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“Dominic, you’re missing out on the country view with your nose in your phone.” Grandpa Bob pointed out the cattle on the hillside from his truck window. “Look at the herd of cows on your right. Do you see the black one with the white stripe around his belly?” 

“Sorry, GB. I was just texting Forest to let him know we’ll be at Point Beach soon.” I reread my message to Forest.

Big news! GB is going to propose to Windsong. He bought a ring and everything. Can you believe it?

“Dominic, you didn’t even look at the cow.”

I stuck my nose to the window to make him happy. “I don’t see it, Grandpa.” 

GB sighed. “You missed it. That’s what they call an Oreo cow, but it’s actually a Belted Galloway. They call it the ‘Oreo’ because it resembles the Oreo cookie. That’s your favorite, isn’t it?”

My phone dinged with Forest’s reply: No way! Does Windsong know? 

“Are you listening, Dominic? I said Oreos!”

I glanced over at GB. He looked annoyed. 

“Oreos? Sure. Thanks, Grandpa.”

“Hmphhff.” GB shook his head.

I typed my reply to Forest. I think he wants to surprise Windsong, so don’t say anything.

Windsong is Forest and Sailor’s grandma. The three of them camp with us at Point Beach every summer. That’s how we all met and became close friends. Forest, Sailor, and I even solved a few mysteries at the campground. 

I was so busy texting that I hadn’t noticed we’d arrived at Point Beach. GB slowly angled the Nimrod, his relic, stone-age camper, up to the park office. 

“Look here!” GB pointed to a large, colorful poster taped in the window. “The circus is coming to town!”

I leaned past GB to see the poster. The title “BIG TOP CIRCUS” was displayed in large letters above a clown with fuzzy red hair, a big red nose, and a wide mouth circled in bright red lipstick. 

“Well, if it isn’t my favorite detectives!” Ranger Sally greeted us with a smile as we drove up to the office. It looked like she had put on a little more weight. She was tightly wedged into the window.

“Hello, Sally.” GB nodded and winked. “Actually, my grandson Dominic is the sleuth. I’m just the old geezer who tags along.”

“Say,” she leaned forward, “did you boys see that a big tent circus will be here this weekend? Ranger Rick will have his hands full, to be sure.” She blushed at the mention of his name. 

Ugh. Another romance at Point Beach. Sally appeared head-over-heels for the ranger. My breakfast almost came back up.

“No doubt the ranger’s on top of things.” GB grimaced as he reached for the reservation ticket and slowly pulled the camper ahead. 

As we ambled down the winding road to our campsite, I finished my conversation with Forest. Almost there. We’ll stop in after Nimrod is resurrected from the dead.

GB and I had the whole setup routine down to a science. In a matter of minutes, the camper roof was raised, the door and windows fastened, and the safety supports set in place. Once the shell went up, we headed inside, where a pungent mildew odor greeted us. It made my eyes water.

“Race you at making our beds!” I shouted to GB.

I specialized at making a bed—army style. After tugging the sheet so tight you could flip a dime on it, I flung my red-and-black-checkered quilt over the top before reaching into the cooler for an Orange Crush. 

What can I say? You gotta have routines, otherwise the world is absolute chaos. 

I sat down on my cot, feeling smug over my win.  “When are you gonna pop the question?”

“Wipe that orange mustache off your face, Dom.” GB’s eyes flashed beneath his bushy eyebrows. “I’ll ask when the time is right. That’s when.” 

I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. “That doesn’t sound like much of a plan, Grandpa.”  

GB reached into his flannel shirt pocket, pulling out a small black box. “See here? I already bought the ring.” 

He opened the box, revealing a shiny silver band with a small diamond set between two engraved hearts. 

“There’s a candlelight walk on Ridges Trail tonight,” he continued. “Friends of Point Beach posted it on their Facebook page. I figured it would be a perfect opportunity. And if there’s a full moon, all the better.” 

He glanced at me. “I hope it goes without saying, this is a secret. I want Windsong to be surprised.”

Uggh ... too late. 

“Um, would it be okay to let Forest and Sailor in on it if they promise not to tell?”

“I suppose so, as long as they keep it a secret.” He put the box into the drawer next to his bed. “Help me unpack the snacks your mom made, and then we can go meet the others.”

I have to admit, I was excited that Windsong’s hippie friends were back at the campground for their annual reunion. The last time they were here, Forest, Sailor and I were in over our heads trying to solve our first mystery at Point Beach. 

It was comforting to have the help of a few old-timers who have been around the block a few times, even if they did have dreadlocks, tattoos and tie-dye shirts.

Since it was just a short trek to the group site, we decided to take our bikes. Over the years, Point Beach had become my home-away-from-home. I knew every trail and tree by heart. 

We had just crossed the road when we saw something unusual looming in the distance.

“What in tarnation ...?” GB stopped short, which resulted in me doing a somersault over my handlebars.

Dazed, I looked in the direction that had captured his attention. Nestled in the woods behind a row of canvas tents stood a small but majestic, burgundy-striped circus tent. A string of light bulbs dotted the tent poles. But I think it was the monkey hanging from the lights that had GB dumbfounded.

“Is this the circus we saw the flyer for?” I slowly stood to my feet, rubbing the back of my head where a goose egg was sure to appear thanks to that tumble.

“Hi, boys!” Windsong emerged from her lime-green trailer. The door slammed behind her, which scared off the monkey, who made a mad dash for the woods. “Jughead, get back here!” she yelled after it before turning her attention back to us. “Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes!”

Talk about a “sight.” She was dressed in her usual Bohemian attire, but something was different. She had dyed her white braids hot-pink.

“Good to see you, Windsong.” GB furtively glanced up at her head. 

“Oh, Bobby, my pink hair must be a shock. When I signed up to sell cotton candy at the circus, a friend suggested I have some fun with it.” She twirled full circle, her flowered chiffon skirt swishing around her bare feet. “Is this festive, or what?” 

GB grinned. “It’s not every day a person sees a circus in the woods.” 

I don’t think he meant the tent. Or the monkey. 

He took in the view around the campsite. “Looks like there’s a whole theme going on here.”

What’s the theme? Humiliation?

“This tent belongs to my friend, Archie. He’s the circus ringmaster and likes to do his makeup privately.” She winked at me. “And the squirrel monkey? That would be Jughead. He belongs to Archie.” 

“Archie?” GB scratched his head. 

“You haven’t met Archie, yet. It was his idea to color my hair. He’s been working at the Big Apple Circus in New York the past few summers.”

“Where did the monkey go?” I thought I saw a flash of fur in the woods.

Before Windsong could answer, a middle-aged man with wild red curls and black-rimmed glasses came walking out of the tent.

“Archie Valentine, come and meet my good friends, Bobby and Dominic Dorsey!” Windsong waved her hand in our direction. “These gentlemen are famous in this neck of the woods.”

“Famous, you say?” As he spoke, I couldn’t help but notice the crooked teeth behind his thin, red lips. I had goosebumps. 

He looked downright creepy. 
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“Dominic, Forest and Sailor have a reputation for solving a few mysteries here at Point Beach.” Windsong shook her finger at Archie. “You’ve missed a lot these past few summers.”

“Well, I guess I have. Taking in teens and preparing them for the circus keeps me busy.”

Archie leaned in for a closer look at me. His Coke-bottle eyeglasses made his pupils look enormous. “How old are you, young man?”

“I just turned fourteen, Sir.”

“Look me up in two more years. You’d make an excellent candidate for the youth circus.”

Was that supposed to be a compliment? I shrunk back, suddenly feeling analyzed under the scrutiny of his gigantic magnifying glasses. 

GB extended his hand to Archie. “Nice to meet you.” He shook Archie’s hand, nodding in approval at the baggy pants and striped tie he sported. “It’s been a while since I attended a circus show.”

Archie turned, scanning the woods behind the tent. “It won’t be much of a show without Jug.” 

“Don’t worry, Archie. We’ll find Jughead,” Windsong said.

GB chuckled. “Sorry, but the names ‘Archie’ and ‘Jughead’ remind me of the comic strip The Archies. Dominic’s too young to remember, but his mother was practically raised on their hit song, ‘Sugar, Sugar.’”

Ugh ... I could feel some “hot pink” of my own, coloring my cheeks. GB sure knew how to embarrass a guy. Time to change the subject.

“The circus is setting up in the field next
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It is the stars, the superstitious
will tell you, that foretell the day
of our birth, the profession and
characteristics which will haunt
us all the days of our fife. If this
be true, the stars must have
swung with vigor in their orbits
on that October 1, 1880, when
William G. Schultz was born. For
before many years had passed,
this brilant young man was
swinging too, and in short order
was himself a brilliant star in the
orbit traveled by the luminaries of
the professional show  world
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