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  About the Book


  Vaclav and Lena seem destined for each other. They first meet as children in an English-as-a-second-language class in Brighton Beach, Brooklyn. Vaclav, who dreams of becoming a famous magician, is precocious and verbal. Lena, struggling with English, takes comfort in the safety of his adoration, his noisy, loving home, and the care of Rasia, his big-hearted mother. Vaclav imagines their story unfolding like a fairy tale, but among the many truths to be discovered in Haley Tanner’s wondrous debut is that happily ever after is never a foregone conclusion.


  When Lena is not around Vaclav and his parents, her world is unsafe. Her poor language skills isolate her. She lives with a mostly absent, neglectful aunt, and has no connection to her parents, who she believes are still in Russia. Then, one day, Lena does not show up for school. She has disappeared from Vaclav and his family’s lives as if by a cruel trick. For the next seven years Vaclav always says goodnight to her, wondering if she is doing the same somewhere. On the eve of Lena’s seventeenth birthday he finds out.


  Haley Tanner has the originality and verve of a born storyteller, and the boldness to imagine a world in which love can overcome the most difficult circumstances. In The Adventures of Vaclav the Magnificent and his Lovely Assistant Lena she has created two unforgettable young protagonists who evoke the joy, the confusion, and the passion of having a profound, everlasting connection with someone else.


  About the Author


  Haley Tanner lives in Brooklyn. This is her first novel.
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  Gavin, my partner in crime, my lovely assistant, my comrade, and the very best husband a girl could have, you are still my rising sun. You fill my life with wonder and joy and possibility every day. You were always on every page of this book, and now you’re part of the big, wild, gorgeous universe, too. I know you’re having fun out there, I can feel it. I love you.


  TOGETHER


  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:


  
    	Room cleaning


    	Chore doing


    	Table setting


    	Homework finishing


    	Grade achieving


    	Extracurricular accomplishments


    	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
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