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    To my husband

      

    


The chilled autumn grass caressed her ankles as her fingertips grazed the plastic-like canvas of the tent. The ring was empty, but the stage was set. In a few hours, the remainder of her town who hadn’t made it to the circus would fill the seats and watch the acts with a sense of wonderment she could only imagine. Now, all seemed quiet, the impromptu fairgrounds on the edge of town desolate, as if the circus had vanished after last night’s final act.

She pulled back, turning to look at the sea of tents in its entirety. Chatter floated here and there, soft and muted by the vastness of the circus’s temporary home. The moon was a crescent tonight, but her eyes had adjusted to the darkness on her forest walk. 

She knew she should be at home in her bed, where her mother had left her to cry herself to sleep. Despite the girl’s pleas, the mother had refused to take her to the traveling circus’s final performance. Her mother had said it wasn’t the sort of show for their kind of people. It wasn’t right. She’d left it at that.

She’d sulked as her bedroom door shut, imagined dreams of circus amazements swirling in her twelve-year-old brain as she envisioned herself, sparked with joy and entranced by oddities, sitting in the crowd. She was dying to see it. She simply had to explore the enigma that was the traveling circus. It had never come to their town before. Who knew if it would come back? She couldn’t miss her chance to see the perverse wonderments of the big circus tents.

Certainly, others would say it was a good thing that Mr. Alexander Garrick’s Traveling Circus hadn’t come to their town before. The angry chatter at the local stores, the elders’ disapproving glares, and the scathing newspaper articles confirmed the town’s disgust. After all, who were these people in the traveling circus, and what deviant desires would they try to fulfill while invading the town? Hollidaysburg was a place of lifers, as they were called. Born and raised, the residents were familiar to each other, had created a network of comfort that is common in small towns. These “guests” were unwanted, untrusted, and certainly dangerous. No sound people, after all, would choose a life such as theirs.

The lore surrounding Mr. Alexander Garrick and his team of vagabond entrepreneurs did not assuage anyone’s fears. Rumors had quickly circulated in the town, like so many towns before them. Stories of disappearing children in previous towns. Tales of the disfigured circus freaks kidnapping boys and girls who wouldn’t be missed. Discussions of why Alexander Garrick had taken up residence on a traveling caravan of society’s shunned. The legends told around cups of coffee in the diners spread to the most effective gossip spreaders: the children of the town. Once they took possession of the lore, they widened it and heightened it. The stories grew wilder by the day of cannibalism and torture and horrors, the things of childhood nightmares.

The girl had been fascinated by the tales told at recess. She had also been chilled. The juxtaposition of both terror and intrigue was a delectable feeling that she couldn’t simply resist. So when her mother ignored her pleas to go see the circus, the girl had done something she didn’t often do—she disobeyed. She snuck out the window, crept through the forest, and found her way to the emptiness of the field on the outskirts of Hollidaysburg. She had to see it for herself, after all. The child’s attraction to curiosities is only heightened by the fortitude of the whispers and gossip.

Now, she stood in the middle of the scene, wondering if she could get a peek at one of the circus freaks, as the town called them. Shoving aside the thoughts of how angry her mother would be if she learned of the girl’s disobedience, she crept over the bumpy ground. The stars were dutifully alight above as she made her way around another tent. The big tents with the colorful stripes glowed through the darkness and seemed normal from the outside, to her surprise. The circus rings in the tents, banners and posters of all the oddities to be seen. Still, as she peered in another tent that was to her great disgust also empty, a soft chill stirred her from the hollow of her core. Suddenly, the darkness overwhelmed her and the feel of terror swallowed her. The eeriness of the desolate tents mixed with the lore of wide-eyed children crept into a part of her knowing she did not yet recognize.

Craving now the sleep of normalcy and the warmth of her bed, she turned as a breeze lifted her hair. Before she could even know what was happening, she thudded right into him. The wind knocked out of her, she was maddened by the fact that she hadn’t sensed him so, so close.

The being towering over her stretched endlessly to the sky. He was dressed in a suit and tie, his formal attire wildly out of place for a Pennsylvania field at night. He studied her with a sneer, snickering a bit and showing his partially broken, crooked set of teeth. They aligned in an expression more snarl than smile. He winked as if to tell her not to be frightened, but she backed toward the tent. And as she took in the odd detailing around his showman’s hat, she felt his gnarly fingers press over her mouth, the too-long fingernails scratching her skin.

“You’ll do just fine, won’t you, Love?” he growled with a lilt to his voice and a stunning annunciation the child knew was from a faraway place.

And then, before she could scream or make her daring escape, at the hands of the Ringmaster, she felt herself slip away.

***
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SHE BLINKED THROUGH the pain in her body as the blackness morphed into a consciousness inked by a dreamlike quality. The garish lights strung along the tent’s ceiling were disorienting, and her eyes leaked both from the harshness of them and from the fear of her coming to. Despite her blurred vision and the surreal quality inside the tent, she knew this was no dream. It was no nightmare. It was something much, much worse.

There was chaos and action about her, the canvas tent grazing the back of her body. She lay on her side, and she quickly remembered why she was seeing the world cockeyed. Her legs were strung up behind her, tied to her arms. Her shoulders pressed back at a terrible angle, and pain shot through her body. Everything ached, and her throat was so dry. She tried again to spit out the dirty cloth that had been shoved in her mouth, but it was as pointless as struggling to break free. Sweat formed again on her head as her stomach sank. The words of her classmates echoed in her brain like a dire warning of what awaited her.  Suddenly, none of it seemed like a legend anymore.

Music and applause sounded far away in another tent. She was in a smaller tent, still impressive in size but lacking what she desperately needed—the familiar townsfolk. Her eyes batted about, taking in the sights of the unfamiliar, frightening inhabitants who waddled
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