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It is midnight when the circus comes to town. It huffs and puffs its way onto the rolling fields of the 
village, breathes a sigh of relief as it heaves its heavy burden onto the grass and exhales a rainbow of 
red and white striped tents, glittering electric fairy lights and the huge statement of the black and white 
big top. The lions are still sleeping as their cages are carted off and away into the folds of their 
temporary tents to be displayed for dribbling children and gawping adults the next day. The clowns 
meticulously place each palette and face makeup ready on display ready for them to paint on their faces 
for the next day, the acrobats pull out a mattress and sleep tangled on the ground of their tent, a 
horizontal perspective of their show for tomorrow. The bags of sugar are unloaded and placed by the 
candyfloss machine ready to be spun into fabulous clouds of pink and blue to be shoved into the mouths 
of greedy children, and the sacks of popcorn sit unpopped under the night sky. Charlie steps out of his 
trailer, stretching his legs after the long journey, breathing in the fresh air, realising it over the stuffy 
smell of straw and the nauseating smell that comes with sitting next to a trailer full of tigers for a day. 
He unlocks the door and his tigers come out one by one, similarly stretching and yawning as he leads 
them, large steak in hand , to their cage in the tent. He looks around as the big top is raised, a giant 
unfolding itself and standing up to its full glory. He’d traveled with the circus all his life, taking over the 
role of tiger keeper when his father died four years ago. He’s seventeen now, and was used to the way 
the circus was set up and the eccentricities of the every day life that came with living in a circus, but 
shivers of awe still shot up his spine every time he watched the main show and saw the big top rise. The 
night air is cold, and his breath puffs up in the air as if he were a dragon as he busies himself around the 
trailers, setting up various parts of the circus ready for the villagers to excitedly find tomorrow. He 
yawns widely, his mouth as wide as the tigers he cares for, and hopes he finishes his jobs quickly so as to 
get to bed as soon as possible. The ringmaster, already in his nightshirt and slippers, pokes his head out 
of his tent to talk to him. Its always strange, Charlie thinks, even after all these years, to see the 
ringmaster out of his suit. He looks out of place, off-putting, because even with curlers in his mustache 
and his hair up in a bonnet it seems as if he could just rip off his nightshirt and there would be his scarlet 
ringmaster jacket and he would be up on stage performing in a heartbeat. He’s telling Charlie to get the 
sacks of rice from the back trailer, his voice slightly muffled in Charlie’s ear due to his tiredness, but 
Charlie still hears and obeys. The circus to outsiders seems like a grand illusion, a series of fireworks that 
pop and explode one after the other in dazzling spectacles and performances instantaneously, but to 
circus dwellers the reality is far more mechanical and clockwork; series of rehearsals, rushed meals, 
exhaustedly collapsing into bed with tired feet all in preparation for the big night. So, feeling rather 
metallic, Charlie opened the back trailer, another cog in the vast machinery of the circus, doing his job to 
ensure the illusion stays in place. It is twenty past midnight when he finds the body. 

She is splayed out haphazardly across the sacks of flour and rice, as if caught in flight, like a baby bird 
tossed from its nest never to fly again. An acrobat, one of the many that soar across the high ceiling of 
the big top nightly, dazzling the crowds with their flurries of tumbles and jumps. Charlie is used to 
finding them sprawled across the net under the tightrope after a trick gone wrong, untangling limbs 
from knots and rubbing their bruises, but this time it is different. She is lying, face down, and her 
sparkling leotard is covered in blood from a stab wound positioned under her ribcage. The blood has 
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spread across her back, the coagulated red coating the cheap rhinestones on her costume. The trailer 
smells wrong, heavily rusty and strong scents of blood corrupting the vanilla and sugary smell of the 
supplies, and in the half dark of Charlie’s lantern his shadow dances across the wall as if he was 
surrounded by a million of her murderers, but it is just him, alone, with a body. The murderer is 
nowhere to be seen, but judging from the dried blood and smell, she’d been there for a while, perhaps 
since the circus’ last rest stop. Which meant the murderer could be out there- going about their 
business, prepping the horses, putting up tents, another cog in the circuses machinery just like Charlie 
but containing a darkness inside, a spattering of blood, an image of the girls last facial expression, a 
whisper of her last words in their ear, her last breath still rattling in their lungs. The circus life was hard, 
long hours on the road and aching hours of practice , but he never expected murder to be a part of it. 
His friends and colleagues all seemed sinister now, shadows clouding their smiles and their looks of 
concern turning into menacing leers as he brushed past them, wordlessly making a methodical path to 
the ringmasterrs office. Could he even tell the ringmaster? Could he be the murderer? The breezy 
calliope music drifting through the circus ground distorted into warbling screams as he slowly realised 
that near to him, close by, perhaps even breathing down his neck, was a murderer.  


