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      Schools were out for the summer—clowns, acrobats, jugglers, stunt performers, and elephants were in.

      Retired ex-police officer Jon Jackson strolled toward the circus tent entrance dressed in his blue security uniform. It was a cushy job for a few nights—a different pace from working at the mall. Plus, fresh air.

      He raised his head and drew in a deep breath. The circus brought out a nostalgic feeling in him. The smell of animals, manure, and hay reminded him of the farm he’d grown up on. He’d brought his grandkids here earlier in the evening. Now he patrolled the grounds, making sure everything was safe.

      The circus performers parked their trailers about a hundred meters from the tent. Sudden bursts of laughter and conversations drifted from them. They would’ve patrolled the grounds themselves in the past instead of relaxing, but things had changed. They needed their rest. And he, the job.

      The animals—elephants, horses, donkeys—grunted and snorted in their respective pens, one day of hard work behind them. Jon wondered if this was the last time the circus would come to town. The newer acts not using animals have risen in popularity over the years. The tickets were expensive, but the performances were out of this world—the costumes, displays, and ambiance at the venues were impressive. Traveling circuses like this one with performing animals, a holdover from the last century were teetering on extinction. People believed they were acting on borrowed time.

      It wouldn’t take much to deliver a death blow. One concerned community member whispering about animal cruelty, or freeing the elephants, and cancel culture reared its head.

      Using big cats was long gone. It’d shifted indoors to Vegas, then declined. The only constants in the world are taxes, death, and change. Embrace change or die. But, if the circus continued to come every summer, he’d continue to attend.

      Jon liked the trapeze show, especially the act with the blonde in the little red outfit. He chuckled. “Humans have learned to fly without wings.”

      He sighed, shifted the flap over the entrance to the tent, and stepped into the circular arena. A small yellow bulb worked hard, casting shadows across the tent. It never failed to amaze him how large it looked when empty. Tomorrow, excited children and their parents would fill the arena.

      Ron Jackson walked from one end of the arena to the other. Last year he’d ejected a homeless man trespassing. He shined his flashlight across the empty seats, from one end of the tent to the other, to ensure the vagrant wasn’t back with friends. Then he followed the beam up the tent wall and to the ceiling. He froze.

      Was that a shadow? He brought his light back.

      Jackson’s pulse raced. He tilted his head and went closer.

      “My God.”

      He fumbled for his cell phone in his pants pocket and tapped on the screen. When the phone rang, it was in sync with his heartbeat, pounding like a drum. He felt hot all over. Sweat trickled down his back. He hoped he wasn’t about to have a heart attack.

      “Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?” a female voice said.

      “H-hello, I’m calling from the big tent—”

      “Where’s that, sir? Are you injured?”

      “No, no. I’m at the Dolittle Circus tent on the carnival grounds in St. Ives on Fulton Street. A woman—I think a performer—is hanging by her neck from a rope in the circus tent. I-I think she’s dead.”
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      St. Ives, a murder capital? That thought crossed Detective Vikki Mattsen’s mind as she took in the flashing strobe lights of emergency vehicles outside the circus tent.

      She parked her Ford Explorer close to a police cruiser but away from the big fire engine trucks—Rigs. To Vikki, they were mountains on wheels.

      She’d dressed hastily after she’d got the call. Black pantsuit over a cream-colored blouse, she hoped she was presentable.

      Vikki approached the yellow police tape perimeter at the entrance to the tent. A glance at her phone told her it was three a.m. Too early for onlookers to be hanging around to see what was happening.

      She imagined the headline in tomorrow's newspapers. MURDER IN THE CIRCUS. Children and their parents would be disappointed tomorrow when the circus shuts down as investigations ensued.

      “Detective Mattsen,” said a uniform standing by the entrance. He tried to stifle a yawn but lost. “Sorry about that, ma’am.”

      He handed her a pen, then opened the crime scene logbook.

      Vikki scribbled her name. “You don’t have to apologize. It’s early for me, too.”

      “Here you go.” The uniform handed her a crime scene overall, CSO.

      Vikki yawned and took it from him. This was her less favorite part of going to a crime scene—changing into protective overalls. She stepped into it, pulled it over her pantsuit, then covered her shoes with booties.

      
      Vikki ducked under the yellow police tape and stepped into the circus tent. Her mouth dropped open. Even though it was a crime scene, inside a circus tent was always mesmerizing. The happier part of her childhood with Alexis and her family came to mind. Summer holidays like this included visits to the circus and all-you-can-eat hot dogs and cotton candy.

      The fire service brought in searchlights, and the tent could’ve been a football stadium during the Super Bowl. Vikki’s jaw dropped further when she saw the victim—a woman in red with a rope around her neck, hanging from the tent’s ceiling.

      They’d split open a side of the tent and extended a mechanical ladder from a rig toward the victim. Someone was up the ladder examining her.

      Vikki shut her mouth when she noticed it was the medical examiner on the ladder, Dr. Ted Brandon, an acquaintance. He’d decided the take the job at St. Ives to be close to her, but she was not interested in a relationship. She saw her partner, Mike Gomez, approach from the corner of her eye.

      “Mattsen! You can stop checking him out,” Gomez said.

      “Good morning to you, too. How did she get up there?”

      Gomez shrugged. “That was the first thing out of my mouth when I got here. But the ringmaster said they used a push-button lift to get that high. But it stopped working. Or you can climb. Which she often does as a trapeze artist.”

      “She did that to herself?” Vikki asked.
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