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      It was a stupid idea, John “Slim” Hardy thought as he stood by the window—the darkness outside providing a reflection in the absence of an actual mirror—and adjusted the collar on the black shirt he had hastily bought that afternoon out of the clothing section of his local supermarket. He had conveniently had a haircut just a couple of days earlier and had trimmed his greying beard. In his only decent pair of jeans he looked borderline respectable. Then, with a sudden engine roar, the lights of a car flickered across the window of his downstairs flat, momentarily erasing the reflection as though he were nothing more than a ghost, and Slim considered bailing on the whole thing.

      He might well have done, but he had forgotten to charge his phone, and by the time he located his charger, he had come back around to the idea. As he checked his wallet for money and pulled on his coat, he gave a wry shake of his head.

      It didn’t seem right.

      Slim Hardy didn’t go on blind dates.

      Yet here he was, heading out of the door. He wondered as he turned the Yale lock whether he ought to put on some aftershave, but thought that might be pushing it a bit.
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      Maria walked with a limp, but otherwise was prettier than he had expected. As she entered the café, noticed him and gave a shy wave, he allowed himself a shallow moment to appraise a figure that had withstood the test of time with admirable grace, aware that the years of alcohol abuse had kept him sufficiently gaunt that she might think the same. Then he was climbing to his feet, awkwardly introducing himself, and offering her a seat, unsure how much chivalry was required for a woman he had never met.
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      Maria was a former PE teacher, retired early on disability, an old injury having resurfaced later in life to cut her career short. Slim, currently between cases, felt almost in a position of envy. Although they agreed that black, reheated coffee was better than anything made on that day and ruined by any kind of sugary or creamy pollutant, conversation quickly became troublesome. Slim didn’t listen to music. He had no interest in films. The only football team he knew anything about was QPR, and that had nothing to do with the sport. He didn’t go to the theatre. He didn’t even own a television.

      ‘I used to fish,’ he said, remembering a rod he had used perhaps half a dozen times, before managing to lose. ‘Do you like fish?’ he asked at last, desperate for some last inquiry to fill another uncomfortable silence.

      ‘I have an allergy,’ Maria said. ‘But I don’t mind them in tanks.’ She gave a dry chuckle. ‘Alive.’

      ‘Like a zoo,’ Slim said, for once wishing he was drunk. ‘A zoo for … fish?’

      ‘You mean an aquarium,’ Maria said, smiling at someone off-camera as though perhaps an imaginary person would be better company. ‘I think zoos are cruel.’

      Slim was about to point out that since he hadn’t been to a zoo since some long-ago school trip then he must by default agree, but it felt like the evening was sliding towards some inevitable anticlimax where they perhaps shared a smile at each other’s awkwardness and then silently promised never to meet again. Instead, figuring he might as well ask about the one aspect of Maria that truly interested him, he said, ‘How did you get that limp?’

      Maria smiled again, more warmly than could have been expected for such a question on a first date.

      ‘Would you believe me if I told you I used to be an acrobat in the Southern Cross Circus?’

      Slim smiled in return, perhaps for the first time feeling at ease. ‘Since I don’t owe you money, and you don’t owe me, I have no reason not to. So, you were an acrobat?’

      ‘Specifically the trapeze,’ Maria said. ‘But the years haven’t been kind.’

      ‘Are you talking about for you or for me?’

      Maria laughed, and suddenly Slim wondered if a second date wasn’t the most impossible of things to consider.

      ‘I fell,’ Maria said suddenly, her smile dropping as her eyes led back to some past trauma that still haunted her. ‘Someone cut through the rope. It was the night my boyfriend disappeared.’
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      Slim’s scratched and battered Nokia 3310 barely had the capacity to make calls, let alone access the internet, so he went to his local library, borrowed a computer, and looked up Southern Cross Circus.

      His initial expectation had been that it might be some Southern Hemisphere version of the Moscow State or Chinese State Circus, both of which he had vague memories of passing through previous areas of residence, even if he hadn’t actually attended any shows. He remembered the coupon tickets on the counters of newsagents where he had bought his booze. He was somewhat disappointed therefore to discover that the circus’s parent, SCC Ltd had been a minor, and somewhat shady company that had operated in the Midlands for a few short years from the late eighties until its eventual demise in the autumn of 1992, a result of “financial instability”, according to the only website he had managed to find where it was mentioned.

      What was of more interest, however, was a ten-minute television snippet that had supposedly aired on a local TV channel circa summer 1992, documenting the lives of some of the performers as they prepared to go back on the road. For once the internet failed to turn up the actual clip but merely a mention of its existence. Slim, however, had an old friend who might be able to help.

      According to Maria, her accident had befallen her in the autumn of 1992, on the night of the circus’s final performance, shortly before it closed for good. By the time of the circus’s demise, only a skeleton group of staff and performers had still remained, reflecting the circus’s declining popularity, but in the aftermath, many had scattered far and wide. The manager and owner, Lowery Powell, had made a rather clichéd move to the Costa Del Sol, where he had opened a bar in Malaga. A couple of the clowns had moved to the Philippines. One of the acrobats had gone to America and got work as a stunt coordinator in Hollywood. Others had simply transitioned into less lucrative work, and in the thirty years since they had grown old, some even passing away.

      It would be a challenge to unearth anyone who knew anything, but first Slim needed to create a picture of what had happened.

      ‘Are we going to go through the motions of pretending this is a second date?’ Maria asked as she sat across a table from Slim in a town centre café. ‘Or should we just accept this is me ceding to your curiosity?’

      ‘I can buy the coffees,’ he said. ‘If that makes any difference?’

      Maria smiled. ‘I’ll tell you what I remember. It’s long enough ago now that the memories no longer hurt.’ She shrugged. ‘Not in the way my hip can ache on a rainy winter morning, at any rate.’

      ‘You said your boyfriend disappeared?’

      ‘Yes.’ Maria sighed, suggesting the memories of everything hurt more than she claimed. ‘He was there when I went out to perform, and he was gone by the time I fell, because if he ever knew about it, he certainly never came to visit while I was strung up in a hospital bed. And I’ve not seen nor heard anything from him since.’

      ‘Do you think he’s dead?’

      ‘Either very dead or very rich, one of the two. I have to admit, I’d like to know, just for peace of mind if nothing else.’

      ‘Let’s start from the beginning. What was his name?’

      Maria sighed. She rubbed at a mole beside her left eye as she gazed off into space.

      ‘Jason Felton,’ she said. ‘He was five years older than me—which, if you really want to know, would make him fifty-three were he still alive.’ She chuckled. ‘I’ve got a couple of years before the big five-oh.’

      Slim, who had reached that milestone fairly recently himself, just shrugged. ‘It’s not so bad. I have all the same aches as at forty-nine. So that would have made you eighteen when you were working at the circus?’

      Maria gave a shy smile. ‘I signed up at sixteen. I had a fake ID I’d bought off a kid at school which I used to get into clubs. Powell just accepted it, but I don’t think he cared.’

      ‘There was an age law?’

      ‘For certain acts, I believe. Trapeze was one. Like most things at the circus, it was neither enforced nor regulated. You get some travelling acts where there are families involved, but SSC was a static act which hired its performers on yearly contracts.’

      ‘What do you mean by static act?’

      ‘For most of the year, we had a single location. Customers came to us. It was just outside Birmingham, just to the south of a village called Meadow Cross.’ Maria chuckled. ‘I think that’s why Powell chose the name.’

      ‘I don’t know it.’

      ‘It was a pleasant enough place, a few miles southwest of the city, near to a National Trust area called the Cloverdale Hills. We used to walk up there on days off.’

      ‘You said the circus was in a single location. Do you think any part of it is still there?’

      Maria shrugged. ‘It could be. The big top was on a patch of ground behind a care home called Oak House.’ Maria frowned, gave a half smile. ‘It was a bone of contention for the locals. There were … protests.’

      ‘Against the circus?’

      Maria shrugged again. ‘Look, I was a kid. I was living this kind of rebellious dream, running away to the circus and all that. I was free, and I was in love with this guy I worked with. I didn’t really pay attention to what was going on outside the tent. I knew the local people didn’t want us there, but it wasn’t a big thing for me. It was more of a distraction. A nuisance.’ She picked at a corner of the plastic tablecloth that was ripped. ‘But I know there were some incidents. Some … violence.’
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      His curiosity was like an anchor’s windlass, reeling him in. He had a little money to play with after a decent payment for a relatively simple fraud case a few months back, so Slim felt he could afford a couple of days in the Midlands. He liked the peace of the countryside and enjoyed a little solitary walking. He booked a couple of nights in a Bed and Breakfast in the centre of Meadow Cross, within walking distance of the old circus site.

      It was a chilly April afternoon when he arrived, parking in a small car park behind the B&B. A kindly old lady whose hair and clothes were so fluffy and white she looked made out of cotton wool fussed him up a staircase to a room on the first floor which had a pleasant view of the rise of the Cloverdale Hills in the distance. After informing him of a few times and rules, she left him to unpack. The bed had creaky springs but looked comfortable, so he took off his boots and lay down for a few minutes while he waited for the provided kettle to boil. Not a fan of B&B coffee, he had brought some of his own, a packet of a dark roasted Mexican blend he had bought fresh from a connoisseur coffee supplier down the road from his current flat. As he stared at where he had left it, in a plastic bag leaning against a stack of cups beside the kettle, he wondered when his life had taken such a turn that he was no longer spooning yesterday’s dregs out of a filter.

      The date was Wednesday, April 12th. Three days ago he had enjoyed an Easter egg a client had given him, and gone for a stroll in a local park, where he had sat on a bench and watched ducks weaving among reeds in the shallows of a pond. The scar on his side had ached, but not a great deal more than any of the others.

      The day had been memorable for one thing, though. He had woken the next day and realised he had gone twenty-four hours without even thinking about a drink.

      Although he was yet to take a drink this year—the longest period of sobriety he had managed since serving nine months for manslaughter—the stuff was rarely far from his thoughts. Perhaps he was finally moving on.

      The kettle clicked off. Slim got up, made a coffee—thick and black as he liked it best—then stood gazing out of the window at the distant hills.

      Unlike many of his previous cases, he had very little opening on this one. Maria’s information had been vague, at times seemingly rehearsed, and maybe unreliable. There was the likelihood of sabotage—Maria claimed her trapeze rope had been partially cut through, and a man who had disappeared.

      Slim had a reputation for unearthing crimes long lain buried, but he had no idea what he might be able to conjure from this. Maria was convinced Jason had simply run off. It was possible. The circus had closed for good shortly afterwards, while Maria was still in hospital, its doors never to reopen. Lowery Powell had retired with what was left of his fortune and the other performers had dispersed.

      Was there a fraud case to be unearthed? Perhaps money laundering, or tax evasion? A case of attempted murder?

      As he often did these days when making preliminary investigations, Slim had travelled incognito, booking his room under the name of Mike Lewis. While he felt his fame wholly undeserved, his name was well known among the late-night true crime documentary crowd, and he had found many of them lived in quiet, country villages where otherwise little went on. Slipping a fake ID card into his pocket, he picked up his coat and headed downstairs.

      The landlady was chopping carrots in the kitchen. Slim gave a light knock on a door that stood open, and she looked up, put down her knife and picked up her glasses, nestling them into groves on her nose.

      ‘Oh, Mr. Lewis, isn’t it? Do you need something?’

      Slim gave what he hoped was a disarming chuckle. ‘I wanted to ask you for directions,’ he said. This might sound like a strange request, but I heard there used to be a circus around here. I work for the BBC’s culture department, and I’m looking into the possibility of making a documentary—’

      ‘Oh yes,’ she said, squinting into her glasses. ‘You’re talking about that place that was down behind the care home. I remember taking the boys a couple of times.’ She gave a nervous laugh. ‘It wasn’t my kind of thing, though.’

      ‘Was there something … wrong with it?’

      ‘It was a little seedy for my liking,’ she said. ‘I can’t say I was sad to see it go. I don’t think anyone round here was. Not after what happened.’

      Slim felt a tickle of something behind his neck. ‘What was that?’ he asked.

      ‘Well, someone did for those two old ladies, didn’t they?’ she said in that way a grandmother might when she expected the details were already known.

      ‘I don’t follow—’

      ‘Margaret Bellingham and Carrie Thompson. The night of the last performance, someone broke into Oak House and smothered them in their beds.’
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      Sunset wasn’t until nearly eight o’clock, so Slim set about getting a feel for the village and surrounding area. Meadow Cross was little more than a cluster of houses around a crossroads, although Slim saw no sign of either Robert Johnson or the Devil. He did hear the faint sound of someone practicing blues guitar coming from an open upstairs window, however. Pleasant village streets led away from a central area with a pub on one corner, a Spar on another, with a couple of specialist shops further up the street. From the crossroads, Bromswich Road headed northwards towards Hagley, with Church Avenue and Stowford Road leading away east and west, with Meadow Cross Lane, a narrow road lined with trees, heading south to Belbroughton. A convenient pavement followed the left side of the road which Slim walked along for half a mile or so until he reached the driveway entrance leading to Oak House. Hidden from the road by high hedgerows, Slim paused for just a couple of minutes before heading back to Meadow Cross. Although he was itching to visit the old circus site, he was aware it was on private land and was also a little reluctant to make his presence known so soon. If there were secrets to be uncovered—and he’d found that in these small towns there always were—he needed to dig as deep as he could before the locals started mixing concrete to bury his investigation.

      He figured the Spar might be the best place to hunt for local gossip. Behind the counter was a woman of a similar age to Slim, but whose clear skin and grey-free hair suggested she had lived a little better, sitting on a stool while she read a copy of The Sun.

      ‘Excuse me,’ he said.

      She looked up, a little reluctantly, he thought. There was no suspicion in her eyes, just a look of frustration at being disturbed. The newspaper was opened on a double page spread introducing the contestants of some forthcoming beach-based reality TV show.

      ‘Can I help you?’

      ‘Yes, I’m looking for someone who might know a bit about local history. Does Meadow Cross have a village council or something?’

      ‘Let me think … yes, there’s the Cloverdale Parish Council, but it’s run by an American whose only been here ten years.’ She smiled. ‘One of those types who just shows up and starts trying to take over everything.’

      Someone with a penchant for localism but without an emotional attachment to the village was perfect. Slim tried to look disappointed as he said, ‘Well, it would be a start. I don’t suppose you have his phone number?’

      ‘Her.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Her. It’s a woman. At least supposedly,’ she added with a chuckle. ‘Katie Julius. She lives just up Church Avenue. Number 34. I’m sure she wouldn’t mind you stopping by. She’s always in here, chewing my ear off about dog mess or traffic zones. Who should I say was asking for her in the unlikely event I meet her before you?’

      ‘Sl … ah … Mike Lewis. I’m a researcher. And who should I say sent me?’

      ‘Just tell her Jessica from the shop.’ The woman gave Slim a wry smile. ‘If she runs me down, be sure to come back and tell me. I’ll give you a free tin of beans.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      She held her smile as she seemed to warm up a little. ‘Always happy to help a stranger.’

      ‘I appreciate it. I’ll let you get back to your … ah… business.’

      Jessica looked down. ‘My money’s on Kellie. How about you?’

      ‘Ah … Dave?’ Slim said, picking the first name that came into his head.

      Jessica chuckled, poking a finger at a bronzed, ab-laden twenty-something, proving Slim had got lucky with his guess.

      ‘Nah, he’s got no chance. Can’t swim, can he?’ Before Slim could answer, she added, ‘You have a nice day. See you around.’

      ‘Yes. And thanks again.’

      Slim headed out, finding the sun had come out and the day had warmed up almost to the point that he regretted bringing his jacket. He looked around, locating Church Avenue heading off to the east in the direction of the Cloverdale Hills. He passed Cloverdale Parish Hall and found number 34 at the end of a row of nice, upper-class houses.

      He felt it necessary to check his appearance in the reflection of a glass bus shelter before opening the gate and walking up a carefully weeded stone path between tidy flowerbeds. The house and its surrounds were almost quintessentially British, right up to the gnome on the front step, the Home Sweet Home doormat and an ornate teapot emblazoned with a Union Jack flag visible behind a frilly lace curtain.

      There was a brass knocker which he gave a hard rap, but when a response came it was with a tinny voice through a video intercom beside the door.

      ‘Yes? How can I help?’

      ‘Hello? My name’s Mike Lewis. I’m a researcher. I’m doing a piece on rural entertainment and I heard there used to be a circus around here. Jessica in the shop told me you might be able to help?’

      ‘She did, did she?’ There was no hint of an American accent, but Slim admitted that through an intercom it would be hard to tell. He was still wondering how to respond when the door swung open with a loud creak. A woman Slim would describe as military stood there, close-cropped greying hair above a hard, taciturn face, a mouth that looked ideal for giving orders. She wore masculine clothes, a button-up shirt under a dark blue sweater, and brown, corduroy trousers. Tinted glasses hid the colour of her eyes. ‘Well, you’d better come in, then. I imagine it’s local secrets that you’re after, isn’t it?’ She gave a brief laugh that was more of a grunt. ‘I’d be happy to tell you what I know.’
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      Katie Julius served him thin Darjeeling tea in fragile China cups with images of various royal weddings blended together in a composite. As she set the cups down, she pointed out a set of jubilee crockery in a glass fronted cabinet.

      ‘Limited edition,’ she said. ‘I got number 14. Would you believe it, that’s the date of both my husband’s birthday, and his death. I don’t think I’d dare serve those even if the Royal Family themselves showed up.’ She gave him a brief smile, indicating a joke.

      Despite her macho, almost dour demeanour, Slim found Katie Julius instantly likeable. She had a wry sense of humour, like a raincloud which delighted in dousing people. Slim tried to enjoy tea he felt had been made deliberately insipid as she told him tales about her past, and her emigration from the States in search of a less demanding life.

      ‘I got injured in Lebanon in 1982,’ she said, confirming Slim’s suspicion that she had a military background, and giving him a better estimate of her age as between sixty and sixty-five. She leaned over and pulled up her trouser leg, giving him a momentary view of a wicked scar on her left calf muscle. ‘I got a disability discharge, but what was I supposed to do then? Watch TV for the next thirty years?’

      ‘Indeed,’ Slim said, making the rare decision to drop a lump of sugar into his tea in the hope of making it taste better.

      ‘I bumbled around for a while doing this and that, then met an Englishman, and over we came.’ She spread her arms. ‘We were living down south, on the coast. Then Reginald—that was really his name, I mean, you can’t get more English than that, can you?—well, he got sick—cancer, the poor soul—and after he passed, well, I couldn’t live there anymore. I did think about going home, but only for a minute. We didn’t have children, and all my close family have passed on. I looked around for a while, came across this place, and figured it looked all right, you know?’

      ‘And how is it?’ Slim forced himself to concentrate while swallowing a gulp of tea, having reminded himself why he never took sugar.

      ‘Oh, it’s all right. I keep myself busy. I’m in all the committees, all the clubs. I find people aren’t all that friendly, but that’s you Brits, isn’t it?’

      ‘We have a natural aversion to making friends,’ Slim said, eying a pack of decent coffee on a shelf over the kitchen sink.

      ‘Back home you’re all buddies within five minutes of moving in,’ Katie continued, barely breaking rhythm. ‘Over here it can take years to break down all the social walls. Just gotta jump in with both feet, haven’t you?’

      ‘Quite,’ Slim agreed.

      Katie leaned forward. ‘Oh, you’ve finished. Do you want another cup?’

      Slim put up a hand
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