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Autumn.

The Big Top smells of sawdust and animal musk and the kind of exhaustion that comes at the end of a long season of work and travel. 

Helena releases from the bar and completes two, two-and-a-half, three full rotations before Marco’s hands find her wrists. They suspend artfully for a split second, then swing back toward Marco’s platform. 

“Sloppy,” Ace bellows from below. He is standing in the center ring, hands on hips, shaking his head. “Do it again,” he yells. As if there’s a chance they can’t hear him.

A loud bray cuts off Ace’s command; he bristles at the sound and turns to glare at the clowns in the third ring. Bongo and Freckles are juggling fake chainsaws back and forth. Patches is brushing one of the two donkeys. Their names are Ravioli and Ziti. Born into this circus, they’re beloved by everyone except Ace; he has never bothered to learn which is which, though they look nothing alike. 

There are several more clowns, but the only other one rehearsing right now is a child. Pip is a lean eight-year-old girl with two golden braids. She is not wearing her wig or makeup yet, but she is wearing her costume. She climbs on Ravioli’s back and wraps her small hands into his mane, then he takes off in a gallop around the ring. Her bright, musical giggles echo through the tent and Ace scowls at the noise.

“Stick to the script, kid,” he yells at top volume. “We’re rehearsing, not goofing around!” 

Pip pulls on Ravioli’s mane and he stops abruptly. Forlorn, she climbs off and makes a halfhearted kick at the sawdust. Her shoulders drop in defeat. She does not look in Ace’s direction.

Another loud bray erupts from the third ring. Ziti is tired of being groomed, but Ace always thinks their hee-haws are meant to mock him. He grits his teeth in aggravation but refrains from yelling at the donkeys themselves. Even though of every living thing in this, his circus, they are the ones who get on his nerves the most.

The remaining clowns return from their smoke break. Their easy banter quiets when they see Ace, and they walk to the third ring to resume rehearsing.

Bruno’s unexpected roar pierces the air. The apex predator is frustrated as he prepares for his sixth performance in five days, and a seventh will happen tonight. He’s expected to jump through hoops a dozen times a day, in addition to other tricks, and he’s finally had enough. His handler—Charlie, who’s worked with big cats for twenty years and knows better than to turn his back even on the most reliable lion—reacts fast, but not fast enough. A single claw from Bruno catches his forearm in a quick slash before Charlie can jerk away. Blood wells immediately, bright red against his fair skin. It drips onto the sawdust that will absorb it, the way it has absorbed so much else. 

Ace storms toward the cage, his face tight with fury, but not at the exhausted lion who’s just injured someone. “Get your act together!” he screams at Charlie, pressing his other hand against the wound. Ace is pleased with his own wordplay, the double meaning of ‘act,’ and he’s already walking away before Charlie can respond. Bruno retreats to the back of his cage and paces restlessly. Charlie leaves to search for a bandage.

A crash behind Ace echoes through the Big Top and grabs everyone’s attention. All eyes turn to see a nineteen-year-old crew hand named Tommy. His face is red from both embarrassment and exertion, and a heavy piece of rigging equipment lies at his feet.

“Dammit you imbecile,” Ace barks, “that’s a four-thousand-dollar piece of equipment... if it’s broke, that’s coming out of your paycheck!”

Tommy makes an apology but Ace has already turned his back on the boy, having delivered his judgment. The rigging is undamaged, but Tommy will check it three times before the afternoon show, just to be sure.

The remaining crew members continue setup with practiced efficiency despite the tension. No one wants to be the next target of Ace’s attention. 

Two of the crew hands grab supplies and move to the area Charlie just vacated. One sweeps up the blood-soaked sawdust and scoops it into a garbage bag. The other sprinkles fresh sawdust on the patch of bare cement, blending it in with the rest. 

The audience will never know. The show must go on.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​ACT I

[image: ]


Spring, six months later.

Theodore James Crane—Theo to those who know him—approaches the dark green trailer. Each step brings the mural into better focus. The words “Donahue’s Traveling Circus” are carefully spaced across the top of the modest building to run the entire length. Beneath that, a variety of animals are coming into view... a lion, a donkey, a llama. Strangely, they are not at all proportional; the artist painted them all of similar size. Only the bright colors of their sashes reveal any realism to their respective appearances. The royal blue of the cartoon lion’s sash is the same color as the pedestals from which the real lions leap when commanded to pass through flaming hoops. The red sash on the laughing donkey matches the red sombreros the real ones wear during their act. And the green sash on the llama matches green saddles that all three of the real llamas wear while they’re performing. 

By the time Theo arrives at the trailer’s door, he is close enough that he can no longer see the colorful painting on the trailer’s side... just the buzzer, a doorknob, and a small window. Mounted in the window, indeed taking up almost the entire glass, is a white sign that reads:

100 CIRCUS ROAD

OFFICE AND DWELLING SPACE

OF OWNER AND

RINGMASTER ACE DONAHUE

It’s as if Donahue places more importance on his ringmaster role, keeping that word tied to his name, than his ownership of the circus. Theo finds this curious and tucks it alongside everything else he’s gathered in the last few minutes: the colorful artistry displayed on the trailer, the crisp lettering above the animals, and the sights and sounds all around this trailer whose wheels have been cleverly integrated into the design. 

He knocks and waits several seconds, then briefly presses the buzzer. Theo winces at the shrill sound it makes, then takes a step back. He can hear footsteps approaching. Unable to see anything in the window except the sign, he wonders if Ace Donahue himself will answer the bell.

Just before the door swings open, Theo hears the familiar beckoning of Razzle and Dazzle. They’ve been fixtures outside the entrance of this circus for decades—greeting guests as they enter the Big Top, announcing changes with varying degrees of volume and vigor. Sometimes they speak in unison and other times they argue over one another, each thinking her announcement is more vital than the other’s. He can’t quite make out what they’re yelling at the moment. It is early afternoon; the next show does not start for several hours. But that doesn’t matter. They’ve always got something to say for anyone who cares to hear it. 

An attractive older woman answers the door, to Theo’s surprise. She is wearing an expensive suit with even more expensive high heels. If Theo had been raised around wealth, he might know the designer brands she is wearing. 

“Please, come in, Mr. Crane,” the woman beckons in a kindly tone. “Ace is expecting you.” She steps aside and gestures for him to enter.

Ace? She calls him Ace? He wonders if this is meaningful. 

His eyes absorb the sights he has already seen in magazines, but seeing the office in person is very different. Every inch of wall space is covered with framed photos of Mr. Donahue in varying stages of his career. His years as a late-night infomercial announcer, then his years as a gameshow host. Compared to the quantity of photos from his circus years, however, there are perhaps ten frames for each one of the ones showing his past. 

“My name is Patty Angstrom. I am Ace’s office assistant.” 

When she holds out her hand, Theo takes it with a grip he’s spent years perfecting—firm, then yielding, his left hand briefly covering hers before letting go. The day Theo realized two seconds were vital to first impressions, he’d practiced his technique. Practiced until he knew with certainty he could adjust in the moment.

“Pleasure to meet you, Ms. Angstrom.” He warmly cups his left hand over her right as they do this ritual dance. Her smile tells him he made the right choice to give that extra second of contact.

“Just Patty is fine,” she smiles. “I will let Ace know you’re here. Have a seat.” 

She gestures and he looks in the direction she is motioning. A solitary wooden chair rests near the front wall of the trailer. He turns back to thank her, and suddenly realizes she is at least ten years older than he first thought. Impeccable makeup sets her apart from most of the women in Donahue’s orbit. It is not caked on thickly or intended for an audience to view from afar. Her appearance is cultivated like a pearl. 

Theo takes a seat, and Patty walks around her desk to sit in a fancy swivel chair. Her posture is so vertical it looks as though she’s a compass needle. The way her space is arranged suggests to Theo that she is efficient, from the tall filing cabinet by her desk to the printer sitting adjacent to her monitor. She’s wearing a modest necklace, and an even more modest wedding ring. He twists his own wedding band reflexively and is instantly aware he’s done this—and he notices that Patty glanced at his hands in that moment as well. She is paying attention, as is Theo, and he wonders if this is a skill Mr. Donahue values.

For a moment, Theo allows himself to feel a quiet satisfaction. Less than two years ago he’d excoriated Ace Donahue in print—called him a fraud, a snake oil salesman, a cautionary tale in satin lapels. And yet here he sits, in the antechamber of Donahue’s empire, invited by the man himself. The right words, delivered with the right humility, can open any door. Even doors belonging to those who should know better.

He waits. Patty busies herself with paperwork, her pen moving in precise strokes across a ledger. The silence stretches comfortably; she seems as accustomed to it as he is.

“Is Mr. Donahue in the Big Top?” Theo finally asks, keeping his tone light. “I wouldn’t mind watching him work, if there’s time.”

Patty looks up and gives him a polite smile—warm enough to be gracious, cool enough to establish boundaries. “Ace is here in the trailer. Another room. I’ll bring you back to meet him shortly.”

Another room? 

Theo glances around, seeing only walls covered in photographs and press clippings. No visible door. 

Interesting, he notes.

As if on cue, a faint buzz emanates from somewhere on Patty’s desk. She rises and gestures for Theo to do the same. He follows as she crosses toward the far wall, toward what appears to be nothing more than another cluster of framed magazine covers. But Patty’s hand finds a handle cleverly disguised as part of a gilded frame, and she pushes inward. A hidden door swings open.

From somewhere in the dim interior, a voice calls out. Unmistakable. The voice Theo has heard in countless clips and interviews, always a few decibels louder than necessary.

“Come in, Teddy.”

Theo steps through the doorway into a room where the light seems reluctant to gather. He grits his teeth at the absurd nickname. In his lifetime, there have been perhaps three people who called him Ted or Teddy. Yet some people make assumptions, and he decides to tolerate the error for now. This is not the moment for correction.

The first thing that hits him is the smell. Cigar smoke, thick and stale, hanging in the air like an unwelcome guest who’s overstayed by hours. Theo loathes cigars... the performative masculinity of them... the way the smell clings to fabric and hair. He breathes through his mouth and moves forward.

Through the haze, a shape assembles itself: broad shoulders, that red coat, a figure seated behind a desk that seems designed to make visitors feel small. Theo strides toward him with a confidence he does not entirely feel.

“Mr. Donahue.” Theo extends his hand. “An honor.”

Donahue’s grip is immediate and crushing—tighter than necessary, held longer than comfortable. A dominance ritual, as subtle as a sledgehammer. Theo recognizes it for what it is and yields to it, letting his own hand go passive, waiting. He will take his hand back when this man decides to release it, and not a moment before.

Finally, Donahue lets go. They settle into their respective chairs: Donahue behind the fortress of his desk, Theo in a seat positioned just low enough to require looking up.

Donahue stubs out his cigar in a crystal ashtray, and Theo feels a small wave of relief wash through his lungs.

For a long moment, Donahue simply looks at him. Sizing him up. Taking inventory. Theo holds the gaze, keeping his expression open, pleasant, mildly admiring.

Then he begins.

“I have to say, Mr. Donahue, seeing this operation in person...” Theo shakes his head slowly, as if words are failing him. “It’s something else. The energy out there. The way you’ve transformed this place. I thought I understood it from my research, but being here...” He pauses, lets the silence do its work. “You’ve built something extraordinary.”

Donahue’s watery blue eyes brighten. His posture shifts, barely perceptible. Shoulders back, chin lifting.

Theo continues. “The vision it must take. The stamina. Most men would’ve sold off the pieces and retired. But you saw something nobody else saw.”

He watches Donahue lap up every word. The man is parched—a dog who’s found a puddle on a scorching summer day, drinking and drinking without pause. Theo wonders if he should dial it back, if the excess might trigger suspicion.

But Donahue gives no indication his thirst is quenched. Instead he leans forward, wanting more.

So Theo gives him more.

* * * * *
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Has it already been a full hour? Theo wonders, sneaking a glance at his watch. He is in no hurry. After all, this is quite possibly the most important meeting he’s ever had in his life. 

In this short span of time, he and the owner of Donahue’s Traveling Circus are now on a first-name basis. Well. Except Ace is still calling him ‘Teddy’. He lets it slide for now, and instead continues smiling and nodding. 

For seventy-two years old, Ace has an impressive amount of energy when it comes to congratulating himself. 

Careful, Ringmaster, Theo thinks. If you pat yourself on the back much harder you’ll tip over. 

Ace clearly thrives on praise; he is animated as he gestures to emphasize his heroics. “Old man Leo’s numbers were in a free-fall when I saw the potential. All his sentimental crap about ‘tradition’ was killing his business. If I hadn’t plucked it out of the sky, it would have crashed and burned. But I knew I could steer it back to glory. And beyond, even. It’s more profitable now than anyone ever thought possible. Thanks to me.” Ace draws in a breath to continue. “And now? Now the other circuses are trying to copy me. But I’m way ahead. They’ll never catch up.”

Theo’s eyes are wide with amazement, and he hopes his expression reads as impressed and not incredulity at Ace’s bombastic ego. “Amazing, sir. Remarkable vision.” He lays his palm flat over his heart and shakes his head slowly, as if overwhelmed by the brilliance before him.

With this, Ace grins widely. Even in this dim lighting Theo catches the gleam off his over-bleached teeth. “Exactly. You get it, Teddy. That’s why I wanted to meet with you.” 

“The honor is all mine, sir.” But Theo’s mind snags on one phrase: more profitable than anyone thought possible. He makes a mental note. Worth looking into. 

Ace rolls his neck left, then right. Both crack audibly. “Ahh, I needed that,” he sighs with relief. “I’ll have to see if Greta can do my shoulders tonight. The tension builds, y’know?”

Theo notes the stiffness, the effort. Seventy-two years is catching up.

Ace pushes himself up from the massive desk and draws a deep breath. The air has cleared somewhat; Theo hopes he’s not about to light another cigar. 

“Now, I promised you a tour of the lot earlier. You sure you don’t want a bottled water?”

Ace is already moving toward the door. Theo rises quickly to follow and says, “I’m good, but thank you for offering.”

When they exit through Patty’s office Theo squints in the late morning sun, grateful to be out of the haze in Ace’s lair. He has to walk quickly to remain by Ace’s side, and is surprised by Ace’s energy. He realizes this is not from vigor but from necessity; Ace is at the stage in his life where remaining still allows everything to seize up. Theo files this detail away with the others. 

They wind through the back lot. Rows of RVs are parked, all in varying states of repair. The Big Top looms beyond them and the smell of animals and diesel and sawdust remind him of the time he spent researching the history of the circus. This work led to Sawdust and Lies: An Industry in Decline. His book remained on the bestseller list for over a year, in part because of his harsh criticism of the once-great Ace Donahue.

Ace is a few paces ahead and still talking, so Theo picks up the pace and catches the last words of his sentence. 

“... didn’t think I could pull it off, but I did. Owner and Ringmaster. Dual roles. No one had ever tried it before, until me.”

Theo bites back the temptation to correct him. Ringling Brothers. Barnum. Countless family operations. The dual role is not Ace’s invention; it is a common tradition in the industry. But Ace doesn’t want facts. He wants validation, so Theo gives it to him.

“Of course, sir,” Theo says, nodding vigorously. You’ve definitely proved it’s not only possible, but that you are the only person who could ever pull it off.”

Performers glance up as they pass, curious, cautious. Ace waves like royalty. Theo catalogs everything.

Then, standing outside the lion enclosure, watching the trainer work, Ace stops. Turns to Theo, suspicion etched in the lines of his face.

“So, Teddy. Let’s talk about why you’re really here.” There is a pause. Ace is watching him carefully, then continues, “You wrote a book about me. Made a lot of money criticizing circuses, criticizing me specifically. Sixty weeks on the bestseller list, wasn’t it? That’s... what, six figures? More?”

Theo starts to respond but Ace continues.

“And now you show up. All smiles. All compliments. Wanting a ‘tour.’ I’ve been in this business long enough to know how this works. First book is the takedown. Second book is the ‘I got access’ insider tell-all. Am I right?”

Theo meets Ace’s eyes. “You’re absolutely right to ask, sir. And if I were in your position, I’d be asking the same question.” He pauses to take in a breath, then continues. “Here’s the truth. I could write another book. You’re right about that. But I don’t want to write about success from the outside anymore. I want to be part of success.”

Theo leans forward slightly.

“That first book? I was an outsider looking in, making judgments based on research and interviews. But spending time here... seeing what you’ve actually built, watching you operate...” He shakes his head admiringly. “There’s only so much you can understand from a distance. You have to be inside to really see it. And I realized—I don’t want to be the critic in the cheap seats. I want to be in the ring.”

He holds Ace’s gaze.

“I’m not here to write about you, Mr. Donahue. I’m here to work for you.”

Ace’s expression hardens slightly. “Work for me. Doing what exactly?” And then Ace studies him for a moment before adding, “You did your homework about me, so I did my homework about you. Undergrad from Yale, MBA from Wharton. All on scholarship.”

Something about the way he says ‘scholarship’ makes it sound like an insult. Judgment. To Theo it sounds like Ace is saying: You’re not really one of us. Again, Theo knows silence is his ally and he fixes a bland expression on his face, waiting for Ace’s next words.

“So... you think you’re a smart cookie. And so far, you’re doing all right. Making money off other people’s hard work.”

Theo has to bite his tongue... resist the urge to defend himself. Instead he smiles easily and chooses his words carefully. 

“‘Smart’ is a subjective term, Ace, and I don’t consider myself smart. I consider myself a fast learner. Call that whatever you want.” 

He waits a beat to create a dramatic effect, then drops his voice down lower when he adds, “But I know I can help you. For instance: you’re following a standard circus schedule. Eight months on, four months off. Why? Why not maximize your revenue? I’ve got solid ideas on extending the season without degrading your assets. You protect your investment while increasing returns. More shows, more markets, same cost structure. Pure margin expansion.”

Ace studies him for a long moment.

“So. You’re angling for a job, hmm? And you think I hadn’t already considered these options yet. Interesting.”

Theo doesn’t hesitate. “Maybe you have considered them. But you have not implemented them. And that’s why I’m here. I can help you build this great enterprise into something unstoppable. You’ve already done what most couldn’t. But I see so much more potential.”

“Unstoppable, eh?”

Silence stretches into long seconds. Ace strokes his chin thoughtfully. Then grins. The angle of the sun makes his teeth practically glow.

“You’ve got my attention. Why don’t we head back to my office and discuss terms. Patty can draw up a contract.”

Ace’s phone rings. He takes the call and walks away, leaving Theo standing in the dusty road outside the lions’ enclosures.

Theo watches him go, then notices movement to his left. A little girl walks past. Honey-blonde braids. Coverall shorts. Skinned knees. She’s holding a rope that’s dangling behind her, but whatever is attached to that rope is not within his view yet.

She stops when she sees Theo, looks up at him and squints in the sunlight. Adjusts her position so her greenish-gray eyes are shaded. She has infinite freckles across her nose and cheeks.

“Hi,” she says.

A donkey appears from behind a temporary wall... it’s a dark gray beast, with impressively large ears twisting this way and that. Theo is startled by the beast’s sudden appearance but recovers quickly. The donkey moves to stand at her side and rubs its head affectionately on her shoulder. The rope is now mostly slack on the ground, where it had been stretched between them. 

“Hi, my name is Mr. Crane. What is your name?”

“My name is Pip.” She scratches the donkey between his long ears. “This is Ravioli.”

Theo remembers from his research. “Ah. Ravioli... and Ravioli has a brother named Ziti, right?”

Pip’s face lights up. She’s clearly thrilled he knows this detail, and suddenly her words are tumbling out quickly.

“Yes! They’ve been in the circus way longer than me. I was two when me and my daddy joined the Trentini family. Except now it’s the Donahue...” She pauses for just a moment before finishing her sentence. “Family.”

Something about her tugs at him. A feeling he can’t quite identify. She reminds him of someone... someone he might have known a long time ago. Before. Before what? The thought surfaces and vanishes before he can grasp it.

A shadow passes overhead and Theo looks up. A huge crow lands on a nearby pole, tilts its head, and watches them from one black eye.

Theo looks back down at Pip. She has skinned knees, scabbed over and dusty. He smiles despite himself.

“You must work hard and play hard, to have knees like those. What do you do here?”

“I’m the youngest clown!” Pip announces with pride. “Glitter and Sprinkles? They’re little people. But they’re grown-ups, and I’m taller than them. And they play Cupcake’s twins. They’re really funny. And I get to do a number with Ravioli and Ziti in the grand parade. And sometimes Bongo lets me juggle, and—”

“Teddy!” Ace’s voice cuts through her enthusiasm. He’s off the phone, already moving. “Let’s go. Patty’s waiting.”

Theo nods and starts to follow. But something makes him stop, turn back.

Pip and Ravioli are already walking in the opposite direction down the dusty road, her small hand resting on the donkey’s neck. His long ears twitch as she sings to him. The crow watches from high atop the pole.

Then Theo turns toward Ace, toward the office, toward the contract.

* * * * *
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Blue folders. Six of them. Theo picks them up, returns them to alphabetical order, then slips them into the hanging files drawer inside his desk. There are two more reviews scheduled this afternoon, and therefore two blue folders still on his desk. He takes the one labeled Hodges, Brandon and sets it on top of the other files in the drawer. This leaves one—Richards, Virginia. 

He has already scanned through her file twice. Nothing inside hints at what Ace told him earlier today about this woman. “Watch out, she’s a whale,” he’d harped. “And highly bitter. Prone to yelling.” 

Theo has seen and spoken with Virginia numerous times over the six months he’s been with Donahue’s circus. He has yet to see her yell at anyone. He wonders if Ace’s perception of her has anything do with... Ace’s perception of her.

There is a soft knock on his office door.

“Come in.”

She is a bit out of breath as she navigates her way through the doorway. “Made it. Right on time.” After closing the door behind her, she turns and offers a wary smile.

Theo realizes in this moment she is, indeed, a large woman. Probably over four hundred pounds, is his best guess. Her size is more noticeable up close. He returns her smile, a few degrees warmer than hers, and gestures to the reinforced chair he brought into his office today, just for this meeting. It holds up fine; there are minimal creaks and groans under her girth. 

Her clown name is Cupcake, but he makes sure to call her Virginia during their meeting. In spite of Ace’s warnings, he finds her agreeable and friendly. She is pleasant while he reviews the terms of her contract for next season.  She is especially grateful for the modest raise she receives. Theo had requested this for all the performers; Ace had approved. 

“Thank you so much, Mr. Crane,” Virginia says, sliding the signed paperwork back toward him along with the pen.

He smiles warmly at her, making sure to maintain eye contact and not let his gaze fall below her numerous chins. She returns his smile as she pushes herself to a stand.

“And you said I should just... talk to Gloria about my new costume?”

“That’s correct. There’s no need to keep stitching up that seam over and over. I’ll make sure you get a replacement.”

Briefly, her large brown eyes well up with tears. “Mr. Donahue... he just...” But she does not finish the sentence and only shakes her head. 

“I know. He could definitely use some lessons in tact. But don’t tell him I said that,” Theo teases, holding out his hand. 

Virginia smooths down her bright blue dress and Theo thinks he hears her sniffle. She grasps his hand and shakes it once before letting go. “Thanks again.”

“My pleasure, Virginia. We do appreciate your talent and dedication. Would you mind sending Brandon and his daughter in next? If they’re out in the waiting area, that is.” 

Brandon Hodges’ clown name is Zippy. The records Theo has been reviewing indicate Brandon’s daughter is named Piper, though he’s already met her and is aware she goes by Pip. He’s been working on how to frame the news about Pip’s employment status; he thinks he has settled on a solution.  

“Sure thing, Mr. Crane. You have a nice evening.”

Virginia squeezes out the door, careful to pull her caftan tight against her side so the cloth won’t catch on the doorknob. It crosses his mind she must go through life navigating doorways and other narrow spaces with the same caution. 

Just before the door latches closed, Virginia swings it back open again. “Mr. Crane? Looks like they’re not here yet.”

“Thanks for letting me know. You can just leave the office door open, then.”

“And your trailer door, too? It was open when I got here.”

“Yes. That’s fine.”

Virginia lets go of the doorknob and is on her way out when Theo hears the unmistakable sound of a lion’s roar. 

Bruno, Theo thinks. His roar is deeper and louder than Hazel’s.

The sound carries through the entire lot and reminds Theo of the strangest disagreement he’s had with Ace since coming on board as Operations Manager at Donahue’s six months ago. He’s used to hearing “no” from Ace, but this particular day there’d been a loud contempt that came with it. 

At approximately half of their shows, especially the ones in bigger cities, animal rights activists show up to protest just outside their lot perimeter. They are not loud. They are not confrontational. They just walk around carrying signs that say things like “wild animals belong in the wild” and “no cages, no stages, no animals in the circus.” 

Theo saw a middle ground and offered a suggestion to Ace. “What if Donahue’s came to some sort of an agreement with these groups? Allow them access to send a couple of their advocates through. Maybe once or twice a year. Let them see the training process, meet the handlers. See their living conditions and traveling conditions. And in return, they stop protesting right outside the fairgrounds.”

“Hell no,” Ace had bellowed at a surprisingly high volume. “I am not going to kowtow to any crunchy granola hippies. Those are my animals, I follow all the state laws, and they are not going to tell me how to run my business.” 

Theo got the gist of Ace’s objections, but Ace continued the rant anyway. 

“It’s bad enough Trentini’s had to get rid of their elephants. Magnificent creatures. People come to the circus for magnificent. And these animals, and what they do... is pure magnificence.”

“Noted.” Theo had said, then changed the subject. 

That incident had happened maybe two months ago, when they were in Wisconsin. He’d simply catalogued it and moved on.  

Now it’s been more than six months he’s been with Donahue’s. As Theo had promised during their initial meeting, he’d quickly gotten up to speed on knowing both the administrative and the performing sides of Donahue’s. For now, Ace had explained, he wants Theo to focus on the performers, and he will continue handling all admin and board matters.

The extensive research he’d done to write Sawdust and Lies was proving useful, and he’s made sure to continue dropping breadcrumbs for Ace to indicate how thoroughly wrong he’d been about him when he wrote the book. 

Theo glances at his watch; almost six o’clock. He hopes this last meeting of the day, the one with Brandon and Piper Hodges, goes quickly. He’s been up since five-fifteen this morning. Except for a brief meeting with Ace around noon, he’s been doing contract reviews all day.
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