
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MY LIFE AS A CIRCUS BABY 

By Jeanette D. Farr 

RUNNING TIME: 10 MINUTES 

SYNOPSIS: In rural Virginia within a landscape of a circus, two workers try to figure 

out what to do with another mouth to feed in troubling times and discover that family 

comes in many forms. 
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SETTING: An empty lot in rural Virginia; A place where the circus comes by train. 1933. 

 

CHARACTERS: 

ELI – a roustabout for the circus 

JUNE – a circus worker, does not identify as female 

 

NOTE: A / in the dialogue indicates and overlap of language. The next line should 

begin as the prior line continues.  

 

ELI is sitting on an apple crate with a BURLAP BUNDLE that moves and wiggles on occasion. 

He cuddles it, “goos” and “coos” at it. Makes faces at it. 

 

     ELI 

Goo, goo, goo, goo- 

A Brrrrrrrurpt, a brurrrrpt- 

Wah. Wah. 

You will see a great deal of things, old man.  

A great deal of things. 

Eli here has seen a great many things in his life as a circus baby. 

Yes he has. 

Yes I have. 

A number of death-defying acts 

In rings one, two, and three 

A boo-boo-boo-boo-boo. 

Yes. Yes you are. 

My Mama, she didn’t want me when I was born, neither. And after some years we had 

a deal, my Mama and I. I would go with the circus and she would be looked for in the 

crowd.  

But I made do. 

Back before the circus lured Eli with her music, (He demonstrates a little circus calliope 

song) back before the circus found me, I learned things in the world. 

 

There was a fat lady that ate herself to death. 

A leopard man who tried to eat me. 

A strong man who didn’t know his own strength. 
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Those folks out in the world, they didn’t try to change me or who I was. But they sure 

made me who I am. 

When they tossed me up in the air – it was “for my own good”. 

Reckon after all that I could’ve been a trapeze artist if I wanted to - if my knees weren’t 

so bad. 

 

Come now. It’s okay if you wanna cry it out, but you gotta be quiet while doin’ it. Don’t 

want everybody to find out about you and me.  

Maybe I’ll cry it out, too.  I’m not quite sure what to do. 

 

(The BUNDLE lets out a distressed sound) 

 

Ahhh, no. Don’t worry, you. The tattooed lady was nice to me.  

Gave me a warm place to sleep. Fed me. Learned me.  

Or was it the bearded lady? 

Well, I’ll tell you more about the ladies in a few more years. When you’re ready to 

become a man.  

 

(JUNE enters, face weathered and worn, in work boots, 

gloves, and overalls – she has been working hard. Her 

clothing reflects dark rust-colored stains.) 

     JUNE 

Eli! Rube’s been looking for you. Says you aren’t getting fed today if you don’t do your 

share.  

(Startled, ELI nearly drops the bundle, then holds it close) 

 

     ELI 

Jeez, June. You know how to scare a fella!/What happened? You’re all bloody.  

    

JUNE 

Yeah. Heard that one before. What? Oh, the dirt here is clay, near bloody lookin’. Thick. 

Stickin’ to the shovel. (Trying to wipe it off) Guess I do look like I took apart an elephant. 

 

ELI 

If you’re shovelin’ I ain’t interested in shovelin’ today. 

      

JUNE 
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We’re done with shovelin’ and now we’re puttin’ up the tent. But if you were there 

helpin’ you’d know that. We can use your help, now, so... (Waiting for a response.) Well?   

(Beat. Suspicious) You sick? 

 

     ELI 

Just give me a minute, would ya? I’ll come/when I’m ready. 

 

     JUNE 

You better come now. There isn’t much light left. Lord, this weather’s been brutal to me. 

I can feel my face crack. Dry. Crack.  It’s in pieces. Do I look in pieces? What’s that you 

got? You get something and aren’t telling me? 

 

(The BUNDLE makes a noise. Not a 

distressful noise, but confused.) 

     JUNE 

You got an animal in there. You know the rules: all animals must be kept in the cages 

until we get the tent up. Then we water ‘em. Run ‘em… 

 

     ELI 

It’s not- 

 

     JUNE 

Well, you must have something good if— 

       

(The BUNDLE coos. A human noise this time) 

 

     JUNE 

(startled) Ho-ly mother- 

 

 

     ELI 

It’s not what you think- 

 

     JUNE 

That’s a baby. 

 

     ELI 

He’s a “he” and/he’s mine. 
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     JUNE 

Right now, he’s not going to help you work.  Besides, what girl in her right mind would 

be foolish enough to let you lie with her? 

 

     ELI 

Wasn’t no girl. I found him. He’s mine. And I was just tellin’ him my story. He seems to 

like it.  

    

       (The BUNDLE giggles) 

 

JUNE 

Don’t tell him no stories! 

 

ELI 

(to bundle) Well, I’ll tell you, old man. That day, the circus came, I saw him - the man 

who I would know as my papa. His name, Clyde. Not a very fancy name, but boy, was 

he a fancy man. I followed him around and I watched. I watched him as he put his head 

in the lion’s mouth. But he never lost his head. 

 

JUNE 

It’s you who lost your head!  Eli, did you take this baby?  

 

ELI 

I told you. I found him.  

 

     JUNE 

Did someone just leave him?  Who? Who left him? (not playing around now) Tell me! 

ELI 

The lady was trying to protect him, I think- 

 

JUNE 

What lady? 

 

ELI 

Just a lady- a lady who dug a hole to put him in, to cover him, to keep him safe/then I 

came by and- 

 

JUNE 
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We both know she wasn’t trying to keep him safe – she was trying to- 

 

 

 

ELI 

Shhh. He don’t need to know that. Anyway, I think the lady heard me comin’ - You 

know how I like to whistle - So, I’m gonna keep it/Like Clyde did me. 

 

     JUNE 

And what?  You’re gonna water it, then feed it, then run it? We barely have room for 

the animals let alone room for no baby. 

 

     ELI 

Maybe we can take care of him now/just until- 

 

     JUNE 

We gotta take care of ourselves. 

 

     ELI 

Clyde says the gov’ment system let me down and that’s why I’m here- 

 

JUNE 

President Roosevelt said the gov’ment system let you down. Clyde must’ve heard it from 

him. 

 

     ELI  

 Clyde would know what to do. He took care of me.  

  

     JUNE 

(gently) You know Clyde’s not here anymore. Right, Eli? 

 

ELI  

Of course he’s not here. Clyde’s dead. I ain’t dumb. (To bundle) And when I’m 80 years 

old or you’re 80 years old, you’ll see. Things that happen now will start to repeat. 

“You’ll do fine without a mother, because I’m here” said my new Papa, Clyde. See, and 

Clyde was right ‘cause I’m here. Isn’t that right, old man? 

      

JUNE 

Stop talkin’ to that baby, will ya? Just…just leave him where you found him. He’ll be 

fine. 
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     ELI 

Ain’t nobody’s gonna be fine out here in this here bloody lookin’ dirt! Maybe you can 

hold him a while. 

 

JUNE 

Rube’s gonna be lookin’ for us now and- 

 

ELI 

It doesn’t have to be like your baby, June. 

 

     JUNE 

I don’t know nothing about being nobody’s mother/Neither do you. 

 

ELI 

But you had one once/You told me- You told me the story of you, and your Papa took 

your baby away from you ‘cause it didn’t come out lookin’ right and that’s why you 

hopped the first train/and that’s why you’re here. 

 

JUNE 

You goddamn better well leave me out of it! You keep quiet now! 

 

ELI 

And, you know what not to do. You know it’s not right to drub and thrash a baby when 

she’s crying. That putting a baby in a closet with a box of animal crackers is stupid.  

    

JUNE 

You’re what’s stupid! 

 

     ELI 

Don’t call me stupid. I know what stupid means and/I ain’t stupid. 

 

JUNE 

Just, stop- stop- okay?  No. You’re right. You ain’t stupid. 

 

ELI 

I may be slow, but I ain’t stupid. Or dumb. I ain’t dumb. You take it- 

      

JUNE 

I take it back. 
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ELI 

You know so much, Junie. You know a lot more than me, that’s for sure. You know 

what it’s like to be in the world and have dirty hands on you that you don’t want on 

you ‘cause you’re just trying to get a warm meal or trying to sleep.  

 

     JUNE 

Those things don’t change too much – even when the circus finds you, Eli. 

 

     ELI 

It’s what Clyde calls scars. And scars is what makes you right with the circus. That’s 

what you always told me. And this here is what Clyde calls history. It always comes 

around again. Just like this here bundle. He come here and I found him just like I come 

here and Clyde found me. And if I didn’t like to whistle, then- 

 

(JUNE puts her hand up as if to stop ELI. 

He quiets. He knows the drill. A beat.) 

 

JUNE 

I didn’t remember I told you all of that. That was personal. 

 

ELI 

Guess things get personal after a pint of whisky. 

 

     JUNE 

Look. I thought I would save you a little grief and come get you before Rube does, but I 

gotta get back. I want my supper tonight. I suggest you do the same. 

 

      (JUNE begins to leave. The baby cries) 

 

     ELI 

Shhh. No. No. I won’t go.  

I promise you that. 

You can count on that little one. 

Shh, Shh, Shh, Shh- 

 

     JUNE 

He’s probably hungry. 

 

     ELI 
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Lady who left him left a small bag. It had a bottle, but the milk was spoilt.  Shhhh- It’s 

gonna be okay, old man. We gotta get more milk – Hey, the elephant just had a pup, 

maybe we could get some milk from her and- 

 

(Baby cries. JUNE moves closer to take a look. SHE sees the 

baby for the first time.)   

 

     JUNE 

Why does he look like that? 

 

     ELI 

Some of the bloody dirt, I guess. 

 

     JUNE 

No, it’s different. It’s like… he belongs here. 

 

ELI 

Told you. He belongs at the circus, alright. He’s special. At first I couldn’t even tell he 

was, you know, a baby.  He doesn’t look human. Almost like he was half-baked or 

somethin’. A human wonder! (to the baby) That’s what you are. An honest to goodness 

human wonder! 

 

JUNE 

(mesmerized by the bundle) He doesn’t look right- 

 

ELI 

He looks just fine. (to bundle) Don’t you, look just fine. (beat) You know, you and me, 

Junie. We could do this together, I can shelter him when you’re workin’ and you can 

shelter him when I’m workin’, I can be his papa and you can be his momma and- 

      

JUNE 

Let’s get things real clear, okay? I’m not too keen on bein’ anyone’s girl. (sincerely) 

Nothing against you, or nothin’/It’s just. It’s not who I am. 

      

ELI 

Jeez, Junie, I’m smart enough to figure that out. I know you ain’t my girl! But he needs a 

momma. I think Clyde was wrong about not needing a mama. 

 

JUNE 

But I’m not- I’m not like the other girls. I’m just not meant to- 
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ELI 

You got all the parts of a girl, don’t ya?  Besides, you’re not goin’ anywhere, and I’m not 

going anywhere ‘cept on the train when we go to the next town, so it doesn’t really 

matter, as long as you stick around. You can teach him. You can feed him. 

 

JUNE 

You don’t get it – the body doesn’t just work that way. 

 

ELI 

(To the bundle) Me and Junie gonna teach you everything we know. Isn’t that right, 

Junie? Yes we are. Yes we are- 

 

     JUNE 

Right now, we need to teach him not to be hungry. 

 

     ELI 

I can save him a little of my campin’ stew. You can save some of yours. 

 

     JUNE 

You can’t feed a baby stew.  Give him here. If I remember right, the body doesn’t forget. 

Come now. 

(ELI makes faces at the baby. JUNE waits. 

After a moment ELI hands the bundle to her. 

HE stands. They are a family portrait of 

oddities, but normal, beautiful.) 

 

     JUNE 

(To ELI) It would kind of be better for me if you weren’t here. 

      

ELI 

Oh. Yeah. Yeah, sure.  I’ll go find something for him – something good, you’ll see- (ELI 

stops, embraces her. She is surprised by this) Thank you, Junie. 

 

     JUNE 

(moved, but quickly putting her wall back up)  Go on, now! 
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(ELI moves quickly at first, but hangs back. The baby coos 

and she holds it to her breast.) 

 

     JUNE 

Hey there, hold on, now. I don’t know if there’s anything there – it’s been too long.  

(A moment. JUNE undoes the tops of her overalls. A beat-) Now, before we get started, I 

want to tell you a thing or two. I’m not gonna make any promises you won’t be hungry. 

Sometimes being hungry and wanting just a part of life. And in life - people are going to 

say stuff about you, callin’ you “strange”, and “deformed”, and an “oddity” and all, but 

let me tell you that Junie here is just like you, but only Junie’s specialness is more on the 

inside. In the circus, being different is what makes us right with the world, and you and 

me…we is right with the world… 

 

(She continues her story. LIGHTS FADE)   

       

 

  

 

 

 

     

 

 

 

 

 


