intend to return with a bag of gold and keep you in style."

          "I don't want a bag of gold! I want my family!"

          "Well, no one wants to marry a giant, Ma!" I growled, clamping my hat over my newly shorn locks. "So it's just not happening. I really must go if I'm going to make Tannerston before dark. You don't want me out there after dark, do you? You've already toasted me and blessed me, then blessed me again, so I'm just going to go."

          She hugged me tight one more time, the top of her head barely reaching my shoulder, and I had to gently pry her off of me, kiss her head, and leave her there snotting up her apron. It was the only way. 

          Of course, I hated to do it. Hopefully she wouldn’t have any trouble with highwaymen or bandits over the winter. That was always a concern in Bellam, which bordered the Sly Forest, a hideaway for all sorts of vagrants.

      Still, it wouldn’t do any good for me to be here to shoo off bandits if we were broke and lost our house. The men of the village would watch out for her, and Mother had little Martha, Ruth Squier’s daughter, to help her with the housekeeping. It wasn't like she would ever be alone alone. Usually, she was in some neighbor's yard, two old women leaning on the fence yakking for hours, and if a peddler showed up, god save the man. He'd never extricate himself.

          But I would love to stay…truly, I thought, passing by the familiar thatched cottages and then the church and the blacksmith and the seamstress. I knew girls with a sense of adventure who were stuck at home by the bonds of duty, but I loved my home and my dear mother and my village. I liked having a place that felt like mine, and I loved watching the trees get taller and the garden grow every year. I was outside all the time, because the truth was, I didn’t fit in my own house.

      My fate was to wander and find a place where I did fit. After years of trying to squeeze myself into the confines of Bellam, I accepted this now, and I was excited to see the world.

          "Jacqueline, are you really leaving?” called the miller’s wife, who was also Mrs. Miller, because her husband’s family had been millers since the world was new.

      “I must seek my fortune!” I said, feeling grand.

      “What a shame,” she said gently.

      “No, it’s quite wonderful, actually!” I said, trying to keep my spirits up and not feel irked.

      “But we like having you here,” she said. “And I know you’re just a homebody at heart.”

      “I do love home, but it’ll be so exciting to have an adventure!” I said, wishing she wasn’t right. Oh well, soon I would be away from all these people who knew me too well.

          "Your hair! Mercy! I hardly recognized you!” exclaimed my old schoolmate Cathy, now a young wife and mother feeding the chickens in her yard.

      “I’m finally going to seek my fortune, Cathy!” I said.

      “Oh!” Cathy said, brows knitting with worry. “Good luck and be careful!”

      Well, Cathy was always a worrying sort.

          "You be careful out there! Do you know what to do in case of bandits?” Mrs. Hatch came scurrying out to follow me and tell me about bandits. 

          “There are as many bandits in Bellam as there’ll be anywhere, I’m sure. I really have to go so I can get to Tannerston by nightfall. I’ll be fine. Really. I have Father's bow and hunting knife and plenty of food--oh--" Mrs. Hatch handed me some oatcakes in a scrap of cloth anyway.

          "You take those too," she said. "You'll be surprised how much energy you need walking all that way. Fresh baked," she added proudly, as if there was ever any doubt. Mrs. Hatch had eight boys. Nothing ever lasted more than three hours past “fresh baked”.

      To add insult to injury, one of her small boys came toddling out behind her and said, “Be caweful, Jabalin.”

      “Yes, Tommy, I will be very careful!” I growled.

      What a cruel thing it was to have a man’s size and a woman’s…lack of trust.

          I was in a hurry to go, but Bellam was such a small village that I had passed through before I knew it, and then I was going by Lord Archley's lands, waving at some farmers who were heading in as I was heading out, and then Lord Archley himself, who loved taking long walks in shabby clothing. He was as friendly and eccentric as anyone.

      “Mercer Wright’s little daughter, leaving us for the big city life?” he said, smoking his pipe.

      “No,” I said, amused at the old man for still thinking of me as little in any way, shape, or form. “Well, yes. But…I’m just trying to seek my fortune and bring it home to mother in the spring.”

      “We could use a maid,” he said thoughtfully.

      “Thank you, but I’m set on this course now,” I said politely, because I really had no desire to be a house maid when I’d grown up working for my father, the village thatcher.

      I kept moving well outside of Bellam. Beyond was the larger town of Tannerston, and then...?

          Well, my fortune, hopefully.

          It took about four hours to get past anything I knew. I vaguely remembered going farther with Father a few times, but it was all hazy now. I was most worried that, despite my height and the bow and quiver at my back, Mother's fears would prove correct, and some man would take advantage of me, seeing right through my men's clothes.

          The test would come when I walked into the tavern at Tannerston for a quick rest and a cup of ale. A woman traveling alone? That would attract some attention right away, and if it was very dangerous attention. I could turn around sheepishly and go home.

          But I wouldn't have made a big to-do about leaving home if I had any real fear of that. 

          I had been in this tavern before, with friends at the big market day, and I knew the girl wiping down the bar counters by name. But back then, I had auburn locks that fell past my waist, and my best gown dyed a lovely shade of blue with a pattern of pea flowers I'd embroidered myself on the draping sleeves, plus a silver locket with a likeness of father clearly visible instead of tucked away.

          Every bit a woman, although one who was constantly stared at.

          Now the barmaid just grinned as if seeing a tall young man and said, "What's your pleasure, traveler?"

          "One mug--ahem--one mug of small beer, please. Maid," I added, trying to strike the right tone a young man would use. Please? No, not 'please'. Confident, slightly flirtatious, casually demanding. That was a man's privilege, based on my careful observation as I had prepared for this moment.

      Although maybe I was being too demanding. ‘Maid.’ How rude. Now I was turning into someone I didn’t even like.

      “Thank you, kind lady,” I said, when she brought me the small beer, and she gave me an off look.

      I tried to pitch my voice lower, but it was already low, just because of the size of my frame. I was often praised for the lovely warmth of my singing voice—but I wished I had a high, lovely birdsong voice like Winifred Price.

          “Enjoy it, sir. Where d'you hail from?"

          "I'm just a traveler," I said. "I don't hail from much of anywhere."

          "What's your trade?"

          “I’m seeking my fortune,” I said. “Anywhere I can find it. I’m a hard worker.”

      From a young age, my father had me helping him around our house and garden plot, and beyond. Although I dreamed of being a charming little woman who baked pastries and sewed beautiful clothes, my mother did all of that, while I was always called to help Da fix roofs, hunt for wild game, and come with him to help with the harvest on Lord Archley’s lands, when all the village men came together.

      And so I grew strong and came to know everything my father knew, and when he died, I took on his role around the house—but the jobs dried up. Da used to pull strings to bring me onto jobs. Now the villagers said I should find a husband, only their sons didn’t see me as a woman at all.

      I felt quite stuck. I needed to make more money. I made sure the house was all fixed up, and the pigs were sold, and I knew Ma would be all right with her sewing work and the garden until I returned.

      “My Da could use some help with the stable,” the girl offered, and I realized I shouldn’t have mentioned seeking my fortune in the very next town over.

      “Well, not here,” I said. “I’m seeking my fortune far away from here.”

      “Oh,” she said, looking offended. “It’s not so bad here.”

      “I love it here! But no one has a fortune…” She was already walking off as I felt very stupid. Apparently, as a boy, I turned into a dunce.

          An older man at the bar, a few empty seats away, slid closer. "If it’s your fortune you're after, you should head to the southern coast. The circus winters in Yskador and they always need big strong lads. You might become a tiger tamer or an acrobat. You’ll meet all kinds of pretty girls and have the time of your life! I went there a few winters ago and I never wanted to leave. I wished I was a young man again like you, I tell you what.”

          “That does sound interesting…” A circus? I barely knew what a circus was, except that it was a larger version of the traveling performance troupe that came through Tannerston now and again. It was a merry event to see the rope dancers and jugglers and jesters, and the monkey…but we certainly didn’t get any tiger tamers.

      The southern coasts wouldn't be an unpleasant place to travel, either way. The weather was mild in winter, suitable for a solitary traveler seeking their fortune. If I had to sleep outside, it wouldn't be a problem there.

          "Go to Yskador and ask for Mauritius," the man added, and now I got more excited. If he was offering me a city and a name, maybe there was something to it.

          "Thank you, sir!” I said. “Your next round's on me. Yskador sounds like as good a place as any to head."

          "Oh yes, lad, fine country down there," he said. "Mauritius will certainly find you some fortune to seek, one way or another.”
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      Jacqueline

      

      It was cruel, how one twist of fate at your birth determined so much. I always wondered how many folk with the soul of a great painter or scholar was born to work the fields and never had half a chance, or how many brilliant men were born women instead, and had twelve babies instead of doing the brilliant things.

      Mother would say that was all God's will, and there was comfort in that thought, to be sure, but...

      If it's true, I must have been God's joke.

      My father was a giant of a man, just shy of seven feet, the tallest man in the village by over a hand's length. My mother was just a normal size, five feet and a wisp. So you might think I'd fall in the middle and stand just under six feet myself, or perhaps a little shorter still, being a woman. You might think I would be tall for a woman, yes, but not taller than Will Range, the blacksmith, or Lanky Peter’s son, whom everyone called Little Peter, much to his fury. Will was so handsome and steady, and Peter was clever and funny, but…

      How on earth could I marry a man called “Little Peter”? The jokes would write themselves. Peter wasn’t little, but next to me, he would be.

      Indeed, I was that tall at the age of twelve, already meeting eyes with the men of the village. By sixteen I was six foot nine, and in the end, I was just as tall as my father.

      Otherwise I had a woman's body, slender and curved, with breasts that were now bound tight under my looser clothing. The village boys looked at me with some awe, but I was never asked to dance. Who would dare?

      In the early years of my first blush of maidenhood, I tried to be as soft and small as I could, but I expected I looked like some giant monster trying to sneak in to a party to eat the villagers. It just wasn't possible.

      No, it was better to give up on that and cut off my beautiful hair and sell it to finance my travels, and smother my curves in a man's clothes. It was better to learn to hunt and fight than to embroider or make the most delicious pies.

      I tried to forbid myself from even dreaming of womanly things, of a woman's life, of a husband or children or hearth. I could see advantages to becoming a man. I liked being strong. But I also liked womanly things, and in my heart...I didn't feel much like a man.

      But that was how everyone saw me, on my journey to Yskador. With my height, Father’s old clothes, and the effort I'd put into studying the mannerisms of the boys back home, no one questioned my sex. More than a few girls tried to flirt with me.

      I quickly found that it was hard for me to live a lie--not on the outside, but on the inside. I could jolly well pretend to be a boy, but after a couple of weeks on the road it felt less like a game and more like a cruel farce.

      By the time I reached Yskador, any money I made was quickly spent on lodgings and food. I needed to find something—and fast.

      The closer I came to the sea, the more travelers talked about Yskador. In the warm months, the circus traveled north in a train of carriages. In the cold months, they stayed put, and the people of neighboring towns came to see them instead.

      "Tall as you are, you could nearly be in the circus as a giant!” people told me.

      "I'm not tall enough to be that interesting," I chuckled. "Just tall enough to be useful and pay too much for my clothes."

      The crowd in that particular tavern laughed. "Still, if it's fortune you seek, you should speak to Mauritius."

      "Mauritius?"

      The man I'd already been told to ask for? Maybe that was a sign, indeed.

      "I reckon you might have giant blood," the man added. "I hear Mauritius is looking for a giant. Maybe he'd hire you, since you could almost reach a giant's chest, lad."

      "There aren't any giants anymore," I scoffed.

      The men all puffed up, one of them giving my shoulder a nudge that was meant as friendly, but made me bristle--I still got a little nervous when I was the only woman surrounded by half-drunk men. "No giants? Sure there is one! My uncle saw him once while he was in the woods."

      "Sure, that's some proof! Old drunk Uncle Giorgio!" laughed a man in a threadbare blue coat. "And yet...oh, I do think he's out there. The last giant. And Mauritius clearly thinks so too. But giants are shy."

      "I don't blame him, if he's the last of his kind."

      "If I were the last giant I'd sure rather live out my days fat, happy, and admired in the grand setting of the Yskador Circus than hiding in the woods alone.”

      I was certainly intrigued by the circus and the giant, although I had no idea what it would lead to. I had never seen a circus, nor a giant.

      I made my way east and soon I started seeing the large paintings on the sides of barns, of ladies in short skirts and tight stockings swinging and balancing, and elephants, and a bearded lady. The paintings were crude and weathered but colorful, and declared that Yskador was the winter home of the circus, and it was just ahead. For several days of travel it was always “Just Ahead”.

      Occasionally I passed a full stagecoach of people, painted red and gold with the words, "Yskador Circus Coach Transport--Family Friendly".

      I saw children's faces plastered to the windows, and I marveled at this. I would never have been allowed to travel on a stagecoach as a child, especially for something like a holiday.

      By the evening, the path reached an overlook and I could see glittering lights and striped tents spread all across the line of the ocean, just north of Yskador's church spires and towers. I never thought I’d see the vastness of the ocean. The circus looked like the glittering crown with jewel-lights of many colors above the skyline of the town, against the dusk-gray ocean.

      My heart skipped a beat. In all my travels, I had seen bustling cities and markets and harbors and troupes of performers, but I had never seen anything that looked so fun, so much like a place where something was happening. Although I knew I couldn't reach the circus tonight, I hurried onward into the fringes of the town, eager for the morning.

      "We don't have any single beds, lad, not now when the winter circus is going on," said the woman at the first inn I came to, and the next, and the next. “You have to send a notice in advance that you’re coming if you want a single bed at this time of year.”

      “But I need my own bed!” I couldn't share a bed with a man! But I felt sure that if I told even one person that I was really a woman, word of the tall woman would spread quickly and I would lose my ability to hide. “I—I have a rash.”

      “Goodbye,” the man said, pointing at the door.

      I kept wandering as the streets grew quieter, the bustle of evening dining and drinking on the main streets dying down. I had to find somewhere to go, or at least think of a better excuse than a rash.

      "Psst! You lost, lad?" A man called to me from down the street as my steps drew me closer and closer to the distant music of the circus, like a magnet.

      "No," I said, wary of sharing any business with a stranger.

      "The inns are full, are they?" The man sounded sympathetic and I thought maybe I hadn't been the first stranded soul on the streets of Yskador.

      "Yes, sir, I'm, afraid so."

      "Let me place your accent," he said, waving a hand for me to wait. "Northwest hill country, I think--wait, wait. Tannerston?"

      "The next town over!" I exclaimed. "But then, Bellam isn't even a town."

      "I've met folks from every corner of the continent, at least," the man said. “That’s one of my party tricks, placing an accent. What’s your name, son?" He offered a hand to me, clad in a pristine white glove.

      He was well-dressed in a crimson frock coat and a black vest trimmed in small spangled beads. His hair, black and thick, flew out around his ears like a lion's mane stuffed under the brim of a top hat.

      "You must be with the circus!" I said. "I'm going to see it tomorrow."

      "Tomorrow? Oh, yes, you will indeed. You'll come home with me and have our guest room. My wife has a lamb stew waiting for us, how's that? I'm Mauritius, the Ringmaster and owner, and I'll take you there in the morning."

      “Mauritius!? They told me about you on the road! This really must be fate!” I exclaimed excitedly. "But..." I caught myself. "You wouldn't ask me to be a circus giant, would you?"

      "Oh, no!" He chuckled. "You're not quite tall enough for a dedicated attraction, but if you're looking for a job, I’d have no problem finding something for you to do. I'm assuming you came a long way looking for excitement in the big city, but you know what they say, assumptions begin with an ass. I know the city can be overwhelming at first. I think you're wise to avoid the crowded inns. There are rough men there now and then, as much as we try to make the Yskador Circus a family affair."

      "I am looking for my fortunes," I admitted, although the words were starting to feel as stale in my mouth as traveler’s bread.

      "You'll see tomorrow if your fortune lies here, but I’m inclined to think anyone can find their fortune at the Yskador Circus. I'll bring you around early to see the animals and meet our stars."

      "Really?" I was getting a little bewildered and excited. I'd already been seeing the circus stars--or at least, a roughly painted version of them--along the way. I never imagined I'd run
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