
A Timeless Children’s Tale  

Retold for Adults  
In America, every little engine should be able to grow  

into a powerful force for good. 



Once upon a time... 

...there was a fearless girl. This is her story.  

  

It’s also the story of a courageous little steam engine, the one remembered in the 

mountain village nearby as the little engine who could.  

 

The little engine worked tirelessly each day near the roundhouse, pushing and pulling 

rail cars into long trains, getting them ready for the long journey up the steep  

mountain, to reach the village on the other side. The little engine knew she was  

neither big enough nor strong enough to pull long trains over the mountain. But she 

loved her job switching cars in the rail yard, helping big locomotives get ready for 

their very tiring journey.  

 

Then, things changed remarkably. First though, let’s meet the fearless girl.   

 

Fearless Girl and her mother often read together from their favorite book, about the 

courageous little engine. “I think I can, I think I can” said the courageous little  

engine. Fearless Girl grew up tall and strong, dreaming about becoming like the  

courageous engine who believed she could. 

 

Then our story takes a sad turn, but only for a moment.  A tired old engine leaves the 

round house and starts up the mountain with rail cars trailing behind. Each is filled 

with good things for girls and boys in the village on the other side. You see, these 

were difficult times, and many parents could not find jobs in the village to  

afford nourishing food and fun toys for those they love. 



As the tired old engine began huffing and puffing, he 

thought about his cars filled with good things and how 

boys and girls in the village were eager for his train to 

arrive. But the farther he went, the more tired he  

became.  Finally, the old engine gasped, then stopped 

with a jerk. He tried and tried to move, but his wheels 

would not pull his cars even one more inch up the  

mountain.   

 

It was a very sad moment for everyone, especially the 

tired old engine. “What will boys and girls do without all 

the good things he wanted to bring them,” he muttered. 

Then he grew even more sad until the fire in his boiler 

went out from all the tears he was shedding. “I thought I 

could, I thought I could,” he muttered. “But I cannot. I 

cannot. I cannot.” 

 

Soon, some of the stuffed animals jumped down from the 

train and began to flag down other locomotives passing 

by. “Could you help us, please,” they pleaded. “Our tired 

old engine has broken down and we need to get fun toys 

and nourishing food to girls and boys who live in the  

village on the mountain’s other side.”  

 

The toy clown was especially helpful. “Will you help us, 

please” asked the clown to a shiny new passenger engine 

passing by. “Please pull our train over the mountain so 

boys and girls in the village will have fun toys and  

nourishing food.” But the shiny locomotive snorted: “I’m 

much too important to pull such a lowly train as yours 

over the mountain.” Then he huffed and puffed until he 

came to rest at the Round House. 

 

Soon, another engine passed by. It was a powerful freight 

locomotive and also paid no attention to the toy clown’s 

request, then huffed and puffed all the way to the Round 

House.  

 

“We can’t give up. Let’s try one more time,” the toy clown 

pleaded. “Maybe the next engine coming along will help 

us pull our cars up the steep mountain to get all this 

good stuff to girls and boys.”  



We’ll return in a moment to the challenge facing the toy clown as he tries and tries to 

find another engine to pull their train over the mountain, but first we shift our  

attention to Fearless Girl and her mother.  

 

“Today, before we read,” said Fearless Girl’s mother, “let’s talk about something very 

important. It is this. A man died on a Minneapolis street” she said, “and everyone is 

very sad. People all over the world are paying attention. His name is George Floyd, an 

African American. He was handcuffed, forced to lie in the street, and then a  

policeman kneeled on his neck until he gasped for air, “Fearless Girl’s mother  

reported. “I can’t breathe” are the last words Mr. Floyd uttered as he was dying,” her 

mother said as she wept. 

 

“Why would a policeman whose job it is to protect everyone do such a terrible thing?” 

asked Fearless Girl. “What can we do to honor Mr. Floyd so his life won’t be forgotten?” 

  

“Honoring Mr. Floyd begins with understanding how tragedies like his tor-

turous death occur across America,” Fearless Girl’s mother observes. “This 

isn’t about only the death of one person. It’s also about challenging our 

president and his enablers to stop pouring gasoline on human fires such as 

this.  He inflames situations. That’s why I call him Donald Weasel-Words.” 

 

To weasel,” says Fearless Girl’s mother,” is to get what you want through 

controlling others deceitfully, through bullying and fear-mongering. Through 

lying and other false claims, transmitted with humor, sometimes not.  

 

Tergiversations are what the French call weasel-words.* That’s a very big 

word describing what happens when someone speaks deliberately but also  

ambiguously, with intent to muddle, with intent to  

control. According to Fact Checker, in the same week 

George Floyd died, our president overshot the 19,000 mark 

of misleading claims, falsehoods and outright lies,  

beginning on Inauguration Day, the moment when he 

pledged to defend and faithfully protect all Americans. 



Fearless Girl’s mother has many other important things to 

say. But first, let’s check on the toy clown who continues 

searching for a kind engine to pull their little train over the 

mountain, to bring important things to boys and girls on the 

other side. Now we rejoin the toy clown as he walks along the 

railroad tracks toward the round house, with the dolls and 

toy stuffed animals following behind. Each is searching for a 

willing engine, but sadly, no engine appears. 

 

Then excitedly, the toy clown calls out: “I can hear another 

engine approaching,” he chimes. “She’s a very tiny engine 

though, but maybe that’s OK. It’s the courageous little engine 

who switches cars in the rail yard, getting trains ready for 

the long journey up the mountain. Maybe she will help us.” 

 

“Hello, courageous little engine,” the toy clown calls out.  

“Could you help us, please?  Our tired old engine has broken 

down, and our train needs to finish its very important  

journey, to get toys and healthy food to boys and girls.  

Please help us courageous little engine,” the toy clown 

pleads. 

 

“Well, I’m not very big or very strong,” the little engine  

ponders. “My job is a modest one, to stay in the rail yard 

near the round house, pushing and pulling, getting trains 

ready for their tiring journey up the mountain.” Then she 

pauses to look into the eyes of each of the dolls, and she sees 

many tears. The little engine also looks deep into the heart of 

the toy clown. There she sees sadness and longing. Finally, 

after reflecting deeply, the courageous little engine speaks. 

 

“OK,” she muses, “Your journey is very important. I’m small 

but I’ll work extra hard to pull your train, to get important 

things to girls and boys who live in the village on the  

mountain’s other side.” 

 

“Hooray” cry the dolls, the toy clown and the stuffed animals, 

in unison. 

 

Then the courageous little engine mutters, “I think I can do 

it,” first under her breath, and then much more audibly. Each 

time she mutters, the courageous little engine builds up more 

and more steam inside her tiny boiler. “I think I can,” she 

says resolutely.  “I think I can, I think I can, I think I can.” 



We’ll return momentarily to the courageous engine as she prepares to lead their little 

train up the steep mountain. First though, let’s listen to Fearless Girl’s mother as she 

retells what happened near the date of George Floyd’s murder. This is the tragic saga 

her mother describes. 

 

“Let’s start with Washington, D. C. Mayor Muriel Bowser, who is African-American, 

Fearless Girl’s mother says. 

 

“She’s weak,” the president told an adviser during the George Floyd post-murder  

protests. 

 

Mayor Bowser is anything but weak, however. “There are no vicious dogs and  

ominous weapons,” Bowser responded to Trump’s claim from the time he was holed 

up in his bunker under the White House. “There is just a scared man.  Afraid/alone.” 

 

She then renamed the intersection at 16th and H Streets NW, abutting Lafayette 

Square and St. John’s Church, as “Black Lives Matter Plaza.” At 3 a.m., her staff 

painted the street leading to the White House with 50-foot-tall, bright yellow letters 

spelling out “BLACK LIVES MATTER.”   

 

Trump was livid, of course.  His aides warned the mayor she had done “irreparable 

harm” to her City’s relationship with Republicans on Capitol Hill. Bowser remained 

undaunted, however. Next, she marched defiantly with protesters to the newly  

renamed plaza. Said the Mayor: “Today, we say ‘no’. In November, we say ‘next.’”  

 

Another brave and piercing voice during these tense hours belongs to Jim Mattis, 

President Trump’s prior Defense Secretary. He offered a withering critique of 

Trump’s leadership. “Donald Trump is the first president in my lifetime,” General 

Mattis said, “who does not try to unite the American  

people…Instead, he tries to divide us.” 

By Detour and Hiero, Denver CO  



When he joined the military Mattis observed, he swore an oath 

to support and defend the Constitution. “Never did I dream that 

troops taking that same oath would be ordered under any  

circumstance to violate the constitutional rights of their fellow  

citizens—much less to provide a bizarre photo op for the  

elected commander in chief…” 

 

Regarding the photo op with the Bible, Episcopal Bishop  

Mariann Budde was livid about the president’s media-posing in 

front of St. John’s Parish. “I was horrified,” she said, “to learn 

that while he was threatening to use military force across 

America, peaceful protesters were being forcibly removed from 

Lafayette Park so that he might pose before the church for a 

photograph.”  Further Budde added: “Mr. Trump used sacred 

symbols to cloak himself in the mantle of spiritual authority, 

while espousing positions antithetical to the Bible he held in 

his hands.” 

 

General Mattis concluded: “We do not need to militarize our  

response to protests. We need to unite around a common  

purpose. And it starts by guaranteeing that all of us are equal 

before the law.” Then he continued: “The Protests are defined 

by tens of thousands of people of conscience who insist that we 

live up to our values—our values as people and our values as a 

nation.” 

 

Following her mother’s retelling, Fearless Girl responds. “I 

have watched Donald Trump’s campaign on television,” she 

says. “He calls his opponent (Joe Biden) sleepy and sick-

looking, and accuses him of hiding in his basement from Covid-

19. I remember how he did that sort of stuff last time, to  

Hillary Clinton,” Fearless Girl exclaims. 

 

I don’t understand why the president’s supporters want a  

bully.  I don’t understand why so many Americans feel sorry for 

his opponent when it is Donald Trump who is weak—very weak, 

morally. I don’t understand why so many allow themselves to 

be intimidated by his weasel-words. I don’t understand why they 

let him get away with waffling on most any subject; taking a  

position one day, then changing or reversing it the next.” 

 

“Well, what would you do if you could “run the world” for a 

day?” Fearless Girl’s mother asks. 



“This is what I would do,” Fearless Girl responds.  “I’d change Donald Weasel-Words 

message from one that divides, to one that unites all of us.  I’d link to some ideas I’ve 

watched on television, from the 2020 graduation speeches of Michelle and Barack 

Obama. 

 

“How so?” her mother asks. 

 

“Well, I’m inspired by President Obama’s emphasis that our society and our  

democracy only work when we think not just about ourselves, but about each other.  

I’m inspired by Michelle Obama, who calls us to be present with our feelings about 

how America isn’t working as it should for many of us. I’m inspired by her call to  

accept that often, our lives are uncertain. I’m also inspired by her call to rely on time-

tested values like honesty and integrity, empathy, and compassion—as the only real 

currency in life. And I’m inspired by her call to speak out against cruelty, dishonesty 

and bigotry; and to never, never let anyone tell you you’re too angry; to never let  

anyone tell you to keep your mouth shut.” 

 

“ALRIGHT,” affirms Fearless Girl’s mother as they high five one another. Now, how 

about a nap?” 

 

Fearless Girl slumbers and dreams really big dreams. She dreams she is the  

courageous little engine pulling the train over the mountain to get important things 

to boys and girls in the village on the other side. “I think I can, I think I can, I think I 

can” she says, as she hitches herself to the little train. She tugs slowly, slowly, and 

then off they go with the toy clown and all the dolls and stuffed animals cheering her 

on. “We think you can, we think you can, we think you can” they say in unison as the  

little engine bellows white puffs of smoke. Faster and faster, the little train climbs 

higher and higher, until at last, their goal is in sight. 

 

The little train with the toy clown, dolls, and stuffed animals emerges from the  

mountain pass, then starts down the other side, into the village below. Boys and girls 

are waiting there for all the excellent things the courageous little engine is chug-chug

-chugging to bring to them. Chug chug, puff puff, and then finally “toot toot.” The  

little train has arrived. 



“Thanks for helping, courageous little engine” they all call 

out. And the little engine just smiles broadly, and then  

whispers, “We did this together. I thought WE could. I 

thought I could.” 

 

The next thing Fearless Girl dreams is this. Magically she is 

transported to a place where she has never been. It is near 

the New York Stock Exchange, across from the statue of the 

charging bull. She is standing beside the statue of Fearless 

Girl…and then magically, she imagines that she has become 

the fearless girl herself, depicted by the statue. This is what 

she dreams, next.  

 

A large crowd gathers in front of the statue of the charging 

bull as someone important is about to speak. She nudges 

her way from the back of the crowd, to the front, and before 

her eyes, she sees the president of the United States, about 

to make an important speech. Momentarily he focuses on 

her, though. Before he speaks, Fearless Girl asks him a 

question, and all the crowd stands silent to listen and to 

hear his response. 

 

This is the question. “Mr. President,” Fearless Girl asks. 

“Why do you divide us? Why don’t you bring us together?” 

 

Then Mr. Donald Weasel-Words starts to respond, but really 

there is no response. Perhaps for once in his long life, he is 

speechless. Everyone stands motionless.  Everyone is 

speechless. 

 

Moments later, Fearless Girl backs up and disappears into 

the hushed crowd. In seconds she is moving away from all 

of the people, running toward her home, with no one  

following and no one really noticing she has vanished. 

 

Her heart pounds inside of her chest. Then more slowly, she 

blends in with her surroundings as she reflects on what just 

happened. “I thought I could, I thought I could, I thought I 

could,” she mutters as she awakens from her marvelous 

dream. 



Next, she rushes to the other room to share with her mother, her dream about  

standing resolutely against Mr. Donald Weasel-Words. “I thought I could, I thought I 

could, I thought I could” are the only words Fearless Girl’s mother can decipher. 

 

“I thought I could, I thought I could, I thought I could,” repeated over and over. 

 

The End. 



*Tergiversation is French; a noun: (Merriam-Webster) Evasion of straightforward  

action or clear-cut statement; equivocation; desertion of a cause, position, party or 

faith. (Cambridge) The act of making statements that are different from each other, 

so that they cannot both be true. 

 

Links: 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/nation/2020/07/18/portland-oreland-ag-lawsuit/?
hpid=hp_hp-top-table-high_oregonlawsuit-745pm%3Ahomepage%2Fstory-ans  

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Little_Engine_That_Could 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JdFm7eekQZY 

 

https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/06/weve-now-entered-the-final-phase-of-
the-trump-era/612508/ 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/03/us/politics/jim-mattis-trump-protests.html 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/04/opinion/trump-st-johns-church-protests.html 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/04/world/americas/trump-george-floyd.html 

 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/vicious-dogs-versus-a-scared-man-trump-feud-
with-bowser-escalates-amid-police-brutality-protests/2020/06/06/f65d51c2-a812-11ea-b619
-3f9133bbb482_story.html 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/07/opinion/trump-mattis-polls.html 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/08/opinion/george-floyd-protests-race.html 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/08/opinion/protests-white-christian-racism.html 

 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2020/06/15/new-questions-about-trumps-ugly-
bible-stunt-hint-some-dark-truths/ 

 

Fearless Girl is a bronze sculpture by Kristen Visbal, commissioned by State Street Global Ad-
visors (SSGA), a large asset management company. The statue was installed on March 7, 2017, 
in anticipation of International Women's Day the following day. It depicts a girl four foot high, 
promoting female empowerment.[2] It is located across from the New York Stock Exchange 
Building in the Financial District of Manhattan in New York City. 
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