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        If you’re interested in reading more early 20th century mysteries, my free offer at the end of this book is for you! So don’t forget to check that out when you get to the end. Happy reading!

      

      

      The summer of 1905 in the small town of Arrojo opened like any other. Men fanned themselves with their handkerchiefs and women opened their parasols to shield themselves against the harsh sun. Shops kept their doors and windows open to let in what little air there was or shut them so the red dust kicked up by the summer wind wouldn’t discourage the tourists from entering. From San Francisco, Sacramento, and even as far as Los Angeles, sightseers strolled through the town’s main commercial district to get a glimpse of the small-town life that was slowly beginning to die out.

      Early in June, the afternoon train brought an odd sight to the eyes of Arrojo citizens. Five burly men descended the steps of the passenger car, making it bob from side to side. While even Sheriff Hatfield had given in to the latest trend of reducing his mustache to touch the edges of his lips, these men sported long handlebar mustaches curled at the edges with pomade that most people saw only in the films showing at the newly constructed Arrojo Theater.

      The men carried posters under their arms as they trudged out of the train depot. They did not speak to one another, though it was clear they all came from the same place. They proceeded to Bridge Street, the business district of town. They gathered near Ada’s Millinery in a huddle and later, Ada reported hearing growling and whispers. Then, they dispersed along the street.

      By this time, the men had caught the attention of Adele Gossling and her friend Nin Branch. Both women stood in their doorways like the rest of the shopkeepers. The men produced hammers from inside their pockets along with a boxes of nails. Pounding and shaking filled the silent street.

      “They’re putting them up.” Nin stared.

      “They’ll have a time trying to keep them from being torn down,” Adele observed.

      Indeed, not far away, Mr. Raleigh was arguing with one of the men whose green checkered suit stood out against the red dust road. The man had gotten one nail into the poster on the board outside Raleigh’s General Store before its owner came storming out. Adele was impressed by the man’s patience, his voice calm in the face of the irate general store manager. Mr. Raleigh, however, had a reputation for hard-headedness, owing to the constant flow of boys who snuck into his store to steal penny candy, and he wasn’t above a little bullying when the occasion called for it.

      “I don’t think he’ll get very far with Raleigh,” she observed.

      “He will with you,” Nin said. Adele knew from the set tone in her voice this was not a guess but one of Nin’s predictions.

      They watched as the man tipped his hat to Mr. Raleigh and used the back of the hammer to edge out the nail from the poster. Satisfied, Raleigh stalked back into his store. The man stopped in front of Adele’s shop.

      “Afternoon, ma’am.” He tipped his hat.

      “Miss,” Adele corrected.

      “Begging your pardon.” His voice was almost as mild as the Arrojo sheriff’s. “My name’s Ben Clayton. You’re the owner of this place?”

      “Can’t you read?” Nin snarled as she pointed at the swinging sign labeled Adele’s Stationery.

      “My apologies, miss.”

      “What’s your business here, Mr. Clayton?” Adele asked.

      “You’re welcome to see for yourself, miss.” He held up the poster.

      Adele studied it with Nin looking over her shoulder. The glaring red letters THE BARRY CIRCUS IS COMING TO YOUR TOWN! sat on a scroll of bright yellow, hurting her eyes. In the corner were illustrations of two women with a man in the middle in a circle frame. The poster boasted of Julius Rowe, “Commander of the Flying Trapeze” and promised “an amazement of daredevil feats, including the triple somersault!” The rest of the poster was illustrated with the man in the picture doing what was presumably the triple somersault, curled up in the air with three circles below him to show the action one would see with one of the women in the picture hanging from another trapeze, ready to catch him and the third standing on the rafters looking on.

      “Very impressive,” she said.

      “Oh, it is, miss, you wait and see.” The man grinned. “I’ll give you two tickets to the circus if you allow me to put up the poster.” He tapped the clapboard that separated her shop and Nin’s.

      “Why didn’t you make Mr. Raleigh the same offer?” Adele asked.

      “He never refuses anything for free,” Nin added.

      Mr. Clayton laughed. “Well, to tell the truth, miss, I didn’t like his face. Besides, general stores rarely object to our posters. It brings them good business.” He cocked his head. “It will bring you good business.”

      Adele turned to Nin. “Shall we let the gentleman put up his poster?”

      Nin shrugged. “If it rattles Raleigh, it’s worth the gawking eyes.”

      Adele laughed. “You’re welcome to the space, Mr. Clayton.”

      “Much obliged.” He tipped his hat to both of them.

      No sooner had he crossed the street to Dora’s Tea Shop, people gathered around and peered at the poster, making remarks. Renee Leighton, one of the prominent citizens in town, turned to Adele. “Did you have a hand in this, Miss Gossling?”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Did you invite them to town?” The woman regarded her with suspicion.

      “Why would you think that?” Adele asked.

      “It’s obvious, isn’t it?” The woman sniffed. “You court the police, so it would be no surprise to us if you also courted the circus.” In the last year, Mrs. Leighton’s position with the gossiping brood led by Mrs. Faderman had grown so she referred to them as us in her conversation.

      “I assure you, Mrs. Leighton, the Barry Circus is as new to me as it is to you,” Adele said.

      “I’m happy to hear it.” The woman hitched up her belt. “I would hate to think you had anything to do with this.”

      “I don’t see anything terrible in the circus,” Adele protested. “Perhaps what Arrojo needs is a good dose of harmless entertainment.”

      “Harmless!” The woman snorted. “You clearly have no experience with such people, and perhaps that’s to your advantage.”

      “You mean the criminals I’ve consorted with haven’t entirely corrupted me?” Adele eyed her. “I’m sure my brother and the sheriff will be glad to hear it.”

      The woman pulled her veil over her face and clomped down the street.

      “If she tells Mrs. Faderman, there’ll be a stink,” Nin remarked.

      “I don’t think the Barry Circus is going to let a few clucking hens interfere with their performance,” Adele answered.

      ~~~~~

      Adele was dying of curiosity when, the next morning, her brother, Jackson, showed up at the breakfast table with a grim look on his face. He opened the city paper as soon as Tomas brought his oatmeal even though he usually waited until the toast and coffee. She sensed he was in no mood to talk, so she remained quiet for a time. Tomas, who always stood in attendance of their every want during meals, fidgeted and mumbled in Spanish.

      When Jackson put the paper down, Adele ventured, “What did Hatfield have to say about the posters?”

      “The audacity!” Jackson burst out. “Hammering away without requesting permission from the sheriff’s office.”

      Adele poured the coffee. “They asked permission from the shops, Jack.”

      “How do you know?” He eyed her.

      She held up the two tickets Mr. Clayton had given her.

      “Del, you didn’t.”

      “They have a business to run just like anyone else.”

      “Their business is sensationalism and chaos.” He sniffed. “I saw what happened when the circus parade came into town in the east.”

      “Don’t tell me the Anspaches worked for the circus too.”

      “We were hired to make sure they didn’t cause a ruckus,” he said.

      “And did they?” Adele asked.

      “More times than not.” He folded the paper. “At least we’ve enough men at the station to handle them now.”

      “Three murders have made the position of police officer very popular in Arrojo,” Adele agreed. “Every young man wants adventure.”

      He gave her a wary look. “Hatfield told me he even saw an application from Percy Faderman.”

      “Heaven forbid!” Adele rolled her eyes, thinking of the homely young man who followed his domineering mother around town like a puppy.

      “I suppose you’ve heard there’s to be a town meeting tonight to discuss this circus coming to town?”

      Adele thought of the scene with Mrs. Leighton. “I hope you’ll have some of the circus people there to defend themselves.”

      Jackson nodded. “The owner, Paul Barry, and his wife will be there. The mayor was opposed of course, but Hatfield convinced him it was only right.”

      “The mayor was opposed because Mrs. Faderman was opposed,” Adele said simply.

      “It’s time Mrs. Faderman learned hers isn’t the only voice that matters,” Jackson said with severity. “The entire town will be there. You’re coming, of course.”

      “Nin and I wouldn’t miss it,” Adele said.

      After the shops had closed that evening, Arrojo citizens crowded the front entrance to the city hall, ready to burst through its doors.

      “It looks as if the entire town has turned out,” Adele observed.

      “They’re all here to defend our precious town from the corruption of clowns and bears,” Nin snarled.

      Missy Grace, the editor of the Arrojo Courier, waved and made her way to their side. “I haven’t seen a mob like this since the Marsh case.”

      “The circus coming to town isn’t a crime,” Adele reminded her.

      “Mrs. Faderman will make it one.” Nin glanced at the women leaning against the doorframe as if intending to force it open.

      A sea of people parted as Mayor Willett made his way through, laughing and pumping a few arms as he did so.

      “One would think this was a political rally,” Adele snapped.

      “He’s certainly full of hot air tonight,” Nin agreed.

      She caught a glimpse of her brother as they settled on the hard benches in the town hall. He and Sheriff Hatfield were seated at a table near the stage where the mayor, Mrs. Faderman, Mr. Raleigh, and a few other board members had taken their places. With them sat a couple in somewhat shabby attire and matching blond heads. On a bench pushed up against the wall were the five burly men, including Mr. Clayton, their hands clenched as if ready to fight at a moment’s notice.

      Mayor Willett knocked on the table to quiet the room. “Good evening, everyone. We’re here to discuss —”

      “Get on with it, Hugh,” Mrs. Faderman snapped.

      “Please, ma’am.” He held up his hand. “We’re here to discuss a certain group that wishes to enter our town.”

      “Why doesn’t he just say the circus?” Nin whispered.

      “Because he has to make a ceremony out of everything,” Missy supplied.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Barry —” the mayor indicated the couple at the table, “— have applied for a permit to set up their circus tents in the park and, er, several concerns have been brought to my attention that I feel —”

      “That we feel,” Mrs. Faderman interrupted. “We all have concerns, Mayor Willett.”

      “Quite right, Mrs. Faderman,” said the man. “We wish to hear opinions on the matter.”

      “Disgraceful!” Mrs. Abberton, sitting in the front row with the rest of the hens, burst out. “For these people to come and soil our town with —”

      “Oh, fiddle-faddle!” The voice came from the back of the room, deep and majestic. Lady Augusta Hatfield had arrived, wheeled in her movable chair by her companion Rowena, who looked equally stern. Missy vacated her seat in the aisle to them.

      “We are indeed honored, Lady Augusta.” The mayor gave her a deep bow. Adele imagined the sheriff had tried to persuade his mother to stay home, but she had insisted on venturing out of her sheltered existence to take part in the proceedings.

      “I still say it’s disgraceful.” Mrs. Abberton curled her lip and sat down.

      “I couldn’t agree more, Hester.” Mrs. Faderman rose, her height usurping the mayor’s by a few inches, causing him to smear the handkerchief over his face. “I’m surprised you didn’t tear down those posters, Sheriff. They’re most inappropriate.”

      “They were putting those posters up on private property, ma’am” Hatfield said.

      “Don’t blame Horatio,” Lady Augusta insisted. “If people on Bridge Street didn’t want them, they could have torn them down themselves.”

      “I don’t understand some of you!” Mrs. Cricket burst out. “Don’t you realize these people are — well — depraved?” She glared at the Barrys.

      Mr. Barry was on his feet, his face red with indignation. “We run a very respectable circus, ma’am.”

      “Perhaps you’d like to elaborate on that, sir.” Mayor Willett pursed his lips.

      “We don’t allow our performers to misbehave in any way,” the man said, “nor do we allow them off circus grounds unless for a very special reason. The moment we hitch our wagons, we put up our own gate which is always locked and watched.”

      “The ladies don’t associate with any of the men about town either,” his wife put in.

      “Nor do we make any profit outside of ticket sales,” Mr. Barry continued.

      Mr. Moffett, owner of the jewelry store in town, rose. “What you mean by that, sir?”

      “He means,” Mrs. Faderman spoke, “thieves!”

      “Thieves?” The man was more alert.

      “Pickpockets and extortionists,” the woman continued. “They work with circuses, you know.”

      “Not with ours!” Mrs. Barry said in a shrill tone. “Not with any respectable circus, ma’am.”

      Adele could no longer hold her tongue. “How do you know this, Mrs. Faderman?”

      “One gets to know things, Miss Gossling,” Mrs. Faderman said. “I fancy, with your criminal experiences, you’ve heard of such things.”

      Adele tried not to wince. “If the Barrys say there are no pickpockets and extortionists working with them, I believe it.”

      “Your trusting nature is a credit to you,” Mrs. Faderman said.

      Mr. Barry cleared his throat. “Mayor, we’ve performed all over the West in towns big and small. We come with no other purpose than to give people a little leisure and entertainment.”

      “You don’t deny circuses are breeding grounds for vice and sin?” Mrs. Faderman eyed him.

      “They were in the past, ma’am,” Mr. Barry said evenly. “Things have changed. The Ringling Brothers follow the same protocols we do and neither Mr. Barnum nor Mr. Bailey tolerate any — well, monkey business, for lack of a better term.” There was a chuckle from the crowd.

      “But their circuses are on a grand scale, Mr. Barry,” Mrs. Faderman pointed out. “They have a reputation to maintain.”

      “So do we,” Mrs. Barry insisted.

      “Oh, yes, my how I remember that Mr. Rice was so amusing,” Mrs. Lynn lamented.

      “We’re not talking about clowns, Caroline,” Mrs. Faderman insisted. “We’re talking about reputation. The Ringling Brothers and Barnum and Bailey are known all over the world. No one has ever heard of the Barry Circus, and, therefore, it can do what it likes.”

      “A circus need not be grand to make people happy,” Mr. Barry said with dignity.

      “Hear, hear.” Lady Augusta applauded. “I saw many small shows when I was a young lady in London. Even the Queen herself had her favorite lion tamer.” She gave Mrs. Faderman a meaningful look.

      “And what does your son say, Lady Augusta?” The woman turned to the sheriff.

      “Horatio! Tell them your views on the matter,” his mother bellowed.

      “I was just going to, Ma,” he said as he rose. “I met many show people when I was on the Wells Fargo circuit, and I don’t recall any of them were particularly shady or immoral. They’re people just like the rest of us, ma’am.”

      “Well said, sir!” This came from Mr. Dunham. “And may I add to Lady Augusta’s observation that I, too, spent some time in London and have only met with delight and laughter when the circus came to town.”

      “We’re not in London, Mr. Durham,” Mrs. Faderman said stiffly. “We’re in America and here, we hold ourselves to a high moral standard.”

      “I’m sure King Edward would hardly be flattered to hear you think his country is debauched,” Nin remarked, earning a cackle from Lady Augusta.

      Mayor Willett sighed. “Ladies and gentlemen, we’re getting nowhere.”

      Mr. Barry folded his hands on the table. “Had we known there would be such a hullabaloo over our coming to town, we wouldn’t have wasted our time and resources putting up posters.”

      “You shouldn’t have in the first place,” Jackson said. “If you would have come to us instead of having your men bulldoze their way into town, we would have told you what to expect.”

      “We have our way of doing things, Deputy,” the man snapped. “Every moment counts for us. You must appreciate we’re only in any given town for one day.”

      “No one forces you to remain only one day in any town, sir,” Jackson retorted.

      “No, sir, no one does,” the man said. “We’ve many towns who appreciate the joy and gaiety we bring.” He stood up, motioning to his wife. “And they don’t subject us to the kind of offensive remarks we’ve heard in this room.”

      Adele jumped up. “Please, Mr. Barry! Wait!”

      The man put his hands flat on the table. His wife remained in her seat.

      “Most of us came here because we felt it was our civic duty. Isn’t that right?” There was a murmur of affirmation. “Well, isn’t it our civic duty to embrace the leisurely activities of the twentieth century as well?”

      “It’s also our civic duty to make sure we’re not mixing with riff-raff,” Mrs. Faderman said.

      “Our people aren’t riff-raff, ma’am!” Mr. Barry snarled.

      “I was speaking in generalities, Mr. Barry,” said the woman.

      “You were speaking of people like the Cordobas who work for us and Mr. Dunham and Zephyr Brown and people who live down Quarry Lane way,” Adele countered.

      “Well, yes, as a matter of fact I was,” the woman admitted.

      “I’m sorry you don’t feel they’re your social equals, Mrs. Faderman,” Adele said,

      “I never said —”

      “But soon there will be no difference between you and them,” she finished.

      “We’re all aware of your progressive ideas, Miss Gossling,” Mrs. Leighton said. “You needn’t remind us of them.”

      “This has nothing to do with progressive politics, ma’am,” Adele said. “My point is simply that the circus is for everybody.”

      “Exactly!” Mrs. Barry piped up. “The circus is for everybody.”

      Those who had come with poker faces now softened, and some of the younger generation of Arrojo citizens whispered excitedly among themselves, as if anticipating the marvels the Barry Circus posters hinted at. The mayor and other council members sitting on the stage were also whispering among themselves.

      Mayor Willett rose. “Mr. Barry, are you willing to allow Sheriff Hatfield and Deputy Sheriff Gossling to inspect your circus and question your people to determine whether your circus is indeed for everyone in this town?”

      Adele could see the man’s thundering expression, his coarse features gathering, but his wife leaned over and whispered to him. The thunder eased a little and he said in a stiff tone, “If you wish.”

      “I think in view of Mr. Barry’s acceptance, we shall vote to withhold permits until the sheriff and his men have had a chance to complete their interviews. If their findings are satisfactory, then we shall issue a permit. Is that satisfactory to you, Sheriff?” He glanced at Hatfield, who nodded. “All in favor?”

      The ayes settled the matter and the meeting broke up. Nin shooed Rowena away from Lady Augusta’s chair as she took the handles, and they all waited as the crowd began to filter out. Sheriff Hatfield and Jackson came along with the Barrys.

      Mr. Barry approached Adele with a grin. “May I shake your hand, Miss Gossling?”

      “Yes, thank you,” his wife murmured.

      “I’m sorry the permit is delayed, Mr. Barry,” the sheriff said.

      “I’m glad you don’t agree with this balderdash, Sheriff,” said the man.

      “Agree or not, we shall do our duty, sir.” Jackson glared at him.

      Ignoring this, Mr. Barry asked, “Why don’t you come by tomorrow morning? We’ll be at the fairgrounds in Caton.”

      “We’ll do that, sir.” Hatfield bowed.

      “The hens certainly put up a fight, didn’t they?” Adele remarked when the Barrys had left.

      “So did you,” Jackson said. “I’ve warned you about spewing forth your progressive ideas, Del.”

      “Perhaps I got carried away,” Adele admitted. “But I trust you and the sheriff will justify my defense.”

      “You shall be with us to see that I do,” Hatfield said cheerfully.

      “I will if Jack doesn’t complain I’m sticking my nose in police business,” she said.

      “This isn’t a crime,” he said simply.

      “May I come too?” Nin asked in a timid voice. “I’ve never been to the circus and I’m curious.”

      “Then you must satisfy your curiosity. Horatio!” His mother smacked him on the side of his shoe with her cane. “Tell Miss Branch she may go.”

      “You may go, Miss Branch,” he said politely.
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      Adele woke up the next morning feeling as excited as a child. The heat pushed through the window she left open all night, leaving a large rectangular light on the bedsheet. The hills behind the house looked like calm camels resting in the sun, and the sky was just beginning to pitch its blue blanket over the rooftops.

      “We might have a circus coming to Arrojo, Ruth,” Adele remarked as she helped the woman arrange the plates for breakfast.

      “Sí, senorita.” The woman nodded.

      “Have you and Tomas ever been to the circus?”

      “In Mexico, senorita, but not in America.”

      Adele put her hand on the woman’s shoulder. “If it does come, you can take all your children.”

      “Too much to do —”

      “Don’t worry about that,” Adele insisted.

      “Very kind, senorita.” The woman smiled. “But Maria, she won’t go.” The woman gave her a knowing look. “She get married next year.”

      “Congratulations!” Adele gave her a quick embrace.

      “Tomas is happy, but I say she too young,” the woman growled.

      “She’s nearly eighteen,” Adele reminded her.

      “She wanted to be a nurse. She won’t go to school now.”

      “She can still go.” Adele took her seat at the table. “If Maria is in love and wants to marry this young man and he’s a good young man —”

      “Oh, he is. Tomas say he has his own ranch.”

      “Then I’m sure Maria will be very happy.” Adele smiled. “If she still wants to be a nurse after she’s married, she’ll find a way.”

      “Yes, senorita.” As Ruth retreated to the kitchen, Adele heard her mumble, “But she be happier if she were a nurse now!”

      Jackson, who had been standing in the doorway for some time, burst out laughing. “You’ve won Ruth over with your progressive views of women, Del.”

      “Progress means freedom, dear brother,” Adele insisted as she poured the coffee. “Freedom for everyone to choose what they like, even if it’s a rancher’s wife instead of a nurse.”

      “I’m sure your friend Elsie would have something to say about that,” he remarked as Tomas rushed in with his morning oatmeal.

      “Elsie and I disagree on a lot of things,” Adele said. “Just because I don’t choose marriage right now doesn’t mean I’m against it.”

      “I’m pleased to hear it.” He opened his paper. “Too bad Bellows doesn’t know it.”

      “John is a good sort, but as straight-laced as they come,” she said.

      “And as tolerant as they come,” he reminded her. “Of your ideas, anyway.”

      “What John says and what he really thinks are two different things.” She stabbed at a tomato slice. “That’s how lawyers are.”

      “Indeed,” said her brother, “all lawyers.”

      She glared at him. She knew he was referring to their father. Otis Gossling had been one of San Francisco’s premier criminal lawyers.

      “Papa always said what he meant,” she snapped.

      “But did he mean what he said?” Jackson asked. “That’s the question.”

      “It might be your question but it isn’t mine!”

      A small whimper came from Tomas standing against the wall, as the man immediately began to fret when he heard their voices rise.

      Adele gave him an encouraging smile. “I told Ruth you’re all going to the circus when it comes to town, Tomas.”

      “We don’t know if the circus will come, Del,” Jackson said.

      “Of course it will,” she said. “You and Hatfield will find nothing amiss and that will be that.”

      “If these people aren’t who they say they are —”

      “Mrs. Faderman and her brood will go after them with pitchforks,” Adele finished. Her brother chuckled.

      Hatfield came in the new police car, steering with trepidation. The automobile made a distinctive rumble as he pulled up in front of the Gossling house and Mr. Blight, who lived across the street, glared at it as he brought the milk bottle into his house.

      “Bothersome thing!” Adele heard the sheriff growl as they came out.

      “Maybe you should let me drive, Sheriff,” she suggested.

      “I must learn sometime, Adele,” he insisted. “As you once said, these horseless carriages aren’t going away.”

      “Do you think it’s wise to take the police car, sir?” Jackson asked. “That might put them on the defense.”

      “The mayor insisted on it,” he said. “He thinks the more official we look, the better.”

      “At least you don’t have Edison driving,” Adele remarked, which made Sheriff Hatfield roar with laughter.

      They picked up Nin at her flat above her shop and she seemed as cagey in the automobile as the sheriff. But she soon relaxed as they sped along the dirt road with the summer breeze blowing her unpinned hair, the strands dancing like Medusa’s snakes.

      Jackson eyed her. “You might have dressed properly for the occasion, Miss Branch.”

      “I didn’t think a hat was necessary for the circus, Mr. Gossling,” she snapped. “People take me as I am or they don’t take me at all.”

      “We are on official business,” Hatfield ventured.

      “You’re official,” Nin said. “Adele and I are coming along for support. Heaven knows you need it.”

      Jackson glared at her but the sheriff roared. “Perhaps we do at that.”

      “I doubt anyone will care,” Adele said. “The circus is, well, a world of its own.”

      Adele knew she was right as they entered the fairgrounds in Caton, where wagons parked haphazardly some distance away from a massive canvas tent. All sorts of people milled around, some of them workmen, some in costume, and some leading animals with ropes around their necks. Nin grabbed her arm when a woman passed with three elephants, one following the other like obedient children. The last lifted its trunk with a roar, and the woman grinned, calling, “Clifford likes the ladies!” Adele laughed and even Nin smiled.

      Jackson asked a clown where the owner’s wagon was located. The man pointed toward the back corner of the tent, then proceeded to tell Jackson a funny story about a friend of his who almost got arrested one night for being drunk and disorderly, but he only succeeded in making Jackson frown. The man shrugged and retreated inside the tent.

      They found the wagon with “Barry Circus, Paul Barry, Owner” painted in lavish gold and green. Mr. Barry was already waiting at the door. There was a red sheen to his face, and his hands moved quickly as he motioned for them to come inside. Mrs. Barry sat at the edge of a chair, her hands resting on her tightly pressed knees. A young man with the same hook nose and pearl eyes as Mr. Barry stood against the wall with his hands in his pockets.

      “I didn’t expect to see the ladies,” Mr. Barry eyed Adele and Nin.

      “Isn’t it rather peculiar having women accompany the police?” the young man asked. 	“Miss Gossling is Deputy Sheriff Gossling’s sister, Cal,” Mr. Barry added. “My son, Calvin.” The young man nodded. “I’m afraid I don’t know your name, miss.” He glanced at Nin.

      “Branch,” she supplied.

      The man’s eyes widened. “Estelle and I heard something about you yesterday.”

      “Paul.” His wife’s voice was barely audible.

      “You’re a mesmerizer, aren’t you?”

      Adele saw her friend’s lips grow thin, as she hated the term and associated it with charlatans. Before Adele could jump in, Sheriff Hatfield said, “Miss Branch helps the police on occasion, and we value her gift highly.”

      Mr. Barry’s face reddened. “I’m sure you misunderstood my meaning.”

      “I’m sure I didn’t,” Nin growled.

      “Paul can be thoughtless sometimes,” Mrs. Barry murmured. Her husband glared at her so harshly that she bit her lip.

      “The circus, Miss Branch, values mesmerizers as highly as the police,” Mr. Barry growled. “I was, in fact, going to offer you a job with us.”

      “I’m here to satisfy a curiosity,” Nin said. “I’ve never been to the circus.”

      The man brightened. “Well, then, you’re in for a treat tomorrow night. You all get free tickets, of course.”

      “We can’t be bribed with free tickets, sir,” Jackson said in a cutting tone, “though I’m well aware many lawmen have been.”

      “I’m sure Mr. Barry meant nothing of the kind, Deputy,” said the sheriff in a biting voice.

      This gave Mr. Barry a chance to regain his authority. “Sheriff, we’re at your disposal.”

      “I’d like to see your Caton permit first,” said Hatfield. “Mayor Nelson issued it, I imagine?”

      “Indeed, sir,” said the man.

      “A very capable man,” Hatfield mumbled. “And a very moral one too.”

      “That should prove we’re all right, then, shouldn’t it?” Mr. Barry eyed him.

      “I make my own judgments, sir,” Hatfield looked over the paper the man gave him. “You realize we have the authority to check with any police in any town for legal violations from your troupe during their stay?”

      Mr. Barry leaned back in the chair. “You won’t find anything, Sheriff.”

      “You’re terribly confident,” Jackson said.

      “If any of my workers or performers had broken the law, I would have known about it,” the man said in a curt tone. “They know better than to try and hide anything from me.”

      Adele noticed the expression on his wife’s face. Mrs. Barry’s Dresden doll eyes grew almost wily.

      “You seem very certain of that,” Adele murmured.

      Mr. Barry leaned forward. “We’re not Barnum and we’re not Ringling. We’re thirty-five people here, not thousands or even hundreds. We’re like a family.” He sat back. “I can assure you, Sheriff, we’ve had no accidents and no run-ins with law enforcement.”

      Just then, a man burst into the wagon and Mrs. Barry jumped. Adele recognized him as the trapeze artist from the poster Mr. Clayton had hung near her shop. She noted the man’s mustache was smaller in real life, but he had the same slick black hair and roguish appearance.

      “Calvin, this is too much!” The man’s voice was a little high-pitched.

      “Julius, we’re in conference.” Mr. Barry glared at him. “And you might think about knocking next time so you don’t startle Estelle.”

      “I wasn’t startled,” she protested.

      Ignoring them, the man continued, “The little puss almost ripped my arm off during the double twist!”

      “Julius Rowe, our star performer,” Mr. Barry mumbled.

      “The Commander of the Flying Trapeze,” Adele said.

      The man looked at her and his face settled into a smile. His gaze moved to Nin and his smile spread so wide that his eyes narrowed with cunning. “Julius Rowe, at your service.” He took Adele’s hand and gave it a smacking kiss.

      “You’ve just been introduced,” Nin said in her blunt way, hiding her hands behind her back.

      “I prefer to introduce myself, Miss — Miss —”

      “Branch,” Adele supplied as her friend remained silent.

      “Miss Gossling defended us at the town hall meeting in Arrojo yesterday,” Mr. Barry supplied. “And Miss Branch is a clairvoyant.”

      The man was clearly taken by Nin’s exotic beauty as he leaned toward her. “You must tell me my fortune sometime. Privately in my wagon, of course.”

      “That is impertinent, sir!” Jackson barked.

      Mr. Rowe regarded Nin with a slippery smile. “You won’t find me, er, ungrateful.”

      “I don’t tell fortunes,” Nin said. “I have auras.”

      “Indeed?” He took a step closer. “And what aura have you of me?”

      “Sickening,” she declared.

      Hatfield chuckled, and both Mr. Barry and his son smiled. Mrs. Barry looked down.

      “You’ll feel differently when you see my act tomorrow night,” said the man. “We will be in Arrojo, won’t we, Paul?” He eyed the manager.

      “If the sheriff and his deputy decide we’re decent enough,” Mr. Barry said. “You bursting in here in that rude manner hasn’t exactly given them a good impression of us.”

      “I apologize if I was rude, Sheriff.” Mr. Rowe bowed. “But when one has come near death, one is apt to get a little agitated.”

      “Aren’t you being a little dramatic, Julius?” the younger Mr. Barry eyed him. “Unless you tried the twist without a net.”

      “Not with Helen catching me!” The trapeze artist looked at him with even eyes. “We must do something about that, Calvin.”

      The young man didn’t answer, only fiddled with the chain on his watch.

      “Someone has got to speak to Helen,” the man went on.

      “Now is hardly the time, Julius,” Mr. Barry coughed.

      “Isn’t it always the time when life or death is at stake?” The man asked in a savage tone. “The sheriff here would think so, I’ll wage you.”

      “We take life and death very seriously,” Jackson agreed.

      “All right.” Mr. Barry rose. “I’ll speak to her if it will calm you down.”

      “I asked Cal, not you!” The man glared at him.

      “I’ll speak to her if you like, Julius.” Mrs. Barry stood up, brushing her hands against her skirt. Adele could see they were red and moist.

      “You’ll do no such thing,” her husband growled.

      “Helen likes me,” she protested. “If it will help Julius —”

      “Well, Cal?” His father looked at him expectedly. Adele almost felt there was a touch of mockery in his voice.

      “Let Abby speak to her,” Calvin said. “She’s her sister, after all.”

      “Abby!” snorted Mr. Rowe. “You know how blind she is when it comes to Helen. The hen fawning over her chick.”

      “Then I’ll speak to her!” Mr. Barry snatched his hat hanging from the stand. “It’s my circus, after all.”

      Hatfield, with his usual tact, said, “I’m sure we’ve taken up enough of your time, Mr. Barry. My deputy and I would like to look around, if you don’t mind.”

      “What for?” Mr. Rowe eyed him.

      “Is that any of your business?” Mr. Barry scowled. “Of course you’re welcome to, Sheriff. Let us know if there’s anything in particular you’d like to see.”

      “I have the books prepared —” the younger Mr. Barry began.

      “That won’t be necessary, sir,” said Hatfield.

      This eased the young man’s expression, and he shook his hand. “I’m sorry if I sounded suspicious, Sheriff. We haven’t always been welcome in these smaller towns.”

      “I wonder why they were so sure you would want to see their accounts,” Adele said as they parted ways with the Barrys and Mr. Rowe, all heading toward the big top.

      “If we looked at their books, we would know their earnings,” Jackson supplied. “Lawmen use that as a way of determining how much the circus can pay them to allow their wagons into town.”

      “You mean they use it as a bribe?” Nin asked.

      “It happens all too often, Miss Branch,” Hatfield said.

      Adele smiled. “We all know you’re an honest man, Sheriff.”

      Flags appeared on Hatfield’s cheeks, unusually smooth and pale in spite of his years as a sea captain.

      They went through the circus, peering into open tents and wagons but it was clear to Adele that Hatfield had already made up his mind.

      “What do you think of the circus, Nin?” she asked her friend as they rode home.

      “I’d think more highly of it if Mr. Rowe hadn’t made eyes at me,” Nin said. “If he can fly as well as he speaks nonsense, it ought to be quite a show.”

      Adele laughed. “We’ll know tomorrow, won’t we?”

      “I’m curious to see if Mr. Rowe lives up to his reputation,” Jackson said.

      “More to the point,” the sheriff steered clear of a branch in the road, “will he live up to his own excellent opinion of himself?”

      “He certainly was pompous,” Nin remarked. “Mr. Barry didn’t like it one bit”

      “The star performer who thinks he can dictate to the circus owner.” Jackson nodded.

      “Mrs. Barry, on the other hand, was a different story.” Adele drew her coat around her, as the wind coming through the open windows had become chilly.

      “She was trying to avoid him without avoiding him,” Nin agreed.

      Sheriff Hatfield parked the police car on a side road adjacent to the police station. “I agree there was something not quite even about the Barrys. At any rate, it will be interesting to see the performances tomorrow night.” He slid a stack of free tickets from his pocket and began handing them out.
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      The next day was no ordinary day for Arrojo citizens. All shops were closed and later that morning the pavement on Bridge Street became crowded with people in their Sunday best, peering anxiously down the street. Ladies raised their parasols against the hot sun and men pulled their hats forward to shade their eyes. Children darted back and forth, free of their school uniforms for the day, jumpy with anticipation.

      “Must they make a show of coming into town?” Nin grumbled.

      “It’s the circus, my dear,” Lady Augusta said with a laugh. “They must play the spectacle from beginning to end.”

      “Rather hackneyed if you ask me,” Rowena remarked.

      “Well, nobody asked you, dear,” Lady Augusta said promptly. “You’ll soon see it’s better than those dizzying moving pictures.” Her companion ducked her head, as it was common knowledge that she spent most of her days off at the Arrojo Theater since it opened.

      An elegant carriage with two plume-feathered horses turned the corner. Roars and applause rose from the crowd as other wagons appeared, equally ornate with scrolls and flags. As the carriage neared them, Adele saw it contained Mr. and Mrs. Barry, sitting a little apart from one another. Mr. Barry caught her eye and gave her a mock salute as they passed.

      “Where’s the sheriff and your brother?” Nin asked.

      “Jack said they’re mingling with the crowd,” Adele said.

      “Horatio was afraid the procession will attract pickpockets,” Lady Augusta added.

      “If they can’t be in cahoots with the circus, they’ll work alongside it,” Adele agreed. “Very sensible of him to be on the lookout.”

      A loud roar came from one of the cage wagons and Adele caught a glimpse of an elephant behind the bars with the woman they had seen in Caton standing beside it, her arm raised. Four men dressed as sheiks followed on camels. A group of children rushed to their side, hanging on to the edge of the blanket thrown over the camels’ backs.

      “That’s not safe!” Rowena declared.

      “Don’t worry, my dear,” Lady Augusta assured. “Horatio anticipated that too.”

      Sure enough, Assistant Deputy Edison and Dooland managed to shoo all the children back to the sidewalk.

      “Mr. Barry said he has his own marshals,” the elderly woman continued, “but Horatio insisted our men be here too.”

      “The marshals aren’t very effective,” Nin remarked as a few men passed on their horses, their silver badges shining in the sunlight. “They’re more interested in being on display than maintaining law and order.”

      More roars came from the wagons but these were, unlike the elephant, much sharper. Adele and Nin clutched each other’s arm as a cage passed with two tigers, their bodies weighed down by chains and their faces sullen.

      “What if one of them breaks free?” Nin shuddered.

      “That’s what the chains are for, I expect,” Lady Augusta said.

      Her voice was drowned out by more roars as another cage passed. Adele stared at the bright sheen on the lion’s mane. The animal stared back at her with a lazy gaze. “That golden color,” she murmured.

      “Like Mr. Sipes’ golden cat,” Nin said.

      The wagon passed as a cloud sheltered the sun, and Adele breathed a sigh of relief. “It’s white, not golden!”

      “A rare breed,” Lady Augusta observed.

      Just then, Mrs. Faderman appeared with some of her brood. She leaned over Lady Augusta’s chair. “May one make a request of her ladyship?”

      “One may,” said the woman, taking on the haughty tone of her title.

      “Will you please ask your son to make sure his men watch those animals carefully during the performance tonight?”

      “Irene, his lads aren’t lion tamers,” said the woman. “I expect these circus people know what they’re doing.”

      “Parading wild animals in front of children?” Mrs. Cricket screeched.

      “It ought not to be allowed,” Mrs. Abberton agreed, her coiled curls darting out from under her hat from the heat.

      “Don’t children have a right to see real lions and elephants?” Nin asked. “I never saw a real camel before today.”

      “Those cages look very secure, oh, my, yes,” Mrs. Lynn said in her twittery voice.

      “I will remind you, dear, we already had an incident with a wild beast that scared the daylights out of everyone,” Mrs. Faderman said archly.

      “You mean Mr. Lionel Sipes?” Lady Augusta asked. “That was months ago, Irene.”

      “That beast of his is probably long dead,” Rowena chimed in.

      “He said his cat was tame,” Nin said.

      “Well, these cats and other beasts are not tame,” Mrs. Faderman said. “One of them tried to attack me through the cage when it passed just now.”

      “How discerning of him,” Lady Augusta mumbled. In a louder tone, she said, “If it will make you feel any better, Irene, I’ll ask Horatio to speak to the manager before the performance tonight.”

      “It’s not about making me feel better, Lady Augusta,” the woman said with an exaggerated bow. “I’m thinking of the children.”

      “You might also think of them when you see them holding the sides of the wagons,” Nin remarked.

      The woman turned her eyes to the procession. The last few wagons were passing, one with an Indian family sitting stoically on top of it in full garb. Children scurried to them. In an instant, Mrs. Faderman and some of her brood were on them, shooing them away.

      ~~~~~

      Adele regarded the day as a holiday, though Jackson, like Hatfield, was busy at the station. That evening, she slipped into a plum-colored dress with a lace collar and brimmed plum hat to match. The dark purple offset her chestnut hair and lively features and when Ruth handed her a pair of gloves and pearled handbag, she smiled with approval.

      “You’re not going, Ruth?” Adele was disappointed.

      “We went early, senorita,” said the woman. “They let Ana pet the black and white horse.”

      “The zebra?” Adele asked.

      The woman nodded. “And Marco rode the camel.”

      Adele smiled. “That must have been quite a thrill for a five-year-old.” She eyed her. “They didn’t give you any trouble?”

      “They say circus is for everybody who pay,” said Ruth with a big smile.

      “Indeed it is.” Adele pressed her hand. “Where’s my brother?”

      “He say he come home five-thirty,” said the woman.

      Her brother came precisely at five-thirty, but they spent ten minutes arguing about whether to take the Beaton Roundabout or walk.

      “It’s absurd to take the car on an evening like this,” Jackson insisted. “We can easily walk back when it’s over.”

      “We’ll be tired,” she insisted.

      “I’ve never known you to be lazy, Del.”

      “Maybe I want to show off the new paint,” she said.

      “Violet!” Her brother snorted. “Whoever heard of a purple car?”

      “Nobody thought twice about asking Mr. Ford why he made his Model B in red, green, and blue,” Adele objected.

      He took her arm. “Hatfield wants me to be there at five-forty-five. We need one last word with Mr. Barry about the animals.”

      “Mrs. Faderman?” Adele asked with a smile.

      “She has a legitimate complaint,” Jackson insisted as he opened the front gate.

      “Jack, how many performances do you think these people have done?” Adele asked. “Don’t you think if they had any accident, the papers would have reported it?”

      “And how would we know if it happened in Boston or Colorado Springs?” he challenged.

      “I thought you were going to give them the benefit of the doubt,” she mumbled as they headed toward Bridge Street to fetch Nin.

      “Hatfield is giving them the benefit of the doubt,” he said with his lip curled. “One of us has to remain skeptical.”

      They found Nin waiting, dressed in light blue with a veiled hat. Adele could tell her friend was nervous by the way she kept pulling at the fingers of her gloves.

      Jackson’s sense of chivalry got the better of him, and he held out his arm to her. “You needn’t worry, Miss Branch. I’ll protect you.”

      She lost the vulnerable look and glared at him. “I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself, Mr. Gossling.”

      “I’m well aware of that,” he said, “but sometimes it’s prudent to accept an offer of help, especially in unknown territory.”

      Adele expected a retort but Nin’s face softened. “Perhaps you’re right, Mr. Gossling. I’ve been sensing something all day.”

      “Like what?” Adele took her arm.

      “Like when one falls off a bridge,” said her friend.

      “I can scarcely imagine you falling off a bridge.” Jackson chuckled.

      “Hush, Jack,” Adele snapped. “You mean like your body is separating into pieces?”

      “Exactly.” Her friend gave her a gracious smile.

      “The sheriff will make sure nothing happens tonight,” said Jackson. Adele could tell his sincerity touched her friend.

      Arrojo Park had been transformed into an exhibition of lights and candles. The evening sky was still bright enough to show the colors of the performers’ costumes. Small tents and concession stands stood on either side of a grassy walkway that ended at the big tent which, Adele admitted, looked massive and inviting. Clowns lingered with the crowds, performing tricks for the children and bowing at the pennies they received from the parents in return.

      “It’s like a madhouse!” Nin declared.

      “That’s the joy of it, dear,” Adele said. “Watching everyone have a good time.”

      “I wish I could watch everyone have a good time,” Jackson said ruefully. “But I have to watch for thieves.”

      “A deputy’s work is never done.” Adele smiled. “Will we see you later under the big top?”

      “Save us a seat,” he said as he made his way to the back of the tent where wagons lined up farther away. His crisp uniform and deputy badge flashing a glare from the pale sun made some people regard him with unease.

      She caught sight of Lady Augusta near a peanut vendor. Nin instantly took hold of the handles of the rolling chair, and Adele could see her grip was fierce.

      “Don’t tell me your son has left you all alone.” Adele took her hand.

      “I have declared my own liberation for tonight,” the woman said in a firm tone. “Rowena’s friends from Blue Springs are in town, and I insisted she go with them. Horatio doesn’t know of course.”

      “You shouldn’t be left alone,” Nin said with compassion, petting the woman’s shoulder.

      “But, my dear, I’m not alone. Why do you think I was waiting here with these inedible things?” The woman frowned as she held up the bag of peanuts. The vendor glared at her.

      Adele smiled. “You were waiting for us?”

      “I shouldn’t think you would miss an old woman who barely has all her teeth foolish enough to buy peanuts!”

      Adele laughed. “We’ll find you a cool lemonade, and then we’ll take you to the big top.”

      They found the lemonade stand and Adele offered to brave the lines while Nin wheeled Lady Augusta between a few smaller tents where it was quieter. As she waited, she glanced every so often at the strange pair — Lady Augusta with her regal pose and Nin with her dark hair and alabaster skin showing against the gas lamps.

      Just as she left the stand with a cardboard box filled with drinks, she saw two heads darting away between the two tents where her friends were waiting. She couldn’t make out the faces but the moon shot a beam against the hatless blond hair she recognized as Mrs. Barry’s. The woman was talking to a man and once, when the man turned toward the crowds, she thought it might be Mr. Rowe.

      Lady Augusta looked as delighted as a child. “Sakes, I haven’t had lemonade for I don’t know how long.”

      “It’s too sweet,” Nin said, coughing.

      “I shall tell Rowena to make us a pitcher the next time you visit, and you’ll see what good lemonade tastes like,” Lady Augusta said with a laugh.

      Adele hardly heard them. Her attention was on the two figures. She could see a little more now that she was closer. She heard nothing of what they said but violent gestures flickered between them.

      “We ought to get going if we want to find a seat, my dears,” Lady Augusta said.

      At that moment, the two figures disappeared, leaving the space between the tents dark and dusty.

      Inside the main tent, Adele felt like a child again. The massive circle in the center barely left room for the benches where the spectators sat. Some had to stand behind them, craning their necks to see. She had not realized the white canvas walls were a disguise for the painted tent roof. It was entirely black with yellow stars. Large velvet curtains hung behind the bandstand, quivering every so often and sometimes a small part opened to show a head staring out to the crowd.

      In spite of all the strange faces, there were enough townspeople to recognize them and soon a bench in the back was emptied for the sheriff’s mother and the deputy sheriff’s sister. Hatfield and Jackson showed up with Edison at their heels just as the gaslights dimmed.

      “Where the devil is Rowena?” Hatfield’s usually mild voice rose agitated above the crowd.

      “Now don’t lose your temper, dear,” Lady Augusta said. “I insisted she go with her friends.”

      “She takes too many liberties,” her son grumbled.

      Lady Augusta took on the stern pose. “I shall decide whether she does or not, Horatio. She’s not our servant, and she has a right to be with her friends on this special day.”

      Hatfield sank on the bench beside her, taking her hand. “I worry about you, Ma.”

      “My dear, I’ve had the most delightful time with my own friends.” Lady Augusta winked at them. “Now take these awful peanuts away from me, and mind you don’t get the grease on your new trousers.” He laughed and obeyed.

      The elephants they had seen in the parade came first, a man with a beard coaxing them while three women, one of whom they had seen in the parade, performed their feats. Adele marveled at how the massive beasts obeyed, and one even seemed charmed by the crowd.

      Next came Miss Clara Spore, the tightrope walker. She and Nin clutched each other’s hand as the woman climbed on a unicycle and held a bar steady while riding to the end of the tightrope and back again.

      “Don’t worry, dear,” Adele whispered. “There’s a net under her.” The black net stretched tight and lazy below.

      A clown act came next, performing silly acrobatics and delighting the children in the front rows. The clown they had seen the day before was dressed in a police uniform, which made Jackson frown, and parodied police business with such precision that he had Edison roaring with laughter and even Hatfield found it amusing. Her brother’s frown deepened.

      “Don’t look so serious, Jack,” Adele said between tears of laughter. “When it comes to jokes, lawmen are ripe for the picking, as they say.”

      “I don’t like to think of myself as a ripe plum being plucked and squashed by a silly clown,” he snapped.

      “But, sir, you must admit, he’s not far off the mark,” Edison ventured. “I s’pose we do fumble like that sometimes when we’re trying to make an arrest.”

      “Perhaps you do, Assistant Deputy, but I should hope my job requires a little more skill than that!”

      The police clown suddenly turned in their direction and, taking off his hat, gave them a deep bow and backflipped off the ring.

      “Impertinence!” Jackson growled.

      The light dimmed in the ring. “Ladies and gentlemen!” barked the ringmaster. “We now bring you the daredevil of the century! The man no one can top! The one, the only, Commander of the Flying Trapeze! Ladies and gentlemen, Mr. Julius Rowe!”

      The applause deafened as the velvet curtains parted, and Mr. Rowe came flying out in a silver leotard, his name spelled out in black letters on his cape. Two women dressed in gold leotards followed, both with crinkled dark red hair and globe faces. They looked almost identical except that one was clearly older than the other.

      Nin leaned toward her. “The infamous Helen must be the younger one.”

      “Infamous?” Jackson asked.

      “The argument between Mr. Barry and Mr. Rowe yesterday,” Adele reminded him.

      The performers climbed the ladder as the iron trapeze hung above patiently waiting for them. Adele marveled at the height, for when they reached the top, they looked as if they were part of the big top’s starry sky.

      The marching band began to play, and Mr. Rowe spent some time waving his arms around, turning all sides to the crowd with a glistening smile.

      “Hatfield was right,” Adele mumbled. “The man really does think highly of himself.”

      She was interested in the two women. The younger one sat in the catcher’s place, her arms almost wrapped around the ropes. Adele could see even from the ground that her arms were muscular. The older woman stood on the platform alongside Mr. Rowe holding on to the flyer’s trapeze.

      Mr. Rowe threw out the second trapeze, letting it pick up speed. He did his flying act, earning enthusiastic applause from the crowd as he twisted and turned in the air. The catcher grabbed his arms in perfect timing. The older woman did some tricks as well, though, Adele had to admit, they weren’t as impressive as Mr. Rowe’s.

      The music stopped and the voice of the ringmaster pounded, “Ladies and gentlemen! The Commander will now perform the most astounding trick! In front of your very eyes, he will do the stunt that dazzled millions since Miss Jordan first performed it eight years ago. The triple somersault, ladies and gentlemen!”

      A howl rose from the crowd, and the ringmaster continued, “We ask everyone to be absolutely silent, please!”

      The entire big top was like a church service. Adele almost felt Mr. Rowe taking a deep breath. Her eyes wandered to the net below. The Commander swung the trapeze again and again, studying its speed and height. The catcher rubbed her hands together, waiting. The older woman held on to the rail with both hands, her shoulders stiff.

      Mr. Rowe grabbed the trapeze and was up in the air. Adele, along with the rest of the crowd, counted silently to herself — one, two, three —

      Shrieks broke the silence. The velvet curtains twisted every which way and people in front of Adele rose, blocking the view of the stage. She managed to squeeze her way into the aisle. She caught a glimpse of the deflated net and a crumpled figure cradled in the blanket of meshing.
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      A half hour later, the crowd had disappeared, and the big top was empty except for the circus people, the police, and Adele. Nin had taken Lady Augusta home. In spite of her brother’s annoyance, Adele had insisted on staying.

      Mr. Barry looked like a wooden statue while Adele comforted his weeping wife. He shouted, “What the blazes happened?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” asked Abby Call, the older sister of the infamous Helen. “He fell to his death.”

      “To his death!” Her sister Helen burst out crying.

      She put her arms around the young woman. “Don’t cry, dear. It’s the risk we take.”

      “I don’t want to take risks!”

      “Helen, sweet —”

      Calvin Barry’s voice rose like a ghost. “That wasn’t supposed to happen.”

      Hatfield glanced at him but the man only gave him an empty look.

      “All right, everybody, no use staring at the horror,” Mr. Barry said. “We still have a job to do. Steve, Joe, wrap him up in the net and get him out of here.”

      “I’m afraid that’s impossible, sir,” Sheriff Hatfield said in a clear voice.

      “We’ll give him a proper burial outside town limits, if that’s what you’re worried about,” the man promised. Estelle Barry let out a shriek.

      “It wasn’t what I was worried about,” the sheriff said. “There’s the matter of official paperwork.”

      “Please, Sheriff, now is hardly the time.”

      “Now is exactly the time, sir.” Jackson looked a little taller and larger than he had only an hour ago. “Sheriff Hatfield is the county coroner, and he has a right to demand an inquest.”

      “Inquest!”

      “Conducted by me,” said the sheriff with a crooked smile. “We do things rather informally in the country.”

      “I haven’t been in this business for eighteen years without knowing that, Sheriff,” Mr. Barry said grimly.

      “How could this have happened?” Mrs. Barry choked out.

      “I told him not to attempt the triple until he was good and ready,” Mr. Barry said.

      “The Barry Circus has been lucky,” Miss Call said, “but luck has to run out sometime.”

      Mrs. Barry sobbed again and leaned her head against Adele’s shoulder. Adele heard her murmur, “Our luck has run out.”

      “What exactly does this official paperwork entail?” The ringmaster stepped forward.

      “Mr. Henley, Sheriff. My manager,” Mr. Barry mumbled.

      “What exactly does it entail?” the man repeated.

      “First, you’re under orders to clear the ring of all these people.” Sheriff Hatfield nodded at Edison and a few of the assistant deputies he managed to round up in the crowd. “My men will do that. And make sure they don’t touch a thing, Edison!”

      “Yes, sir,” the young man said.

      “Well, I’ve no objections to that,” said Mr. Henley.

      “It’s not your place to have objections!” Mr. Barry growled. “I’m running this circus, or have you forgotten?”

      Mr. Henley glared at him, then stalked out of the tent. A woman Adele learned later was Mrs. Henley scurried after him.

      “All right, Sheriff,” Mr. Barry said warily when the place was quiet. “You’ve cleared the tent. Now what?”

      “Now we wait for the medical examiner to come and examine the body,” said Hatfield. “I sent one of my lads so he should be here at any moment.”

      “What for?” Miss Call asked. “We know how he died.”

      “We need the official examination, ma’am,” Jackson explained. “Once we have that, the sheriff can make his ruling.”

      “But I still don’t understand —”

      “In case the death wasn’t an accident,” Adele supplied.

      The woman stared at her while Mrs. Barry gasped, “Not accidental?”

      “Sheriff, do you know how many accidents occur in the circus?” Mr. Barry sat down on the stool vacated by Mr. Henley. “Wagons overturning, animals fighting, performers becoming injured during practice. Circus folk are a resilient bunch. We accept accidents like a doctor accepts a patient dying on the operating table. We consider it a matter for a higher power to resolve.”

      “But we can help that higher power along, can’t we?” This came from Martin Sanders, the medical examiner’s assistant, who had just entered the tent.
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