
    
    
      
        [image: [Image]]
      

    

  Table of Contents
Title Page

Table of Contents

Copyright

Dedication

Epigraph

1. THE HALF-CASCADE

2. AN ANGRY MOB OF OLD FOGIES

3. THREE FACES

4. TOMATO PANTS

5. A HUMBLE STAGE

6. SOME LITTLE TALENT

7. THE SOFT CLICK

8. SPOONITCH AND FORKA

9. A SUITABLE NAME

10. MISHAPS REMEMBERED

11. UNLIKELY ALLIES

12. PUNISHMENT

13. THE LOCK

14. YELLOW EYES

15. THE EMPTY DRAWER

16. THE DIRECTOR

17. THREE UNLIKELY OBJECTS

18. THREE LEGS

19. HOW TO CLIMB AN INVISIBLE LADDER

20. THE OLD LIFE PARTY

21. A LITTLE TERROR

22. AN ADVANCED IDEA

23. THE FIRST TIME

24. ROCKING, SHAKING, POINTING

25. LETTING GO

Acknowledgments

About the Author


 Clarion Books

215 Park Avenue South

New York, New York 10003

 


Text copyright © 2012 by Cary Fagan

Illustrations copyright © 2012 by Erwin Madrid

 


All rights reserved. For information about permission to reproduce selections from this book, write to Permissions, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company, 215 Park Avenue South, New York, New York 10003.

 


Clarion Books is an imprint of Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company.

 


www.hmhbooks.com

 


The Library of Congress has cataloged the print edition as follows:

Fagan, Cary.

The boy in the box / by Cary Fagan.

p. cm. — (Master Melville’s Medicine Show ; bk. 1)

Summary: A misfit boy finds an unexpected second life after being kidnapped by a colorful traveling medicine show.

ISBN 978-0-547-75268-6 (hardback)

[1. Juggling — Fiction. 2. Kidnapping — Fiction. 3. Medicine shows — Fiction.] I. Title. 

PZ7.F135Boy 2012

[Fic]—dc23 2011049590

 


eISBN 978-0-547-75271-6

v1.1012
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 WHICH IS A MORE SHAMEFUL CALLING,

TO BE A JUGGLER OR A THIEF?


 


—Old saying



 1. THE HALF-CASCADE
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FOR the first time in his life, Sullivan Mintz, standing in his underwear, was doing a half-cascade with four balls. He was trying not to become so excited that he would overthrow a ball, or look down at his hands, or make any of the million tiny moves that would throw him off.

The half-cascade is the classic pattern of juggling, the balls crossing one another as they rise up and fall again into the juggler’s hands before being thrown once more. It is an elegant sight when done well, the juggler appearing to move as effortlessly as if he were raising a glass of water to his lips.

The truth is, just about anyone who works at it can learn to do a half-cascade with three balls. Kids, middle-aged men, grandmothers. But four balls—that’s something else entirely, a whole new level of difficulty. It takes a leap of courage and coordination, not to mention speed. It takes far more practice—weeks, sometimes months. But done well, it looks not only elegant, but wondrous.

Sullivan had started juggling six months ago, but it was only in the last five weeks that he had attempted four balls. And until this moment, Sullivan had messed up every time. Yet he had persisted, obsessively practicing before school, after school, at bedtime, any chance he got. He took his soft juggling balls to school and practiced at lunch, in an empty classroom where nobody would see him. Even when he wasn’t practicing, it felt as if he were, the balls rising and falling in his mind, his fingers opening and closing the way people sometimes moved their lips silently when they read.

Five weeks. Five weeks, every chance he got. And now he had it.

Sullivan, who was eleven years and seven months old, was once called by a teacher “the most average kid I’ve ever known.” And it was true that his grades were average across the board, his height was average, even his hair color was somewhere between blond and brown. The remark had been made to another teacher, but Sullivan and several other students had overheard, including a beefy kid named Samuel Patinsky, who was always on the lookout for somebody to torment. From that day forward, Samuel had started calling Sullivan “Mr. Average.” Sullivan despised the nickname, but he didn’t see what he could do about it. His friend Norval had suggested that he call Samuel Patinsky “Mr. Below Average.” But Sullivan had no desire to get punched in the face.

He had taken up juggling on the advice of Manny Morgenstern, one of the oldest residents of the Stardust Home for Old People. Manny was eighty-one. He had suggested juggling one afternoon when Sullivan was feeling pretty unhappy about just about everything. Like having only one friend at school. And being taunted by Samuel Patinsky. And having the kinds of chores that other kids didn’t have. And having a mother who was known by the embarrassing title of the Bard of Beanfield. And having a little sister who everyone thought was adorable when, in fact, she was the slimiest, most scheming creature alive.

Manny might have suggested all kinds of things, such as learning guitar or taking karate lessons. He was trying to think of something that would improve Sullivan’s coordination and perhaps give him some confidence. And that wouldn’t cost his parents, whose business was having what is politely called a cash flow problem, very much money. But juggling just seemed right.

“Once you start,” Manny had said, “you’ll want to juggle all the time. Your parents are going to have to tell you to stop. You’re going to drive everybody crazy.”

“I really don’t think so,” said Sullivan. Manny, who was very thin and always wore a suit and tie and stood remarkably straight despite his age, had been standing in Sullivan’s doorway. He still had his hair, which was now the color of ivory, and a little goatee—an empire, Manny called it. Sullivan had been sitting on the end of his bed, sulking. Having an eighty-one-year-old man as your friend was kind of neat, but having him as your closest friend wasn’t neat. It was pathetic.

“Juggling would be just about the dorkiest thing I could do,” Sullivan had said. “It would be like wearing a sign that said YES, I REALLY AM THAT BIG A LOSER. Besides, I’d be terrible at it. All I’d manage to do is drop things on my head.”

And yet here he was, keeping four balls in the air at once. (Or so it looked. The balls were never actually all in the air at the same moment. There was always one in his hand, just caught or about to be thrown.) “Sullivan!” came a voice from behind him. “I’ve already called three times. Now, please come for dinner.”

The sound of his dad speaking made Sullivan miss a ball. The others rained down around him. Entering the room, his dad sighed as he helped pick them up. “Juggling again? Having a hobby is one thing, Sullivan. But having a hobby that interferes with your chores is another. You’re keeping forty-eight hungry people waiting.”

“Sorry, Dad. I guess I didn’t hear you.”

“And, Sullivan, put on some pants.”

Sullivan placed the balls in the bottom drawer of his dresser. It used to be his sweater drawer, but he had moved the sweaters up one, cramming them in with his shirts. Now the drawer held all his juggling stuff—larger and smaller balls, clubs, plates, and instructional books. On his walls he had posters, not of baseball players or bands or movie stars, but of great jugglers of the past. There was Salerno, whose real name was Adolf Behrend and who was known as the “gentleman juggler” for dressing in tails and using hats and canes. There was Enrico Rastelli, maybe the greatest juggler of all time, who was known to practice constantly for the sheer love of it. There was the American Bobby May, who used comedy and was famous for his returning-bounce ball tricks. Sullivan even had a poster of ancient Egyptians juggling, from a painting inside a tomb. None of them had been easy to find. It wasn’t as if you could walk into a poster shop and ask for the juggling section. He’d saved his small allowance and then ordered them from acrobatic supply companies that he found using the Internet at the public library.

Sullivan pushed the drawer closed and pulled on his cotton pants (his parents didn’t like him to wear jeans at dinner). He was about to leave his room when something caught his eye through the window.

Sullivan moved over to it, put his hands on the sill, and leaned forward. There was something unusual moving down the street. It was dusk and the streetlights hadn’t gone on yet, but in the gloom, moving past the worn-down houses on the other side, he could see a wagon. That would have been strange even if it wasn’t being pulled by a horse. And it wasn’t a wagon exactly, thought Sullivan. It was something else. A caravan. Yes, that was the word. An old-fashioned wooden caravan, the likes of which he’d never seen before except maybe in pictures in some book. 

The caravan had large wheels that turned slowly as the horse pulled it along. There was a sort of ornate carving around the top and sides. It looked like it belonged in the time of western cowboy movies or in Victorian London. On the side, painted in fancy lettering, were the words Master Melville’s Medicine Show. And under the arc of words was a picture of a narrow glass bottle with a stopper in it. Around the bottle were stars and lightning bolts.

It was only after he read the words that Sullivan noticed the figure on a seat at the front of the caravan, holding the horse’s reins. The figure was hunched over and wore a big coat and a stovepipe hat. The face was hard to make out in the gloom, but Sullivan thought he saw a mustache and beard. There may have been somebody seated on the man’s other side—he couldn’t be sure.

The sight of the horse and driver and caravan was so strange that Sullivan felt as if he were looking backwards through time. But as he watched it pull out of sight, he heard another of his father’s exasperated calls, and the spell was broken. He ran out of the room.


 2. AN ANGRY MOB OF OLD FOGIES
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SULLIVAN and his family lived on the top floor of a three-story house on the outskirts of the town of Beanfield. The other two floors made up the Stardust Home for Old People. To get to the dining room of the Stardust Home, Sullivan had to run along the hall and down two flights of stairs that creaked underfoot.

“Hurry up, Sullivan,” said his mom. “Grab a tray.” She rushed by, putting down hot dishes of breaded sole and cooked carrots and rice. A lot of the residents could eat only soft food, so most of the meals his father cooked—or rather, overcooked—were mushy. Sullivan hurried into the kitchen to load up a tray of his own. As he came out again, he saw a sheet of paper tacked to the bulletin board. He knew right away that his mother had written another poem. She wrote lots of poems, sometimes two or three a day, and she left them tacked on the board, or taped above the toilet in the bathroom, or pinned to a door. Once a week the local paper published one of her poems under the heading The Bard of Beanfield. But the residents of the Stardust Home were his mom’s most devoted readers. Sullivan stopped a moment to read her latest.

 


I’ll tell you then, I’ll tell you now,

of all the beasts, I love the cow.

With eyes so pretty and breath so sweet,

she gives us both our milk and meat.


 




But I do feel bad, I must admit,

when into a burger I have bit

and I think I hear a call—but who?

Could it be the sound of “moo”?


 


No wonder they were having fish tonight. His tray loaded, Sullivan headed into the dining room. There were eight round tables covered in white cloths, each with six people—six white-haired or bald, liver-spotted people, some with trembling hands, others with watery eyes or shifting dentures—waiting for their dinner. It used to surprise Sullivan how eager old people were to get their dinner, even if they never ate very much, but by now he was used to it.

Sullivan went straight to table number seven, where Manny Morgenstern was talking to Elsa Fargo and Rita Cooley, two widowed sisters who always sat on either side of him.

“It’s true. I really was a professional boxer,” Manny was saying. “Of course, this was sixty years ago. My job was to lose and make my opponent look good. Which I was happy to do. Except for this one fight. You see, the five Trepovsky sisters came to see me. And I didn’t want to look bad in front of them, because naturally, I was in love.”

“But which of the Trepovsky sisters were you in love with?” asked Elsa.

“I can’t remember. It was either sister number three or sister number five. My opponent was Hank ‘the Crusher’ Hopster and he looked like a gorilla, only he was hairier and uglier. I knew that my only chance was to surprise him with a knockout blow.”

“And did you?” asked Rita breathlessly. “Did you knock him out?”

“I guess I wasn’t as in love as I thought. I took one look at the Crusher, jumped over the rope, and ran out of the gym. I never boxed again. Instead, I got a job on a riverboat. Oh, Sullivan! I haven’t seen you all day. What have you been working on?”

“Four balls,” Sullivan said, putting down their plates.

“And?”

“Kept them up for twenty throws.”

“Brilliant. You’d better keep serving or you’ll have an angry mob of old fogies after you. Now, Elsa, Rita, did I ever tell you about the time I lived in Come By Chance, Newfoundland, testing rubber boots?”

Sullivan served two more tables and then sat down with his mother, his father (who was just taking off his apron), and his little sister, Jinny. “So how was school today?” his mom asked.

“Super great,” said Jinny, who was only in first grade. “I made up a poem, just like you do. It’s about a frog. Want to hear it?”

“No,” said Sullivan. Jinny was always getting attention from their parents. It wasn’t as if Sullivan wanted to be the center of attention, but still, it was annoying as anything. Now she was just sucking up to his poetry-loving mom.

“Of course we do. Go ahead,” his mother said.

Jinny put her hands together and made her face look serious. She recited:

 


A frog is the special-est thing in the world.

More than a brother, a nail, or a bird.

All the frogs love me, it really is true.

But not brothers, because they smell like—


 


“Now that’s enough, Jinny,” his dad interrupted.

But Jinny insisted on shouting the last word out.

“Glue!”

“Did anyone ever tell you that you’re a genius, Jinny?” asked Sullivan. “Because if they did, they were lying.”

His dad sighed. “Can we have some peace at the table, please? Otherwise I’ll never be able to digest my food.”

Sullivan’s parents, Gilbert and Loretta, had been the managers of the Stardust Home for eight months. Before that they had run a diner, an old movie theater, a hair salon, and a beadery, and each time they had gone bankrupt. “Not,” Sullivan’s dad once admitted, “something to be really proud of.” His parents worked hard, they got along with people, they always provided a good service. But the Mintzes just weren’t competent at running a business. They paid too much for supplies and never charged enough for whatever they were selling. When people couldn’t pay, they gave the meal (or the ticket, or the haircut, or the beads) away for nothing.

The Mintzes had hoped that the Stardust Home would be different. For one thing, they could save on expenses by living in the house themselves. For another, they could use the skills that they had learned running the other businesses. They could cook for all the residents, show movies and other entertainments in the evening, even cut hair and hold art workshops. They liked old people, who had so many fascinating stories to tell, and thought that it would be good for the children to be around them. And now that Sullivan was older, he was able to help a lot more.

But as always, things hadn’t worked out as planned. For one thing, Sullivan’s parents found running a home full of old people exhausting. There was a never-ending stream of chores—shopping, cooking, laundry, cleaning, pills to dispense, bored or lonely or irritable residents to cheer up, doctor’s appointments to arrange. For another, Gilbert and Loretta seemed to attract people who had very small pensions or limited savings and could not afford to pay very much. In fact, if things continued on as they were now, the Stardust Home, like the other businesses, would soon go bankrupt. But this time, not only the Mintzes would suffer—all the residents would find themselves without a place to live.

Sullivan knew about these problems because he sometimes heard his parents talking at night when they thought he and Jinny were asleep. Sullivan was a natural worrier anyway. When he was five years old, he asked his parents what would happen if the sun didn’t come up in the morning. When he was seven, he would look up at any airplane in the sky and watch until it passed over to make sure it didn’t crash into their house. But the financial problems of the Stardust Home gave him something real to worry about. He would lie awake at night trying to come up with schemes that might help. He was too old to believe that a lemonade stand or selling all his comic books would be enough, as he used to think when his parents’ other businesses were going under. But he wasn’t too old to imagine he might earn enough money by juggling.

Was there some way that Sullivan could make money with his hobby? He couldn’t remember ever seeing a juggler on television or in the movies. Maybe he could become a busker, one of those people who performs on a street corner or at a market while other people throw money into his hat. Sullivan would much rather be a busker than a dentist or accountant or any of the other things that his parents said were good careers. Could he make enough to help his family that way? And even if he could, was he good enough? Probably not. Not yet, anyhow. Even if he was, there was no way his parents would let him do that.

And then there was the little matter of stage fright.

For the truth was that Sullivan was seriously afraid of performing in front of people. Oh, he could juggle in front of his parents, or even Manny Morgenstern. But an audience—that was a different matter altogether. Just the thought of it made his hands sweat and his body begin to tremble. And yet the weird thing was that he wanted to perform for people. In fact, he wanted to so badly that it felt like something he would one day have to do. It was one of the things that kept him practicing every chance he got. But how could he ever perform, when he was terrified?

Sullivan’s father pushed back his chair. “Showtime, folks,” he said—it was what he always said when it was time to clear the plates and bring out dessert. When Sullivan reached Manny’s table, his friend said to him, “So how about a little juggling for the old codgers tonight, Sullivan? I’m sure we could use some diversion.”

Sullivan felt perspiration immediately spring to his forehead. “I’ve got a lot of homework,” he said. “Maybe another time.”

“That’s what you always tell us,” Elsa complained.

“Now, now,” said Manny. “The boy has homework, didn’t you hear? He’ll juggle for us one day. When he’s ready.”

Good old Manny. Sullivan returned to his family’s table to eat his own wedge of chocolate cake. His thoughts drifted back to the strange sight outside his window. Looking down at that caravan, he’d felt for a moment as if it were a hundred years ago. He had heard of medicine shows, but he wasn’t exactly sure what they were. Then his thoughts were interrupted by his dad saying, “You’d better get down to that homework right after dinner. Your mom and I will do the dishes. When you’re done, you can fold bed sheets. There’s a mountain of them in the laundry room.”

“Okay,” Sullivan said. He didn’t look forward to folding a zillion sheets. It was hard to get them properly square and flat. He hoped that he could finish the chore quickly enough to leave some time to practice before bed.

“I have homework, too,” Jinny said.

“You’re in first grade,” Sullivan scoffed. “What homework do you have?”

“Coloring.”

“Exactly.”

“It’s hard.”

“I’m sure it is.”

“Harder than learning Italian.”

“I don’t take Italian.”

“It’s still harder.”

“Why are you talking to me, anyway?”

“Sullivan,” said his dad. “Be nice to your sister.”

“I’m the sort of person everybody just adores,” said Jinny.

Sullivan rolled his eyes. He got up, took his plate into the kitchen, and went to do his homework.


 3. THREE FACES
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A CROW gave a lonely caw and flew over the Stardust Home, past the last houses of the town, to a field that had not been plowed in years. The night was almost black, the moon and stars hidden by a dense layer of cloud. But the crow saw something down below that made it bank its wings and wheel in a circle. A horse was pulling a caravan over the uneven ground. The bird dropped lower, but then the man holding the horse’s reins looked up and shook his fist. The crow flapped hard and pulled away.

The horse, clearly exhausted, breathed heavily and shook the bit in its mouth. “Come on, you mangy thing,” said the man with the reins, and he cracked his whip against the horse’s flank. “Don’t give out on me yet. We’re almost there.”

The man wore a black stovepipe hat and a long black coat with the collar pulled up. A slighter figure next to him, sitting upright and wearing a hat ornamented with black feathers, was as unmoving as stone. The horse pulled the caravan along a stand of birch trees that stood ghostly in the dark, and the man pulled on the reins. “This’ll do,” he said. “We’ve gone far enough for tonight. Don’t you think so, my dearest darling? I’m sure we’ve left that unfortunate little incident well behind.”

“Cold,” the other figure said. It was a woman’s voice, breathy and shrill. “Damp. Uneven. Ugly. Yes, it’ll do, you stupid excuse for a man. Next time let me pick the new talent. Now help me down.”

“Of course, my sweet,” the man said and he hurriedly jumped down, only to put his foot into a crumbling mound of old cow dung. But he said nothing, only came around to the other side of the caravan’s seat, swung down a little wooden stair, and offered his hand. The woman took it with her own gloved hand and put one narrow, pointed black heel on the step. Even in the dark her pale skin, shining black eyes, and ruby lips were visible.

“I’ll get the urchins to make us a fire and a spot of late dinner, shall I?” the man said.

“Just make sure that no one has thoughts of running off.”

“Oh, they all have thoughts of running, my dearest darling. Of course they do. But they don’t run off. That’s the thing. They wouldn’t dare—I’ve seen to that. No need to worry your pretty head.”

“Speak to me like that again and I’ll take off your own head.”

“Of course, my love. I well know who is the intelligence behind this enterprise. I assure you, I know that.”

The man hurried to the back of the caravan, taking mincing steps in case there were any more cow patties. He took a large set of jangling keys from his inside pocket, found the one he needed, and slipped it into the padlock that secured the back door. He pulled on the lock, swung open the door, and, after taking a box from his outside pocket, struck a match.

The flame cast its feeble light into the caravan. Three young faces, eyes blinking, stared out. Dazed faces. Hungry faces.

“Don’t just stare at me like a row of bobbleheads,” said the man. “You know we had to pack up quick. Now Mistress and I want some dinner. And see to that worthless horse. Then it’s back to bed. We’ve got a show tomorrow and I want you in good shape. Performances are getting slack. They’ve got to tighten up, do you hear? Now get on with it.”

One by one the three children climbed out of the caravan. First a girl with long red hair, then a small boy, and last, an older boy. They did not speak, but, taking equipment from inside the caravan or strapped underneath or on top of it, they set up a cookstove, a table, folding chairs. The girl went to unharness the horse, whispering, “That’s okay, that’s all right” in its ear and patting its moist and shivering neck. The younger boy poured wine into two goblets, sniffling a little as if from a cold or perhaps holding back tears.

“I hate that noise,” said the woman. “Make him stop.”

“Of course, my buttercup.” He stepped over to the boy and said, “You stop that right now. There’s no need. Not when you’re so well taken care of. Not when we’ve made your dreams come true. Hush up or there’ll be no share for you and you can sleep on the ground under the caravan.”

The man’s voice sounded harsh, but he put his hand gently on the boy’s shoulder. He took up the two goblets of wine and gave one to the woman. “Let us have a toast,” he said. “To our great success!”

“Success?” the woman said. “You promised me the world. You promised me riches. Fame and glory. And look where we are. Look what we are. You are nothing but a disappointment to me.”

“Ah, but things are looking up, my love. I sense a change in the air. I’ve got good instincts, and I can feel it!”

“Damn your instincts,” she said, and swallowed her wine.

The older boy did the cooking. The sound of sizzling came from the stove, and the smell of oil, garlic, potatoes, and cheese made all three children painfully aware of their hunger. The woman said, “Well, I suppose you all need to eat as well. Let them get plates.”

“You heard Mistress,” said the man. “Go on now. And don’t look so glum. We’re all a little upset. But we’ll be right as rain in a day or two. We’ll be a jolly family once again. You’ll see that I’m right!”

The girl brought out three more plates and the older boy served up the meal. The man and woman sat while the children stood. The horse pawed at the ground. “Yes,” the man repeated, putting a forkful of hot potatoes into his mouth. “A jolly family once again.”


 4. TOMATO PANTS
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SULLIVAN Mintz liked the Stardust Home better than any of the apartments they had rented in the past. Everyone was nice to him at the home. Even the most disagreeable resident, Dunstan Macafee—who complained that the food was too bland, that the other residents snored too loudly, and that the wallpaper looked like it was older than the residents—was nice to Sullivan. “Come over here, Sullivan,” Mr. Macafee would call from his wheelchair. “Stand by the mark on the wall. Yes, I declare that you’ve grown at least an inch.”

“I don’t think I grew an inch since last week,” Sullivan always said, for he knew that he wasn’t growing very quickly at all and that Mr. Macafee was only trying to make him feel better.

“Don’t disagree with me, young man. I was a tailor for fifty-seven years. I could eyeball a customer and tell you his exact height, not to mention his waist, seat, and inseam. And I say you’re an inch taller.”

Though everyone at the Stardust Home liked Sullivan, it was a different matter at Beanfield Middle School. Of course, the teachers were glad enough to have a student who did his work on time and never disrupted class. And he got along well enough with the other kids, even if he hadn’t gotten to know many of them, since he could never go to their houses after school or stay for a club or dance. He had to hurry home and help his parents, something they took for granted, as if every kid had to help run the family business. But Sullivan’s life at school was miserable. And for one reason.

Samuel Patinsky.

“Samuel Patinsky is a classic bully,” said Norval Simick at lunch on Friday. Norval and Sullivan were friends, if you could call somebody you never saw outside of school a friend. They ate lunch together and tried to get picked for the same team in gym class, which wasn’t always easy. Sullivan usually got picked somewhere in the middle, but Norval was always the last one chosen. To Sullivan the amazing thing was that Norval didn’t mind. At least, Norval liked to say, he was known for something. And it was true, Sullivan thought. Nobody ever remembered who got picked in the middle.

“I don’t know what you mean by ‘classic,’” Sullivan said, looking suspiciously between the slices of bread of his sandwich. Usually his lunch consisted of whatever they’d had for dinner the night before, stuck between two pieces of pasty bread. Today it was a breaded sole sandwich.

“What I mean is that Samuel is a lunkhead, a dumbbell, a cretin. He feels stupid and therefore bad about himself. He’s also fat.”

“He’s not fat. He’s just big.”

“He’s fat. And his parents fight all the time.”

“How do you know that?”

“Wouldn’t you fight if you were Samuel’s parents?”

“So
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