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NO ASSISTANT,
NO MAGICIAN

…

“Here, I practice, and you practice. Ahem. AH-em. I am Vaclav the Magnificent, with birthday on the sixth of May, the famous day for the generations to celebrate and rejoice, a day in the future years eclipsing Christmas and Hanukkah and Ramadan and all pagan festivals, born in a land far, far, far, far, far, far, far distance from here, a land of ancient and magnificent secrets, a land of enchanted knowledge passed down from the ages and from the ancients, a land of illusion (Russia!), born there in Russia and reappearing here, in America, in New York, in Brooklyn (which is a Borough), near Coney Island, which is a famous place of magic in the great land of opportunity (which is, of course, America), where anyone can become anything, where a hobo today is tomorrow a businessman in a three-pieces-suit, and a businessman yesterday is later this afternoon a hobo, Vaclav the Magnificent, who shall, without no doubt, be ask to perform his mighty feats of enchantment for dukes and presidents and czars and ayatollahs, uniting them all in awestruck and dumbstrucks, and thus, one day in the future years, be heralding a new era (which is a piece of time) of peace on earth. Ladies and gentlemans, I give you, I present to you, I warn you in advance of his arrival, so that you may close your eyes or put your hands on your face if you are afraid, Vaclav the Magnificent, Boy-Magician.”

“Eh,” Lena says in a grumbly voice.

“Lena, what we are having here is perfect introduction to the act. It is long and perfect and made of only the best and longest thesaurus words,” says Vaclav.

“After third sentence, say, ‘Magic is art of control events using supernatural powers,’ ” says Lena. This sentence is a favorite of Lena’s—she memorized it from The Magician’s Almanac, which is a big old black book with gold around the edges of the pages, all about magic and tricks and illusions. Vaclav kept checking the almanac out of the library, so last year for his birthday she put it in her backpack and took it home with her, so that she could give it to him for a birthday present, and it could be theirs forever.

“That sounds good, but is not belonging in the act. I already told you. This is the introduction, complete. Seal it now with the magic birthday candle.” Vaclav folds the notebook paper on which the introduction to the act is written, and he holds it out to Lena. Lena does not take it from him. Lena holds the magic birthday candle in her left hand and rubs its spiraled ridges with her thumb. In her right hand, she holds the lighter with which she is to light the candle. The wax-dripping paper-sealing is an important part of anything Vaclav and Lena write, and it is Lena’s job, exclusively Lena’s, to light the magic birthday candle, to hold it high, and to then let the wax drip onto the folded paper, sealing it for all of time.

Under Vaclav’s bed, next to a forgotten sock, among many gatherings of fuzzy, dusty things, is a shoe box full of pieces of notebook paper folded and sealed with Lena’s wax drips. The things written on them are important declarations, pacts, lists, and other artifacts of the lives of the young magicians.

“We write and finish now, Lena, and tonight I will ask permission to have a show.”

“Impossible,” Lena says.

“Possible. I can make this happen. Maybe not tonight but soon. And so we seal the introduction, which means we can begin on the act. Once we have permission, we perform. Light. Melt. It is done.”

“Unfold. Write. Magic is art of control events using supernatural powers.”

“I will not, Lena, no. This is not part of the introduction of the act; this does not belong. It is very good English, but it does not belong. This is the introduction, which we must seal, so that it will be, and so that we begin work on practice the act.”

Lena looks at the lighter she stole from the pocket of the Aunt’s robe. Lena knows it is not right to steal unless you need something really badly, and the person is not home, and won’t even realize the thing is missing. Stealing the lighter felt scary, and it felt good, and brave. Lena feels very brave with the lighter in her hand, very grown-up.

“Why you are the boss always?” Lena asks.

“For one thing, I am magician and you are assistant. Assistant is second to magician. There is no assistant without magician,” says Vaclav.

“Without assistant, no magician,” says Lena.

“I am one year older than you,” says Vaclav.

“Ten is only little more than nine and eleven months,” says Lena.

“Magician is more important than assistant, because …” says Vaclav, getting ready to say one more thing to prove that he should have authority over Lena. He wants to win this argument, even though he knows they will have this argument again. This fight is a fight they have over and over again. It is like the famous argument between the chicken and the egg, about which came first, and which one is more important and better than the other. This fight is never resolved, because it is impossible to prove which came first or which is better when actually both things are the same thing.

There is a knock on the door. Lena and Vaclav look at the door with wide, terrified eyes. There are three loud knocks, and then the doorknob jiggles but does not open, because the door is locked.

Vaclav is filled with regret. Locking the door was a terrible idea. A locked door indicates to Vaclav’s mother that something illicit may be happening in the bedroom of the young magician.

“Vaclav! Open the door right now or I’ll open it for you! You wanndo this hard way or the easy way?”

Lena and Vaclav shove their magic things under the bed, hide them behind the eyelet-perforated dust ruffles of the bed skirt.

“Coming, coming!” says Vaclav, scrambling to his feet. As soon as Vaclav unlocks the door, it bursts open, pushing him backward.

Rasia’s eyes search the room. Rasia doesn’t know what she is looking for, but all the time she is worried. Every day at ten-past-five she rushes home as fast as she can, because her son is growing and changing every second and she has only so many hours to mold him like clay. She has only so many hours to show him that it is important to do homework, to have dinner like a family, to not do drugs or to steal or to be a lazy person or a cheat. She must protect him from pedophiles, from strangers, from bullies, from guns, and from carbon monoxide poisoning. She is worried, because he comes home to an empty house after school; he is what they call the latch-key kid, and she is a working mother, and they live in an urban area, and Vaclav attends a crowded public school, and all these things are the ingredients of disaster, if you are listening to the news, which she is, carefully, vigilantly, always to see what next to be afraid of.

“I do not like what I see here. What is going on here when I am not home?”

“Nothing! We are doing nothing! Homework. We are doing nothing but homework,” Vaclav says.

“Nothing and homework for three hours? This I do not believe. I want to see all homework after dinnertime.” Rasia backs away toward the door, keeping her eyes on Lena. She’s worried about Lena because of the well-known occupation of the Aunt. This is unfair and also fair at the same time.

“Okay, nothing and homework and, also, maybe a little practicing the magic act,” Vaclav says. Rasia steps back into the room.

“Maybe a little practicing the magic act?”

“Actually, yes, we are practicing the magic act,” Vaclav says, trying to look earnest. “Maybe, also, if it is okay with you, because all homework is done, maybe …” Vaclav looks up at his mother, and Rasia looks down at her son, at this dancing around what he wants, at his Velcro sneakers digging nervous little circles in the carpet.

“Maybe what?” says Rasia.

“Maybe, before we are eating dinner …” says Vaclav.

“Say what you are saying,” says Rasia, narrowing her eyes.

“Can Lena and I do for you a magic show, in the living room, before dinner?” Vaclav says, very fast, all in one breath.

“All homework is done?” she asks.

“Yes, all is done,” Vaclav says, even though his homework is only mostly done.

“Lena, you are staying for dinner?” Rasia asks.

“Da,” says Lena.

“English!” says Rasia.

“Ye-us,” says Lena, with a growl.

“Before any magic is happening, homework must be done,” Rasia says.

Vaclav smiles, because he knows that this is her way of saying yes.

Rasia scowls at the room for one extra minute, just to eradicate any funny business that may or may not be happening, then, satisfied, she finally leaves the room, pulling the door almost shut behind her. As soon as she is gone, Vaclav and Lena jump up and down and squeal with excitement, and then start scrambling frantically to prepare their magnificent act.

LADY AND GENTLEMAN

…

Vaclav and Lena turn off the big-screen television in the living room. They push the big mahogany coffee table back against the wall; it is a perfect stage, black and solid and shiny. They have moved the coffee table this way many times; it is easy to push across the big threadbare Persian rug.

Vaclav and Lena stand onstage, waiting for the audience to take their seats.

“Dad,” Vaclav shouts, “come on, we’re ready!” Rasia is already sitting on the big black leather sofa, waiting for the show to start. Vaclav’s father comes in with a glass of vodka in his hand and sinks down into the sofa.

“Okay, so I am here. What are we watching? What are you going to show?” Vaclav’s father says.

“Only watch, okay?” Vaclav wears his school clothes, jeans and a green T-shirt, with his bow tie hanging around his neck and his magician’s top hat on his head. Lena wears only her normal clothes, jeans and a T-shirt, because she has not made her costume yet.

“First, welcome to my lovely and intellectual audience. Lady and gentleman, you are in for quite a surprise. I am Vaclav the Magnificent, and this, my assistant, the Lovely Lena.” Vaclav swings his left arm out to indicate Lena, who takes a long, deep, serious bow.

Vaclav and the audience wait in silence for her to return to an upright position.

“Tonight we have for you a special treat which will astound and amaze you. May I please, from the audience, give someone the honor of volunteering a quarter to give to me to be involved in a magical trick?”

“This is scam,” says Vaclav’s father.

“Dad!” says Vaclav.

“Oleg, give it,” growls Rasia, and with much moaning and groaning, he reaches under his butt and into his pocket and retrieves a warm quarter, then hands it to his son.

“Thank you, kind sir. Much appreciate.” Vaclav holds the coin pinched between his forefinger and his thumb, and holds it forward for the audience to inspect.

“Lena, if you will, the paper.” Lena produces a sheet of paper from behind her back. She steps forward and shows the audience the front of the paper, the back of the paper, and the edges of the paper. She holds the sheet of paper up to the light, then steps back.

“As my lovely assistant is showing, this is a normal piece of paper—no holes or rips or no tears. This is just a normal paper. Thank you, Lena.” Lena nods.

“Please watch carefully. I am now folding the paper around the coin.” Vaclav folds the paper several times, so that the coin is contained within it, as in an envelope. Rasia scoots a bit forward on the couch, following her son’s direction to watch carefully. Oleg crosses his arms. Oleg has sleeping marks like deep scars on his face and neck, and hairs bursting out of the top of his shirt.

“You can see that the coin is completely sealed within the paper.” Lena steps next to Vaclav and extends her hands sideways to draw the audience’s attention to the mysterious coin wrapped in paper.

Focusing carefully, Vaclav passes the paper-wrapped coin from his left to his right hand. He doesn’t explain this movement. Lena puts her arms stiffly up in the air and twirls around and around, coming dangerously close to the edge of the coffee table. Rasia gasps, afraid that Lena will fall.

“Using my magic wand, I will now make the coin disappear from thin air,” Vaclav says, holding the coin packet stiffly in his right hand and nervously slipping his left hand into his back pocket. Lena attempts to shimmy, twitching her bony shoulders back and forth.

Vaclav keeps his hand in his pocket for a moment of Lena’s shimmying, and then removes it, smiling, and shows the audience his magic wand.

Vaclav’s magic wand is one of his most special things. It is a real magic wand, from a real magician’s-supply shop in Manhattan. His mother took him, and they had to ride on the subway for more than an hour to get there. At the store, they asked the shop owner for help picking out the best wand, and afterward they had lunch at a restaurant, and Vaclav held the wand in his lap the entire time.

Vaclav taps this very wand three times on the paper packet.

“Abracadabra!” he says with the final tap. “The coin has disappeared!”

“Lena,” he says, “my lovely assistant, if you would be kind, please take this paper envelope and tear it into two complete pieces.” Lena takes the paper packet from him and effortlessly tears it in two. She then shows the paper pieces to the audience, and once the audience has seen sufficient evidence of the disappearance of the quarter, she throws the pieces of paper up into the air for dramatic effect.

Vaclav and Lena bow so that the audience knows to begin clapping.

“Fantastic!” says Rasia, although she is not sure which part of the trick was the trick. She is almost certain that she was not supposed to see Vaclav tip the coin out of the paper packet and into his open hand, and that she was not supposed to see him put the coin into his pocket when he went to take out the wand.

Vaclav and Lena bow again.

“Bravo!” says Rasia. Vaclav and Lena step down from the coffee table.

“Where is my quarter?” says Oleg.

“A magician never reveals the secrets,” says Vaclav.

“Oleg,” says Rasia to Vaclav’s father, meaning do not ask about the quarter again.

“Thank you,” says Vaclav. “I am glad you like. Lena and I will perform this on Saturday for fans at the boardwalk of Coney Island.” Vaclav is beaming.

“Vaclav.” Rasia takes a deep breath. She’s been trying to ignore this idea of a performance at Coney Island, but Vaclav won’t forget. He’s too persistent. He doesn’t know that this is a very bad idea.

“This is not such a good idea,” she says.

“Why?” asks Vaclav.

“It just is not.” How can she tell him the truth? She can’t tell him that the drunks and the teenagers at Coney Island will laugh at him. She can’t tell him that he will humiliate himself. She can’t tell him that no one will clap, that no one will do ooh and aah.

“Why?” asks Vaclav.

“It is not safe.” This is maybe close to being honest, she thinks. It is not safe, for Vaclav, out in the world, with his eyes open to everything and his heart beating right on his sleeve, with his dreams in his hands, ready to show and tell.

“That’s not fair! We must practice to do the show for a real audience!” he yells. This is fine, she tells herself, to let him think she is being the meanest person in the world. Let him think that she does not want him to perform his magic.

“That is the final word. I will not discuss,” she says.

“I cannot believe!” says Vaclav.

“Go wash your hands and get ready for dinner,” she says. “Lena, you too.”

Rasia stands at the door as Vaclav and Lena march toward a dinner that is not the thing they are hungry for.

DINNER

…

The kitchen in Vaclav’s house is very hot, and the air is thick. Breathing the air into your nose is like sucking a milkshake through a straw. Once Lena is in the kitchen, she already feels full, like the smell is filling up her belly all the way to the top. Dinner at Vaclav’s house is always like this. The smell is enough to have for dinner; you don’t even have to eat.

“What’s for dinner?” Vaclav asks.

“Is joke?” Rasia asks, because her son must know what is for dinner. The house is so full of the smell of borscht that you would expect the air to be tinted a little purply-red; you would expect that there might be condensation of borscht on the ceiling and on the walls and on the windowpanes.

Lena opens a drawer next to where Rasia’s large behind vacillates with the stirring of the borscht. She takes out four forks, four spoons, and names each one in her mind so that she’s sure she has one for each person. Mother spoon, father spoon, Vaclav spoon, me spoon. She says mother and father in her brain, but she means the mother of Vaclav and the father of Vaclav. This is not confusing to her because her own brain would never confuse the mother of Vaclav with the mother of Lena, because Lena has not seen her own mother since before she could have even remembered her.

Lena thinks about her own mother in a very different way from the way she thinks about Rasia. Rasia has a smell like strong perfume. She’s a big woman with a big rear end who wears faded, worn-out dresses and leather loafer-shoes on her feet and who makes smelly soup that she stirs and who makes chairs creak when she sits on them. Lena’s mother is an idea. Lena’s mother is a mystery.

Lena sets down the silverware and sits in the same place she always sits, next to Vaclav, across from his father, next to his mother.

Vaclav makes quick work of doing his job, setting out napkins and putting one water glass in front of each plate.

Lena sits while Vaclav fills her glass first, then Rasia’s, then his own. She watches while Vaclav fills Oleg’s glass with vodka.

Vaclav and Oleg sit down next. Vaclav quietly, Oleg with a low, embarrassing groan. Rasia will not sit down yet; she’ll remain standing until she has served borscht with meat to everyone, and then she’ll sit.

Rasia holds the pot of borscht to her side with two hands, her dark armpit exposed above it. She thuds the pot on the kitty-cat-shaped steel trivet on the table, then plunges the ladle into the borscht and brings it back like a piston. The ladle is white, stained with brown. The borscht is the color of the carpet in the school library, Lena thinks. Rasia fills her husband’s bowl. The borscht is the color of flowers. Rasia plunges the ladle into the soup again and again, serving Vaclav. The borscht is the color of a dress a queen might wear. The borscht floods Lena’s bowl. The borscht is the color of blood. The borscht is the color of blood, and in it are not pieces of meat but moles that have fallen off the many chins of Rasia. Once Lena’s mind has taken this turn, she cannot turn back.

Rasia sits heavily on her chair. She arranges her large belly above the waistband of her pantyhose. She holds her spoon above her bowl and lowers her head, but before she takes a sip, she glances at Lena. The air in the kitchen is wet and thick. Each breath Lena breathes is of borscht, of the sweaty spot between the folds of Rasia’s belly, of the breath from the back molars of Oleg, of the bits of moles floating about in the soup.

“Eat! Lena, eat!” Rasia is focused on Lena. Lena lowers her spoon into her borscht. She angles her spoon to try to get a spoonful with no moles.

“What is your problem? Can I give you personal invitation?” The yelling startles Lena, and she plunges her spoon into the borscht.

“She is so skinny like children on the streets of India. It is not cute, this skin and bones!” Rasia says, and then slurps her borscht.

Hot stomach stuff is rushing to the back of Lena’s throat, filling her mouth. She stands from the table, thinking maybe she can make it to the bathroom, where no one will see her, and she will rinse out her mouth and come back to the table maybe with her cheeks a little hot but otherwise no one will know anything. She’s thinking the bathroom is so close, the bathroom is so close, and if she can just keep her mouth closed, everything will be okay. But then there is another hot hiccup, another bubble, and she can’t keep it inside her mouth the way she thought she could, and it bursts out and onto her shirt and onto the floor, and she is barely three steps away from the dinner table.

Rasia rushes to her as Oleg throws his napkin down on the table and pushes his chair backward. Rasia’s back softens as her big, squishy arm extends around Lena, and she leads the girl, shaking, to the bathroom. Oleg takes his big glass and goes into the living room to sit on the couch and watch soap operas from Russia on the big-screen TV. Once he finishes the glass, he will start to snore, and he will snore on the couch until it is time to snore in the bedroom.

Vaclav pulls his feet up onto his chair to keep them away from the puke and looks down at the floor. Lena’s puke is not like his puke. His puke, behind the swings at school, when he has eaten too much and swung too much, is substantial and often borscht-colored. Lena’s puke is like the sea foam on the beach at Coney Island, frothy, stale, and not as yellow as pee.

Vaclav rises from his chair, careful not to step in the lovely puke of his lovely assistant, and reaches for a dishrag with which to clean up Lena’s too-small mess.

In the bathroom, Rasia dabs at Lena’s face with a wet washcloth. Are Lena’s eyes really so dark and huge, Rasia wonders, or do they just seem this way because her skin is so pale, her face so small and delicate? Lena sits on the seat-down toilet, holding her pukey T-shirt balled in her hands. Rasia decides, while cleaning Lena’s frightened face, to clean and dry Lena’s shirt, and not to mention the incident to the Aunt.

Rasia wonders if anyone has talked to Lena about the girl things that she would talk to a daughter about if she had a daughter. She wonders if one day Lena will have to ask the Aunt for a training bra to train her breasts to do what breasts are supposed to do, or if she will save her allowance money and go by herself to the department store. Rasia wonders if Lena misses having a mother, and then tells herself that this is stupid. Of course she does. It is hard, in your mind, where to put Lena; it is hard to know what to do with so much pity. Rasia tells Lena to wait in the bathroom while she fetches a clean T-shirt. Lena sits on the toilet, shirtless, arms crossed against her rib cage, staring at the tile.

HARD TO KNOW

…

When Rasia walks Lena home, she notices that Lena holds her hand harder than usual. Maybe this is all in her mind. It seems, also, to Rasia that Lena is skinnier than usual, but with children, it is hard to know.

When Rasia opens the door to take Lena inside, and turns on the light, and looks around, she sees that everything is the same as it was the night before. Rasia’s best guess is that the Aunt has not been home, not to clean up the mess or to add to it. Lena has been left alone. There is no doubt in Rasia’s mind that this is not a place for a little girl to live. Of this she is sure, and this, this is hard to know.

VACLAV DOES EXCELLENT THINKING IN THE BUBBLE BATH

…

Vaclav wakes up early, without any help from his alarm clock. This morning, Vaclav has a clear, steely resolve to win his campaign for permission to perform a magic show on the boardwalk at Coney Island.

Still in his pajamas, he sits at the desk in his room, takes out his thesaurus, and begins a list.


EVIDENCE TO PARENTS OF THE TRUSTWORTHINESS OF VACLAV FOR PROMOTING PERMISSION TO PERFORM MAGIC SHOW ON THE BOARDWALK OF CONEY ISLAND:


1. Room cleaning

2. Chore doing

3. Table setting

4. Homework finishing

5. Grade achieving

6. Extracurricular accomplishments

7. Devotion to career of magic





Vaclav replaces his pencil in his pencil cup, pleased for the moment with his list. He then pads gently to the bathroom to brush his teeth, careful not to wake his snoring mother and father.

Vaclav runs a bubble bath, because a bubble bath is where he does excellent thinking about his magic. He lies back, submerging himself only to the ears, and listens to the sounds of his body, the sounds of his house, through the water. His heartbeat is the same as the thump of something too heavy and hard in the clothes dryer of Mrs. Ruvinova upstairs. The gurgle of his tummy is the same as the gurgle of the pipes in the wall.

Vaclav closes his eyes, and the roar in his ears is the roar of an excited crowd. He is big and tall, now a man. He is dressed in a tuxedo that shines black and blue in the stage lights. Behind him, a curtain lifts to reveal Lena, in her own future adult body, strapped to a spinning wheel for the knife-throwing act. The audience gasps. Vaclav, from thin air, pulls out a handful of sharp knives. He fans the knives like playing cards and holds them up to the audience, to increase their anxiety. To demonstrate the sharpness and realness of the knives, he cuts a large gash in the curtain behind him. To make the audience think of the terror of such a blade piercing Lena’s beautiful skin, he throws a tomato into the air and slices it in two. Lena, spinning on the wheel, looks afraid but is not, really. Really she is trusting in Vaclav, and trusting in the precision, the perfection, of the act, for they have fine-tuned it over many years of practicing together.

Still, she is attuned completely and totally to Vaclav’s every muscle twitch, every blink of his eye. Even invisible signals he may give her with his mind—she listens for these like a radio that hears the silent songs in the air.

There is a loud knock on the bathroom door.

Oleg often needs to pee suddenly in the morning, because big glasses of vodka do not sit happily in the piss belly of a fifty-year-old man.

Vaclav is always telling his father that the word in English is bladder, and his father always responds that learning how to name piss and shit is not why he came all this way from Russia. He came from Russia, he is always telling Vaclav, for Vaclav to learn about stocks and dollars and American business, and to buy his papa a hot tub full of American Hooter waitresses one day.

Vaclav hoists himself out of the tub and plants one dripping foot on the bath mat, one dripping hand unlocking the door, the other dripping hand covering his you-know-what, so that his papa will not make fun.

As soon as the door is unlocked, Oleg bursts in, without giving slippery Vaclav any time to plunge back under the cover of the bubbles and water. He sees his son holding what he should not be holding, and lets out a roaring laugh.

Vaclav plops back into the tub and sinks down while Oleg pees, groaning with relief. Vaclav dunks his head under the water, to hide from the yellow smell that is in the steam, that is everywhere.

Oleg finishes his peeing and puts everything away inside of his pajama pants. Then he looks at the tub, looks at his son submerged under the water, his eyes squeezed shut. Oleg grunts and leaves the bathroom but does not close the door.

It is not easy for Vaclav to return to his vision of the future, but he keeps this vision in his mind, in the back of it, so that his dream is never far away from him. He dries his body and wraps himself in a large bath towel, then pads into the hallway, slowly, listening and sensing. His father has already fallen back to sleep; he can hear his parents snoring together in their bedroom. This is good. He will have time to lay the groundwork for his plans.

Vaclav takes great care to comb his hair, to tuck in his shirt, to wear an outfit for school that will please his mother. He tiptoes into the kitchen, and without turning on the lights, he silently sets the table. He even fills the teakettle, and puts it on the stove, and lights the stove, carefully. Because his mother has taught him that it is possible to turn the knob of the stove and leave gas pouring out with no fire to burn it up, and that this will explode the house like Chernobyl, he makes sure that the hiss of the gas meets the snap-snap-snap that makes fire to heat the water for the tea. Vaclav even slices bread and makes toast, and arranges the toast nicely on plates, and puts out his mother’s favorite jam for breakfast. Then Vaclav sits at the table and waits.

He can hear the alarm clock buzz in his parents’ room, then his mother clunking around in the bathroom, and finally his father coughing his morning cough, so Vaclav knows he won’t have to wait long.

When Rasia enters the kitchen, she takes in everything with her eyes. Vaclav can see her catalogue the room, and he can see her begin to smile. But her smile is the wrong sort of smile right away. It is not a happy smile, it is a nervous smile, a smile that goes straight across her face instead of curling up at the ends.

“Vaclav, we have to talk about what is happening in the bathroom,” she says.

Even though he does not know what, Vaclav is sure that he has done something wrong. He suddenly feels embarrassed and anxious, because Rasia is staring at him and looking nervous, and this is not good.

“I know now about your bath time,” she says, trying to speak softly and gently. She wants to have an open, supportive conversation with her son, because everyone says to talk to kids about these things so that there is no secret and no shame. She means to sound warm, nonjudgmental, but straightforward. Like Oprah.

“You go in there at nighttime so no one will know? Is this happening every night?” Rasia can feel that she is not sounding like Oprah.

Vaclav knows now what she is talking about, and he knows that he was not doing this thing in the bathtub. Vaclav knows now that when his father came into the bathroom, and he covered his mekki with his hand because he was embarrassed for his father to see it, his father thought that he was doing masturbating in the bathtub. Vaclav knows about this from talking to boys at school who know a lot about it from their older brothers or from television stations that they have at their homes.

Rasia takes a deep breath and tries again.

“Where did you learn this?” She is still meaning to make this conversation a nice conversation, but it is coming out all wrong, and she is sounding like a KGB commandant instead of a cool American mother. She doesn’t want to have the same horrible conversation that she had with her own mother. She doesn’t want Vaclav growing up like she did, believing that if you touch or even scratch yourself for an itch your buhguhgie will rot and fall off on the ground and shrivel up like an old potato.

Vaclav knows that no matter what he says, she won’t believe him, and that if he argues with her, she’ll talk more about it, and she’ll ask more questions, and he’ll die of being embarrassed. If he denies it, she’ll think that he’s a liar in addition to being a person who does masturbating in the tub at night. Vaclav knows that it is best to just stand and be quiet and be still.

“Vaclav, this is okay to talk about; you can tell me.”

“Okay,” says Vaclav, and, grabbing his backpack, he bolts for the door without even bringing up the question of permission to have a show on the boardwalk of Coney Island.

“Have a nice day of school!” she shouts after him, grateful herself for his escape.

FAMOUS AMERICANS

…

Only after Vaclav runs out of the house does Rasia notice that he made toast for her, that he set the table so nicely, took out her favorite jam, that he even put up water for tea. Rasia turns off the stove and sits down at the table. At first she has a panic because she thinks the list is homework that Vaclav has forgotten, and she is about to run out the door to give it to him, until she sees the words parents and then magic show and stops. She reads his list, all the reasons he should be allowed to do a magic show.

She wants him to stop with the magic, all the time magic. But she understands.

They spent a long time waiting to come to America. A long time she waited to have Vaclav, because things were so terrible, and then there was glasnost, and just when Rasia thought things were going to be getting better, they got worse, and everything came apart.

She went, eight months pregnant with Vaclav, to wait in line to get on a list to go to America. Oleg had a good job as an architect, he didn’t want to leave, but he said if she wanted to wait in a line and put their names on a list, then fine. She didn’t realize it then, because she was still a young person and still in love, but he was the same then that he is now, his tuchas always stuck to whatever chair he’s sitting on, no matter how uncomfortable.

They told her there was a limit to the number of Russian Jews America would take, that it could be years. They told her they could get her on a plane to another country the very next week. She told them thank you, and that she would wait. Vaclav was born, and Oleg lost his job just like everyone else, just like she knew he would. Now he was a new father who couldn’t pay for his son’s diapers, and he went out every day to complain with the other men. He came home smelling of vodka, but Rasia thought if she could get him out, if they could get to America, everything would be fine, and he would be sweet again and make his jokes again.

The economy got worse, and Vaclav got bigger, and they kept waiting. In the meantime, she bought books and tapes and learned English and taught Vaclav. She didn’t want him to be scared to leave his home, like she was, she wanted him to be excited to be American. She paid a small fortune for black-market English books for children about famous Americans, about Abraham Lincoln, Rosa Parks, George Washington Carver, and Molly Pitcher, but his favorite, the one he asked her to read again and again, every single night, was the book about Harry Houdini.

Vaclav especially liked the part of the book about how Houdini came to America when he was four, just like Vaclav, how he became America’s most famous magician, how he amazed President Theodore Roosevelt with his magic and performed at the World’s Fair, about how he could escape from heavy chains, how he could jump, handcuffed, from bridges. He liked the parts about how Houdini struggled with his act, how he practiced and never gave up.

Rasia thought that this Houdini person probably drove his mother to an early grave, worrying her with all his death-defying feats and doing Chinese water torture, and was not someone Vaclav should be so interested in. But Vaclav wanted to hear a story about a little boy who came to America and became a big, brave, magical man, and this she understood.

Every night she read Vaclav the book about Houdini, until he knew every word. When they finally got their papers and Rasia told Vaclav that they were moving to America, he already knew all about the place they were going to live: Brooklyn, the home of Coney Island, where Harry Houdini performed his first magic show. It was coincidence only—Rasia knew someone who was in Brighton Beach and could give her a good job doing bookkeeping and help them to find a house—but to Vaclav, it was a sign.

For Oleg, in America, it was worse. He didn’t have the right license to be an architect in America; he would have to go to school, take tests to prove that he knew what he already knew. He told her that he would drive the cab until he could pay for it, but all he ever spent his money on was the satellite on the roof for the Russian TV channels and vodka to drink while he watched it. He hated going out; he hated when the store clerk treated him like an imbecile because he didn’t know words for drain cleaner or cotton balls. Rasia remembered the Oleg she fell in love with, who was a charmer, who was famous in a small-town way, flirting with old ladies, always giving gum and toys from his pockets to children, who sang songs to make her laugh. She knew now that she would probably never get him back.

LENA IS IN A MOOD OF LAUGHING

…

Vaclav counts the steps as he walks along Avenue U, from Thirteenth Street, to Twelfth, to Eleventh, all the way down to Seventh, where he turns the corner and sees Lena sitting on the stoop outside her house, swinging her string-bean legs. He is always excited to see her, but today he is especially excited, because he has a big plan to share with her. Vaclav smiles, and waves, and trips a little bit on the sidewalk right in front of her, but he does not fall down.

Lena tries not to, but she laughs very loudly at Vaclav. Vaclav is glad that Lena is in a mood of laughing, because this will make it easier for him to persuade her of the new big plans.

“Did you get permission?” Lena asks Vaclav, as she hops off the ledge.

“Is very good English, Lena!” says Vaclav. Lena rolls her eyes at his flattery, hands him her stack of books, and they begin their walk together toward Public School 238.

“Okay, okay. Sheesh. Tough audience. Getting permission is not the best way to go. Getting permission is not for this. This, which is part of destiny. Not permission needed.”

“You no get,” Lena grumbles.

“I can have this permission if I want, but it is not the way. This is a test, of the universe for us, and we must prove ourselves and overcome this adversity. We should be thankful for adversity, for giving us chance to forge our strength, like Houdini, who never gave up trying, and was always adding to his escape act more chains and more locks.” Lena rolls her eyes again, because Vaclav is saying this about Houdini and adversity and destiny all the time.

“We do by ourselves. Is less trouble. Is better, okay?” Vaclav stops walking and pleads with Lena with his eyes. Lena plants her hands on her tiny hips.

“No. Your mother must give permission.”

“Lena!”

“I will not do without permission. Is trouble,” Lena says, and stomps ahead of Vaclav.

“Lena, no trouble, will not be trouble,” Vaclav pleads. “We will plan by ourselves. No one will know. We will have secret show, on Coney Island, with secret acts, and we will plan in secret. No trouble. None.”

Lena likes to have secrets, this Vaclav knows. She slows down her walk and tilts her head just a little. Sunlight glows around the black fuzz of hair that has escaped her French braid.

“Lena, since you are the best secret keeper, of course, you will be in charge of the secret planning of the secret act. You will be the master.” Vaclav knows that this will please Lena, that this is the key. Vaclav also knows that he will still be the master of the secret planning.

“No.”

“What?”

“You are thinking that you will still be boss. No, is fake, I will not do.”

Vaclav quickens his step, thinking about this worst-case scenario. This is a list that he did not write down but a list that he composed only in his head.


WORST-CASE SCENARIOS:


1. Permission is not given to have show on boardwalk



AND


2. Lena will not agree to show without permission of parents





Vaclav thinks about doing the show without Lena, but the show cannot go on without Lena, even as the show must go on. There is no show without Lena. Lena is necessary for all the illusions; they have already accomplished so much together. Lena is irreplaceable. Even if Lena was replaceable, no girls at school will replace her; none of them even speak to Vaclav or look at him in the hallway.

“Plan is not good, Vaclav.…” Lena says, trying to be gentle but interrupting Vaclav’s thoughts anyway.

“Don’t think now. We’ll talk later. No more talking now,” says Vaclav.

Lena makes a grumbling in the back of her throat, and they continue down Seventh Street toward Avenue P, toward school.

THE WAY THINGS ARE AT SCHOOL

…

P.S. 238 is a school that was built very long ago, with big bricks and enormous doors and windows. There is a huge door in the front of the school, where parents and teachers and visitors can enter. The students, including Vaclav and Lena, must use the side doors.

Each morning, students play on the side playground, which is just blacktop with lots of lines drawn in different places for hopscotch, and four square, and basketball, and marbles. Kids also play cards, sitting on warm asphalt. When the bell rings, the boys line up at the boys’ door and the girls line up at the girls’ door. The boys’ door is on the right, and above the door there is a stone plaque that says boys. The girls door is on the left, and above the door there is a stone plaque that says girls. The school hasn’t used the separate entrances in an official capacity for years, but the boys still refuse to walk through the girls door, and though the girls dare one another, giggling, to walk through the boys door, no one ever does.

When Lena and Vaclav arrive this morning, they have missed all the playtime because they dawdled on the walk, talking about the act. Vaclav joins the end of the boys’ line, and Lena joins the end of the girls’ line. The lines slowly feed into the building single file. Vaclav and Lena look at their feet. There is no girl for Lena to talk to and no boy for Vaclav to talk to.

Inside, they both climb two flights of stairs to the third floor. Vaclav goes to Mr. Hunter’s room, and Lena to Ms. Walldinger’s room. They will not see each other until ESL class, when they will both descend two flights of stairs, with all the other kids who have stinky lunches.

In Mr. Hunter’s class, Vaclav is the only stink-lunch ESL kid at the green table. The other boy is Ulysses, and the two girls are Nachalie and Genesis. Each table has two boys and two girls; no table has more than one stink-lunch kid.

On the table is a Do It NOW! worksheet. There are always four Xeroxes of the Do It NOW! worksheet on each table, and the children are to begin work on them immediately as they enter the classroom.

Vaclav thinks this must be the best part of the day for Mr. Hunter. During this time, Mr. Hunter stands outside the door to the hallway, one foot in, one foot out, looking for straggling students, even when everyone is already sitting in the classroom. Next door, Ms. Troani also straddles her classroom threshold, and they talk to each other like people on TV, with lots of jokes and gestures and winks and laughing.

Vaclav focuses his mind, trying too hard not to think about Lena or about getting permission, and reads the Do It NOW! There is a paragraph about fires. Then there are questions about fire safety. There are directions to the children to discuss with their group what they would save from their homes in case of a fire.

Vaclav knows what he would take, and it does not help at all to distract his mind from his problem with Lena.

“Hey, V! What would you bring?” The kids in Vaclav’s class don’t say his whole name, just the first letter. Vee. Vaclav doesn’t know for sure if this is a friendly thing, a familiar thing, or a bad, mean thing. It doesn’t seem very bad, if it is bad at all.

Vaclav decides to give a dishonest answer to the question, because the real thing that he would save in a fire is embarrassing to say. The real thing he would save in a fire is Lena.

“Collection of David Copperfield videos, I would save. Of course.” Vaclav thinks that this is a safe answer, because all the other kids talk about videos. Immediately, he knows that he is right, because they all smile. “Or my favorite book, Harry Houdini: Famous American.”

“I thought he was gonna say some Polish thing or something,” says Genesis.

“My family is not from Poland. My family is from Russia,” says Vaclav. “You might be confuse because my name is Polish, because I am named for my great-grandfather, who was Polish and was called Vaclav. But I am Russian.”

“Sorry. Russian, Polish. Whatever, same difference anyway, right?” says Genesis.

“No …” Vaclav begins, and trails off, because Nachalie is already interrupting to take his side.

“Genesis, it’s like that time that boy said you were a Mexican and you cried because your dad is just from Mexico but you’re Dominican like your mom, right? And plus, it’s like everyone’s American, right?” says Nachalie.

“Who’s David Copperfield?” asks Ulysses.

“David Copperfield is most amazing living American magician since Harry Houdini,” says Vaclav, with pride.

“I think David Blaine is cooler. Isn’t David Copperfield like an old guy? David Blaine froze himself in ice. That’s crazy. I could do that if I wanted to, I would just never want to,” says Ulysses.

“Is that what you want to do? Freeze yourself in ice? That’s disgusting, my mom said. Like, he just makes a scene and stuff,” says Nachalie.

“No, I practice magic and the art of illusion.” Vaclav looks at his tablemates, watching him so intently as he explains about the art of magic, the art of illusion, and he becomes excited and invigorated, and he decides to do something he has never done before; he decides to take a risk, in front of these, his first possible fans.

“This,” says Vaclav, pulling open the zipper of his backpack, “is video of famous David Copperfield show of illusions and magic.”

Vaclav places the case dramatically on the center of the table. He has it with him because its newness has not yet worn off; he continues to be excited by the sight of it in his backpack, though he’s had it for months. He sometimes likes to slide his hand into his backpack during class and feel the plastic case.

Nachalie laughs. Genesis laughs, but she doesn’t know why she’s laughing. Ulysses picks up the case, opens it, and takes out the disk.

“This is so bootleg!” He laughs.

Vaclav grabs the disk from Ulysses’s hand and reaches out to grab the case, but Ulysses pulls his hand out of reach. Ulysses gives him a look like Whoa, man, patience! Like there is no reason at all for Vaclav to be even just a little bit upset, which he is.

Holding the case away from Vaclav, Ulysses opens it and shows it to the girls. He points to the label.

“Look, this label is handwritten! This DVD is totally bootleg.” He hands the case back to Vaclav.

“What is this bootleg?” Vaclav asks.

“Oh, you know, like when in the tunnel to the B train there’s that man with a blanket out on the ground, and DVDs all over it …”

“Faw fuh fie dollah!” Genesis imitates the call of the man, the underground man, the video hawker.

Yes, thinks Vaclav, he has seen this man before, in the subway, on the way to Coney Island. Like all adults he meets on the subway or the bus, he behaves toward him as per his mother’s instructions—he points his eyes at the ground and continues on his way, never staring but always keeping his wits about him, never, ever letting his wits get away.

“This is from that guy, or from some other guy like that guy,” Ulysses says. Mr. Hunter clears his throat; class is starting. Ulysses lowers his voice to a whisper. “They just make a copy of the real thing, and then they sell it real cheap, like on the street or whatever.”

“But my father bought this for me.…” Vaclav says.

“Yeah, he did,” says Ulysses, “from the bootleg guy.”

Vaclav decides to do much research, to get to the bottom of this, this bootleg issue, as he is not trusting Ulysses, and to find out why the great magician David Copperfield could be so taken advantage of.

In the meantime, Vaclav must get through the day. Vaclav must try to quiet his thoughts of Lena and her big no, thoughts of his mother and the terrifying conversation, and especially thoughts of his father, who tells on his son instead of talking about things or being fatherly and sharing adult secrets like fathers on American television.

But it is especially hard to stop thinking about how the video that his father gave him as a gift may not be a real video but may be even a video practically stolen from Mr. David Copperfield, which is not the way of the magician and is to Vaclav very disturbing, because he must go around the world earning everything so that one day he will earn the trust and the belief of the nation and his many fans, and also, this video, which might be a terrible thing, was, until now, the best thing his father had ever done for him in his whole entire life besides giving him the opportunity to come as a human being into the earth and into existence, which is not something that Vaclav feels he should be in particular thankful about, because what else was he going to do?

STINK-LUNCHERS

…

Vaclav is excited to see Lena during ESL class, to tell her about the bootleg DVD, because she will make him feel better, either by saying something smart about the DVD or just by listening to him. This is something Lena does for Vaclav; she makes everything better just by being there. This is something that Vaclav hopes he is also able to do for Lena.

On the door of the ESL room there is a poster that says WELCOME in many different languages, including some languages, like Russian and Japanese and Chinese and Korean and Arabic, that use their very own alphabets.

When Vaclav walks into the ESL class, he sees, written on the blackboard, Welcome! Please take out your homework and compare your answers with a partner’s. Suddenly, Vaclav feels terrible. He has not completed his homework. This is unusual for Vaclav; he always finishes his homework. It is a half-truth, or a lie, to say that Vaclav has not completed his homework. The whole truth is that Vaclav has not even started his ESL homework and that he has not finished it. The truth is that Vaclav forgot about his ESL homework altogether. When his mother asked him if all his homework was finished, he fudged the truth a tiny bit, and said yes, even though he had just one more thing to do: an ESL worksheet. He had planned to do it later, but then so many things happened, and he forgot.

Now Vaclav’s bad feeling of forgetting to do his homework is mixing in with the bad feeling about the bootleg video and the bad feeling of Lena’s no and the bad feeling from the terrible conversation with his mother, and these feelings, all mixed together, are pushing hot tears into Vaclav’s eyes.

“Seats! Everyone take your seats!” says Mrs. Bisbano.

This sentence, which Mrs. Bisbano uses frequently, is confusing to Vaclav, because he knows she means for all the students to sit in their seats and she does not mean that all the students should take their seats, and besides, where would they take them?

Now Vaclav does not have time to tell Lena about the bootleg video. Also, he would like to quietly and privately tell Mrs. Bisbano about forgetting, for the first time all year, to do his homework, and he would like to tell her that he will bring it in to be checked tomorrow, but it is too late now to do anything at all.

Lena walks into the classroom with Marina and Kristina, the only popular girls who are also in ESL. They have blond hair, and they both wear it exactly the same, in ponytails on the side of their heads that look as if they should make them tip over. Marina and Kristina are talking to Lena, and Lena is smiling. Vaclav waves at Lena so that she will see him and come over to him, because he wants so badly to tell her about the bootleg DVD before class starts. He would also like her to sit next to him, or in the seat in front of him or behind him, as she usually does.

Lena looks quickly at Vaclav, but it seems as if his calling her over is not strong enough, and the pulling of Marina and Kristina is stronger, because Lena follows along behind them and then sits with them. Vaclav is still watching Lena sitting across the room, far away from him, when Mrs. Bisbano comes up from behind.

“Vaclav, where is your homework?” She says this in a regular tone of voice, as if it is not the most frightening thing to say, ever, in the whole world.

“Uhhhh …” says Vaclav, which is really not a thing to say and is actually just a sound to make.

“Where is your homework, Vaclav?”

Vaclav tries to tell Mrs. Bisbano how sorry he is, and how he will make it up as soon as possible, how he will even stay inside during lunchtime just to make it up, but when he tries to open his mouth to say these words, only crying comes out.

Mrs. Bisbano leans closer to Vaclav and says, “It’s okay. Go to the bathroom and blow your nose, and we can talk about this after class is over.”

Vaclav tries to say that yes, that is okay, but his voice is interrupted by more crying trying to come up in his throat.

Vaclav looks over at Lena, and she is looking away. Everyone else is looking at him. Lena is looking away.

ESKIMOLOGY

…

After Vaclav came back to ESL from the bathroom, Mrs. Bisbano told him that he could get a free pass for his homework if he brought it in the next day, since he had never missed an assignment before, and Vaclav felt much better. He didn’t get a chance to talk to Lena, since Lena wasn’t in his group for projects, and after class, she left really quickly with Marina and Kristina, before Vaclav could even pack up his pencils and erasers.

The rest of the day goes by very slowly, and even though Vaclav tries to pay attention to the teacher, his eyes keep wandering to the clock. When school is finally over, Vaclav waits outside for Lena. He stands in a spot where he can see everyone coming out of both doors and they can all see him. He knows that from this spot he will see Lena when she comes out. Vaclav always waits for Lena outside her house in the morning, and outside the school in the afternoon, and this is how he makes sure, every day, that they will walk together. Vaclav wonders now for only a moment if Lena would wait for him if he did not wait for her, but he knows that this is silly, and that yes, of course she would.

Vaclav stands and waits and thinks about the playground. In the winter, when it is very cold outside, and all around is snow that is very dirty with rocks and is mixed up with the frozen ground underneath, this always reminds Vaclav of the first step when his mother bakes, when she mixes together sugar and vanilla and brown sugar and some butter and an egg. This makes the dirty snow look like something good and wonderful, and it makes Vaclav feel warm, even in the cold.

Vaclav thinks about how sometimes, even when it is cold outside, you might feel warm because you have people or thoughts of people that warm you up like a fire, or make you feel that you are an Eskimo who is not really bothered by extreme cold, even if you feel the extreme cold. Other times you might feel that everything in the whole world is cold for a reason, and that it is cold for only you, and you can see all the other people with fires to warm them up and you feel that you will be cold forever. Sometimes you can feel cold like that even in the summertime.

Right now it is fall, and there is a chilly breeze, but Vaclav is waiting for Lena, and he can feel the sun on his face, and he feels warm.

But then as he waits longer and longer he feels colder and colder, especially as he is watching all the other kids coming out of the school, and some of them are brothers and sisters hating and loving each other, and some of them are friends and they are giggling, and some of them are friends and they are running out to play ball on the macadam, and some of them are the Guatemalan kids whose mamas are already buying them warm churros rolled in crunchy sugar from the lady who sells them on the corner.

Then suddenly there is Lena with four girls from her class. She looks directly at Vaclav, right in the eyes, and then she opens her mouth and laughs loudly at something that one of the girls has said, and then they all turn together and walk toward the street as though Vaclav is not even there, waiting at the most central location where he can see everyone and everyone can see him.

Vaclav follows behind Lena and her new friends, watching only the sidewalk go by under his feet as he walks all the way from Avenue P to Avenue U and Seventh Street. When he gets to Lena’s aunt’s house, he sees Lena break off from the pack and toss her hair and run up the stairs to the front door and go and shut the door behind her without looking behind to see Vaclav, standing alone, feeling cold.

HAPPY FAMILY KEBAB HOUSE

…

Vaclav drops his backpack on the sidewalk and opens up the frontmost pocket to check that there is, in between all the crummy bits and pencils and old candy wrappers, one dollar in change, and there is, so he walks two blocks to Happy Family Kebab House to have a drink and think about his plan of what to do next.

Happy Family Kebab House is right next door to the Russian supermarket where his mother sometimes goes to buy treats, always pointing out what is a rip-off and what she could make better with one hand chopped off.

Happy Family Kebab House has wood paneling and a big glass case full of big trays of food, like lamb kebabs under a piece of Saran wrap and stuffed cabbages that are crispy on the top, and handmade sausages of lamb and onion that are bright pink because they fry those for you right when you order them. Vaclav opens the drink case and takes out one Dr Pepper and puts it on the counter.

“One dollar exactly,” says Zev the owner, and Vaclav puts one dollar exactly on the counter in change. Usually he likes to chat with Zev, especially when Zev tries out new English on Vaclav, but today Vaclav is not in the mood.

Zev takes the Dr Pepper can and slides it into a brown paper bag that is the exact perfect size for one can, and he hands it to Vaclav, who takes the Dr Pepper to the seat by the window. He sits there for a very long time, feeling very sad for himself, although he is at the same time very happy to feel cozy inside of his jacket, and to drink the Dr Pepper from the can with a straw, and to look out the window at the people walking outside on the sidewalk, and even though this soda is almost one-half the cost of a possible trip to Coney Island to see the Sideshow, he thinks sometimes you know that it is a very long road to become a famous magician, and sometimes you have to spend your last dollar on buying a soda so that you have something to be grateful for that day, even if it lasts just one small piece of time.

Vaclav takes a deep breath and reminds himself that these are, in the scheme of things, very small problems. Vaclav reminds himself that there are some things that are, in the universe, destiny. Sometimes a young magician must remind himself that his dreams are written in the stars. He takes the Dr Pepper out of the paper bag and smushes the bag flat on the table. Using a pencil from his bag, he begins an important list on the brown paper bag.


THINGS THAT ARE:


1. One day being a famous magician

2. Lena being lovely assistant

3. Perseverance toward those goals in spite of any and every obstacle





NO MATTER WHAT

…

Vaclav knows what he will do. He will wait for Lena every single day in front of her house to go to school, and he will wait for her after school, and walk with her, and talk to her and make her many offers to persuade her in some way to agree to work on the show, with or without permission from his parents. Vaclav bounds out of the Happy Family Kebab House, feeling again like an Eskimo who can walk many miles in the cold, and runs home four blocks, with his backpack flopping about on his back the whole way. Vaclav is determined to do his homework very fast in order to have time to think and plan. Just the thought of homework gives Vaclav the idea for the offer he will make to Lena, and he knows at once that it will work one hundred percent.

The very next morning Vaclav is waiting for Lena outside of her house to walk with her to school and to propose the offer he knows she will not refuse.

When Lena opens the door and sees Vaclav, she stops with one hand still on the doorknob, and stands and looks at him and rolls her big brown eyes. She is wearing her hair in a ponytail on the side of her head, which is not a way she has ever worn her hair before. She sighs out loud, and then stomps down the stairs to the sidewalk and begins walking toward school without stopping to talk to Vaclav.

Vaclav feels confident, and trots along after her, and begins to make his pitch.

“Lena, I have idea for you. We will continue to work on the show. We will continue to try very hard to get permission to do the show without trouble.” Lena keeps walking. Vaclav continues, “But if necessary, we will do our show without permission, in secret.” But still, Lena does not slow down, or look behind, even to tell Vaclav no. She just keeps walking and pretending that he is not even there.

So that she will not be run over by cars, Lena stops at the corner of Eighth Street and Avenue R, because that is a very busy intersection. Because of this, she is forced to stand next to Vaclav, but she keeps her face hard and refuses to look at him.

“I will do your homework,” says Vaclav, and he can see from the side that one of her eyebrows goes way up and is making small wrinkles by the fuzz of her hair.

“All of it,” he says, and the eyebrow stays up. “Every day.” Lena’s eyebrow falls.

“ESL?” she asks.

“Even ESL,” he says.

She takes a deep breath and looks him right in his eyes.

“Da,” she says. “But secret only. My friends are not knowing, and we do no talk at school.” She looks both ways, and when she is sure no one is around, she says, “We meet at your house after school. Not outside. And no walking to school at all.”

“Okay! Is settled. Here. After school. We begin practice.”

“First homework,” Lena says. “Then begin. Bye-bye!”

Lena takes off, walking so quickly that Vaclav is left behind on the corner, watching the cars whiz by. He is so excited to have his assistant back, willing or unwilling, that it doesn’t occur to him to feel hurt or sad. It doesn’t occur to him that Lena, who has been his only friend since they were small, does not want to be seen with him. He thinks she will be his lovely assistant forever, and one day his wife. Vaclav doesn’t feel sad on this day, the day he stops walking her to and from school, the day she tells him not to embarrass her in front of her new friends.

TO BE HER SOMEWHERE

…

After school, Vaclav does exactly as is required by Lena. Mostly. Yes, he does some things that are not what Lena wanted. He waits for her outside of the building after school, yes. He gets his backpack all ready before the class even ends so that he can rush outside as soon as the bell rings, yes. He sits and waits, his body electric with anticipation for the moment the bell will ring, yes. He rushes outside the moment the bell rings, yes. He runs in the hallway, ignoring previous no-running-in-the-hallway warnings, yes. He sprints outside and hides himself stealthily behind a tree, where he can see the door from which Lena will exit, yes. He follows her home at a short distance, close enough to hear her laughing with Marina and Kristina, yes. But, but! He stays behind the shrubs and mailboxes and cars so that Lena does not know that he is there, and does not even know that he can hear her.

No, he does not leave Lena totally alone until it is time to practice the act. No, he does not go directly home to wait for her at his house, which is what she has asked of him. Instead, he follows her all the way to the Aunt’s house. Vaclav has done a nice thing, following her, so that she has never really been alone. Vaclav thinks that this is a nice thing, to always be there for someone, even if it is not exactly what Lena wants.

Vaclav watches from the street, but he does not understand exactly what Lena is doing. She is walking home with Marina and Kristina, saying goodbye to them on the sidewalk, laughing, and then she is skipping up the stairs to go inside the Aunt’s house, putting her hand on the latch of the screen door to go inside the Aunt’s house, but she is not going inside. Vaclav watches from behind a big blue mail-drop box across the street as Lena puts her hand on the door and as Lena watches Marina and Kristina turn the corner. As soon as they do, Lena skips down the stairs without going inside the Aunt’s house at all. Vaclav pops out from behind the big blue mail-drop box and smiles and waves. Lena stops skipping.

Vaclav can see that Lena is angry, because she makes her face into a face of angriness, not her usual silly face of concentrating, and because she takes a deep breath and her eyes get big and she stares hard at Vaclav.

Vaclav knows that he did not do exactly as Lena has asked him to do. He is not sure, however, why Lena is angry at him. They always do everything together. He does not consider that Lena might want to be without him, might want to say and think and do things without him, might want to do these things with other people and not with him. He’s thinking only that Lena is now having friends who are girls and this is girl time and is a natural thing, as he sees on television. He thinks that Lena will be excited that she is able to see him as soon as girl time is over, that he is there to meet her and walk with her from the Aunt’s house back to his house, excited that they will waste no time and can start right away with practicing for the act.

Vaclav knows that Lena needs help doing her homework, but he does not know about Lena’s feelings of having nowhere to go. He does not know the reasons that Lena would not go inside the Aunt’s house, not even for one single second to put down her knapsack and to drink a glass of water and to use the toilet. Vaclav knows only the letter, not the spirit of the laws in Lena’s life, and sometimes he doesn’t even know all the letters.

Vaclav does not know that to Lena, he is a place to go instead of nowhere. If he knew, he might be happy to be her somewhere, but he does not know.

TO BE NOWHERE

…

Right up until she found out that Vaclav was following her, Lena was having a good day. The popular girls, who had been ignoring her and leaving her out and not inviting her to their birthday parties since forever, asked her to sit with them at the lunch table, and they talked in really fast English about many things, and mostly she did not join with them, but she did laugh and agree. Lena, in general, does not talk, because her English is not good enough.

Marina and Kristina are in Lena’s ESL class because they are also not good at English. They are, in fact, even worse than Lena. The difference is that Marina and Kristina do not have to feel ashamed like Lena, because they came from Russia only two years ago. When someone asks them how long they have been here, in America, and they say two years, everyone, parents and teachers and even other kids, is impressed and tells them what a good job they are doing, and to keep practicing, and that they are so smart.

Lena has been in America since she was a baby. When she came she lived in her babushka’s apartment, and she knew only her babushka, and her babushka spoke to Lena in the only language she knew, which was Russian, and so it became the only language that Lena knew.

When Lena began kindergarten, she spoke only Russian, so for half the day she went to ESL class, which is for students who don’t speak English well or at all. And Lena felt always shy and afraid to talk out loud and to practice the English that she was learning, and when she went home, no one in her house spoke any English, just Russian. At home, it felt so good to say what she wanted to and to go to the bathroom exactly when she wanted to and to not have to worry about raising her hand and remembering what it was she was supposed to say when she wanted to go to the bathroom or, worse, say the wrong thing when she was called on. The worst was when something Lena said made everyone laugh, and she did not know why.

When people ask Lena how long she has been here, in America, and she says, “Since I was a baby,” they do not say anything like what a good job she is doing or “Keep practicing” or anything, because they think she has had plenty of time to learn to speak English, and they assume that she is probably more special-ed than ESL. So even though Lena is a very loud person on the inside, and very funny and smart, and sings songs and thinks big, loud thoughts, on the outside she seems quiet and shy.

No one knows how smart Lena is, because she doesn’t answer questions in class, and the teachers always frown at her, and she is always the last to finish her worksheets. No one realizes that even though numbers are the same in every language, it is very hard to understand long division when the person telling you what is the quotient and what is the divisor and how to carry the one is speaking a language you don’t understand. Everyone has the wrong idea of Lena, except Vaclav.

But today was different; today was new. Today Lena sat at the big lunch table with the cool girls instead of alone with Vaclav in the corner by the garbage cans. She didn’t feel weird and left out because she was the only girl without any other girlfriends. Lena felt happy, because at the lunch table no one seemed to notice that she didn’t speak. In fact, it seemed that the other girls were very happy that Lena was there, that she laughed and nodded at everything they said. It seemed to Lena that there were some girls at the table who were supposed to talk and some girls who were not. If the girls who were not supposed to talk were wanted at the table too, Lena was happy to be wanted. Lena learned that she was wanted because she was cute and quiet.

And then she saw Vaclav smiling and waving from across the street, hiding behind a mailbox, and it was all ruined. She didn’t feel cute, and she didn’t feel quiet. She felt angry and stupid. She felt like an ugly thing, like a person who has only one friend and is so ugly that they are mean to their only friend.

Lena wants only to find a space to be, between Vaclav and the cool girls, between what she wants and what she needs. Lena does not want to hurt anyone, and she thinks that maybe she has found a way.

FIGHTING AND BITING AND KICKING AND SCREAMING

…

“Hi, Lena! Surprise, I am waiting for you!” Vaclav says, and he sees that Lena is mad but thinks maybe if his mood is good enough, if he says enough cheering-up things, she will not be angry anymore, she will forget that she is angry, and she will just be happy to come over to practice the act with him.

Vaclav isn’t afraid to have a fight with Lena. He has been friends with Lena since he was six years old, so of course they fight with each other. When there is someone who is your destiny, someone who you love more than any other person, sometimes you push on them and pull on them and feel like hurting them. Fighting is something that happens when there is someone who is your only other person in the world, someone you have no choice about, which is why brothers and sisters are always fighting and biting and kicking and screaming.

Lena stands on the steps of her aunt’s house and glares at Vaclav. Vaclav stands on the sidewalk, at the bottom of the steps, and looks up at Lena, smiling. If someone were to walk by, they would think that the scene is very romantic, like Romeo and Juliet. This is exactly what Lena does not want to have happen; she wants no one to know about the time she spends with Vaclav, about the time she spends at his house working on silly and embarrassing things. She does not want anyone to know about how she and Vaclav talk about one day being husband and wife. She feels embarrassed about how she asked him to promise her, asked him over and over if those things would be true, over and over until she believed them and he believed them.

“Walk,” says Lena.

“Where?” says Vaclav.

“Home,” says Lena. “No look.”

“No look where?” says Vaclav.

“Back,” says Lena. “No look back.”

And so Vaclav turns and walks toward his house, away from the front stairs of Lena’s house, and he does not look back the entire way. Lena waits, and as soon as Vaclav turns the corner, she follows, one block behind, never on the same block, but still together. He knows, without asking and without looking, that she is there behind him. He knows it was Lena who asked, over and over and over again, if he would promise to be her husband one day, no matter what, so he’s not worried.

When Vaclav arrives at his house, he goes inside without looking behind him, and of course, two minutes later, Lena comes right in without ringing the doorbell or knocking.

FIRST NOTHING THEN HOMEWORK

…

No one is home at Vaclav’s house. Oleg is still at work, because he is a hack (which is a word that Vaclav likes better than taxi driver), and his shift most days goes from early in the morning until just before dinner. Rasia is still at work at the medical supply company on Kings Highway, where she answers the phone and makes calls and does all kinds of filing and inventory management and other things that are very boring for Vaclav to hear about.

Vaclav’s house is the bottom half of a whole house. The house looks like one big house, but there are stairs that go up to Mrs. Ruvinova’s front door, and there is also a door under the stairs, which is Vaclav’s front door. Because Vaclav’s house is underneath another house, sometimes he feels like he is hiding in a cozy place, like a fox’s den, and sometimes he feels like he is on the underground subway because it is very bangy and cramped. He can hear all the people on the roof of his house, which is the floor of their house, and even though the houses are the same size, it feels like it would be better to be the people whose floor is someone else’s roof than the people whose roof is someone else’s floor. Also, it seems that it would feel better to be the people who look out their windows at a little bit of trees instead of at a little bit of underground and a little bit of dead leaves.

Vaclav and Lena walk through the living room, which is where later Oleg will snore while he watches Russian television programs, past the bathroom and the door to Vaclav’s room and the door to Vaclav’s parents’ room, and into the kitchen, where they both slam their backpacks onto the ground with a bang.

Lena sits down at the table, and Vaclav walks to the fridge. Vaclav always holds on to the handle of the fridge and leans down to see what is in it, just like his father does, even though Vaclav is short and when he leans down he can’t see half of the refrigerator.

“First snack. Okay, for drinks we have Brita, we have grapefruit juice, we have fruit punch. What would you like to drink, Lena?” Vaclav begins to take out the carton of fruit punch for himself, and he keeps standing at the fridge and waiting for Lena’s answer, even though he knows that Lena will not want anything to eat or drink. Sometimes, though, when Vaclav’s parents are not home yet, Lena will say that she has to use the bathroom, but then she will go into the kitchen and eat something out of the refrigerator secretly, and sometimes she will even put something from the pantry into her backpack and take it with her. Vaclav notices this, but he does not say anything about it.

“First nothing. Then homework. Finish homework. Then snack, then practicing,” says Lena.

Vaclav knows that Lena will not have a snack after the homework is finished. He feels her urgency to do the homework as soon as possible. Vaclav feels a little bit of something not nice, a little bit of something angry at Lena, something that does not like for Lena to rush him, but he lets it go away, and he closes the fridge and pours the fruit punch into a glass that used to be a jelly jar, and he drinks a big sip from it and then fills the glass again.

When he sits down next to Lena and puts his glass on the table it looks like he is wearing fruit-punch lipstick and a fruit-punch mustache.

“What do you want to do first?” he asks Lena, pulling his binder from his bag and putting it on the table.

“Math,” says Lena, and she pulls from the bottom of her bag a worksheet from her math class, which is the lowest math class. Vaclav’s math class is the highest math class. The math classes are not called lowest or highest or dumbest or smartest or slowest or fastest, they are called yellow and purple and green, but everyone knows that in yellow there are more ESL kids and more pictures on the homework worksheets. The worksheet that Lena pulls out from her backpack is like a fancy fan at the bottom, because it has become smushed under all the books in Lena’s bag.

The worksheet is about long division, which Vaclav studied in his math class last year, so he can explain it to Lena. Vaclav thinks he should tell Lena that her first problem is that she is not organized and that if she was more organized, if she had some folders and labels, then she might be more organized in her head, and that if she did not mash up and wrinkle every worksheet and homework assignment, she might care more about doing them and she might get better grades. But Vaclav is feeling that Lena does not want to hear this, that things between them are strange, because even though Vaclav is doing something nice for Lena, he is having to act extra-nicely to her, feeling like he should thank her or offer her a present, and this is making the angry feeling come again, but Vaclav ignores it.

“Here,” Vaclav says, and points her eyes toward the first problem. “This is asking how many times two will go into six hundred twenty-seven.”

“What is ‘goes into’?” asks Lena.

“It is how many twos are in six hundred twenty-seven,” says Vaclav.

“One,” says Lena, pointing at the two in 627.

“No, it is like this. You are one. I am one. Together we are two, yes?”

“Da,” says Lena.

“Together we are VacLena, one thing. But taking up two spaces—two chairs,” Vaclav says, formulating in his mind, finally, how he will show her.

“If there were six hundred twenty-seven chairs, how many VacLenas could sit?”

“I don’t know.”

“Remember, each VacLena needs two chairs, and they cannot be split up.”

“Why not?” asks Lena.

“Because,” says Vaclav, “because then there is remainder, which is the next thing.”

“What is ‘remainder’?” asks Lena.

“Is when we split up VacLena, if there is maybe only one more spot—one more chair left. Then there is just Vaclav or just Lena.”

“And this cannot be,” says Lena.

“That was very good English, Lena,” says Vaclav.

THE TIME PASSES QUICKLY AND SLOWLY

…

It takes a whole hour for Vaclav to teach Lena her mathematics, and then there is also a worksheet to do for ESL, and then there is also a writing assignment for Lena’s regular daytime class. By the time they get to the writing assignment, Rasia is home, and it is dark out, and Vaclav’s juice glass has been filled and emptied many times. When it is time to work on the writing assignment, Lena slumps her body down into the chair so that it seems to Vaclav that she has noodles instead of bones. Even Lena’s head falls forward, and when Vaclav asks her to look directly at a sentence they have written or at the spelling of a word, she sighs and leans her arm on the table, and then leans her head on her arm, and then barely opens her eyes.

“You must use this pen, and you must write the sentence, Lena! I can help you with it, but in my handwriting the teacher will smell cheating!” Vaclav says.

Lena sighs, loud and deep, releasing the sound from her entire body all at once.

Rasia is banging around in the kitchen, making it very hard for Vaclav to concentrate, and Lena is acting like a bag of noodles dripping all over her chair, and upstairs in Mrs. Ruvinova’s house, people are watching a movie with a lot of yelling and screaming and gun noises and crash noises. The people watching the movie are probably not Mrs. Ruvinova but Mrs. Ruvinova’s sons, who are big and have hair that always looks wet and who smell like magazines and who wear leather jackets that they never take off and that make a funny sound on Mrs. Ruvinova’s leather sofas.

Vaclav has seen these sons on trips upstairs to Mrs. Ruvinova’s for sugar or flour or vodka. He does not know how many of them there are, because they look very similar. They make him feel uncomfortable and unsafe, because when he goes upstairs and is waiting for Mrs. Ruvinova to give him a cup of sugar, the sons sit on the couch and do not say hello.

Vaclav is thinking of Mrs. Ruvinova’s sons, and of the sounds and smells of his mother cooking, and what she is cooking, which so far is something that has onions and cabbage in it, something that makes a lot of smoke and steam. He is finding it very hard to think of what Lena should write next in her homework assignment about the American Revolution, especially while Lena is not helping at all, is just sitting like a Lena-shaped lump on the chair next to him.

“Get this homework off of the table and set for dinner or else,” says Rasia. She says this in a sweet, warm voice, even though the words that she uses sound mean, because she learned a lot of her English by watching pirated episodes of Law & Order every night while she was still in Russia waiting for the paperwork and the stamps and the cards and the letters that would allow her to move her family to America.

Vaclav closes his binder and closes Lena’s composition notebook, and clears all of the pencils and erasers and books off the table. Lena drags her noodle body out of her chair to go count the silverware, and Rasia asks, “Lena? You are staying?”

“Da,” says Lena.

“English!” says Rasia.

“Yee-us,” growls Lena, as she does every night, because nothing has changed even though something has changed.

Vaclav has to pack up all the homework and put it away, and he feels terrible because he has not even started his own homework and already it is dinnertime, and it feels very late. He is beginning to understand that there will be no time to finish his own homework, and Lena’s homework, and then to practice the magic act.

Vaclav brushes past Lena as he is reaching up for plates, and Lena whispers, “No finish homework, no practice nothing,” in a voice like an old mean cat.

And Vaclav understands that every night from now on he will do Lena’s homework for her, without teaching her anything. He will tell her what to write exactly in her essays, will not even ask her what she is thinking about the question—for example, if she would be a loyalist or a revolutionary if she was alive then and why—he will just do it for her without any help at all, because this is what is necessary, because this is what Lena wants. And what Vaclav wants is what Lena wants, because they are VacLena with no remainder.

EIGHT VACLENA, REMAINDER ONE LENA

…

The very next day Vaclav and Lena walk home from school exactly as planned. Vaclav walks home alone, while Lena walks with Marina and Kristina to the Aunt’s house and pretends to go inside. They meet up at Vaclav’s house, where Lena does not have to ring the doorbell; she just goes inside through the living room with the cushiony rug and the big, enormous TV straight to the kitchen, where Vaclav is already starting to work furiously on his homework so that there will be time to work on the act.

Lena puts her backpack down next to the kitchen table and goes to the fridge. Today Vaclav will do her homework, totally and completely. Today they will work on the act. She will not feel guilty, and she will not feel mean. She will feel finished with her homework, and she will feel friends with Marina and Kristina and with Vaclav, because they will work on the act. Vaclav is working on the homework, and he is not talking at all, not to offer snacks to Lena or to say hello. But this is okay. Today Lena wants to have a snack.

Lena opens the fridge, takes out a string cheese, and sits down at the kitchen table next to Vaclav and eats the string cheese one string at a time while Vaclav murmurs quickly over her math homework.

Vaclav does not hide from Lena how quickly he does the work that yesterday took her many hours. Lena feels bad that she doesn’t understand math, but Lena is used to this kind of feeling bad, and watching how quickly he does what she cannot do feels good because it makes her feel sure of things without any questions, without any doubt.

LENA HAS A SNACK

…

Lena sits at the kitchen table until she finishes the whole string cheese, and then she throws away the wrapper, and then she takes down a big glass and fills it with milk from the fridge and drinks it all the way down and then puts it in the sink, and then she takes a loaf of Wonder bread from the bread box, and she takes out three slices, and she starts to eat one of the slices right away by making little bite-sized pieces with her fingers and looks into the refrigerator for something to make a sandwich with and then gives up and then puts mustard all over the two pieces of bread and then puts them together and then sits next to Vaclav at the kitchen table and then eats a mustard sandwich while Vaclav is doing her homework, and when she is done eating the mustard sandwich she gets up and goes to the refrigerator and takes out the peanut butter and takes a spoon from the silverware drawer and digs into the peanut butter and takes a big spoonful and then sits down at the kitchen table next to Vaclav and licks at it and then eats it and then goes back to the peanut butter jar and takes another big scoop and this time eats it standing up and eats another standing up and another until almost all the peanut butter is gone, and then she hears the sound of Rasia opening the front door, and then she quickly puts the lid back on the jar of peanut butter but does not even screw it down all the way and pushes it back farther in the fridge and then sits down next to Vaclav and pretends to be very interested in what he is doing and even nods.

RASIA IS NOT TRICKED

…

Rasia saw Lena scurry away from the refrigerator. Sometimes being a mother is like when you turn on the lights and all the roaches go running for cover, and if you are looking carefully at the floor, expecting to see all the scurrying, then you will see it, but if you are thinking about what snack to have or looking at the ceiling fan and thinking about how long it has been since you’ve dusted it, then you will not see the scurrying. When Rasia comes inside she always looks immediately toward the kitchen, and as with bugs, even if you did not see what the bugs were doing before the scurrying, you can see where they were and where they scurried to and what they scurried away from, and then you have some clues or ideas about what is going on.

Rasia also saw Lena pretend to be interested in the work that Vaclav was doing, so she walks right up to the kitchen table and sees that Vaclav is working on a worksheet that has Lena’s name on the top of the page. Then Rasia opens the refrigerator and sees the peanut butter with the lid askew, and she looks inside and sees all the little spoon scoops, not the knife swirls you make when you put peanut butter on a sandwich.

Today Rasia is on high alert because of the strange behavior of the last few nights. She rehashes this strange behavior in her mind like a detective. First was Lena vomiting. Then was coming home to find Vaclav still in the kitchen, still doing work, with Lena slumped at the table beside him. This is evidence of something bad, because this is not normal. Normal is to come home and to find Vaclav and Lena working hard on a magic act in Vaclav’s bedroom but with the lights on and the door open and feet on the floor because hers is a house with morals.

She noticed, last night at dinner, Vaclav’s terrible mood, a mood like someone who has lost a long and hard game of csyak svoi kozyi. And now there is little Lena eating from the fridge and hiding it, and wanting Rasia to think that she is helping Vaclav with homework when she is not.

Rasia wants to know exactly what is going on and also exactly why.

THIS MUST BE PRACTICE TONIGHT

…

For dinner, Rasia has made shchi. She found, when she came to America, that for very little money she could fill the slow cooker with meat and cabbage in the morning and come home to a traditional Russian meal in the evening. Usually Lena just pushes the gray meat around in her bowl until it is time to clear the table, but tonight Lena eats all her shchi before Rasia even has a chance to sit down and pick up her fork. Meanwhile, Vaclav is using his fork to pull out the pieces that he does not feel like eating: pieces of cabbage that have become burned on the edge or the belly-button pieces of the tomato where the vine was attached.

Rasia looks at her husband, who keeps his hand on his vodka so that he can take a sip between bites.

Rasia watches Lena out of the corner of her eye; she is scraping her spoon around on the bottom of her bowl like the shchi is the last food on the planet earth.

“All homework is done?” she asks.

“All. All done, and so Lena and I will be preparing to practice our act as soon as we finish eating dinner, thank you.”

“You are welcome,” says Rasia, still looking at Lena, whose focus has not shifted from the shchi, not one tiny smidge.

“Lena, you eat so fast you will make yourself sick again. Slow down; you can have more.” Lena looks up at Rasia, embarrassed.

“Vaclav—fill Lena’s bowl,” she says.

“Tonight you are practicing some tricks? Some magic? Some con-artist games?” Oleg says to Lena. Lena is afraid of Oleg, because his face is ugly to look at and covered with small holes, and because he smells and because a little piece of hairy belly always comes out from underneath his shirt, and because everything he says is yelling.

Vaclav doesn’t feel like answering his father, or eating very much, and he doesn’t feel like sitting anymore at the kitchen table. Vaclav doesn’t even feel like practicing the act.

When Vaclav feels discouraged, he likes to read his Houdini book, and to remind himself that Houdini had many hard things to overcome before he became famous, and that he believed that perseverance and resilience were the most important qualities a person could have. Houdini worked very hard for many years with no money and no fame, and that is when he learned all of his important skills. Thinking about Houdini reminds Vaclav that to have struggles and perseverance is important to the forging of his character, and he reminds himself that one day in the future he may be thanking Lena for putting him through the troubles and difficulties of this time, for it will make him great and magnificent. This he tells to himself over and over in his mind, so that he will not forget it.

Still, Vaclav is feeling discouraged about all the time he is spending doing Lena’s homework in addition to his own homework, that all this homework is taking time away from the magic that must be practiced for him to become the most successful and famous magician. Vaclav feels homesick, suddenly homesick, for a place that doesn’t exist.

“May I be excused?” asks Vaclav, looking down at the table, at the half-eaten brown cabbage stew in his bowl.

“Sure,” says his mother, while his father snorts in a laugh that might be a laugh that loves Vaclav, or might be a laugh that is mean.

Vaclav stands up from the table and puts his bowl of shchi in the sink, while Lena shovels into her mouth the last few bites of her second bowl and follows closely behind Vaclav, terrified at the idea of being left alone with his parents.

GLOVES

…

Vaclav sits down immediately at his desk and begins making a new, angry list.

“Act for practice first: box of disappearing. I think,” says Lena. Vaclav does not respond to Lena but begins adding to his list:


COSTUMES



“No?” says Lena.

Vaclav does not respond to Lena but begins another list:


LIST OF THINGS NEEDED FOR COSTUMES FOR SHOW AT CONEY ISLAND



“Or card. Cards trick,” says Lena, looking over Vaclav’s shoulder.

“Card tricks,” he corrects.

“Okay!” says Lena. Lena is starting to feel worried that something is wrong, that her plan of making Vaclav feel happy, of making the balance between getting from and giving to, is not working.

“No, not yes to card tricks, just telling you it is not cards trick, with a letter s on the end of card, but it is card tricks, with a letter s on the end of trick,” says Vaclav.

“What it is wrong?” says Lena, even though she knows a little what’s wrong. Vaclav does not answer but adds to his list as if he did not hear her:


LIST OF THINGS NEEDED FOR COSTUMES FOR SHOW AT CONEY ISLAND


TOP HAT

CAPE

TUXEDO





Vaclav knows that there is more that belongs on his list, but he suddenly cannot think of the things that belong in the outfit of a magician, even though he has been picturing the outfit for many years. Vaclav knows that his thoughts and feelings about Lena are pushing around his memory. It is Lena’s fault that he does not remember, and it is Lena’s fault that they haven’t been practicing the act enough.

“What do magicians wear? I can’t think of what magicians are wearing!” says Vaclav, and he means it only as a question, but all his anger about Lena’s fault comes out with it.

“Hat,” says Lena, afraid.

“I have that already!” says Vaclav.

“Ummm, the long, on shoulders, the long …” Lena is looking for words, and this too is making Vaclav wait and making Vaclav angry.

“Cape? I have that one already too,” Vaclav says, and he knows that his voice is making Lena afraid, is scaring her words away.

“Ummm …” says Lena.

“What?” says Vaclav. “I’m waiting.”

“Ummm,” says Lena, with her ummms getting more and more wobbly.

“Never mind!” says Vaclav, and he goes back to writing his lists.

“Ummm,” says Lena, and her ummms now are like a violin that wiggles its notes.

“Forget it!” says Vaclav. And then Lena sits down on the floor, behind Vaclav’s chair, where he can’t see her, so she can hide the tears that are spilling from her eyes and down her face, and she says, “Gloves.”

She says it too low, with the letter l too heavy, and the o too round to be an American o, but still, Vaclav hears her Russian l and o, and her rumbly v, and the e just the tiny bit of air exiting her mouth, with the s barely hanging on, and Vaclav understands, and he knows exactly the gloves she is talking about.

Vaclav does not notice that Lena is crying. He feels incredibly happy because the white magician’s gloves complete the picture of what he wants to look like for the show on the boardwalk at Coney Island. He is happy because he can see himself looking like a professional magician.

He needs the white gloves, the brilliantly white gloves that will highlight his every movement and make his audience pay attention to his hands so that it is as if he has their eyeballs on fishing line attached to his fingertips. It is very important, in magic, to have the audience’s eyeballs attached to your fingertips, because sometimes the magician is waving his hand and saying, look, the trick is over here, but actually the trick is somewhere else. Vaclav learned this from The Magician’s Almanac, which said if you want to learn how a magician performs his illusions, when he says, “Watch carefully as I do this,” you must watch carefully everywhere else, because he is trying to distract you.

“What do you want to wear for the show on Coney Island?” Vaclav asks, because the appearance of the lovely assistant is very important to the art of magic, just like the white gloves that make the audience’s eyes attach to your fingertips as though with fishing line. The assistant is there so that while the magician creates an illusion everyone will look carefully somewhere else. Sometimes the assistant is the somewhere else.

“What do you think your costume should be?” Vaclav asks again.

Lena stops crying and takes deep breaths. She is starting to forget about being upset, because she is very excited. Lena will wear the golden fringed bikini of Heather Holliday.

The first time that Lena saw Heather Holliday she was just five years old, and it was also the first time she saw the famous Coney Island Sideshow, and it was also the first time that she saw the ocean, and it was the first time that she saw a roller coaster, and it was the first time that she smelled a hot dog, and it was the first time that she went over to Vaclav’s house, and it was the first time that she ever had a friend.

HOW IT HAPPENED: THE FIRST TIME THAT VACLAV MET LENA

…

Lena’s aunt, Ekaterina, was always complaining about having to watch Lena, and about how she was always missing the good shifts, the shifts that made the most tips, because she had to pick up Lena or put Lena to bed, or feed Lena something for dinner. One of the people who the Aunt complained to was her boyfriend, who had a job picking up boxes and standing outside smoking in a T-shirt, and he did this job for the medical supply company on Kings Highway where Rasia was the receptionist. The Aunt’s boyfriend knew Vaclav’s mom, and he knew that she had a kid who looked to be about five, the same age as Lena.

The boyfriend was tired of the Aunt complaining, and was tired of the Aunt not making any money, and also of Lena always hanging around the apartment and getting in the way with her quietness, especially since school had let out for the summer and she was home all the time, and so he talked to Rasia and they set up a playdate.

HOW IT WAS FOR VACLAV

…

Rasia was happy to have someone for her son to play with who was also in his school, because he was the new kid there, and since he had just come from Russia, he didn’t have so many friends. In fact, he hadn’t had a friend come over to play since they moved from Russia, and she was so excited that she rushed home with her news to tell Vaclav.

“Vaclav. Turn off TV. I have something I can tell you.” She was not yet used to speaking to her son only in English. The decision to switch, to speak strictly English at home, was easy, but speaking to her son in a language that was not her own, this was hard. Not always having words for the things she wanted to say, this was especially hard when she was trying to have a conversation about something for which she might not have the words even in Russian, or even if she also spoke Arabic, and the click language they speak in Africa on the National Geographic Channel. Even if she knew all the languages in the whole world perfectly, she might not be able to explain to her son the things she was feeling. What she was feeling was something close to, but not exactly:


I’m so terribly sorry that you are lonely and that you do not have any friends and other kids think that you are strange, and it hurts me like someone tearing off my skin and pouring acid onto it, but we did something that for you would be the best thing in the end, and even if you never, ever know it we will know it, and when you look at us and blame us for choosing for you a hard thing, we will know it, and when you look at us and blame us for being your parents, we will know it then too.



“Is video. I can pause,” said Vaclav, rolling his eyes and pointing his remote up at the screen of the big TV and pausing David Copperfield in midair just as he was being lowered from the ceiling of a huge auditorium.

Rasia eased herself onto the big couch. Then she patted the seat next to her, and Vaclav stood up from the floor, where he had been watching the TV. Vaclav had been sitting about two feet away from the screen, so that he could see up close and be able to guess the secrets behind David Copperfield’s tricks.

“I met a woman today who has a girl same age as you.” Rasia paused and looked at Vaclav, who raised one eyebrow. Skeptical. Okay, thought Rasia, at least he is not angry. He is interested.

“This girl, she is coming from Russia when she is a baby, she is having not her mother or her father around for her, and she is very shy.” Vaclav didn’t stop her, so she continued.

“She does not have many friends, and her English is not so good, so I am hoping that you will have playdate with her, maybe help with English, maybe even make friend.” Vaclav rolled his eyes in disgust, disinterest, and annoyance, all at the same time, and then asked, “What is her name?”

“Yelena. They call her Lena,” said Rasia.

“Okay,” said Vaclav. He knew who this girl was, the shy girl from ESL, but she had never spoken to him or to anyone else that he knew of.

“She is coming Saturday for playdate,” said Rasia. “Maybe for activity, we go to Coney Island.”

HOW IT WAS FOR LENA

…

Lena woke up on a Saturday morning and went into the kitchen. Ekaterina, her aunt, was sitting at the kitchen table in her robe, drinking coffee and smoking a cigarette and looking at the newspaper. Even though it was early in the morning, the Aunt had actually just come home from work and had not even gone to sleep yet. The Aunt looked at Lena but didn’t say anything, and Lena didn’t say anything either but reminded herself to be quiet. The Aunt didn’t feel good in the morning; mornings gave her a headache, and she hated when Lena made any sounds.

Lena looked for things to eat for breakfast, but there was not very much there, not any cereal or any pancake mix or anything like that, and in the refrigerator there was no milk or orange juice or eggs or string cheese. The only thing in the fridge was Slim-Fast, and the only thing in the freezer was vodka, and the only things in the pantry were cans of things that are not really good for eating, especially if you aren’t very good at using a can opener.

Lena closed the pantry lightly so that it didn’t make any sound at all. She was planning to give up and go back to her room and maybe lie in the bed and try to sleep a little bit more to pass the time. She was waiting for the Aunt to go to bed so that she could take a dollar bill from the Aunt’s purse to go buy a snack from the bodega on the corner, or so that she could drink one of the Slim-Fast cans from the fridge, if there were enough so that the Aunt wouldn’t notice one missing and would not yell at her.

“Get dress. You are going to your friend’s house,” said Lena’s aunt. Lena was confused, because she didn’t have any friends.

Lena also felt that she had no choice, because the Aunt told her she was going in a no-questions way, which was the way she said almost everything. So Lena went to her room and put on clothes and shoes, and made sure she was dressed and ready to go to her friend’s house.

SATURDAY MORNING

…

Vaclav woke up very early, and his mother was already awake, and Vaclav could smell furniture polish and lemons and bleach, and the house smelled like it did on mornings when there was company coming later, or the first time every year that it is nice enough outside to open all the windows and everything feels electric.

They had made a plan together. Rasia would take Vaclav and Lena to Coney Island on the subway, and they would ride the rides, and then come home and eat some sandwiches for lunch. Vaclav and his mother were very happy about this plan, both of them knowing that Vaclav would have a new friend, and both of them knowing that they were doing something nice for Lena. They could not know that many bad things would come from this day along with the good things. They did not know that the good things would happen and interact with the bad things like chemicals and make them worse, and the other way around as well. They did not know that Vaclav and Lena would wander past the famous Coney Island Sideshow and see magic tricks and Heather Holliday and her golden fringed bikini for the first time. They could not know that this would be the beginning of everything.

DING DONG HELLO

…

Ekaterina walked Lena right up to the front door of Vaclav’s house, and Lena felt very bad and confused because she didn’t want the Aunt to leave her there, but she also didn’t want anyone to see the Aunt with her makeup still on for work. Unfortunately, there was nothing Lena could do. The Aunt held her wrist very tightly, and a little too high up in the air, so that Lena had to twist her body to keep her shoulder from hurting, and they stood and rang the bell. As soon as the bell chimed, Lena could hear movement behind the door.

On the other side of the door, Vaclav and his mother were both sitting on the big couch, with everything in the apartment clean and the TV off, not talking about how excited they were. When the doorbell rang, Vaclav and his mother both stood up, and Vaclav ran off to his room, pretending to suddenly need something, overcome with excitement and nervousness and not wanting to seem as if he was just sitting and waiting for Lena to come.

Rasia opened the door and stared at Ekaterina, who as the door was opening was pressing the doorbell a second time. Ekaterina had hair that started out dark brown at the scalp and became orange for a moment and then a glowing white-blond, stretched back tightly into a ponytail that started at the top of her head. She wore one of those fuzzy pink matching jumpsuits that all the young mothers were wearing, which made Rasia feel as though there was a club that she did not belong to, and on her feet she had big, high stiletto heels made out of clear plastic. Everything on her face was painted on as if she started with nothing there: big black eyebrows that did not match any of the hair that grew on her head, and thick, dark lines around her eyes, and thick pink lines around her lips, and even a thick line where her face ended at her jaw and did not blend into her neck.

Rasia looked at Ekaterina and then looked at Lena, who was gripping Ekaterina’s hand and looking terrified, and her heart broke just a little bit at first because she had no daughter, and then a moment later because of what she had heard about the story of Lena’s life and the rumors she had heard about Ekaterina’s job, and she wanted to scoop up the little girl and feed her and hold her and make her safe.

“Zdravstvuite,” said the Aunt.

“Zdravstvuite, nice to meet you,” said Rasia, switching to English. The Aunt glared at her.

“I have to go now. I pick her up in the evening,” said the Aunt.

“Yes, of course,” said Rasia, embarrassed to realize that she had been imagining that Ekaterina would sit down, that she would serve her the tea that was already steeping in the kitchen, that Lena would run off to play with Vaclav, and that she and Ekaterina would discuss Lena and Vaclav, and parenthood, and the neighborhood, and the challenges of finding good after-school child care and the challenges of being in this country, and become unlikely friends. Rasia was surprised and embarrassed to feel so very lonely. This had happened before, a few times: loneliness that snuck up on her at the grocery store or on the bus and caught her off guard.

“Do svidaniya,” said Lena’s aunt Ekaterina, turning to walk away on the crumbling, buckling sidewalk in her plastic high-heeled shoes without saying a word to Lena, like “Goodbye” or “Have a good time” or “I love you” or “Be good” or “I don’t care if I ever see you again; I hate you” or “Have a good time on the Cyclone and have fun seeing the ocean for the first time.” The Aunt just turned and left Lena there.

Rasia noticed that Lena still had tiny bits of sleep-crust in her eyes, and her heart broke a little bit more. She stood in the open doorway, watching, stunned, as the Aunt stomped away, lighting a cigarette as she walked.

“Do svidaniya,” said Rasia, though Ekaterina was already too far away to hear.

VACLAV MAKES A GRAND ENTRANCE

…

“Lena, come inside, is very nice to have you … Take off shoes here, please,” Rasia said, and pointed at the line of her family’s shoes next to the door: her loafers, her husband’s ugly work shoes, and Vaclav’s special new shoes with the lights on the heels and the Velcro everywhere, because in America no one, not even small children, has time to tie his own shoes, and everything must have flashing lights.

Lena walked over to the line of shoes and stood so that her feet were in line with all the empty shoes. Lena was wearing white canvas sneakers, and without reaching down with her arms at all or changing the positioning of her torso one single bit, she used the toe of her left foot to slip the shoe off her right foot, and then used the toe of her right foot to slip the shoe off her left foot. In this way, she took off her shoes without moving very much, and without taking her eyes off Rasia.

Vaclav was spying from the hallway and saw what Lena had done, that she had taken off her shoes with the minimum of effort, stepping to the exact place where she wanted the shoes to be so that she did not have to move them once they were off her feet. He smiled a little bit on the inside and came forward to introduce himself.

“Hello. I am Vaclav. It is nice to meet you. Welcome to my house. Can I get you something to drink?” he said, and tried very hard not to sound rehearsed. Lena just looked down, embarrassed.

“Okay,” said Vaclav. Vaclav started to feel embarrassed as he went over in his head why Lena maybe didn’t answer him, why she looked down at the floor, embarrassed. He had said, “Nice to meet you,” but, of course, it was not the first time he had ever met Lena, because they had been in school together and were in the same ESL class in kindergarten. Vaclav felt his face grow hot. He became worried, but he saw that Lena’s face looked hot and worried too.

The three of them, the mother, the young magician, and the tiny girl, stood silently, looking at the floor between them.

“Does anyone need to use the bathroom before we leave?” said Rasia.

“No,” said Vaclav. “I already went.” He looked at Lena, but she said nothing.

“Okay, I pee and then we go,” said Rasia, and she turned and walked to the bathroom, leaving Vaclav and Lena to stare at the floor together.

CHILDREN UNDER FORTY-FOUR INCHES

…

As they walked to the subway station together, Vaclav and his mother made strange efforts at having conversations that would be of interest to Lena, and that were in clear and simple English so that she could listen and feel included, but also in no way required Lena to respond or to answer questions. They talked about how they would be starting first grade at the end of the summer, about shows Vaclav liked on TV, and about how hot it was outside, but Lena did not join in.

All the way along East Sixteenth Street, onto Avenue U, all the way into the subway station and up the stairs to the platform, Vaclav and his mother did a dance around Lena, trying always to keep Lena between them, but Lena walked slowly, looking only down at the ground, and so Vaclav and his mother kept falling back to keep her between them, to keep up the illusion that they were enjoying the morning together.

Lena felt unsure of what to do. She had never been out with anyone besides her babushka and the Aunt. When her babushka was alive, they barely ever went out, because her babushka was weak and she had meals delivered for free from the nice volunteers at Meals on Wheels, and Lena and her babushka would share those. So mostly they went out only to the store on the corner for toilet paper or garbage bags, and that was only very rarely. The Aunt rarely took Lena anywhere.

Also, Lena had never taken the subway, and she felt very scared because she had no money. She didn’t think the way that Vaclav did, which was with total trust that if he needed something his mother would give it to him, would know and prepare him. Often Lena needed money for things and the Aunt did not give her any. She had only asked the Aunt for money once, and then never did it ever again.

Lena was afraid as they got closer and closer to the subway that she would have to pay in some way, and that she would be embarrassed and would have to ask Vaclav or his mother for money, and also, even if she had money, she did not know at all what was supposed to happen at the subway, she did not know how to pay to board the train, and she was terrified.

When they approached the subway station, Lena hung back and would not walk any farther, because she did not know where to go in the strange tangle of gates that looked like cages, and she saw the people rubbing yellow cards through the machine, and she did not have one.

Vaclav stood next to Lena and waved through the big metal cages to the man who sat in the booth on the other side. Vaclav pointed to his own head and to Lena, and then held up two fingers. The spinning-cage gate made a buzzing sound, and Vaclav took her hand and said, “Come, we go through together!” and then, to make sure that Lena did not feel embarrassed, “It is more fun to go two together.”

Lena was amazed that Vaclav knew the man in the booth, amazed that he knew the special hand signals to get the man to open the complicated gate to let them both in for free. She did not know yet, as Vaclav would later tell her, that up to three children forty-four inches tall and under ride for free on subways and local buses when accompanied by a fare-paying adult, and when he did tell her, the mystery of the subway went away and a new, amazing feeling of freedom took its place, but the safe feeling of Vaclav holding her hand never went away.

On the train, Vaclav showed Lena the best place to sit (in the back, facing backward, by a window), and Rasia sat across from them, with her purse in her lap, watching as Lena watched everything and Vaclav watched Lena.

RIDING ON THE Q TRAIN

…

On the train Lena saw: a white lady with a big leather purse and big leather boots and big, frizzy hair talking to a black man who talked to himself; a glass bottle half full of juice that rolled back and forth around the train, bumping into everyone’s feet; a man in a business suit who picked up a newspaper from the ground and read it and tucked it under his arm to take it with him when he got off; a man with one arm; a lady who wore gloves like a doctor; a skinny lady eating chicken out of a paper tray; three girls putting makeup on one another’s faces; two old ladies holding hands; a teenage boy with a tiny mustache and huge headphones; a lady with a plastic bag full of plastic bags; three men with big black hats and curls on the sides of their faces; three ladies with the same exact haircut pushing babies in strollers; a man sleeping on his own knees; a woman feeding a baby from under her shirt; a woman crying under sunglasses; and two girls wearing white shirts and red skirts, laughing and whispering.

Vaclav saw Lena looking at everything. Vaclav mostly looked out the window when he rode the subway, and it took a very special thing, like a homeless person with no shoes dressed up as an alien or someone singing very, very loudly, to make him look.

When Lena had seen everything that was on the train, she looked out the window. Out of the window of the train, Lena saw: houses with tiny backyards filled with toys, clotheslines and more clotheslines, graffiti in bright colors, garbage that looked familiar and unfamiliar, the tops of buildings, billboards somebody forgot about, billboards with somebody’s name written on them in black spray paint, the sky, pigeons in trees, the stop for Neck Road, the stop for Ocean Parkway, and then, finally, the sign for Coney Island/Stillwell Avenue, which was when it was time to get off the train.

THE WORLD, COLORED IN

…

Vaclav took Lena’s hand again when it was time to get off the train, and he pointed to the gap between the train and the platform, to show Lena to be careful. They both walked along the platform to the stairs, with Rasia following closely behind. Vaclav knew the way to exit the subway station, because he had been to Coney Island before, but he glanced back just to make sure that his mother was still there.

A hot wind was blowing as they came down the stairs from the elevated train platform, and at the edges of the wind Lena could smell a smell like the back of the supermarket, where they keep the fish. As they crossed Surf Avenue, Lena and Vaclav could see the Cyclone snaking above the hot-dog stands and the tarot-card lady and the kids and the ladies in tight denim shorts. In the space between the streets, past the Cyclone and the hot dogs and the people, Lena could see the beach and, beyond that, the ocean.

To Lena, who had grown up in a tiny brownish-gray apartment, with her tiny brownish-gray babushka, and walked along cement streets to a big brick school, it looked as if the world had been colored in.

Together they snaked their way quickly through the games and the booths selling hats and T-shirts, and all the wild things and wild people and fried food. It seemed like everyone was in their way, and to Vaclav it felt as if they were already wasting time. Lena, holding tightly to his hand, did not look around her at all the people the way she had on the subway. She looked through everything, straight ahead of her, and not once did she take her eyes off the big, blue ocean.

They squeezed and excuse-me’d their way through everything and came out the other end, on the hot wooden boardwalk, where the boards squished a little bit with each step like piano keys. Rasia made her way to a bench and sat down.

“One minute,” she said. “We take a rest.” It was too hot out, Rasia was perspiring everywhere, and her sciatica was roaring up her leg.

“Come on, Mom, let’s go to the rides,” Vaclav said.

“One minute,” Rasia said.

“One Mississippi, two Mississippi, three Mississippi, four Mississippi …” Vaclav began, counting off the seconds to a minute.

“Listen, Mr. Ants-in-pants, I didn’t mean one minute exactly, I meant let’s rest for a little while,” she said. Vaclav looked like he would burst.

“Come on!” he said. “Time is running! We are missing the rides!” He could barely contain himself. She looked up at the gigantic Wonder Wheel looming over them. She could see, from where she sat, the baskets and the tops of the heads of the people inside. It didn’t look very fast at all.

“Come on!” he said. “Come on come on come on!”

“Okay, listen,” she said. “You go straight to the Wonder Wheel, you ride one time, and you come straight back here.” And she handed Vaclav ten dollars in singles. She and Vaclav had talked at length about all the rules that would prevent all of the horrible things she saw each week on American television from happening to her son. He knew not to talk to strangers, how to ask a policeman for help, how to yell and shout if anyone bothered him, and to stay exactly where he was if he got lost. He would be fine for five minutes.

“Yes!” he said. “Lena, let’s go!”

As she watched him walk out into the big American crowd, under the big American roller coasters, she felt the world spinning wildly away from her, and she sat and cried because she was happy and sad that he did not look back, because of how much she loved his little body and his awkward, cowlicky head and that tiny rib cage, and the way that he knew, already, to take a girl’s hand if she was afraid.

CHILDREN LESS THAN FORTY-FOUR INCHES BUT GREATER THAN THIRTY-FIVE INCHES

…

Vaclav and Lena walked across the boardwalk, away from the ocean, Vaclav dragging Lena behind him by the hand, because Lena kept looking behind her at the ocean, always wanting to see if it was moving, because it seemed to come toward her, away and back, and it seemed like it might creep up, or rush at her suddenly and crush everything. She imagined the water flooding in through all the stalls and all the rides; she imagined everything being underwater; she imagined floating on top of the water, sitting on the top of the Ferris wheel.

“First we will ride the Wonder Wheel! There is no line!” Vaclav said, and he pulled Lena toward the entrance, rushing to beat the imaginary hordes.

Vaclav and Lena waited at the gate for the man to come take their money. The gate was painted blue, and where it was chipping you could see that it had also been painted green, and orange, and black, and all the way at the bottom, it was red and rusty.

The man said, “Hey, girlie, you’re not tall enough to ride this ride,” and he pointed at a clown made out of plywood, extending a plywood hand, palm down. On the belly of the clown were painted the words YOU MUST BE THIS TALL TO RIDE!

The man had talked to Lena loudly, and she did not know what he had said, and she looked to Vaclav, feeling afraid. Vaclav looked at the clown, and he looked at Lena, and he knew there was no chance that he could maybe make the man think that Lena was tall enough, even by making her stand on her tippy-toes.

“It’s okay. Is not so fun anyway,” Vaclav said. Lena didn’t understand what had happened, she didn’t understand the clown or the words on the clown, she only understood that she had not been allowed to ride the ride but that Vaclav had forgiven her.

Vaclav and Lena walked back to Rasia’s bench.

“We cannot ride that ride; it is not for us,” Vaclav said. “We will go on a different ride.…” He turned behind him and pointed at the Cyclone.

“That one,” he said.

“Okay, you ride this ride and then come right back,” Rasia said, but at the entrance to the Cyclone, another clown told them that this time they were both not tall enough. Vaclav thought that his mother would not mind if they tried just one more ride. As Vaclav and Lena walked through all the stalls, they saw more and more rides, all of them guarded by the YOU MUST BE THIS TALL clown. When they thought that they might have spotted a ride that did not have a clown, suddenly someone would move aside to reveal that the clown had in fact been lurking there the entire time.

Vaclav did not give up, however, and he pulled Lena through the people and the rides and out the other end, so that they were almost back on Surf Avenue and Lena could not see the ocean at all. If they had only walked the other way, they would have found all the kiddie rides, but they didn’t.

Vaclav and Lena stood on the corner, the rides behind them, the subway and all of Brooklyn and then all of Manhattan and the United States of America ahead of them. They did not know it yet, but they were standing right in front of the world-famous Coney Island Sideshow theater.

THE WORLD FAMOUS CONEY ISLAND SIDESHOW THEATER

…

“Only five dollars!” They turned around to see a man in a black hat and a tuxedo suit, standing on a tiny stage in front of a building painted in wild colors. There were signs all over the building that said freak show and beer, and these were things, in addition to the very dark entrance, that made Vaclav think that he and Lena were, again, too little to go in.

“Men, women, and children! Human beings of all ages, shapes, and sizes, step right up! Come on in!” the man hollered. The man had said “all ages, shapes, and sizes,” but no matter what the man said, Vaclav thought that he and Lena should stay away, because he had a strange feeling about the place, which reminded him of the Video Palace where he was allowed to look at any video or DVD in the front of the store, but when he had accidentally gone behind a black curtain, not out of curiosity but by accident, the video clerk had yelled at him and he had felt embarrassed and afraid and hot and angry.

Vaclav wanted something good to happen so that Lena would be happy, but there were no more rides. So he decided to take a risk. He took out all of his dollar bills, and he handed them to the man who had yelled, “Come on in!” The man leaned back as he slid Vaclav’s dollars into his back pocket, and then he reached out his hand to shake Vaclav’s hand. Vaclav took it, afraid still that the man would turn them away, and that as punishment the man would keep his money. The man shook his hand up and down.

“That’s a good choice, son! Show’s starting, go ahead on in!” The man let go of Vaclav’s hand, and in they went, into a dark hallway. At the end of the hallway there was a brightly painted sign that said FAMOUS CONEY ISLAND SIDESHOW THEATER with a big arrow beneath it, pointing to a door that was painted black and had dusty footprints on it.

Vaclav opened the door, and he and Lena stepped into the theater and a tingle went through their bodies from the tops of their heads all the way down to their toes inside of their socks and sneakers, and they both kept their sounds inside, sounds that were gasping or giggling or yelling, but the sounds pushed around inside of their heads and their eyeballs grew bigger and bigger with the pushing of the sounds, so that they could see more and more and more of what there was to see. They had to leave halfway through so that Vaclav’s mother would not worry, but what they saw was enough to change everything.

After the sideshow, Vaclav and Lena went right back to Rasia. Without even talking about it, they knew that they were going to keep the sideshow a secret. Something can feel like it should be a secret if it is very close to your insides, so that if you tell it and someone else says a bad thing about it or, worse, laughs at it, then you will feel very hurt. Also, Vaclav knew that he had not exactly followed the rules, that the sideshow was not exactly the same as a ride, and that he might get in trouble if he told his mother. So it became a secret.

When Rasia asked them how the ride was, Vaclav told her that it was great but that he was ready to go home, because it was so hot out and because the rest of the rides were stupid and boring. When they got home, Vaclav and Lena went immediately into Vaclav’s room to be alone with what they had seen.

The very first thing they did was make a list of the sideshow performers, and the tricks that they had performed, and all the things they had used.

FIVE YEARS LATER, SOMETHING ELSE THAT BECAME A SECRET

…

“The golden fringed bikini of Heather Holliday,” says Lena. She says it quietly, like she is breathing it, not like she is saying it to Vaclav, just like she is saying it to the universe, like she is saying a prayer.

He looks down at Lena from his chair. Lena sees the concern on Vaclav’s face, mostly in the eyebrows and a little bit around the nose.

“The golden fringed bikini of Heather Holliday,” says Lena, “is perfect.”

Vaclav knows that this is not a good thing for Lena to wear, and he also knows that Lena wants very badly to wear it.

“Okay,” says Vaclav, “for you it shall be.” Lena smiles and begins thinking about how to replicate the most amazing costume ever worn by any magician’s assistant anywhere in the world, ever.

“We begin planning the act tonight. We begin with lists,” Vaclav tells Lena, and Lena gets on her belly on the floor next to the bed and lengthens her body out at the hands and at the toes so that she can reach far under the bed and with her fingertips touch and pull at the magical box that holds all the lists and plans for their first-ever magic show together. Vaclav plops down on the floor in front of her with his legal pad and his pen, ready to make more lists. Lena lifts the lid off the box gently, ceremoniously, careful not to disturb any magic that may be brewing beneath.

They begin by un-wax-sealing the many folded lists, one at a time, reading each one carefully. They start with the lists that they made the very first day they met each other, when they came home from Coney Island and Vaclav wrote down everything they saw, and all the things the master of ceremonies said about the performers.


SPECIALTIES OF THE GREAT FREDINI


1. World’s worst magician*

2. Human blockhead

3. Sword swallower

4. Ventriloquist

5. Metamorphosis, illusion, and levitation**






* The Great Fredini is not the world’s best living magician; that is David Copperfield. He is also not the greatest magician of all time; that is Harry Houdini, who is dead. He is most certainly, also, not the worst. This is a funny act with comedy, and the joke is that he is actually a good magician, and he performs many excellent tricks and illusions.

** This is Vaclav’s favorite part.




COSTUME AND PHYSICAL APPEARANCE OF THE GREAT FREDINI

The Great Fredini is about seven feet tall and weighs about three hundred pounds, in Vaclav’s estimation. He wears a wide range of costumes, including:




1. Zebra-striped sequined tailcoat

2. Tuxedo

3. Aladdin-like outfit






SPECIALTIES OF HEATHER HOLLIDAY


1. Sword swallowing

2. Fire eating






COSTUME AND PHYSICAL APPEARANCE OF HEATHER HOLLIDAY*

Heather Holliday wears a few selected costumes, including:




1. The golden fringed bikini




* Lena feels that important things to say about Heather Holliday are that she is the youngest sword swallower in the world, that she is lovely, and that she ran away from home because her family is Mormon, which sounds like a bad thing. Also, she has been struck by lightning. That is enough. Lena feels that it is of importance to know that Heather Holliday was struck by lightning, and it is obvious the lightning gave her some magic.**

** This is a nice thing for Lena to know because she is waiting for her magic, but Vaclav is already magic because he was born with it. He has had indisputable magic powers since he was only a baby just born, and that is the truth.



Vaclav looks over the lists, which are of great beauty in Vaclav’s handwriting with pictures by Lena, and one day when Vaclav the Magnificent and his assistant, the Lovely Lena, are very famous magicians selling out more arenas than even David Copperfield, the lists will be sold by an auction like this: “Sold! For one billion American dollars!”

There are more lists.


LIST OF LISTS


Costumes

Supplies needed for costumes

Places to get supplies needed for costumes

Illusions

Supplies needed for illusions

Places to get supplies needed for illusions

The schedule

Things to make

Things to conjure

Things to levitate

Things to make disappear

Things to turn into doves

Doves to turn into things





These are the lists.

ILLUSIONS TO CONFOUND

…

To Vaclav it is clear that the first things to plan are the illusions, so he takes the list titled “Illusions” and begins reading it over. On the list are many possible illusions. There is the incredible shrinking girl, the dove-into-quarters trick, and finally, the amazing disappearing-audience trick.

“Lena, we will practice these three illusions first for the show on the boardwalk. We need, also, I am realize, a list of possible names for the show. I will add ‘Possible Names for the Show on the Boardwalk’ to the list of lists, and then begin a list. The first possible name will be ‘The Coney Island Boardwalk Spectacular,’ and then we will add more and more names. Once we have practice and perfected the three illusions, then I think we will add a disappearing trick and a levitating trick, maybe ending show with disappearing trick. I will make a list that is a list of the order of tricks in the show, and add that list to list of lists.” As Vaclav updates his lists and his lists of lists, Lena creates her own new list.


GOLD BIKINI MAKE


Buy gold bikini

Take gold fabric secret

Glue

Fringes





Vaclav can read Lena’s list over her shoulder, and he becomes more and more nervous, even more nervous than when Lena first mentioned the golden fringed bikini, that something very bad might happen with Lena and her thinking so much all the time about it. Vaclav thinks again that this is not a thing for Lena to wear, a bikini that has two pieces and no middle piece, but Lena is in love with her idea.

“Lena, let us first be practicing, and then we will be worry with the costumes,” says Vaclav, and Lena agrees, only because she has already finished her list and is happy with the plan. Vaclav and Lena begin by practicing the disappearing-coin trick, with Vaclav narrating and instructing the patient and fascinated audience to look here and pay close attention there, while Lena assists and plans and perfects the right way to angle her wrists to draw the attention to the right place and away from the wrong place.

The show is to be secret. They decide that they can probably build the disappearing box in Vaclav’s room and hide it in Vaclav’s closet. Then they will just have to carry it out of the house when Rasia is not looking. Lena agrees with this plan, because one of the things that Heather Holliday does at the Coney Island Sideshow is disappear into the disappearing box, and Lena wants in every way to be just like Heather Holliday.

Vaclav and Lena practice until very late, because luckily, Rasia falls asleep in front of the TV and does not stop them until it is almost ten o’clock.

“Lena, your aunt called and she ask me to walk you home,” says Rasia.

BEDTIME FOR LENA

…

Vaclav knows his mother is lying, and Lena knows that she is lying, and of course Rasia knows, because she is the one who is telling the lie, but everyone pretends that Lena’s aunt really did call, and they are good at pretending, because they pretend every night.

Lena packs up her bag, happy to put away her homework that is finished and one hundred percent correct for tomorrow, and ties her shoes, while Rasia puts on her loafers. Then Rasia and Lena leave for Lena’s house. At the first intersection, Rasia takes hold of Lena’s hand, only for safety to cross the street, but she does not let go of Lena’s hand for the rest of the walk.

Each night that Ekaterina does not come for Lena, each time that Ekaterina shows that she is irresponsible, is untrustworthy, is unloving, Rasia is reassured that she has a right to love Lena as much as she does, which is very much.

Lena climbs the steps one at a time, slowly, to allow Rasia to keep up. She opens the screen door and holds it open for Rasia as she then opens the big heavy front door, and she steps inside the dark apartment. Rasia steps in behind her, mumbling about making sure Lena is safe, that there is no one in the house, that everything is okay. She mumbles this same thing every night she walks Lena home.

Tonight, Lena turns on the light in the front entrance, and all around Rasia can see that the mess is the same mess as yesterday.

Rasia waits a minute for Lena to go into the room where she sleeps, which Rasia will never, ever think of as a bedroom, only as a room where Lena sleeps, because it is not a proper bedroom for a little girl, not in the way that Rasia would have decorated a room if Vaclav had been a girl.

Rasia waits to hear the sounds of Lena getting ready, which are these:



Sounds of Lena opening and closing drawers

Sounds of Lena untilting the mattress from where it is tilted against the wall

Sounds of air scooting out of the way of the mattress so that the mattress can plop to the floor





Once Rasia has heard all these sounds, she enters the room where Lena sleeps, and without saying anything, she goes to the corner and gets the worn-out felty blanket with silky edges that is peach with yellow blotches, while Lena sits, waiting, on the bed.

“All right,” says Rasia. “Let’s make this bed.” She has said this every night since the very first night she walked Lena home, which was the day that Lena met Vaclav and saw the golden fringed bikini of Heather Holliday.

Rasia stands over the mattress and holds the blanket by two corners. Lifting her arms swiftly into the air, she billows the blanket out and over Lena, and then lets it fall softly over the whole bed, even over Lena’s head.

The first time, she did this because it was the same thing she did to Vaclav every night; it was their bedtime routine. He would climb into bed and lie very still, and she would pretend to not see him, pretend to accidentally make the bed with him inside of it, pretend to be quite aggravated by a mystery lump, and then, finally, tell a bedtime story in the hopes that it might somehow make the stubborn lump go away.

The first night, Rasia did to Lena exactly what she did to Vaclav because she did not know what else to do, having waited for someone to pick the girl up; having decided, finally, to take the girl home; having waited too long for Ekaterina to answer the ringing doorbell; having taken too long to finally see the dread and shame on the girl’s face; having paused too long in the entranceway, staring too long at the overflowing ashtrays, the sharp edges on the glass coffee table, the clothes flung over everything. She felt frozen, and she did not know what to do, and so she did the only thing she knew. Rasia told Lena to get into bed. Lena, following orders, marched straight into her bedroom. Rasia followed her. The room was empty except for a bare mattress on the floor. Rasia stood staring until she realized that Lena was waiting anxiously for her to leave the room so that she could undress and put on her pajamas.

Rasia waited in the hallway for a few minutes, and then she returned, saying, “Go lie on the bed,” and Lena did, and then she pretended to not know Lena was there.

During the bedtime routine, Lena didn’t giggle as Vaclav did when Rasia said, “Let’s make this bed” or “Where in the world did this lump come from?” Lena seemed to submit to and welcome the ritual but did not ever smile. Still, Rasia had never considered altering or omitting one tiny word or gesture from the routine.

This night, Rasia played the game with Lena because it was what she had done each night for five years. So she went about her futile attempts to flatten the lump, pulling the blanket tighter, smoothing the blanket next to, over, and around the lump, and then said, “Okay, lump. You are winning. Let’s have a story. If you can’t get rid of something, or someone, you should always tell long, boring story, to make it go away.”

THE LONG, BORING STORY

…

Rasia sits on the foot of Lena’s bed, which is really just Lena’s mattress on the floor.

“Okay, so here is the story.” Rasia tells Lena her bedtime story in Russian, even though at all other times Russian is strictly forbidden. Rasia does this for Lena, so that she will not have to struggle to understand, but she does it for herself too.

“Once upon a time in the faraway land called Moscow, there lived a princess. Just so you know, in case you have heard things, Moscow today is very different from how it was then, once upon a time. The Moscow in this story is beautiful. The Moscow in this story is not full of breadlines, just people buying fresh bread from the baker down the street with real money, not money worth less than the paper it is printed on. In Moscow, once upon a time, you could walk down the street without going by a man sitting in the gutter, yelling at you as you walk by and showing you the fingers he lost in the gulag.

“Okay, so where are we? There is a princess, and this princess, she likes wandering around the markets, dressed in a ratty shmata and some ugly pants like a peasant, because like most princesses in a story, she sometimes hated to be a princess, and she didn’t know how lucky she was. She liked to pretend that she was not a princess, because it made her feel like a normal girl.

“One nice sunny day, she was wandering around the market, and she bumped into a boy. Really, she was so busy staring at the blind old lady selling boiled eggs out of a bucket, because she was appalled that anyone would buy eggs that the old woman had touched with her dirty, knobby fingers, that she walked right into this boy. She fell, and there was a horse and cart coming by just at that moment, and it almost went right over her head and smashed it like a melon, but the boy, he grabbed her hand and pulled her to him and saved her life. Of course, she fainted in his arms.

“When the princess woke up, the boy was kneeling over her, with his face right almost touching her nose, and she was afraid of him for one second, and the next second she wondered what his name was, and the next second she wondered everything about him, and the next second she was terrified that he would go away forever and that she might lose him. She was in love with him, plus he had just saved her life. He was in love with her already, because she was a princess, even though he didn’t know she was a princess. This is how it always is with princesses, boys love them for no reason.

“Next the princess and the boy did what everyone does when they fall in love: They sat in some crummy place, on some buckets turned over in a cold alley by the market, something like that, and they didn’t care that they were hungry and that they were thirsty and that they were tired, and that their mothers were wondering where they were, and they told each other everything that they had ever known and everything they liked and everything they didn’t like, and all of their favorite colors and books, and what kind of rain was their favorite, sprinkles or downpours.

“And then the princess told the boy that she was a princess, and he told her what she already knew from his raggy clothing: that he was a peasant.

“She told him, with tears coming out of her eyes, that she had to go back to the castle.

“She told him, with her stomach twisted into terrible knots, that they could not see each other, that her father, who was a nasty old king, would not allow it.

“He told her, ‘Don’t worry. We will run away together.’

“She was confused, because she loved him, but she also really, actually loved being a princess, and she loved her mother and her sisters, and she had never lived anywhere but the castle, and she was not sure if she could really run away forever.

“He told her she could have some time to think about it.

“He told her that every night for one hundred nights he would stand outside her window, at the foot of the castle, and wait for her, and that if she came out on one of those one hundred nights, they would run away together. If, after one hundred nights of waiting, she did not come out, he would have his answer, and he would leave her alone.

“She went back to the castle. That night, he waited at her window.

“She did not come.

“The next night, he waited at her window.

“She did not come.

“Every night, for ninety-nine nights, he waited, sitting like a bug outside her window, and she did not come.

“On the one-hundredth night, the last night, he did not wait outside her window, because he could not bear to know that the princess would never be his, that she did not love him enough, not as much as he loved her. He thought maybe it was better to not know.

“On that hundredth night, the night that he did not wait outside her window …”

Lena interrupts the story with a mighty snore from beneath the blankets. The snore startles Rasia, who has been so absorbed by her storytelling that she has failed to notice that Lena is already asleep.

LENA IS ASLEEP

…

Rasia sits for several minutes, watching Lena sleep, watching her back rise and fall, watching her mouth make the small baby movements that our mouths remember only when we are asleep. She feels a need to watch Vaclav when he is asleep, and she knows there is no one who feels the same about Lena.

After she has watched Lena sleep for several minutes, she stands up, walks carefully to the door, and turns out the light.

In the kitchen, flies are swarming around the dishes in the sink, little tiny fruit flies. She thinks of Lena, who might wake up in the middle of the night and want a drink of water, and who might find no clean cups and no way to fill up a clean glass of water. She finds, under the sink, a bottle of Ajax with a little yellow squirt left. She fills the sink with hot, soapy water and washes dishes until none are left.

She picks old cigarette butts out of the drain and throws them away, and wipes down the sink until it shines.

On the counter next to the sink there is a dish rack, and there are little spots of black mold in its joints and creases. Rasia cleans the dish rack until the mold is gone.

When the dishes are dry, there is nowhere to put them away, because the shelves in the cabinets are dusty and sticky and covered in spills, so with her wet sponge, Rasia wipes down all the cabinets.

The kitchen is clean (not as clean as her own, but much improved), but if Lena gets up in the middle of the night, she might trip over the clothes on the floor on the way to the kitchen. She might trip and bump her knees on the coffee table. She might knock over one of the ashtrays that is full of cigarette butts and matches and gum. She might step on one of the pizza boxes that are on the floor, full of bits of moldy pizza cheese.

Lena might, walking sleepily to the kitchen, step on one of the empty bottles of Stolichnaya that are lying about on the floor.

Rasia empties the ashtrays; she takes the bottles out to the blue recycling bin on the sidewalk; she takes the pizza boxes out to the trash. She washes the ashtrays. She throws away the fast-food drink cups that are crowding the table, the hamburger wrappers, the Diet Coke cans.

She collects in her arms a bundle of clothes belonging to Ekaterina, clothes that smell of perfume and smoke. She walks through the open door of Ekaterina’s room, looking for a laundry basket. She turns on the light with one hand.

She is only looking for a laundry basket.

There is no laundry basket. She looks closer, just to be sure.

On the nightstand, next to the bare mattress, there are spoons and foil and straws but no laundry basket. There are tiny Ziploc bags but no laundry basket.

There is more of the same garbage that was in the living room, cans and bottles and trash, but no laundry basket.

There are cans of hairspray, wrappers of many kinds, but Rasia will not clean this room, no way. This room is not on Lena’s path to the kitchen to get a drink of water.

Walking home to her own house, to her own son and her own husband, Rasia thinks carefully about Lena, as she has so many times before. She thinks about the strange behavior of Lena and Vaclav; she thinks about Ekaterina.

Rasia is not an idiot; she knows what goes on in the world. She knows the story with those spoons and foil and straws.

She doesn’t know what to do. Oleg says she should mind her own business. She doesn’t know what to do.

THE ANCIENT EGYPTIAN SARCOPHAGUS OF MYSTERY

…

At school, Lena spends all her time with her new friends and ignores Vaclav. Behind closed doors, Vaclav and Lena practice the act each day after school in stolen hours between homework and bedtime. Vaclav does Lena’s homework as fast as he can, whipping through long division, churning out paragraph after paragraph of perfectly Lena-accented English. He wants to make sure that they have time to practice over and over again. Both Vaclav and Lena think about the act all the time. They think about the act when they wake up in the morning, in the shower, while the teacher is taking attendance, during recess, during gym class, and at bedtime, when they both hear the same bedtime story told by the same mother.

In Vaclav’s room, they consult The Magician’s Almanac for directions to build a disappearing box.

“Read again,” Lena says, pacing.

“The sarcophagus is, for all outward appearances, a sealed box with a hinged door on the front. Invisible to the audience, and essential to the illusion, is a false back concealing a small compartment in which the magician secrets himself,” Vaclav reads.

“Hmm,” says Lena.

“I don’t understand,” says Vaclav, “Where do I go when I disappear?”

“You go inside, you close door, like a closet. Then you sneak behind back wall, which is not really back wall, is another door, and then open the front door and the audience will see that you are gone, but really you are behind this second door. Easy,” says Lena.

“Easy, but to build the box, look.…” Vaclav holds the book out to Lena. The instructions to build the Egyptian Sarcophagus of Mystery look wildly complicated; they are full of numbers and symbols.

“Hmm,” says Lena.

“Where will we get all this stuff?” Vaclav says. Lena thinks.

“This is a thing takes long time to build. We find this piece of wood on the sidewalk, someone is throwing away, we take. Then later we find someone has extra wood at this house, we take. Then when we have enough, we will build.” She sighs. “So this, it will not be on time. For the act.”

Vaclav knows that she is right, that it will take them a long time to collect all the material to build this sarcophagus. He folds down the corner of the page so that he will remember to look and see what they need to collect, so that they can look in the piles on the sidewalk when it is time for people to throw away their couches and their old kitchen cabinets.

He flips through the almanac, looking for a new trick to add to their act. Lena practices her shimmy for the disappearing-coin trick.

When Vaclav and Lena are apart, Vaclav is excited to tell Lena what he is thinking about the act. He likes to tell her all about the problems that he is worrying about. He knows that when he tells her about a problem, she will look at him like he is a silly turtle, because in the same way that he saw the thing immediately as a problem she will see immediately its solution. He also likes, of course, to tell her all about his new ideas for tricks that will definitely work.

When Vaclav and Lena are apart, Lena too thinks excited thoughts about the act, but she also worries that her new friends would think the act is stupid, and she knows that the act is something that the Aunt would make fun of, even more than the kids at school might make fun of it, and in a worse way.

When Vaclav thinks about the act, and about how his magic is a secret he shares just with Lena, he feels excited. Lena feels ashamed, because she keeps her secret for different reasons.

THE DAY BEFORE THE SHOW

…

The day of the show is going to be Saturday. Vaclav knows that Saturday is the day that most people go to the boardwalk at Coney Island, because it is the day that most people have no work or school. The exceptions to this are his mother and father, who must sometimes work on the weekend, and also people who work in restaurants, people who drive the subway trains, and people who work in hospitals, because those things don’t stop for the weekend. Also, of course, magicians. Magicians can do magic every day of the week. Even though it is fall, it is still warm outside, and the boardwalk will be crowded with people enjoying one last summer thing before it gets too cold.

On the day before the show, Friday, Vaclav wakes up early, and is unbearably excited. He brushes his teeth and feels that each moment is both slow and fast. There are butterflies in his stomach flapping their wings so furiously that they might burst into a puff of magical smoke.

Vaclav does not see Lena walking to school, on the sidewalk, as he usually does. He does not see Lena outside the school, talking to Marina and Kristina. Vaclav is worried that Lena might be late for school, and that she might get into trouble for being late.

All day Vaclav cannot concentrate on his classes, because he keeps thinking about his show, and it feels like he is holding candy in his mouth and trying not to eat it. It feels as exciting as getting to leave school early for a doctor’s appointment, knowing the whole day that your mother will pick you up and will even bring snacks to eat in the waiting room. It feels like when it is your birthday and everything is special all day, and everyone you pass on the street and everyone in the pizza parlor and everyone in the world is part of your birthday, even if they don’t know it.

Vaclav becomes more worried when he arrives at ESL, because Lena is not there, and she is usually there before him. Vaclav watches the door carefully, watches each kid coming in to see if he or she might be Lena, and even when the kid is clearly not Lena, he thinks he or she might be Lena just for one tiny part of a second. When Colin walks through the door, Vaclav thinks for a second that Colin might be Lena, even though Colin is a boy and is from a place in Africa where they speak French called Côte D’Ivoire, which you say like koh-duh-vwah, which means Ivory Coast, and does not look like Lena at all. Also, Colin is a little bit chubby, and Lena is skinny like a grasshopper. Even so, Vaclav’s mind plays a trick and for a second Colin’s dark arm is Lena’s dark braid of hair, and then it is over and the person is Colin.

For every person who comes into the ESL classroom, Vaclav’s heart makes his brain have a little bit of hope, until Marina and Kristina come in, and class starts without Lena, and then there is no more hope.

“Okay, let’s get started. Everyone take their seats.… Who’s missing? Lena’s not here?” says Mrs. Bisbano, and then she says something that hurts Vaclav’s feelings without meaning to.

“Marina … where’s Lena?”

“She is sick, maybe,” Marina says. Vaclav feels sadness because he was not the automatic person to ask about where Lena might be. This sadness becomes happiness immediately, because Vaclav thinks of how he and Lena are secretly more friends than Marina and Kristina and Mrs. Bisbano know. Vaclav smiles because he thinks of all the secrets he and Lena have that are secret from Marina and Kristina. Vaclav does not imagine secrets that Lena might have with Marina and Kristina, secrets that he might not know about. To Vaclav, this is impossible.

Vaclav is not worried at all about Lena, because she probably just has a cold or is just pretending to be sick and is not even sick. Sometimes Vaclav does this, he pretends to feel sick, and his mother pretends not to notice that he is faking, and she lets him stay home from school, and that is a wonderful thing.

Also, Vaclav is certain that Lena, even if she is sick, will still perform the act on the boardwalk at Coney Island, because she is his dedicated assistant and the show must go on. Even if Vaclav had one arm cut off and eaten by birds with no chance to ever sew it back on, he would still perform the act.

Probably Lena just didn’t want to go to school. Probably she will meet him at his house after school for homework, snacks, and dress rehearsal. Most likely.

MOST LIKELY NOT

…

When Vaclav gets home, Lena is not there. Vaclav picks up the telephone and dials her house, listens for one ring, and hangs up. This is a secret code that Vaclav and Lena have, to call and let the phone ring once, and it means: Call me back if you are able! This way Lena can call Vaclav without having to talk to his parents, and Vaclav can call Lena without making the Aunt angry.

Vaclav waits by the phone for several minutes. The phone does not ring.

Vaclav is worried about Lena, but he knows that the show must go on, and he knows that Lena is knowing this too, and that they are thinking of each other always a little bit. The next thing to do, according to the list called “Schedule,” is to have a dress rehearsal.

Vaclav puts on his costume, which is:



David Copperfield T-shirt from David Copperfield performance at Madison Square Garden

Old blazer that no longer fits but can be squeezed into, decorated all over with glitter and puffy paint

Regular black pants

Shoes with aluminum foil on the top to look like silver shoes

Opaque white doctor’s gloves from the company where his mother works, to imitate the white gloves of the magician

And yet to be obtained: one magician’s magical top hat





Vaclav is planning to make the magician’s magical top hat out of some materials that he has found around, including some shirt boxes from the department store and some tape and some black paint borrowed from school.

Vaclav hopes that at home, secretly, Lena is happily preparing the golden fringed bikini of Heather Holliday.

SHE IS SICK, MAYBE

…

Rasia walks into the house holding many bags from the grocery store as well as her purse, which is very heavy, and she has to pee. She drops everything on the floor, right in the entrance, and tears off her coat and runs to the bathroom. Every day she feels herself getting older, and every day she is surprised by things that leak when they used to hold tight. On her way into the bathroom, she sees that Vaclav’s door is closed. While she is peeing, she decides that after she puts dinner on the stove to reheat, she will go into Vaclav’s room and interrupt whatever is going on. She does not think that Vaclav and Lena are necessarily doing something bad, but she knows that they are doing something secret, and Rasia thinks that something secret might be on the way to something bad.

First, dinner. Rasia puts her bags from the grocery store in the kitchen and takes a stained and heavy Tupperware container from the freezer. She runs hot water over the Tupperware until the frozen borscht block is ready to slide out, and then shakes it loose until it bangs into the pot on the stove. She decides, as the icy block begins to melt and shift in the pan, and the first thawing dribbles sizzle on the hot metal, that she will knock on Vaclav’s door to inquire if Lena is staying for dinner, and then will demand that Vaclav and Lena help her put away the groceries. This plan will get Vaclav and Lena out of the bedroom and away from whatever it is they are doing, and it will get her some help with the groceries, which is a relief, because she feels so exhausted, even inside of her bones and in her stomach and in the back of her throat.

Standing outside of the closed door to her son’s room, Rasia hears tiny voices in a perfect rhythm, in a tiny little call and response, his voice high and scratchy, Lena’s voice with its deep Russian full-mouthed color. Without knocking, Rasia opens her son’s door and is very surprised at what she sees.

Vaclav is kneeling on the ground, completely absorbed in his project, surrounded by scraps of black electrical tape and cardboard. He does not notice that his mother has entered the room, and he continues to talk to himself, carrying on a conversation with an imaginary Lena. Rasia is so sure that she has heard Lena’s voice from outside of the room that it takes her a moment to really accept that he is playing both parts.

“Where is Lena?” she asks, breaking the spell of her son’s concentration. Vaclav looks up, startled, and tries to hide behind his back the secret project he has been working on, wondering if his mother heard him practicing the act with invisible Lena.

“She is sick, maybe,” Vaclav says.

“She was in school?”

“No,” says Vaclav.

“No?” asks Rasia.

“Probably she is sick,” says Vaclav.

“Probably she is sick,” says Rasia, and she thinks for a moment. “I am going to go to check on her at her house. I’ll be right back,” she says, then she grabs her purse and rushes out the front door before she even puts on her coat.

Vaclav is relieved that his mother is going to check on Lena. He wishes for a second that he could go with her, but there is so much to do for the act.

Vaclav gets back to work on his top hat. His mother seemed not to have noticed at all the top-secret preparations for the act, which is lucky. He thought, for a moment, when she came in, that she would know what he was planning, and then the show would be ruined.

Half an hour later, when Vaclav investigates a terrible smell coming from the kitchen and finds the borscht burning on the stove, he realizes that his mother is still not home.

Oleg comes home, which means it is nearly time for dinner, but still Rasia is not home.

Vaclav calls Lena’s house, but there is no answer.

Vaclav and his father wait an hour. Vaclav calls Lena’s house again; still no answer. He is very worried.

“Where is Mom?” Vaclav asks.

“I don’t know,” Oleg says. “What did she say when she left?”

“She said she was going to check on Lena,” Vaclav says.

“So she is going to check on Lena,” Oleg says.

Later, Oleg brings matching mugs of cold burned borscht into the living room, and they eat dinner together while they watch Russian television.

It is dark outside, and nothing is the way it should be, and Vaclav is starting to feel that something is terribly wrong. Oleg does not tell Vaclav that he must go to bed. Maybe this means that Oleg cares a lot about him, and maybe this means that Oleg has forgotten about him. Either way, Vaclav feels that he could not possibly go to bed, with the circumstances being what they are, which is missing Lena, missing Mother, and the big day of the show on the Coney Island boardwalk only hours away.

The night before the big show, the young magician falls asleep very late, next to his father. His face, which is pressed to the black leather of the couch, is illuminated by the Russian sitcoms his father watches on satellite television, beamed in from across the world.

SECRETLY HE IS AWAKE

…

At a time late in the night, so late as to actually be the morning, Oleg wakes up, still on the couch, and knows because the TV is still on, and because he and his young son are both sleeping on the sofa, that his wife has still not returned home. If she had returned home, she would have clucked at him and taken their son to bed and turned off the TV, and he would have acted annoyed as he stumbled down the hallway to resume his snoring in bed. If she had returned home, he would have acted as if he minded the interruption, but really he would not have minded at all. He feels so lonely waking up on the couch to the TV and no wife clucking at him.

First he turns off the television, and then he does something he has not been able to do for several years, something he has not realized he has been missing.

He scoops his son into his arms and carries him, still sleeping, to his bedroom and tucks him in.

Secretly, Vaclav is awake. But he too has missed being carried to his bedroom, and so he pretends.

THE DAY OF THE SHOW

…

Rasia comes home from the police station at five in the morning, just as her husband is rushing off to work.

“Where have you been?” he asks. “I worried.”

“You would not believe,” she says.

“I am late already; we talk about it later.” He kisses her once on the forehead and is about to head for the door, but then he stops and kisses her again.

“Everything will be okay,” he says, and then he goes.

She checks on her sleeping son, just to remind herself that her family is okay. Later, when he wakes up, she will have to tell him about what has happened to Lena, and she doesn’t know what she will say, what bad parts to take out, what good parts to put in. When Vaclav wakes up, she will make him pancakes and they will talk.

Rasia goes into her bedroom, takes off her shoes, and falls asleep on top of the covers in an instant.

When she wakes up, it is eleven o’clock, the latest she has slept in years. She expects to find Vaclav eating a bowl of cereal in front of the TV, or in his room, working on his tricks. But when she sits up in her bed, everything is quiet. Quickly she gets out of bed and runs through the house. Vaclav is not in the kitchen, not in the living room. She checks the bathroom, pulling back the shower curtain, and finally Vaclav’s room, his closet, and under the bed, but he is gone.

Rasia knows that her son has kept secrets from her many times but that he has lied to her only once, and she thinks about this time now, and she knows exactly where he has gone.

LADIES AND GENTLEMEN

…

When Rasia buys a ticket for the famous Coney Island Sideshow, she is surprised at how familiar the little red ticket stub has become, how it looks to her, even as she sees the man tearing it off the big roll of hundreds of identical tickets, like a personal thing. She remembers the first day with Lena at Coney Island, the day when she knew her son had lied to her, the day when Lena became the most important person in his life. She remembers going through his tiny pockets that night by the washing machine, finding the red ticket stub, remembers reading the words. She remembers the sink of her stomach when, after he told her they had gone on a ride, she found, in his pocket, two ticket stubs to the sideshow. The sideshow!

Now, as she walks into the sideshow’s theater, through the dark hallway, through the black door, she hopes that he will be there and that he will not be there, and she tries to breathe a little bit into the spaces around the awful thing she has to tell him.

HEATHER HOLLIDAY

…

Inside the sideshow’s theater there is an audience of only one person, one boy magician. He is wearing his black electrical-tape-and-cardboard top hat, he has covered his sneakers in silver aluminum foil, and his hands, inside his white magician’s gloves, are folded politely in his lap.

When he sees his mother come into the theater, he is surprised and confused about how she knew to find him here, and then afraid that he is in trouble, but mostly he is relieved. It has been very bad, very scary, to sit alone in the dark theater, knowing that something bad has happened to Lena, something terrible that would stop her from coming on the day of the show. He does not feel nervous for being in trouble with his mother for sneaking out. He guesses correctly that today is a day during which there is no getting in trouble for the normal things that usually get you in trouble.

Rasia comes and sits next to him, and she puts her arms around him, and he starts to cry. The lights go down; the show is about to start.

“Do you want to go home?” Rasia whispers.

“No,” Vaclav whispers. “I want to stay.”

Rasia is glad, because she is still unsure of what to tell Vaclav, and she is curious about the sideshow. Vaclav wants to stay to see the show because he is afraid of the day moving forward any more, and he knows that soon the day will move into a new time, and the time before, the time he spent sitting alone in the theater, not knowing anything, will be gone, and he will know something. There is no going back once you know something, because from then on, you always know it.

Together, they watch Insectavora climb the ladder of swords, then they watch the glass eater eat glass, and they watch the human blockhead hammer nails into his nose. Vaclav stays nestled under Rasia’s arm, and even when the Great Fredini comes on and does a magic act that is both astounding and hilarious, Vaclav cannot keep the tears from coming into his eyes.

When the lights in the theater go down, just before the last act, Vaclav knows what is coming next.

Heather Holliday is very tan, not like she is tan from the sun but like she is a person who was born with skin that is already tan, and her hair is two different colors, light blond and black, and it is done in a hairstyle like a lady from black-and-white television. She has cheeks like a little girl’s, and a silver loop through her nose. She smiles without showing any teeth, and her smile is like a wink.

She is wearing the golden bikini.

There are things about Heather’s golden bikini that make Vaclav sad about Lena.

Heather Holliday’s bikini is very small, and a lot of her skin is showing, but she does not look naked at all. The skin that is showing, the skin of her belly and the tops of her thighs, does not look like private skin. She is wearing black fishnet stockings on her legs, and her legs look strong, like the legs of a superhero, not like Lena’s tiny legs. Also, Heather wears white high-heeled shoes, but she wears them like she could run in them, like she could do anything in them. Lena’s feet look shy, always trying to hide behind each other, even in sneakers.

The best thing about Heather Holliday is the way that her arms are hanging casually at her sides, like she is holding someone’s hand or holding a grocery bag with just a candy bar in it, when what she is holding are two big, long, shiny swords, like a knight in medieval times.

She takes the center of the stage, and she stands there, with her big winking smile and her feet in her white high heels slightly pigeon-toed.

At first Rasia is appalled: The girl can’t be older than twenty-five, she’s wearing almost nothing, and she has in her nose a ring like a bull—disgusting. But the way that she walks to the center of the stage and curtsies, and the way she smiles, is elegant. When she lifts her chin and tilts her head all the way back, Rasia wants to rush up on the stage and stop her from hurting her tender, exposed neck, to tell her that this is not something for such a nice girl to do, that she could easily find work as an administrative assistant; Rasia could help her. Heather opens her mouth wide, and Rasia is finding the whole performance terrifying, but she can’t look away.

When Heather actually swallows the sword, she makes it look easy. Rasia is surprised to think that this sword swallowing is lovely, and that when Heather pulls the sword out, it doesn’t look like it hurts at all. Rasia thought that it was going to be disgusting, but aside from a little bit of slobber on the sword after she pulls it out, it is actually pretty.

Heather swallows three more swords and then leaves the stage all of a sudden without taking her bows, but she returns a moment later with the man who hammered nails into his nose.

Heather pushes a box on wheels onto the stage. The man explains that she will contort herself to fit in the box, and that he will then drive swords through it from every angle. He announces that the audience must be quiet and to focus closely on this trick, because it is extremely dangerous. Vaclav has never seen this trick performed before, but he has read about it in The Magician’s Almanac, so he is very interested. He thinks that this might be a perfect trick for the magic act, that Lena is the perfect assistant for this trick, because she is so small.

The nail-nose man helps Heather step into the box and watches as she folds her feet and legs under her, and then adjusts and readjusts and squishes down so that she is completely inside the box. Without warning, the man plunges Heather Holliday’s long sword into the side of the box. Rasia gasps loudly, and Vaclav thinks he heard a tiny squeal from inside the box in Heather Holliday’s voice. She’s been hurt, thinks Vaclav. His mother grabs his hand and holds tightly.

The nose-nail man seems not to have noticed, and he plunges another long sword into the side of the box, perpendicular to the first. A small wheezing cough comes from inside the box. Rasia expects, at any moment, to see blood dripping to the stage from the bottom of the box, and as the man lifts yet another sword and prepares to stab it through the box, she again fights the urge to rush forward to the stage. She is sure at once that Heather Holliday is dying slowly, losing blood inside the tiny box, and sure just the same that it is all part of the trick.

Vaclav doesn’t want to think anymore about doing this trick with Lena.

The man turns to the audience and announces that as an unprecedented treat, he will invite the audience to come to the stage and peer inside the box. He unlatches the lid and peers inside from above, and Vaclav and Rasia hold their breath, because they are sure that Heather Holliday is dead, impaled inside the box, but he only smiles and then beckons the audience to come to the stage.

Vaclav and Rasia get up from their seats in the theater slowly. They feel at once excited to go onto the stage and to peep inside and to see secrets, and they also feel bad for wanting to peep and to see. Vaclav feels nervous to be so close to Heather Holliday, and to look at her in the box.

Vaclav steps onto the stage first, one aluminum-foil-wrapped sneaker after the other, and turns to help Rasia up onto the stage. The stage is only a little more than a foot high, and for Vaclav it is easy, like taking stair steps two at a time, but for Rasia, who is older and thicker than other mothers, and is creaky from the changes in climates in her life, it is difficult to get on the stage.

Vaclav takes her hand firmly in two of his, and she concentrates on holding her purse and puts one foot on the stage, and they both heave a little bit so that she is on the stage, two feet and two ankles and thick-soled shoes. They both feel the hollow plywood shell of the stage beneath them; they both feel it is less solid than they would like, less solid than they had thought it would be.

They approach the box, still holding hands.

The nose-nail man tells them to get a close look.

They both inch closer.

The box is very small, and Heather is curled up inside just like a baby, except that her arms are over her head instead of at her sides. The swords are going in all directions all around her. There is one sword that fits across her middle, where her stomach sinks away from her ribs before rising up again to meet her hips. There is one sword squeezed between her thighs. There is a sword just above her cheekbone, so that she is not able to turn her head.

Vaclav and Rasia are not able to focus on the swords and the incredible way that Heather Holliday has contorted around them. They are awkwardly trying to seem comfortable looking down at a live human being in a golden bikini stuffed into a box. Heather Holliday is not able to turn her head, but she looks at them out of the corner of her eye, and she still wears the smile that is like winking.

Vaclav can’t stop staring at Heather Holliday’s exposed left armpit. There is a diamond of tiny black stubble, and lines of white crusting the folds in her skin. Vaclav feels that this is the most private part of someone he has ever seen before. Even Heather Holliday cannot see this place on Heather Holliday’s body.

They spend many seconds looking into the box while the nose-nail man looks at them, while Heather Holliday looks around, and up at the ceiling, like a person in a dentist’s chair while the dentist’s hand is in her mouth. Vaclav tries to find a good place to look, but among the golden bikini and the skin and the fishnet and the armpit, he does not know what to do.

“Is lovely,” says Rasia, with her heavy, thick voice, surprising them all.

THE LIGHT OUTSIDE

…

After the show, Vaclav and Rasia leave the theater, and are blasted by the sunlight, the smell, and the rush of traffic outside. They walk toward the subway, holding hands, but they do not talk.

When they get home, Rasia tells him to change, and she goes to the kitchen, and she pours juice into two little glasses, and she sets them on the kitchen table, and then she sits. She hears the sounds of Vaclav changing into his regular clothes; she hears drawers opening and closing.

When Vaclav takes a seat across from her at the kitchen table and looks at her, so afraid and worried, she takes a deep breath and starts.

“Do you know this, what has been happening to Lena?” she says. Vaclav’s face tells her that he doesn’t know what she means. “Did you know that not-nice things were happening to Lena?” she asks.

“No,” says Vaclav, thinking Maybe.

“Did you know that Lena’s aunt was not taking care of her?” she asks.

“No,” says Vaclav.

“I wasn’t sure. I thought maybe. So I had to say something, because I was worry about Lena.” Rasia feels the conversation settle into the reality of the kitchen, feels that it is getting easier to talk about these things.

“What did you have to say?” says Vaclav.

“I had to say somethings to the police,” she says. This makes Vaclav feel that his mother might be crazy for reporting something not nice to the police. Vaclav thinks of the not-nice things happening all the time at his school, like when the gym teacher yells at everyone to climb the rope faster, or when kids push one another in line for the water fountain. He thinks of large SWAT teams of police like they are on TV and on Russian news, rushing all the time up and down the corridors of his school, trying to stop all the not-niceness.

“Why did you do that?” says Vaclav.

“So that if things are happening, they are stopping them.” This makes Vaclav feel that maybe the not-nice things are actually very serious, for the police to be interested.

“Right now, the police are also thinking that not-nice things are happening. So they are taking Lena away.”

“What?”

“They are protecting her.”

“Where is she?”

“I don’t know. I am not her family. They will not tell me.”

“How will we find out where she is?”

“I don’t know. I can ask the police. I don’t know. I don’t know if they will be telling me. They say they are putting her somewhere safe.”

“Who is with her?”

“Nobody.”

“Nobody?”

“I cannot go because I am not her family.”

“And …”

“And you cannot go because you are not her family.”

“Is her aunt with her?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Her aunt, she was not taking care of Lena.”

“She is alone!”

“Yes.”

“Call her aunt and ask where she is!”

“Her aunt is not knowing either. No one is knowing where she is, so that she is safe.”

“Lena will want me to know! Why can’t I know?”

“No one can know.”

“I am not no one.”

“I know.”

“Who will talk for her?”

“What?”

“Who will talk for her? Who will make sure that she is okay?”

“There are people.”

“What people?”

“I don’t know.”

“Where is she? I have to go be with her. She’s alone and she’ll be afraid. You have to tell me!”

“I don’t know, I don’t know. I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” And now Rasia realizes that she was wrong about the parts of this conversation to be nervous about. She was as afraid as any mother is afraid both to embarrass her son and to embarrass herself, to not give him all the right information and to give him too much information, which would scare him. What she could not predict was that Vaclav would not focus on the bad things that happened to Lena at the hands of people bigger and more powerful than himself. He would focus on the very bad thing that Rasia did, which was to take away his only friend.

THE SAME BUT HORRIBLE

…

When Vaclav went to school on Monday, no one knew anything about what happened over the weekend. No one knew anything about Lena, or not-nice things, or the Aunt, or about Rasia ruining everything and calling the police. No one knew anything, and everything was the same but horrible.

Mrs. Bisbano asked Marina and Kristina again about where Lena was, and they didn’t know, but they didn’t seem too bothered.

Vaclav thought they might come by to talk to him, to ask him if anything had happened to Lena, but they didn’t.

Sometimes some people just stop coming to school. Like Genesis’s half-sister, who used to come but now lives in Puerto Rico most of the time and just comes for the summer.

Lena is gone, and it is because Rasia, who knows nothing about America and American police except for what she sees on Law & Order, and who has made a huge mistake and told some things to the police, probably not even the right things—probably they did not understand her, with her rumbling voice and her thick tongue—and she made them take Lena away because of her stupidity; she made them take Lena away.

Vaclav is like an empty person because he has nothing.

Vaclav has nothing, except for anger.

At his mother.

All day the anger is growing, and it is making new anger, and it is burning the back of his throat.

Every day he wakes up thinking that Lena might come back. All day at school, he waits for her to walk through the door.

After school, Vaclav comes home and goes into his room directly, and he does not come out for dinner and does not come out when he is called, and does not come out or respond when his mother sits outside the door, crying quietly and saying “Please, please.”
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