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Freakshow Summer Teacher’s Guide 
 
 

Cast of Characters 
 
Major Characters 
 

• Manny “Moptop” Dobra: The thirteen-year-old main protagonist who was orphaned 
while his parents worked for the carnival. He is cared for by Harriet the Bearded Woman 
and the Leprechaun family. He struggles to know his place in the carnival but has talent 
as an artist. 

 

• Nickel Leprechaun (Nicholas Lepozzi): Manny’s clever best friend and a thirteen-year-
old dwarf performer in the carnival as well as Penny’s younger brother. He is also 
Margot’s boyfriend. 

 

• Penny Leprechaun (Penelope Lepozzi): A sixteen-year-old little person performer and 
older sister to Nickel. 

 

• Margot Ristani: A a thirteen-year-old tough and take-charge girl who is also Penny’s 
best friend. Her parents run Greg’s Grub Shack in the carnival. She is also Nickel’s 
girlfriend. 

 

• Ronaldo “Ron” Montoya: A fourteen-year-old antagonist to the Manny and Nickel. He is 
resentful at being taken from his home in New Mexico to travel with the carnival.  

 

• Oliver Neil: Owner and leader of the Oliver Neil’s Marvelous Carnival and fiancé to 
Constancia Montoya. He served in World War I. 

 

• Constancia Montoya: Mother to Ron and fiancé to Oliver Neil. She is also a widow who 
had been unfairly condemned as a single mother. 

 
Major Supporting Characters 
 

• Buck Leprechaun: Nickel and Penny’s father and a performer in the Leprechaun stage 
act. 

 

• Sally Leprechaun: Nickel and Penny’s mother and a performer in the Leprechaun stage 
act. 
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• Harriet the Bearded Woman: One of the carnival’s main performers who shares a 
magician’s stage act with Yuri the Yeti. Upon the death of Manny Dobra’s parents, she 
becomes his main caregiver. 
 

• John Huffman: Oliver Neil’s foreman and main roustabout (laborer) known for his 
temper and willingness to fight. He is also the faithful husband to Olga. He served in 
World War I with Oliver Neil. 
 

• Olga One-Ton (Olga Huffman): One of the main stage performers in the ten-in-one “odd 
couples acts” with Ben Beanpole. Olga is the carnival “fat lady” and often a target for 
ridicule. 
 

• Lillian the Living Work of Art: The carnival tattoo artist and MC of several stage acts. 
She is also an “illustrated woman” and Manny’s mentor in drawing. 
 

• Herb “The Alligator Man” Oubliette: One of the more beloved performers in the 
carnival. He has an uncomfortable skin condition (ichthyosis) that gives him a “scaled” 
appearance. Harriet is his love interest. 
 

• Ben Beanpole: He also known as the “human skeleton” due to his extreme thinness. He 
is a beloved comedic performer with Olga. He and Herb are best friends. 
 

• Yuri the Yeti: Due to excessive hair growing on his face and body (hirsutism) and Russian 
accent, he earned the nickname The Yeti during his carnival career. However, Yuri is also 
a talented pianist and magician, sharing a show with Harriet. 
 

• Beep the Pinheaded Ballerina: Although he wears a dress and has a shaved head, Beep 
is a middle-aged man and perhaps the most beloved person in the carnival. He has a 
condition known as microcephaly, which has made him mentally disabled. He shares a 
back stage show with the Ordomoff twins. 
 

• Bill Hart: John Huffman’s second-in-command and close friend. He will take on more 
responsibilities in the carnival as troubles hit. 

 
Minor Characters 
 

• Anechka Ordomoff: One of the conjoined twins who helps care for Beep. Anechka is 
also a talented piano player. She shares a back stage act with Beep. 
 

• Nika Ordomoff: One of the conjoined twins who helps care for Beep. Nika is also a 
talented piano player. She shares a back stage act with Beep. 
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• Leona the Leopard Girl: An African-American stage performer with vitiligo, thereby 
giving her “leopard spots.” She is a gifted tumbler and married to Abel. 
 

• Abel: A friendly game booth operator (Leona’s Shooting Gallery) whose charm makes 
him one of the more successful carnies. He is married to Leona the Leopard Girl. 
 

• Greg Ristani: Margot’s father and owner of Greg’s Grub Shack. 
 

• Millie Ristani: Margot’s mother and main performer in the belly dancing or “hoochie-
coochie” show. 
 

• Pigeon: One of a trio of singers in the Harpies of Crete stage act.  
 

• Parakeet: One of a trio of singers in the Harpies of Crete stage act. 
 

• Darlene Duck: One of a trio of singers in the Harpies of Crete stage act. 
 

• Mabel the Armless Wonder: Just as the name suggests, Mabel was born without arms, 
but she was able to overcome the disability by using her feet to do what others do with 
their hands. She has one of the stage acts found in the ten-in-one. 
 

• Gloria the Human Pretzel: A contortionist who has a window act in the ten-in-one. 
 

• Dregor the Sword Swallower: A sword swallower and fire-breather who has a window 
act in the ten-in-one. 
 

• Theodore the Three-Legged Tap Dancer: Born with a third, but malformed leg, he 
learned to dance and draw a crowd with his four-horned goat, Balderdash. He has a 
window act in the ten-in-one. 
 

• Guy Fullerton: A senior member of the Order of the Lions’ Den who causes the carnival 
a great deal of trouble in Colorado. 
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Carnival and 1930s Terms 
 

- Barker: A term used for a carnival employee who tries to drum up business or increase 
interest in carnival shows. Carnival workers prefer the term “talker.” 

- Ballyhoo: This is a free “show” wherein certain performers appear in a town a day or 
two prior to the carnival’s arrival. It builds excitement among the citizens to visit the 
carnival. 

- Blow-Off Show: A show that comes after the main presentation but costs extra to 
attend. It can be a genuine attraction or a clever and/or humorous prank. 

- Boneyard: The general living and meeting area for the carnival workers and performers 
and often located at the back of a carnival grounds. 

- Bouncer: Fake, rubber props that appear to be malformed babies in jars of perserving 
fluid. 

- Carny: Slang used for carnival workers and performers 
- Clam: Slang term for money 
- Fool’s Errand: A practical joke played on carnival newcomers, often involving an 

elaborate search for made up items. 
- Greenback: Slang term for money, especially bills. 
- Hoochie-Coochie: Used in reference to a belly-dance or a show involving scantily clad 

dancers. 
- Human Oddity: A person on exhibition in a carnival sideshow. 
- Illustrated: A showman term for tattoos or a tattooed individual. 
- Pickled Punk: A carnival term a malformed human fetus on display (e.g. two-headed 

baby, conjoined twins, etc.). In many cases, these were fakes known as “bouncers.” 
- Midway: The main thoroughfare in a carnival. 
- Roustabout (Rousty): A carnival or circus laborer or worker. 
- Sawbuck: Slang for a ten-dollar bill. 
- Sideshow: A series of shows and acts that involve performers and/or human oddities. It 

is also known as a freakshow. 
- Stage Act: A well-developed act and is considered a main event 
- Ten-in-One: Area of the carnival where ten shows are presented in one place. Often 

where the sideshow was located. It will offer window acts (warm up acts) and stage 
(main) acts. 

- Townie: Nickname for citizens of any given town or city. 
- Two-Bits: Slang for a quarter of a dollar. 
- Widow Act: An opening act used to draw in customers to the main acts or stage acts. 
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Chapter Synopses 
 

Chapter 1: Order and Chaos 
 
Thirteen-year-old Manny Dobra and his best friend Nickel Lepozzi (also a dwarf sideshow 
performer) find themselves in the midst of a brawl between carnival workers/performers and a 
group calling themselves The Order of the Lions’ Den. As the fighting becomes more intense, 
the boys look for a way out. Once they’ve escaped, they see a furious Oliver Neil, the carnival 
owner, walking toward the brawl with the obvious intent of breaking it up. 
 

Chapter 2: Arrivals 
 
A still seething Oliver Neil chastises those involved in the brawl. Because of the violence, the 
carnival has to move on to another venue. The carnival packs up and heads to Albuquerque, 
New Mexico. Upon arrival, Manny sees a significant difference in Oliver’s demeanor. Nickel 
explains that the boss has a girlfriend in the city. After the carnival is set up, a meeting is called 
and everyone heads to the “boneyard,” a common meeting place for the carnies as well as the 
living area. To everyone’s surprise, Oliver introduces his fiancé, Constancia Montoya, and her 
fourteen-year-old son, Ronaldo “Ron” Montoya. The two will now travel with the carnival. Once 
the meeting ends, the boss calls Manny and Nickel over to discuss some urgent business. 
 

Chapter 3: The Two and One 
 
Mr. Neil gives the boys the responsibility of showing Ron around the carnival and helping him 
feel comfortable. Ron, however, does not seem particularly excited to be there and presents 
himself as a bully while the duo gives him a tour. Ron immediately fixates on Nickel’s small 
stature, but Nickel, who is used to such treatment, appears to blow it off. Manny is not so 
immune to the barbs. When Ron is out of earshot, Nickel expresses his dislike for the new boy. 
 

Chapter 4: Leona’s Shooting Gallery 
 
Before Nickel has to go prepare for his upcoming show, Manny sees him planning something 
mischievous for Ron. With his buddy gone, it is up to Manny to entertain the new kid. He 
decides to take Ron to Leona’s Shooting Gallery, named after one of the performers in the 
sideshow. Abel, the charismatic owner and husband to Leona the Leopard Lady, allows the boys 
to shoot a few rounds for free. While the boys are there, Leona makes a surprise appearance. 
Afterwards, the boys make their way toward the ten-in-one shows. Ron comments that he is 
shocked that Abel, a white man, would be married to Leona, a black woman. Manny defends 
the couple, which aggravates Ron. Manny’s dislike for the boy grows. 
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Chapter 5: Oliver 
 
As the boys walk to the ten-in-one area of the carnival, they are spotted by Constancia, who 
calls them over. She and Oliver were eating lunch and talking about the carnival. The subject of 
the “Oldies,” the carny nickname for the Order of the Lions’ Den, had come up in their 
conversation.  After a few minutes with the couple, the boys continue to the shows. Although 
Ron maintains his hostility, Manny notices a crack in the tough exterior as they discuss the loss 
of Ron’s father and Manny’s parents. 
 

Chapter 6: Colorful Corners 
 
 The tour through the carnival continues, and Manny reflects on the colorful sights and 
characters of his home. The boys stop and speak with the fast-talking Buck “Leprechaun” 
Leppozzi, Nickel’s father. Afterwards, Manny takes Ron to “Lillian’s Skin Illustrations”; a place 
that seems to make Ron rather uncomfortable. 
 

Chapter 7: The Art 
 
Ron meets Lillian the Illustrated Lady. She is an artist and tattooed from neck to ankle as well. 
After a bit of banter and teasing from Lillian, she allows the boys to use her tent to enter the 
sideshow. Ron appears bothered by the experience, but gets over it quickly as the boys began 
their time at the ten-in-one. 
 

Chapter 8: Through the Looking Glass 
 
The boys arrive at the ten-in-one opening shows, also known as the window acts. Here Ron is 
introduced to several different characters including, Yuri the Yeti, Dregor the sword-swallower 
and fire-eater, Hannah the Human Pretzel (a contortionist act), and Theodore the Three-Legged 
Dancer performing with his four-horned pet goat Balderdash. Ron appears to enjoy the shows, 
providing Manny with a small amount relief. 
 

Chapter 9: The Alligator Man’s Cat 
 
The first big stage act is Herb the Alligator Man’s. Lillian introduces the act, explaining Herb’s 
“background” and warning the crowd that the act may disturb some as he will be eating a cat. 
The show enthralls the audience as the seemingly ferocious mutant eats a supposedly dead cat.  
 

Chapter 10: Leprechaun Gold 
 
After watching the Harpies and Mabel the Armless Wonder’s acts, Ron and Manny go to 
Nickel’s performance. Here, Ron is introduced to Buck, Sally, Penny, and Nickel also known as 
the Leprechaun Family: “The Smallest Family in Show Business.” The show is a huge hit among 
the audience, and even entertained a bad-tempered Ron. 
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Chapter 11: The Carnival Couples 
 
The final three acts in the ten-in-one consist of “the odd couples acts.” They are “Yuri and 
Harriet: The Himalayan Yeti and the Bearded Lady,” “Ben Beanpole and Olga One-Ton: The 
Human Skeleton and the Fat Lady,” and “Leona and Mono: Leopard Girl and Monkey Boy, aka 
The Amazing Half-Man. Acrobats Extraordinaire!” As the boys watch the shows, Manny notices 
a couple who don’t seem to be enjoying them. He becomes suspicious, fearing they may be part 
of the Order of the Lions’ Den or the Oldies. When he tries to see what they’re up to, they have 
vanished from the crowd. 
 

Chapter 12: Bringing the Hammer Down 
 
With the acts done for the afternoon, Manny decides to put into action Nickel’s plan for Ron. 
They visit a game-booth operator named Shanks to set Ron on the “errand.” Shanks gives Ron a 
list of items he needs to obtain: a glass hammer, hammer grease, grasshopper screws, a left-
handed screwdriver, and fly whistle. Confused by the unusual items, Ron looks to Manny for 
help, who in turn takes the teen to different locations. At each location, Ron is put to work 
doing menial chores before he gets one of the items. After working for most of the day, the 
boys return to Shanks, who then gives Ron fake “money” since he’d been placed on a “fool’s 
errand.” Ron, needless to say, is upset. 
 

Chapter 13: Heading for a Blow Off 
 
The next morning, Manny has to be cautious because of a vengeful Ron. During breakfast, it is 
revealed that Manny and Nickel would still have to escort Ron around the carnival, making the 
chore all the more awkward. In order to alleviate some of the discomfort, Margot and Penny 
accompany the boys to Smalley’s Exhibits, Curios, and Freaks. Upon seeing Margot, Ron seems 
interested in her only to find out that she is Nickel’s girlfriend.  
 

Chapter 14: Pickled Punks and Sour Pusses 
 
The kids enter Smalley’s tent and view a variety of unusual displays. The Ordomoff Twins and 
Beep also have a show at the back of the tent. While watching the performance, the kids hear a 
ruckus taking place in the main display room. The suspicious couple Manny noticed the 
previous day at the ten-in-one make an appearance and attempt to smash up the place. They 
are chased off by Smalley, but the kids, frightened by the couple’s actions and words, race to 
find Oliver. Ron doesn’t understand the fear and argues with the others before abandoning the 
group. 
 

Chapter 15: On the Move 
 
After finding Oliver and notifying him of the vandalism of Smalley’s displays, Manny and Nickel 
go search for Ron. They find him at Leona’s Shooting Gallery. After a brief discussion about the 
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bullying that has taken place, the boys seem to come to understanding. Oliver calls a meeting 
to notify everyone that it is time to move on to Texas. 
 

Chapter 16: Starting Fresh 
 
With the carnival hitting the road, Manny catches a ride with Buck, Sally, and Penny. Nickel 
rides with Margot’s family. In the long trip from Albuquerque to Amarillo, the friendship 
between Manny and Penny develops into a romance.  
 

Chapter 17: Family Bonds 
 
Manny observes an impoverished couple who seem to be looking for someone. When 
approached by Oliver, the couple reveals that they have something for him. Oliver seems to 
recognize the desperate look on the young couple’s faces and decides to accompany them to 
their Model-T truck, but not without a companion. Manny goes with Oliver and the couple to 
the parking area where they discover what the couple wants to give them. 
 

Chapter 18: Home is Where… 
 
 On the truck seat, the couple has swaddled a special needs infant. The child was born with 
hydrocephaly, and the couple cannot care for him appropriately. The young man and woman 
are distraught from having to give up their child, but they feel it is best for their baby to be 
cared for by Oliver. Against his better judgment, Oliver offers to take the child and give him a 
home. 
 

Chapter 19: The Naming 
 
Once the carnival closes for the night, Oliver calls a meeting to introduce everyone to the new 
baby. Through ballot and voting, the carnies have the opportunity to name the new child. Sally 
Leprechaun wins the ballot with the name Lysander the Son of Circe. 
 

Chapter 20: Lost and Found 
 
With the summer heat taking a toll on the carnival, Oliver announces that they will head to a 
cooler location: Colorado. As they are about to leave, Harriet and others notice that Beep is 
missing. After a frantic search, he is found safe and sound. Ron, however, busy with loading up 
the trucks was unaware of the search and gets chastised by an already annoyed Nickel, who has 
found a note from Ron to Margot. This brings the ire of Margot, who finds Nickel’s snooping an 
invasion of her privacy. 
 

Chapter 21: The Not So Funhouse 
 
The carnival makes it to a mountain meadow rest stop where the kids explore nature. Penny, 
impressed with Manny’s drawings, encourages him to show them to Oliver. But Manny lacks 
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the confidence to do that. The next day, the troupe arrives to their first Colorado town and 
quickly realize that the atmosphere is quite hostile toward certain performers, in particular 
those of color. As an unfortunate consequence, Leona and Mono have to cancel their act for 
the duration of their stay, giving an opportunity to the Ordomoff Twins and Beep. After the 
meeting, the kids relax in front of the fire where Manny and Ron have a meaningful exchange. 
 

Chapter 22: Hairy Situation 
 
After a chaotic few weeks, Manny and Harriet have breakfast together and reconnect. After this 
time together, Manny is encouraged to take lunch to his foster mother. When Manny arrives, 
he sees a journalist interviewing and photographing Harriet for a piece in the local newspaper. 
With the interview complete, the two sit to have lunch only to be harassed by a group of 
children. Later, an angry Manny tries to find calm in his sketching and decides to visit Lillian the 
Living Work of Art. Here he meets a World War I veteran getting a memorial tattoo. The man 
tells them a story that changes Manny’s perspective on what has happened to the carnival 
during their stay in the small Colorado town. 
 

Chapter 23: Current Memories 
 
Manny shows off a new drawing to Penny. Later, the carnival packs up to travel to Pueblo, 
Colorado. Several of the performers along with the kids, discuss the events of 1932, the year 
Manny’s parents were killed. In the course of conversation, Manny learns that Herb the 
Alligator Man and Harriet are dating. The carnival leaves and a ballyhoo group heads into 
Pueblo to stir up business. As the day moves along, the ballyhoo performers are late in 
returning. Tension grows amongst the carnies. Finally, they return minus one—Herb, who has 
died in an accidental drowning. The carnival mourns the death of a beloved member. 
 

Chapter 24: Town and Out 
 
Herb’s death hits the carnival hard, but the show must go on. In the meantime, Oliver allows 
them a day off to shop, eat, and get away. While in a store, Manny happens to see Margot and 
Ron “talking.” He tells Penny he thinks Margot may be cheating on Nickel. The conversation 
gets back to Margot who confronts Manny, angry that he would think she could do such a thing 
to Nickel. The next day the carnival prepares for Herb’s funeral service, carnival style. Harriet 
struggles with Herb’s death, so Manny steps up and comforts her. However, Herb’s best friend, 
Ben Beanpole, takes it particularly hard and tries to drown his sorrow in alcohol. 
 

Chapter 25: Nickel and Knuckles 
 
With the Pueblo gig finished, the troupe travels to Fort Collins. Things seem to be going well 
until Nickel attacks Ron. He caught Ron giving Margot a gift and she’s hugs him. As it turns out, 
Margot had Ron buy Nickel a gift for her so he wouldn’t find out about it. Due to the 
misunderstanding, Margot storms away, leaving her relationship with Nickel uncertain. That 
night, Nickel performs poorly on stage, causing his parents to chastise him as well. He is saved 
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from the reprimand when news spreads that Huffman has gotten into a confrontation with 
three townies. The kids go to watch the fight only to be confronted by Constancia saying she 
can’t find Ron. The boys search for him in the gathered crowd watching the fight.  
 

Chapter 26: Coming Together and Pulled Apart 
 
A large mob has gathered, consisting of both carnies and townies, to cheer on the fighters. 
Manny and Nickel make their way among the spectators, who are yelling and threatening one 
another. It becomes apparent that the Order of the Lions’ Den is among the onlookers and 
seem to be egged on by a lawyer named Guy Fullerton. To their surprise, the two boys find Ron 
among the carnies. He is yelling and arguing with the townies. Soon, Manny and Nickel are at 
Ron’s side, helping him, only to be pulled from the crowd by a furious Constancia. As things 
heat up between the two groups, the police arrive to break up the confrontation and the 
crowd. Fullerton accuses Huffman of starting the fight. As a result, Huffman is arrested.  
 

Chapter 27: It’s Not Over Until… 
 
After multiple warnings, Oliver can no longer allow Huffman to work for the carnival, which 
means Olga One-Ton would also be leaving. It is another great loss for the carnival, and 
specifically for Harriet and Ben. Once again, Manny must step up and be available for Harriet. 
New acts are need as two of the most popular performers have now departed. Needing a 
change of venue, the carnival moves toward Wyoming to close out the season. 
 

Chapter 28: Showdown for the Sideshow 
 
The carnival takes a rest stop near a small creek. As the carnies settle in for the night, they are 
attacked. Firebombs are thrown, catching some of the tents and equipment on fire. This has a 
dramatic effect on Manny who had lost his parents in a similar manner. In the chaos of the 
situation, his thoughts turn to Harriet and he rushes to find her. 
 

Chapter 29: Through the Flames 
 
As the carnival deals with the fire and their attackers, Manny’s on a desperate search for 
Harriet. At the point of panic, Manny finds Harriet and realizes how much he loves and accepts 
her as a mother. 
 

Chapter 30: A Ruse for Rubes 
 
With the fire put out and their attackers captured, the carnies debate what to do with their 
captives. Oliver wants a confession and threatens to kill them and dump their bodies in the 
nearby river. This confuses and worries Manny, but Harriet reassures him. As the scene 
continues, some of the men confess that Guy Fullerton organized the attack and paid them to 
carry it out. With the confession, Oliver reveals that the whole threat was a ruse and the sheriff 
is on his way. 
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Chapter 31: Drawing to a Close 

 
The sheriff arrives and arrests the attackers. He then tells Oliver that the carnival needs to 
vacate Colorado and offers a location. When Oliver asks Manny for paper on which to write 
directions, Manny hands him a piece with one of his sketches. With the directions written 
down, Oliver directs the carnies to pack up and move out. He also tells Manny he wants to 
speak to him about the drawing. The next morning, Manny meets Oliver and Constancia. He 
presents his portfolio to the carnival owner and his fiancé, both of whom are impressed with 
the quality. Oliver offers Manny a job as the official carnival artist. 
 

Chapter 32: News and Newbies 
 
News comes to the carnival that Guy Fullerton did not suffer many consequences for his 
actions. They also discover that Oliver is on the hunt for new talent for the ten-in-one, which he 
finds in a new “fat man” and a “giantess.” Manny is given his first job of designing and painting 
the signs for the new acts. 
 

Chapter 33: Beware the Patient Man 
 
Cody, Wyoming, becomes one of the last stops for the carnival. On the last day, two police 
officers arrive, searching for Manny and Nickel, who are promptly nabbed and charged with 
armed robbery in three states. The boys are shocked and frightened by the turn of events, 
claiming innocence as they are led to the police car. When they arrive to the parking lot, it is 
revealed that the whole thing was a setup by Ron, who has finally gotten his revenge for the 
“fool’s errand.” He had help from the entire carnival, showing that he has finally found his place 
among them. 
 

Chapter 34: A Most Magnificent Event 
 

The carnival arrives to Jackson Hole, Wyoming, but not for business. It is the site for Oliver’s and 
Constancia’s very sideshow-style wedding. At the wedding dinner, the carnival officially 
recognizes Constancia and Ron as part of the family while Manny looks on with joy. 
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Pre-Reading Activities 
 

1. What kind of qualities do you look for in a friend? Why those qualities? 
 

2. We often fit into a specific “group.” That group may be family, friends, ethnicity, 
religious, classes, art, athletics, music, and many more. What kind of group(s) do you 
consider yourself to be a part of? Why? 
 

3. Society places tremendous emphasis on personal and physical appearance. Is this a 
good thing? Why or why not? 
 

4. Examine the words prejudice, discrimination, and stereotypes. How are these words 
connected, and how do they influence behaviors? 
 

5. Cooperative Learning Activity: With a group of your classmates, discuss how prejudice 
and discrimination may be present in your community. Find examples of stereotyping in 
media. Together, discuss ways in which you can influence your peers and your 
community to challenge ideas of prejudice, discrimination, and stereotyping.  

 
6. Have you ever been bullied? Explain. Have you even been a bully? Explain. If you’ve 

never bullied anyone, explain why you haven’t. Why do you think people bully others? 
 

7. What is a sideshow or freakshow? Should such a thing exist? Why or why not? 
 

8. History/Social Studies Connection: Research the Great Depression. Examine how it 
affected people in your area, your state, your country and other countries. Find out 
what sort of entertainment people enjoyed during that time. 
 

9. Math Connection: Examine the average income for households in the 1930s as well as 
the prices of everyday groceries, event tickets, vehicles, and homes. Research how 
expensive those things are today. Using that information, calculate the percentage of 
increase for those items. 
 

10. Science Connection: Do some research on common genetic abnormalities. Look up the 
science of teratology and its history. Learn how genetic science is helping people today. 
 

  



 15 

Chapter Activities 
 

Chapters 1 and 2 Activities 
 

Comprehension Questions: 
 

1. What is the setting of this novel? 
2. Who are protagonists? 
3. Based on what has caused previous brawls, what started this fight in chapter 1? 
4. What kind of relationship do Manny and Nickel have? 
5. How does Nickel support Manny? 
6. The title of this chapter is “Order and Chaos.” Why does that title fit this first chapter? 
7. In chapter 2, why is Oliver Neil upset? 
8. Where does the carnival go for their next venue? 
9. According to Nickel, why did Oliver want to go to this new location? 
10. What is making Manny nervous as he and Nickel are talking? 
11. How does Nickel help ease Manny’s anxiety?  
12. Explain who the two new arrivals to the carnival are. 

 

Literary Devices: 
 

1. Point of View—Point of view in literature refers to the voice telling the story. It could be 
a narrator or one of the characters in the story. From whose perspective is the story 
being told? How do you know? 

2. Simile—a simile is a figure of speech where two unlike objects are compared using the 
words “like” or “as.” For example: “The rumors after all have been flying around like fur 
in a cat fight.”  

a. What is the effect of this comparison? 
3. Metaphor—a metaphor is a figure of speech that describes an object or action in a way 

that isn’t literally true, but helps explain an idea or make a comparison. For example, 
three metaphors are used in the following passage: “A worm of apprehension wriggled 
in Manny’s belly, but his friend had a point. He could sneak out the rear and miss the 
whole thing, or face the maelstrom of punches. Courage plucked the worm from his 
belly.” 

a. What are the three comparisons? 
b. Look up the word maelstrom. Why would that word fit the situation the boys 

find themselves in chapter 1? 
c. How does courage plucking a worm refer back to a previous metaphor? 
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Writing Activities: 
 

- Chapter 1: Manny Dobra is uncomfortable with his appearance, especially his scars. But 
scars often have a story attached to them. Do you have any scars? If so, what is the 
story behind how you got the scar(s)? 

 
- Chapter 2: Ron Montoya is new to the carnival and had to be there since his mother 

was. To Manny, Ron looks like he feels out of place. Write about a time when you felt 
out of place or uncomfortable in a situation? 

 

Chapters 3 and 4 Activities 
 

Before You Read: 
 

- Predict—At the end of chapter 2, Oliver tells Manny and Nickel he has an assignment for 
them. What do you think that assignment is? 

 

Comprehension Questions: 

 
1. What two languages can Constancia and Ron speak? 
2. Why does Manny chastised Nickel after their meeting with Oliver? 
3. How does Nickel handle Ron’s teasing and meanness? 
4. From chapter 4, how does Manny react when Nickel says he’s gotten Ron a “gig” with 

Shank’s? 
5. Who is Abel and to whom is he married? 
6. What is unusual about Leona? 
7. What is Ron’s reaction when he has discovered that Abel is married to an African-

American woman? 
8. By the end of the chapter, what does Manny think of Ron? 

 

Literary Device: 
 

1. Using Context—In several passages, Spanish phrases and words are used without 
actually explaining what they mean, but by reading the passage a reader can understand 
what is meant. For example, see if you know the following phrases just from reading 
them in context. 

a. Constancia sometime uses a mixture of Spanish and English. Based on context, 
what does “Un placer to meet you” mean? 

b. Nickel imitated a James Cagney gangster. “Aaaa, you better watch it, wise guy.” 
Who might James Cagney be since it mentions “a James Cagney gangster?” 

c. In Chapter 4, Abel says, “So, blast ’em gents, like a Chicago typewriter. Tat-tat-
tat-tat-tat!” What do you think a Chicago typewriter is? 
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Science Connection 1:  
 

- Nickel and his father have what is called achondroplasia dwarfism. Research what that is 
exactly. How is it different from other types of dwarfism? Nickel’s sister and mother 
were described as miniatures. What kind of dwarfism do they have? Who are some 
famous people with dwarfism? What kind do they have? 

 

Science Connection 2:  
 

- Leona and many other performers have certain genetic conditions that make it possible 
for them take on certain names like leopard girl. Leona’s particular pigmentation is 
known as vitiligo. Research this condition and find out what causes it and how it affects 
a person’s skin. Discover if any celebrities or famous individuals have vitiligo. 

 

Writing Activities:  
 

- Chapter 3: Nickel deals with Ron’s rude comments by using humor. What are some 
other appropriate ways people can deal with rude or insensitive comments? Give 
examples. 

 
- Chapter 4: Racism and prejudice were very common in the 1930s. Today, society has 

gotten better. What are some ways in which things have gotten better? What are some 
ways society can continue to improve? 

 

Internet Research—30s Movie Stars: 
 

- Research who James Cagney was. Find out what films made him famous and what kind 
of roles he typically performed. Look up photographs of him both in and out of movies. 
Also, investigate other famous actresses and actors of that era and the movies that 
made them famous. 

 

Chapters 5, 6, and 7 Activities 
 

Comprehension Questions: 
 

1. Who are the Oldies? 
2. How does Ron feel about traveling with the carnival? 
3. What characteristics does Oliver show in his response to Ron’s behavior? 
4. As the boys are walking to the ten-in-one, what causes Ron’s behavior to change? 
5. How did Manny’s parents die? 
6. In chapter 6, how does Manny feel about his abilities as an artist? 
7. What is “Lillian’s Skin Illustrations”? 



 18 

8. How does Ron feel about going into Lillian’s tent? Why does Manny feel proud about 
going into the tent? 

9. In chapter 7, what joke does Lillian play on Ron? 
10. What are “window performers?” 

 

Literary Device: 
 

1. Alliteration—Alliteration is the occurrence of the same letter or sound at the beginning 
of closely connected words. Carnivals have been famous for their use of alliteration in 
both the written word (posters and advertisements) and the spoken word (performance 
introductions and such). One example from the novel is the Candy Castle. Find other 
examples of alliteration in chapter 6. What effect does this have on the tone of the 
chapter? 

 

Writing Activities: 
 

- Chapter 5: Ron stopped walking. “My dad died.” He stared beyond everything, seeming 
to gaze into his past. Write or draw about a time in your past that brings up strong 
emotion. It can be happy, sad, scary, exciting or any other memory. 

 
- Chapter 6: The sideshow path along with its stages brought Manny a sense of belonging. 

For Manny, the carnival is his home, his family, and his friends. Sometimes a sense of 
belonging can also be attached to a person or animal. Write about where your “sense of 
belonging” is, how it makes you feel, and why you chose that place.  

 
- Chapter 7: Lillian plays a little joke on Ron. Write about time when you or someone you 

know played a funny joke. Or, you can write about a time when someone played a good 
joke on you. 

 

Art Connection: 
 

- Color and art play important roles in carnivals. Choose a scene, a sign, or place from 
Chapter 6-Colorful Corners and draw or color what you think it looked like. 

 

History/Social Studies Connect:  
 

- Tattoos have a long history that go back thousands of years. Look into the history of this 
artform. What are some of earliest examples of tattooing? Why were tattoos used so 
long ago? What sort of tools and inks were used in ancient times? How has this artform 
changed over the centuries? Explore the various cultural connections to tattoos (e.g. 
Polynesian, Japanese, Russian, American, Indigenous, etc.).  
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Chapters 8 and 9 Activities 
 

Before You Read: 
 

- Chapter eight’s title is Through the Looking Glass. What does the phrase “through the 
looking glass” mean? How might it apply to what is coming next in the carnival? 

 

Comprehension Questions: 
 

1. Who is the first performer Manny and Ron come across? How does his name fit with his 
appearance? 

2. What is Dregor’s talent? 
3. Why is Hannah called the “human pretzel?” 
4. What does Manny do to Ron that surprises both of them? 
5. What makes Theodore physically unusual?  
6. From chapter 9, where did Herb the Alligator Man supposedly come from? 
7. Describe Herb’s appearance. 
8. What does Herb eat while on stage? 

 

Literary Devices: 
 

1. Compare and Contrast—This is an exercise that looks at both the similarities and 
differences in a character. By this point in the novel, readers have become familiar with 
Manny and Ron. Using a Venn’s diagram or a three-column chart, compare and contrast 
the two boys. 

2. Mood—Mood is the feeling created in readers as they read the story. How has the 
mood changed from when Manny and Ron start their tour of the carnival to when they 
arrive at the shows? Why has it changed? 

 

Writing Activities: 
 

- Chapter 8: When Manny wants to move along from Hannah the Human Pretzel’s 
performance, he does something to Ron that “both scared and exhilarated” him. Write 
about a time when you also have felt both scared and excited by an experience you’ve 
had. 

 
- Chapter 9: When Herb the Alligator Man is introduced, Lillian the Living Work of Art 

provides a backstory for him, making Herb sound more interesting. Create a new 
backstory for yourself or someone you know that fits who you want to be. 
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Internet Research—Wild Child: 
 

- Herb is presented as a wild man who had been raised by alligators. However, history 
shows that some children have in fact been raised in the wild by certain animals. 
Investigate who these children were, when this occurred, where they lived, what animal 
raised them, and what ultimately happened to the child. 

 

Chapters 10 and 11 Activities 
 

Comprehension Questions: 
 

1. What birds were each of the Harpies of Crete based on? 
2. What sort of things can Mabel the Armless Wonder do with her feet? 
3. How does Nickel get the attention of the crowd? 
4. How old are Nickel and Penny? How does Nickel trick people about their age? 
5. What line does Nickel use that made Manny proud? Why did it make him proud? 
6. In chapter 11, why does Manny get upset by Ron’s comment about the Oldies being his 

type of people? 
7. What kind of relationship do Manny and Harriet have? 
8. Who does Manny notice at Olga’s and Ben’s show? 
9. What kind of act do Harriet and Yuri have? 
10. Why is Mono’s act so impressive? 

 

Literary Devices: 
 

1. Imagery: Imagery is what authors use in their writing to help readers create an image 
based on the traditional five senses (sight, sound, smell, taste, and touch). Imagery can 
also help readers feel the emotions or state of mind of a character. Read the following 
passages to see how imagery is used in Freakshow Summer. 

 
a. In reference to one of the Harpies of Crete singers, the author describes, “Pigeon 

had a large forehead, a prominent, pointed nose, and an exaggerated overbite. 
Her shiny gray hair was slicked back against her scalp.” To which of your senses 
does this appeal? How does the person’s appearance mimic that of a pigeon? 

b. In another passage, Ron continues to make rude comments about the sideshow 
performers. This image appeals more to a state of mind: “Each snarky comment 
chipped away at Manny’s patience and good nature.” Where is Manny’s state of 
mind going? Have you ever felt the same way as Manny when someone 
continues to say or do things that you disagreed with? Explain. 

c. To which sense does the following passage appeal? “A large crowd milled around 
the performance area, chatting and laughing. When from behind came the 
rhythmic thump of a bass drum.” What are some words that show how this 
imagery appeals to the sense you chose above? 
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d. To which sense does the following passage appeal? “From an opening in the tent 
roof, the sun bit and stung his exposed skin, especially the scars.” What are some 
words that show how this imagery appeals to the sense you chose above? 

e. From chapters 10 and 11, find other examples of imagery, especially ones that 
appeal to different sense than what is listed above. Explain how the passages 
you chose appeal to your senses. 

 
Art Connection: 
 

- Choose one of the acts written about in chapters 10 and 11 and draw a series of pictures 
related to that act. You can also create a comic of the act that has dialogue and 
captions. 

 

Writing Activities: 
 

- Chapter 10: “Nickel rolled out a toilet and showed what it was like for him to use it.” 
Although Nickel performs this skit with comedic effect, little people do have challenges 
that the average person may not. What might be some other challenges a little person 
may have while trying to get around in the world? 

 
- Chapter 11: In both chapters, the reader is introduced to several characters who have 

different physical challenges than most of the average people in the world. What are 
some challenges you have overcome in your life? Describe some challenges you have 
seen others overcome. How can we be more thoughtful toward those who may have 
difficulties in life? Furthermore, sometimes we don’t see what challenges or difficulties 
a person may be experiencing. How can we be more accepting of people in general? 

 

Internet Research—Overcoming: 
 

- Research websites, articles, and videos of people overcoming physical, mental, 
emotional, and/or other challenges. How were these individuals able to overcome their 
trials? How are they an inspiration to those around them or to those familiar with their 
struggles? 

 

Chapters 12, 13, and 14 Activities 
 

Comprehension Questions: 
 

1. What are the five items Ron has to get for Shanks? 
2. Where does Ron find each of the items? What does he have to do to get them? 
3. How does Manny get stuck with a chore with Ron during the hunt for the items? 
4. Why does Ron get upset once he returns to Shanks with the items? 
5. In chapter 13, where do Manny and Nickel decide to take Ron?  
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6. Who is Beep? 
7. Who are the Ordomoff Twins? 
8. What is Ron reaction when he, Manny, and Nickel are away from Constancia? 
9. When the kids arrive to Smalley’s Exhibits, Curios, and Freaks tent, what does Smalley 

have out front to catch people’s interest? 
10. Who meets the boys at Smalley’s Exhibits, Curios, and Freaks tent? 
11. What does Ron seem to think about Margot? 
12. In chapter 14, what are some the unusual items in Smalley’s Exhibits, Curios, and Freaks 

tent? 
13. In carnival lingo, what is a “bouncer?” 
14. What kind of show do the Ordomoff Twins and Beep have at the back of Smalley’s tent? 
15. While the kids are at the twins’ and Beep’s show, what is happening in the exhibits and 

curios section of the tent? 
 

Literary Devices: 
 

1. Characterization: Characterization is process of providing physical, mental, emotional, 
and personality traits of a character. Provide four or more physical and personality traits 
for each of the characters below. 

 
a. Manny:  

 
b. Nickel:  

 
c. Ron: 

 
d. Penny: 

 
e. Margot: 
 
f. The Ordomoff Twins:  

 
g. Beep:  

 

Writing Activities: 
 

- Chapter 12: Ron had been sent on what the carnival workers called a “fool’s errand.” It 
is a practical joke where a person is asked to obtain certain items that don’t really exist. 
Sometimes they are just searching for the tool for hours, and other times they are 
assigned tasks before being given the tool.  

o Write about a time when a practical joke was played on you or when you played 
the joke. How did it go? Were there hurt feelings? 

o Create a practical joke that is harmless in nature like the fool’s errand. What are 
some made up tools, devices, or items that are believable enough to trick 
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someone into searching for them? What would be the setup to where a person 
would go looking for such items? Think about how Manny, Nickel, and Shanks 
setup Ron. 

 
- Chapter 13: Carnivals were famous for their strange creations and combinations. 

Smalley’s “snake-man of the Congo” is an example of such a creation, as was P.T. 
Barnum’s Fiji Mermaid (see if you can find a picture of the Fiji Mermaid). Often, the 
creators of these “creatures” combined two dissimilar animals (e.g. a monkey torso 
sewn onto a fish tail). Draw a picture of your own creation of two or more animals 
combined then give it a name and backstory.  

 
- Chapter 14: “The twins sat on a piano bench; both playing the piano. The music was 

jazzy and upbeat. Manny noticed their foot tapped with the rhythm. Behind them 
danced Beep.” Music can have a dramatic effect on our mood and attitudes. Explain 
how music affects you. How does different music or songs affect your state of mind? 
Provide examples. 
 

Chapters 15 and 16 Activities 
 

Comprehension Questions: 
 

1. Why does Manny feel responsible for what happened in Smalley’s tent? 
2. When the kids find Oliver, what are he and Constancia discussing with the locals? 
3. Once the kids have told Oliver what has happened, where does Oliver send Manny and 

Nickel? What does he have Margot and Penny do? 
4. Where was Ron when Manny and Nickel found him? 
5. Explain how Nickel and his family are often treated by locals. 
6. What does Ron reveal about his life to Manny and Nickel?  
7. Where is the carnival headed at the end of the chapter? Why are the carnival workers 

unhappy about this decision? 
8. In chapter 16, what has Buck done so he can reach the gas pedal in the truck he drives? 
9. What happens between Manny and Penny? 
10.  How has Ron started to fit in with the carnival? 

 

Literary Devices: 
 

1. Puns: Puns are jokes that use the different possible meanings of a word or words which 
sound alike but have different meanings. For example, Nickel says, "Let’s make like a 
cow and get moooo-vin’.” What are some funny, yet school appropriate, puns or sayings 
you have used or have heard? What makes those sayings playful or clever? 

 
2. Metaphor: Metaphor was covered at the beginning of the novel, but here is another 

one. “You know.” Herb stroked his chin with a scaly finger and thumb. “From my 
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experiences with fights, and I done had lots of them, seldom does one person start it. It 
takes both wings to get that bird flyin’.” Clarify what is being compared. How does this 
comparison make sense? Or does it? Explain. 

 

Writing Activities: 
 

- Chapter 15: Manny, Nickel, and Ron have, on several occasions now, discussed how 
sometimes they don’t fit in or have been teased because of something they couldn’t 
control. Write a letter of support to someone you feel hasn’t been treated fairly because 
of something they couldn’t control. This could be someone you actually know or 
someone you have heard about on social media. 

 
- Chapter 16: In this chapter, relationships between characters are shown to be changing. 

As you’ve gotten older, how have relationships in your life changed? How have they 
stayed the same? 
 

Chapters 17, 18, and 19 Activities 
 

Comprehension Questions: 
 

1. When Oliver decides to speak with the couple, why does he take Manny with him? 
2. What is Oliver’s main concern about going out to the parking lot with the couple? 
3. What is it about Nan’s and Manny’s conversation that seems to bring peace to Nan? 
4. In chapter 18, what is it that the couple wanted to show Oliver? 
5. Why is the couple giving Oliver what they have in the truck? 
6. How will the couple explain the disappearance of their child? 
7. What memory does Nan’s face bring to Manny? 
8. In chapter 19, what does the child have to make him look as he does? 
9. Why did Oliver call a meeting of all the carnival workers? 
10. Who won the naming contest? What is the winning name? 

 

Literary Devices: 
 

1. Theme: Theme is the universal idea, lesson, or message explored throughout a work of 
literature. Chapters 17-19 focuses a great deal on the theme of Freakshow Summer, 
especially as it relates Lee and Nan. It is also shown quite a bit in the conversation 
Manny has with Nan. What is the theme presented in these chapters? Provide some 
quotes from each chapter that illustrate the theme. 

 
2. Conflict: Conflict is a literary element that involves a struggle between two opposing 

forces, usually a protagonist and an antagonist. In most novels, two types of conflict can 
exist: External conflict (an individual versus another individual or an individual versus 
nature) and internal conflict (an individual versus themselves). In chapter 17, Oliver and 
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Manny both have conflicts. What type of conflict do they have? External or internal? 
Provide evidence from chapter 17 as to which conflict they have. 
 

3. Predicting: To predict something, one is foretelling the future. Predict what you think 
could happen with Oliver and the carnival for “adopting” a special needs child. Provide 
evidence from the novel as well as your own conclusions to support your prediction. 
 

Vocabulary Connection: 
 

- Terms like hydrocephaly and microcephaly can be and have been used to describe the 
condition of certain characters. Break down the prefixes and root words for 
hydrocephaly, macrocephaly, and microcephaly. What does each mean? How do they fit 
the physical descriptions of the character (the baby and Beep) who have the condition? 

 

Writing Activities: 
 

- Chapter 17: In the moment when Oliver is about to have a serious conversation with Lee 
and Nan, He says the following to Manny: “Often it is not the coffee we need, but the 
comfort it brings in having it in front of us. I’ve noticed that the cup gives my hands 
something to do in conversations like we’re getting ready to have. So, maybe you’d like a 
glass of water instead?” What is something that you do or have that brings you 
comfort? Why does this particular action, item, person, or pet bring you comfort? 

 
- Chapter 18: In the early part of the twentieth century, there weren’t many options for 

families who had special needs children. If they had the means, they could hire a 
caretaker. Otherwise, the child would often be left in an orphanage or an asylum. Since 
Lee and Nan were so poor, they felt as though they had no choice but to give up their 
special needs child. Both appeared to be upset and conflicted about the decision, 
especially to give the baby to a carnival. Do you think this couple made the right choice? 
Why or why not? Use evidence from the novel to help you support your stance. 
 

- Chapter 19: The naming of “Baby Boy” was an important event for the carnival, so many 
names were suggested. What would your carnival name be for yourself? What kind of 
act would you like to perform or what special ability would you like to have? 
 

Social Studies Connection: 
 

- The Great Depression—Research the Great Depression. Investigate when it started, 
what started it, how it affected the world, how it affected your state or area, who were 
presidents during the depression, what got the US out of the Great Depression, who 
were most affected by the depression, what were prices of everyday goods, etc. 
Examine pictures from the Great Depression especially those of the dust bowls, 
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“Hoovervilles,” and everyday people. Write your thoughts about those pictures and 
what it must have been like to live in that time. 

 

Chapters 20, 21 and 22 Activities 
 

Comprehension Questions: 
 

1. Where is the carnival traveling to in order to escape the heat?  
2. Who has gone missing just as the carnival is ready to head out? Where to they find this 

person? 
3. What causes the tension between Nickel, Margot, and Ron? 
4. In chapter 20, how does Penny show support to Manny? 
5. Why was Leona’s and Mono’s show closed down in chapter 21? Who will replace them? 
6. What act of kindness does Margot show Ron? 
7. How has the relationship between Manny and Ron changed? How has it remained the 

same? 
8. What comparison in chapter 22 does Harriet make regarding “growing boys?” 
9. What does Manny find Harriet doing when he goes to have lunch with her? 
10. Explain what happens when the young kids arrive to find Harriet and Manny eating 

lunch. 
11. Who is Lillian tattooing when Manny arrives? What does the tattoo mean? 
12. Summarize the story the veteran tells to Manny. 

 

Literary Devices: 
 

1. Idioms: An idiom is a phrase that has a different meaning than that of the words which 
make it up. From chapter 20, Nickel’s comments to Margot, “What bee got in your 
bonnet?” See if you can figure out what that means in context of the events taking 
place. What other idioms can you think of? What are their meanings? 

 
2. Onomatopoeia: Onomatopoeia are words that sound like their meanings or are the 

imitation of sound. For example, boom, pow, and meow are all onomatopoeia words. In 
first couple pages of chapter 21, several examples of onomatopoeia can be found. List 
as many as you can find. 
 

 
3. Plot: Plot is made up of several important parts, which include exposition, conflict, 

climax, and resolution. Even chapters have mini-plots. Using the following graphic 
organizer, map out the plot of Manny’s and Harriet’s scenes in chapter 21. (*The 
following graph can be used for any chapter or the novel as a whole.) 
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Plot Graph 
 
 
 
 

 
  

Exposition: 

Conflict: Climax: 

Resolution: 

Rising 
Action 

Falling 
Action 

Setting: 
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Writing Activities: 
 
- Chapter 20: The carnival workers fear that they have lost Beep and desperately search 

for him. Write about a time when you have been lost somewhere. How did you feel at 
the time? How did it feel to find your way back or have someone find you? You can also 
write about a time when you lost something valuable. Explain how it felt when you 
realized it was lost. Did you find it or not? How did it feel to find your lost item, or how 
did it feel to know that you were never going to find it? 

 
- Chapter 21: Although the carnival performers had a rough time in town during the acts, 

they also were able to deal with it and decompress. What are some ways you 
“decompress” or “mellow out” after a hard day? Why do you do this? 
 

- Chapter 22: Manny meets a veteran from the World War I and listens to the man tell a 
story about his time in France. Do you have a veteran in your family? Or do you know a 
veteran? Write a thank you letter for their service and give it to them. 
 

Social Studies/Language Arts Connection 
 

- World War I is a massive undertaking but consider poems written by soldiers who 
served in World War I. Research the poets as well as the battles they write about or 
served in. The following famous poems can be used “On Somme” by Ivor Gurney, “I 
have a rendezvous with Death” by Alan Seeger, “A Dead Boche” by Robert Graves, and 
the most famous “In Flanders Field” by John McRae. How do these poems reflect the 
soldiers’ points of view and perception of the war? Which poem resonated with you the 
most? Why? 

 

Chapters 23 and 24 Activities 
 

Comprehension Questions: 
 

1. What lesson did Manny learn from the WWI veteran? 
2. Who is Herb the Alligator Man’s girlfriend? 
3. Why was the year 1932 considered a bad year? 
4. Why are the carnival workers worried about those who went into Pueblo to promote 

the carnival? 
5. What do the carnival workers find out when the promoters return? 
6. What had happened to Herb the Alligator Man? 
7. Which two characters take what happened to Herb the hardest? 
8. In chapter 24, what does Manny see that bothers him? How does he handle what he 

saw? 
9. How does Margot deal with what Manny saw? 
10. How did Oliver memorialize Herb the Alligator Man? 
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Literary Devices: 
 

1. Internal Conflict: Internal conflict is the conflict or struggle that takes place in the 
mind of a character. In both chapters 23 and 24, internal conflict is present. Provide 
an example from each chapter that shows the internal struggle of a character or 
characters. 

 
2. Tone: Tone reflects the writer’s attitude toward the subject matter or audience of a 

literary work. Based on what the author writes about Herb the Alligator Man, what 
happened to him, and how he is honored—how do you think the author feels about 
Herb and the events that took place around Herb? 

 
3. Mood: Mood was covered in chapters 8 and 9, but it is the feeling created in readers 

as they read the story. Map out how the moods change in chapters 23 and 24. Find 
at least four different moods throughout those two chapters. 

 

Writing Activities: 
 

- In chapter 23, the friendship between the different characters is shown as they talk, 
joke, or comfort one another. Having positive relationships is important, whether 
they’re friendships or family. What is a relationship you have that is important and 
positive? If comfortable, provide an example of how that relationship has been a good 
one for you. 
 

- In chapter 24, relationships are on display again as we see how Manny handles seeing 
Margot talking with Ron. He has loyalty to his friend Nickel, but also a loyalty to his 
friend Margot. Do you think Manny made the right decision by speaking with Penny? Do 
you think Margot’s response to Manny was fair? Explain your answers. 
 

- Oliver pays tribute to Herb the Alligator Man in an unusual way toward the end of 
chapter 24. Do you think that it was an appropriate way for Oliver to honor Herb? Why 
or why not? What other way could he have celebrated the alligator man? 
 

Chapters 25 and 26 Activities 
 

Comprehension Questions: 
 

1. What is the carnival’s next stop? What does Manny notice about this new stop? 
2. What disagreement do Manny and Nickel have? 
3. Why does Nickel attack Ron? 
4. How was the incident between Ron and Nickel a misunderstanding? 
5. Why is Huffman’s fight with the townies a danger situation for everyone involved? 
6. Who comes to the kids for help? What exactly does this person need help with? 
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7. In chapter 26, why does the relationship between Ron, Nickel, and Manny change? 
8. What surprising news does Ron give the other two boys? 
9. Explain who Guy Fullerton is. 
10. What happens to Huffman? Why is this bad for the carnival in general? 
11. What other crime does Guy Fullerton say the carnival committed? 
12. How are Harriet and Ben able to take attention off this “crime”? 

 

Literary Devices: 
 

1. Cause and Effect: Cause and effect describes a relationship between actions or events in 
which at least one action or event is a direct result of the others. Below is a list of causes 
and effects. Determine the cause or the effect of each event. 

 

Cause Effect 

 Nickel attacks Ron 
Men insult Olga One-Ton  

Constancia asks Nickel and Manny for help  

 Manny, Nickel, and Ron start to become 
friends 

Police arrive at the carnival  
 Ben Beanpole and Harriet claim to have had a 

child together 

 
 

2. Compare and Contrast: This is an exercise that looks at both the similarities and 
differences in a character. Using a Venn’s diagram or a three-column chart, compare 
and contrast the following characters’ actions (NOT physical characteristics) from 
chapters 25 and 26. 

 
a. Nickel and Huffman 
b. Margot and Olga 
c. Oliver and Guy Fullerton 

 
3. Situational Irony: Situational irony is when the opposite of what we expect to happen, 

happens. The irony can be the action or attitude of specific characters. For example, 
Nickel attacks a much bigger and stronger boy, Ron, and almost beats him up. How is 
the situation between Oliver and Guy Fullerton an example of situational irony? Think 
about both the actions and attitudes of each. 

 

Writing Activities: 
 

- When Nickel sees Ron and Margot interacting, he does what many people are known to 
do: jump to conclusions. He had problems with Ron before and didn’t like him, so Nickel 
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had made some assumptions. Write about a time when you or someone you know 
“jumped to conclusions.” The wrong assumption doesn’t have be about a person. It can 
be about an event as well. 

 
- As Manny and Nickel search for Ron, Manny has the thought: Although nothing as 

horrifying as war, this “rescue” made clear that sometimes he would have to charge into 
a bad situation in order to do a good thing. Has there ever been a time when you or 
someone you know went into a bad situation to do a good thing? If so, explain what 
happened. 
 

- In the novel, Nickel admits to Ron that he made a mistake about the interaction that 
took place with Margot. Why is it important to admit mistakes? Or is it? Explain your 
thoughts. 
 

Art Connection: 
 

- Choose any scene from chapters 25 and 26 and draw or create a comic of how you 
imagine the scene. Create at least three drawings or six to eight comic panels. 

 

Chapters 27, 28, and 29 Activities 
 

Comprehension Questions: 
 

1. How does Constancia attempt to lift the spirits of the carnival workers? 
2. How is Huffman different from the way he usually presents himself? How does this 

make Manny feel? 
3. Which two characters take Huffman’s and Olga’s departure the hardest? Why? 
4. What gift does Manny give Olga and Huffman? What do the couple think of the gift? 
5. What news does Oliver get from the Rook and Crow outfit? How does this affect the 

carnival workers? 
6. In chapter 28, explain how the relationship between the five kids has changed. 
7. What happens to the carnival camp during the night? How does this affect Manny? 
8. Who are Manny and Nickel looking for during the chaos in the carnival camp? 
9. As Manny and Nickel run through the camp in chapter 29, what do they see along the 

way that indicates that the carnival workers are gaining control of the situation? 
10. Why is the reunion between Manny and Harriet so important in this chapter? 

 

Literary Devices: 
 

1. Allusions: Allusions are references or mentions of a person, event, statement, piece of 
art, history, myths, religion, or popular culture. In chapter 27, Ben says, “It is what it is, 
Huff and Puff. At least you blew down those three pigs.” What is this statement alluding 
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to? In what ways does this statement work to describe what had happened in the 
previous chapter? 
 

2. Figurative Language: Figurative language is language or writing that is not to be taken 
literally. At the end of chapter 27, Nickel says of Bill, the new foreman, “Out with the 
shark and in with the barracuda.” Explain what Nickel means by this statement. 
 

3. Idioms: Idioms were covered in chapters 20, 21, and 22 literary devices, but to review—
an idiom is a phrase that has a different meaning than that of the words which make it 
up. In chapter 28, Margot is referring to Nickel’s comment about Ron’s new girlfriend 
when she says, “…you’re treading on thin ice and a minefield of eggshells.” What does 
she mean by this statement as it relates to Nickel? 
 

4.  Suspense: Suspense is a feeling of anticipation that something risky or dangerous is 
about to happen. What are some examples of suspense from chapters 28 and 29? 
 

5. Climax: The climax of a story is the highpoint of action or tension. Often a character has 
to face something that has been an issue for them throughout the story. Why is chapter 
29 a climax for Manny? Explain. 

 

Writing Activities: 
 
- When Olga has to say goodbye to Ben, they have the following exchange:  

 
Ben shrugged. “Acts come and go, Olga, but friendship…when it goes it take a lot 

of your heart with it.” 
“But it leaves a lot with you, too, right?” 

 
When a friendship or relationship changes or ends (e.g a fight or they move), how does 
it “take a lot of your heart”? And, how does it “leave a lot with you”? 
 

- Bill replaced Huffman as the carnival foreman and seems to have fit the role very well 
even though he didn’t think he could do as good a job as Huffman. Write about a time 
when you were able to something better than you thought you could. This could be an 
assignment, a class, a job, a sport, a talent, etc.  
 

- Margot and Nickel had a fight earlier in the novel and it threatened their relationship. 
Yet, they were able to resolve it and remain together. Write about a time when you had 
a fight with someone you cared about and how you were able to reconcile. How did it 
change your relationship? 
 

Social Studies Connection: 
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- Racism and prejudice have played a dark role not only in the novel but throughout 
American history. Oliver Neil mentioned to the carnival workers that an African-
American worker in another carnival had been “lynched” because he had “fraternizing 
with a good, Christian white woman.” This incident, unfortunately, is based on actual 
events that have taken place within the United States. First, research what lynching is, 
and second, research some of the more infamous accounts of lynching and the 
circumstances surrounding them. 

 

Chapters 30 and 31 Activities 
 

Comprehension Questions: 
 

1. What has happened to those who attacked the camp? 
2. How do the carnival workers get the men to talk? 
3. Who encouraged the attackers to go after Oliver Neil’s carnival? 
4. Why did the Oliver play the trick he did on the attackers? 
5. How did the sheriff react to what Oliver told him about the attackers? 
6. What does the paper have on it that Manny hands to the sheriff? 
7. How does what is on the paper affect Oliver? 
8. Why is Manny nervous about showing his drawings to Oliver?  
9. What big news does Manny get from Oliver? 
10. How do the other kids react to Manny’s big news? 

 

Literary Devices: 
 

1. Tension: Tension is what causes such emotions as worry, anxiety, fear, and stress for not 
only the reader but also the characters in a novel. How was tension used in chapter 30 
when Oliver is interacting with the attackers? How did it affect Manny? 

 
2. Resolution: Resolution is where a conflict is solved or loose ends have been tied up. 

Chapter 31 acts as a resolution chapter for a couple different conflicts, both external 
and internal. What conflicts or “loose ends” have been tied up? 
 

3. Foreshadowing: Foreshadowing is the hint at future events within a story. When Manny 
hands a piece of paper to the sheriff, he had forgotten that he also had a sketch on the 
paper. So, how is the following passage from chapter 31 an example of foreshadowing? 
 

Oliver took the page and turned it back to the drawing. He studied it then flipped 
the paper back to the directions. 
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Writing Activities: 
 

- Chapter 30 consists of an elaborate trick Oliver pulled on the camp attackers in order to 
get information from them. Sometimes tricks can be mean and sometime they’re good-
natured. What is a trick that has been play on you or you on someone else? Have you 
experienced a mean trick? Explain. 
 

- Manny has finally revealed his talent for drawing to Oliver, who immediately saw 
Manny’s potential. As a result, Manny felt proud of his work. Write about a time when 
you felt proud of yourself.  

 

Chapters 32, 33, and 34 Activities 
 

Comprehension Questions: 
 

1. What did the carnival find out about Guy Fullerton? 
2. Who are the two new acts joining Oliver Neil’s carnival? 
3. What was Manny’s first assignment from Oliver? 
4. Who confronts Manny and Penny at the beginning of chapter 33? 
5. What are Manny’s and Nickel’s “criminal” nicknames? 
6. How does everyone in the carnival react to what has happened to Manny and Nickel? 
7. Who is behind what happened to the boys? 
8. Why was Nickel’s nickname related to the dog of the same name? 
9. How have things changed between Manny, Nickel, and Ron? 
10. What favor does Ron ask of Manny? 
11. What is the “most magnificent event” mentioned in the title of chapter 34? 
12. Where does this event take place? 
13. Who officiates, or conducts, the event taking place? 
14. How do the carnival workers officially welcome Constancia and Ron into the carnival 

family? 
 

Literary Devices: 
 

1. Plot: Chapter 33 is a side story for Manny, Nickel, and Ron. Using a plot graph (as found 
in chapters 20, 21, and 22 activities) or simply writing down the information, what are 
the exposition, conflict, climax, and resolution of chapter 33? 

 
2. Irony: In chapter 33, situational irony was used. This is when expectations raised by a 

situation are reversed, making the consequences and reality of the situation surprising 
and unexpected. What was the twist in the chapter? Why is this twist an ironic moment, 
especially for Manny and Nickel? 
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3.  Meter and Rhyme Scheme: Meter is the arrangement of syllables in a poem. Rhyme 
scheme is the pattern of the rhymes within a poem. When marking the rhyme scheme, 
the same rhymes receive the same letter of the alphabet. For example, if a poem’s first 
line ends with “dog” and another line ends with “frog,” then they are assigned the letter 
A. If the second line ends with “cat”, and another line ends with “rat,” then they receive 
the letter B.  
 
At the end of the novel, Ben leads a chant that is also a poem. It is as follows: 
 

“We welcome, we welcome family and friends. 
Their beginnings, their middles, and their ends. 
We welcome, we welcome our friends as kin. 
They with us, we with them in loss and win. 

Our family, our friends, both here and above! 
To them, we give our loyalty and love!” 

 
How many syllables are in each line? What is the rhyme scheme for this simple poem? 

 

Writing Activities: 
 

- Even though Manny had been hired on as the carnival artist, he still didn’t feel very 
confident in his work. Yet, when he presented it, Oliver was very impressed. Has there 
ever been a time when you felt unsure about something, but once it was done you 
realized you were better at the task then you first thought or you enjoyed it more than 
expected? Explain the situation and the results of your effort. 
 

- Manny, Nickel, and Ron have reconciled their differences with one another. It took a 
while to find friendship, but in the end they realized they had a lot in common. Is there 
anyone in your life who started as someone you didn’t particular like but became 
friends? Share how you and the other person were able to change that relationship. 
 

- The story ends with a “great and magnificent event.” Draw or describe an event that 
had great meaning to you. 
 

- Freakshow Summer shows how people fight to belong and try to find meaning in who 
they are. What are some ways you and your community can help people feel like they 
belong? How can you find meaning in who you are or help others find that meaning in 
themselves? 
 

Film/Movie Connection: 
 

- Several times Nickel and Manny make references to the actor Clark Gable. Research 
who he was, why he was so popular, and the types of films he made. If possible, try to 
find video clips online from one or more of his movies. The boys also alluded to gangster 
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movies. Research such actors and actresses as Bette Davis, James Cagney, Ann Sheridan, 
Edward G. Robinson, Katharine Hepburn, Humphrey Bogart, and Virginia Mayo. Again, 
see if you can find video clips of their movies and see how they spoke. 

 

Additional Activities for Students 
 

Essay Prompts 
 

- Narrative Essay: Throughout the story of Freakshow Summer, Manny struggles with 
self-esteem and confidence. He has a close group of friends, a talent for drawing, and an 
interesting place to live. Yet, he still questions and doubts himself as many teenagers do. 
Sometimes, these issues can be overcome through diligence and hard work. Others may 
require the help of those around them or even from a professional. Write about a doubt 
you have? How can you overcome that doubt and who can help you in that goal? 
 

- Descriptive Essay: Nickel is Manny’s loyal best friend. Through many of the events in 
Freakshow Summer, Nickel has been a support and confidante for Manny, and Manny 
has been the same for Nickel. People may come and go in life, but hopefully there is that 
person who is our “Nickel.” Who is your person that you look forward to seeing or enjoy 
spending time with? What makes them special to you? Describe the kind of person they 
are, and what they mean to you. 
 

- Expository Essay: The carnival freakshow no longer exists, but certain acts and events 
related to the classic freakshow do. Choose one of the following to write about: 1. 
Research a specific sideshow performer, past or present, and write about their life, what 
they did, what their “talent” or “oddity” was/is, how they became famous, etc. Or, 2. 
Look into the new version of the freakshow or sideshow as it exists today. Detail what 
the shows are like now, what kind of performers are involved, and when did it start, 
where they are located, why they still exist, and how people can go see such a show 
today. 
 

- Persuasive Essay: The classic sideshow is controversial because of who was put on 
display and how those performers were treated. Yet, some of the performers argued 
that those sorts of shows were the only way they could make a living. Which side are 
you on? Should the shows have been eliminated? Or should it have been the choice of 
the performer to display themselves? 
 

Art Projects 
 
*All projects are open to change based on teacher and student needs. The numbers are only a 
general recommendation. 
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- Comic: Choose a scene from the novel and create an eight-panel comic with captions 
and dialogue. The drawings can be black and white or color. Dialogue and captions can 
be taken directly from the novel or paraphrased. 
 

- Drawings or Paintings: Complete a series of four drawings (black and white or color) or 
a painting (water, acrylic, or oil) based on characters or scenes from the novel. 

 
- Sculpture: Using modelling clay or a similar medium, sculpt one of the characters from 

the novel. *Avoid Play-Doh.  
 

- Collage: Using images, words, and phrases either collected from the internet or cut from 
disposable magazines, create a collage centered around the themes or characters found 
in the novel. 

 
- Poster: Create a poster with a scene and a word or phrase that present a theme of the 

novel. The poster should be eye-catching and discernible from a distance. 
 

- Book Cover: On paper or posterboard, create an original book cover for the novel that 
incorporates scene or character images, the title, the author’s name, and a tagline. 

 

Writing Based Projects 
 
*The number of paragraphs, pages, lines of poetry, etc. are subjective. Adjust projects as 
needed for students and classes. 
 

- Journal: From a character’s perspective (other than the protagonist), write four or more 
journal entries that relate the character’s experience during their time in a specific town 
or over the course of a several days. These entries can be based on what happened 
directly in the novel or use some creativity and write the thoughts and actions of the 
character as they might have played out when the protagonist wasn’t around to witness 
it. Entries can be anywhere from one to three paragraphs. Have at least three entries. 
 

- Letter: Write a two-page letter from the perspective of a character other than the 
protagonist. The letter can be about one particular stop the carnival makes or over the 
course of a couple weeks. Make sure that the letter is to a family member or friend of 
the character. This person does not have to be mentioned in the novel. 

 
- Newspaper: Create a newspaper with three or four articles, pictures, quotes, and even 

advertisements based on the events and characters found in the novel. Remember to 
consider the journalistic questions: who, what, when, where, why, and how. 

 
- Interview: Have a question-and-answer session with your favorite character. Create 

questions to ask the character then provide responses from their point of view. These 
can be personal questions or questions related to the events found in the novel. 
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- Short Story: Write a story based on a character or characters in the novel. This should 

be a completely new adventure for the individual(s). Have all the elements of plot 
(exposition, conflict, climax, and resolution). This can focus on the carnival while it is still 
on the road or after they have settled for the season. 

 
- Poetry: Write some poetry based on characters or events found in the novel. These can 

be lyrical, narrative, concrete, free verse, or any type of poem. Consider having 40 or 
more lines of poetry, which can be spread over several different poems. 
 

- Brochure: Create a tri-fold brochure with different sections discussing characters, 
events, or information about carnival/circus sideshows. The brochure can include 
pictures, graphs, timelines, etc. 

 
- Debate: Create a two-sided debate. It can be based on the real situation of whether or 

not sideshows should exist, or it can be between characters found in the novel. For 
example, Oliver Neil and Guy Fullerton can debate the role of carnivals, Manny and/or 
Nickel can debate Ron, sideshow performers can debate each other on whose show is 
the best, etc. 
 

- Quiz: Quizzes can be over single chapters, multiple chapters, or the entire novel. It can 
have multiple choice, matching, ordering, true or false, fill-in-the-blank, short answer, 
and long answer questions. Students should also provide an answer key for their quiz. 

 
- Timeline: Create a timeline with major events throughout the novel or the history of 

sideshows. This can include the first sideshows, the arrival of major performers, 
important laws, the end of the carnival sideshow, and the beginnings of modern 
sideshows. 

 

Multimedia Based Projects 
 
*Projects can be modified according to need. 
 

- Book Trailer or Commercial: Using a video recording device or moviemaking app 
(iMovie, Adobe, Movie Maker, Blender, etc.) create a book trailer that will advertise the 
novel but not give any spoilers. Think of movie trailers or search on YouTube for other 
book trailer examples. Include imagery, voiceover or script, and transitions.  
 

- Radio/Audio Play: Like a podcast or audiobook, students can write a script based on a 
scene from the novel then record it. Students should “act out” the scene vocally. The 
scene can include sound effects and music. Up to four students may participate 
together. Students should go through the writing and editing process before recording 
the final product. 
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- Skit: For the actors and actresses in class. Students can create a script based on a scene 
in the novel and act it out. Costumes and props can be used. Students can either video 
record and present or act out the scene in front of the class. Students should go through 
the writing and editing process before producing the final product. 
 

- Animations: Using animation software (Adobe Animate, Blender, PowToon, etc.), 
students can create a cartoon based on a scene from the novel. Like the plays, a script 
should be written and an editing process used to help direct the animation.  

 
- Slideshow: For those who would like to incorporate imagery and writing, a slideshow 

can be produced using Keynote, PowerPoint, or other slideshow software. It can be a list 
of the different characters with their characteristics, a breakdown of themes found in 
the novel, a history of sideshows or real sideshow performers, a breakdown of the plot, 
a list of figurative language examples found in the novel, etc. 
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