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“Glad we’re outta there,” Josh shouted over his shoulder. He pedaled hard past the elementary school, pumping fast as if he could catch cooties if he lingered too long. 

“Yeah, me too,” Will called back as he tried to keep up. But truth be told, he’d miss the old place over the summer. The friends, the routine, and even math class. Especially math class. He glanced at the school as he passed.

“Hey! Wait up, Josh!” Will slammed on his brakes, his back tire squealing to a stop. 

Josh slowed and U-turned in the street. “What? Let’s get going. We got stuff to do.”

“Look!” Will pointed at the front doors. A heavy silver chain hung through the handles, held together with a large lock. Above it, there was a bright yellow sign:  CLOSED. NO TRESPASSING.
“Yeah, so what? School’s closed. We knew that, Einstein.”

“But the sign? The lock? They never did that in the summer before. Besides, the teachers are still working another week. So is my mom, finishing off stuff in the office.” 

Will went to the doors and cupped his hands around his eyes to peer through the glass. 

“It’s all dark in there. I don’t see anybody.”

“So maybe they got off early for the day. Went out to celebrate getting rid of us kids.” Josh put a foot on his pedal, eager to push off. 

“But if they’re coming back tomorrow how will they get in?” Will wondered, looking at the lock and chain.

Josh rolled his eyes. “Maybe they have to use that back entrance by the cafeteria. Who knows? C’mon! We got better things to worry about. We gotta get to the pool before it gets all crowded with those whiny little kids.” 

Will’s questions about the school were soon squashed by the June-perfect day spent outside with Josh. They swam at the Rec Center, then biked out to the woods. As they came and went, they were somehow able to avoid the giggling group of girls hanging out over at Courtney’s house. They followed their plan to make sure this summer was the best ever. 

It had to be. When they went back to school, they’d be in fifth grade. Kings of the school. But Josh told him they’d need to be different for middle school. That meant next summer it would be time to...to grow up? To change? To start acting more like teenagers? Will wasn’t sure. But Josh had older brothers. He knew. And according to Josh, this was their last summer to be kids and to have fun.
For now, the summer break stretched out in front of the boys and as Will pedaled up his driveway, he was tired but satisfied with his first day off. He jumped off his bike, letting it drop on the grass, its front tire still spinning as he bolted up the front steps. 

“Mom? I’m home!” 

Will swung open the screen door and froze. His mother jolted to attention, grabbing the box of tissues that sat beside her on the couch and quickly hiding them behind her back. But Will could see she had been crying -- black trails of eye makeup were smeared on her cheeks. 

“You’re home early,” Mom said, her voice jagged as she tried to breath normally. A blizzard of used tissues littered the floor, and Will noticed Mom trying to shove them under the couch with her foot. His brain shouted NOT GOOD as a grey blanket of dread smothered his mood

 “Mom, what’s the matter? What happened?” He forced the words out over the rock-hard lump of fear in his throat. 

She shook her head. “Nothing...No big deal. I’m OK. Just had a hard day. That’s all.”

A hard day? Will was certain there was more. 

“Are you sick? Do you need me to call Dad?”

“No, really. I’m OK.” Mom leaned down to clean up the tissues, but Will suspected she was more interested in hiding her blotched face and red eyes.

Suddenly he noticed a box on the couch, packed with a haphazard jumble of items that had been on her desk at the school office. His framed fourth grade photo peeked out from the top. Then he remembered. The lock and chain. The yellow sign. CLOSED. NO TRESPASSING.

“Um...Mom? Why’d you bring all your stuff home from your desk? Can’t it stay there all summer?”

“Uh...well...I guess it could have,” she said, not looking up from the floor.

“Then why didn’t you leave it there? You’ll be back in a couple months.”

Finally Mom looked up and blurted, “I-I-I...I lost my job!” But breaking the news let loose a storm of tears. 

“What? What happened? Take a deep breath, Mom.” 

She tried again, settling down into a whimper. “It’s the school. They’re closing it.”

Will gasped as the news seeped through him. “What do you mean? We were just there yesterday. They didn’t say anything.” 

He tried to ignore the feeling of panic that was crowding his chest. Maybe it’s a mistake, a mix up, some kind of end of the school year prank. 

Mom wiped her red eyes and let another crumpled tissue start a new snow drift on the floor. 

“They just announced it today. Immediate closing.” She grabbed another tissue and blew her nose. Will squirmed, wishing her to go on.

“It’s too old and costs too much to repair and maintain,” Mom said. “So the city decided to close it and sell it, or knock it down or something.”

“They can’t do that!”

“Well, obviously they can,” she said with a sigh, “because they said it’s official. Believe me, it was a shock to us all. No one knew it was coming.” Her tears slowed down now that she was talking. “Of course we knew the old place was falling apart, and there were rumors. Plenty of rumors. But who’d ever dream that they’d close it. It’s the centerpiece of this town.” 

“Hey, wait! So where are we supposed to go to school?” Will demanded.

She nodded, hearing him but continuing in her own sad thoughts. “And since the glass factory closed down, Oak Grove Elementary has been the one constant here. Everything’s changing so fast, with the highway going in and the chain stores popping up out on Route 5 and the old mom-and-pop places closing down. But there was always the school. Kind of like an anchor.”

Will pulled at her sleeve. “Mom! Mom! Where are we supposed to go to school? Did they tell you?”

The rising panic in Will’s voice brought his mother to attention. “You won’t like this. They want to bus you all to that new school in Pleasant Hill.”

“But it will take forever to get there on a bus!” 

“I know.”

“And I’ll just have one year there, then have to switch schools again when I go to middle school.”

“I know, honey. I know. This won’t be easy for either of us,” Mom said, as she started to sniffle again. 

Will wanted to kick himself. Keep your mouth shut, Klutzo! Stop adding to her worries! But his mind was flooded with the effects of the closing. 

“I loved working in that office, and the fact that the building was so old made it even better. More interesting, you know?” 

Will nodded. He thought about all the quirks of the old place. The antique radiators banged and clanked through the winter, trying to keep up with the drafty old windows. The wooden floors were worn and scratched from decades of children. And throughout the year, an endless parade of repair people showed up to fix this, patch that, replace this, remove that.  

Mom took a deep gaspy breath and said, “I need to call your dad and tell him. He’s already been so worried about sales being down at the shop. I hate to add this to his concerns.”

Suddenly Will remembered that Dad’s computer repair shop had the contract for the school. With the school closed, his biggest customer was gone. Now’s not the time to bring that up. 

Will wandered outside to the porch and flopped down on the top step. The grey blanket of dread was now mixed with fear and worry, settling on him, heavy and smothering. Oak Grove Elementary School closed. For good. Mom unemployed. Dad’s best customer gone. Vacation at the lake probably cancelled. Obviously. New school in August, complete with a super-long bus ride twice a day. His thoughts were twisted up like a bowl of spaghetti. A sharp pain shot through Will’s stomach as he got out his phone to text Josh. 

Can u come over? Big news. Bad news. 

He hit SEND, and then he brought up the web site of the Oak Grove Sentinel. 

There it was, listed as the Top Story: “Decision announced: Oak Grove Elementary School closing. Breaking news – check back for details.” Jeez, I already know more than that.

“Whatcha doing?”

Will looked up to see Courtney coming up the walk, followed by three more neighborhood girls. Trapped! Just what I need right now – girls!

“Nothing,” Will said, drawing out the word to make it sound extra boring. Go away!

Courtney sat down on the bottom step, and her friends followed like robots under her command.

“Hey, who invited you?” 

“Since when do I need an invitation, Silly Willy? We’ve sat on these steps together since we were, like, zero years old.”

Will sighed. “Yeah, don’t remind me. So you need an invitation now. Maybe I want some peace and quiet.” 

One of the girls nudged Courtney and pointed up the road.

“Looks like you won’t get your peace and quiet now. Here comes Josh. I don’t suppose he needs an invitation.” Courtney flipped her hair over her shoulder as she smirked at Will. 

“Actually, he got an invitation,” Will said, holding up his phone. 

 Josh skidded his bike to a stop on the sidewalk and glared at Will. “You called me over for this?” he said, pointing to the girls. “Seriously?”

Ignoring his insult, the girls all waved and said, “Hi, Josh!” like a welcoming committee of cheerleaders. 

“No, they just showed up. Totally uninvited. But being girls, they don’t seem to understand that concept,” Will said.

“Get over it, guys!” Courtney rolled her eyes. “We just stopped by to be friendly, you know.”

Josh came closer to the porch, keeping his distance from the wall of girls that separated him from Will. “So what’s the news?” 

Everyone turned to Will. “News?” the girls all said in unison.

“Might as well tell all of you at once. It’s about the school. They’re closing it and bussing us to Pleasant Hill.”

Will raised his hands against the onslaught of protests as everyone raised their voices with the same questions he had been trying to sort out before they all arrived. 

Mom stuck her head out the door. “Hey, what’s all this noise out here?”

“I just told them the news,” Will said.

Mom looked at the group and tears welled up. “It’s true,” she whispered, as she turned away and closed the door.

Courtney’s eyes opened wide. “Your mom -- this means she lost her job, doesn’t it?” 

The kids fell silent as Will nodded. He fidgeted under their attention, shrugged, and said, “Hey, it happens I guess.”

“Seems to be happening a lot around here lately,” Josh grumbled.

 “Yeah, well, there must be something we can do,” Will said. “We can’t be expected to put up with giving up our school just like that, getting bussed to some new school that’s what? Forty five minutes away or something? It’ll probably take more like an hour with all the stops. I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’ll take the old place.”

Everyone nodded.

Courtney stepped up to the porch, raised her fists and announced, “We need to get organized!”

“Yeah, so who made you the boss?” Josh said. 

“Hey, we have a crisis on our hands. I have three big brothers, remember? In my house, if I don’t speak up loud and clear, I don’t get heard.” 

“Calm down, you two. We need to think,” Will said. “We’re just a bunch of kids. Who will listen to us? Even if we got all the kids from the whole school, what would that do? I think we need an adult.”

Courtney nodded. “Someone with connections, someone who can pull some strings.” 

“Hey, what about Mr. Goodman?” Will said.

“The magician?” Josh asked. 

“Yeah, the magician. You all saw his show at school last week. Pretty amazing.” 

Josh sneered. “What are you thinking, Will? That he’ll wave his magic wand and make this go away?”

“Well, maybe.”

“Maybe what? Maybe he can use his magical powers and change everything? Seriously, any trick he does you can check out on YouTube and see how it’s done. Sleight of hand. Smoke and mirrors.”

“Wait, Josh,” Courtney said. “Maybe Will’s on to something. Max Goodman’s family has been in this town for generations. He’s got connections. Everyone knows him. He’s always at the school, and he likes us kids.”

“It’s his job to like us kids,” Josh said, rolling his eyes. 

“Whattt-ever. I think it’s a great idea, Will.” A funny fluttery feeling went through Will’s chest as Courtney smiled and gave him a thumbs up.

“Beats sitting around here moping about it, anyway,” said Will as he stood. “We may as well go ask him if he can do anything. Worst he can say is ‘No.’ He just lives over on Maplewood Drive.”

“Let’s go ask. You never know.” Courtney headed down the driveway with rest of the girls following.

“Ooooh! Let’s go ask!” Josh squeaked out a girly voice as he got up to follow. Will’s laugh at his imitation came out shallow and scratchy.

“Get over it, guys,” Courtney called over her shoulder. 

Josh lowered his voice. “Dude, our last fun summer is going nowhere fast. Remember the list?”

Will felt his copy in his pocket – to make the most of the summer, they made a list of things to do and things to avoid.

“Yeah, I know,” he said. He hadn’t memorized it, but he knew the first item on the list of things to avoid: GIRLS. 
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The residents at the Shady Lane Retirement Village all stretched forward, watching closely, completely quiet in their concentration. The magician had asked for volunteers, and Alice Kluzinski was chosen from those who raised their hands. 

Alice followed his instructions carefully. 

She chose a card from his deck. The four of diamonds. 

She showed the card to the audience. 

She carefully tore off a corner of the card. 

Max Goodman took the torn piece and placed it on his stand. He took the card from Alice, covered it with a black silk, waved his magic wand over it, and removed the silk. The card was gone. 

“Alice, go to your purse,” Max said. 

As Alice walked off the stage to her seat in the fifth row, Max explained. “Alice has a maroon wallet inside her purse. Inside that wallet, there is a zippered section that she only uses for photos of her grandchildren. There are four photos in that section, plus a surprise. Alice, look in that section of your wallet.” 

Everyone turned, craning their necks to see Alice open her purse. She pulled out the wallet, and the crowd murmured in approval as they saw that is was maroon, as predicted. In the silent anticipation, they could hear her unzip the section that contained her photos. 

She held up the pictures. “Four photos. He was right!”

Her husband shouted out, “She’ll use any excuse to show off those grandchildren.” 

Everyone laughed, until Alice screamed. “Oh, my gosh! Look! Look, everybody!” Her trembling hand held up the torn four of diamonds for everyone to see. 

The crowd gasped, amazed. Max said, “Alice, please bring the card back to the stage.”

She scooted down the row of chairs and back up to the stage, jittery with excitement, holding the card high like a hard-earned trophy. 

Max smiled at her and said, “Now take the piece you tore off, which has been sitting here on my stand, and see if it’s the piece missing from the card that was in your wallet.”

Alice picked up the torn piece and held it up with her card. “It’s a perfect fit!” she declared to the crowd. 

Applause filled the room as Max Goodman took a bow and invited Alice to do the same.

The activities director bound up the steps to the stage and announced, “Thanks to Max Goodman of Maximum Magic for providing the kick-off show for our Summer Fun event.” Everyone clapped again, with shouts of “Bravo” and “Encore!” 

When the applause died, Max stepped down from the stage to greet and visit with the Shady Lane residents. Many were still shaking their heads in amazement. 

A group gathered around him, many of them familiar faces from growing up in Oak Grove. 

“How’s your father doing? Any chance of him retiring here anytime soon?” asked Sam Browning, an old friend of the family. 

Max laughed. “No, he’s still pulling in the crowds with his Vegas show. I’ll tell him you asked.”

“And what about your grandfather? How’s he doing?” asked Kate Hughes. “He used to do shows at the school when I was a kid, before he made it big.”

“Yes, I know, Mrs. Hughes.” Max shook her hand. “Grandpa’s doing well. He has an apartment at the assisted living center in Pleasant Hill. Seems to enjoy it there. Thanks for asking.”

One man asked, “How did you make those pieces of rope into one long piece?” Max smiled as he sidetracked these questions with his usual response: “Hopefully well.” 

Sam Browning waited off to the side as the group around Max slowly dwindled. Once everyone was gone, he stepped forward to help Max bring the props to his van. They pushed the rolling trunks out the doors, and into the parking lot. Once outside, Sam looked around carefully. His voice dropped to a whisper. 

“So how are you coping? You have quite a bit of magic to handle for such a young man.”

Max looked into the kind eyes of the only non-magical person who understood his true powers. 

“It’s going well,” he answered. “As far as anyone is concerned in this town, I’m just a small town magician trying to make a buck. And by the way,” he added with a laugh, “I’m almost twenty five. Not such a young man after all.”

“Almost twenty five! Hah! To a guy my age, that’s young, believe me.” Sam leaned down and helped Max lift a trunk into the van.

“I appreciate your concern, Sam. You saw the show. Some standard sleight of hand stuff, trick props, the usual. Yes, I used some of my powers, but just enough to add to the entertainment. Of course, the temptation to use my powers in, shall we say...inappropriate...or mischievous ways is still there. I won’t lie to you.”

“I remember some of the stuff your dad got up to back in school,” Sam said, laughing.

“But I’m not in middle school, Sam. I’ve got it handled. Anyway, I’m happy. Big shows and Vegas crowds never appealed to me. I like Oak Grove, and I like the people here. If I can use my magic to make their days a bit brighter, that works for me.” 

Max loaded the last small props, slammed the van door shut, and shook hands with Sam as they said goodbye. 

“Stop in sometime,” Sam called, waving as he walked down the road to his condo. 

Max started the engine and the radio came on. 

Just in time to catch the news, he thought as he glanced at the clock. His thought was interrupted by the “Ding” of the low gas warning light. 

Max glanced down the road to make sure Sam was far in the distance. He pulled his magic wand from his jacket and tapped the gas gauge. The needle rose instantly from empty to full. 

“Just one of the perks of the job,” he said to himself, pulling out onto the road. But the feeling of guilt about lying to Sam hung over him. The temptations to use his magic inappropriately were strong indeed, stronger than he admitted. 

“Top of the Hour News, here on WCAF-FM,” the radio blared. “Today the Oak Grove City Hall announced that Oak Grove Elementary school has been shut down. We go live to City Hall. Mayor, what’s the reason for this sudden closure?” 

“What?” shouted Max, glaring at the radio in disbelief. A driver honked his horn, slamming on his brakes, and Max looked up just in time to see the stop sign he was driving through. Shaking his head, Max pulled over and parked at the curb so he could focus on the mayor’s voice. 

“The school has been a costly drain on the city budget. It’s too old, and we can’t keep up with the repairs and maintenance anymore. Quite simply, it’s a money pit and the city can’t afford it.” 

The reporter asked, “Did the annual announcement of school grades affect the decision?”

“Yes. Oak Grove got a “C” grade for the year, unacceptable when compared to its past performance. But we realize much of that is due to the disruption and noise caused by constant repairs: the leaky roof, old plumbing, and so on. We have a school that’s costing way too much to maintain and where the children aren’t learning. Everyone is losing in this scenario.”
“When will the school close?” asked the reporter. 

“It closed yesterday for the summer,” the mayor replied. “But in August it will not reopen. The children will all be bused to the newer school in Pleasant Hill.” 

“No!” Max groaned as he felt the weight of this sad news. He went to Oak Grove Elementary as a child. Now that he was older, he entertained there several times a year. The brick building was an important piece of the town. Sure it was old, and perhaps a bit run-down, but it was part of the town’s history, part of its character. 

“They can’t close it! They just can’t!” said Max to himself as he pulled back out onto the road.

Heading home, Max passed his favorite sign, “Welcome to Oak Grove, Birthplace of the Amazing Antone, 1880-1943”. The Amazing Antone was his great-great-grandfather, a cutting edge magician for his time, known as one of Vaudeville’s most famous entertainers. And the magic continued on through the generations. 

Max was proud of his heritage, and proud of his town and his family’s history there. But today that pride was squelched. 

“What on earth are they thinking down there at City Hall?” he muttered as he turned onto his street. 

His scowl reflected his mood, with the success of the day’s shows drowned out by the news of the school. 

But as his house came into view, Max’s scowl shifted to shock.
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Will suddenly jumped up from the grass and shouted, “He’s here! Here he comes!” 

The other boys scrambled to their feet, and a group of girls got up from the porch steps to run to the driveway. In the five block walk from Will’s house, the group spread the news of the school closing. A dozen children swarmed all over the magician’s front yard. 

As the familiar red Maximum Magic van pulled into the driveway, the group circled it, all shouting at once. 

“Mr. Goodman, you gotta do something!”

“The school’s closing!”

“It’s not fair!”

“Use your magic! Make them change their minds!”

“We don’t want to be bused to Pleasant Hill!”

Will tried to take control of the confusion, elbowing his way to the driver’s side. He could see Max Goodman wedging the door open against the press of children. Above their protests, Will tried to shout instructions. 


“Back up so he can get out!”

Will could see Max saying, “Let me out,” even though no one could hear him. Inch by inch, Max opened the door until finally he was able to step out. With arms raised to quiet the group, he said, “Hey, hey, one at a time. Let’s calm down.” 

The shouting stopped, but the kids continued to pepper Max with their complaints and protests as he started up the sidewalk. 

“OK, OK,” he said, in a calming voice that Will thought seemed forced and tired. “Come up to the porch and let’s talk. I just heard it on the news, and frankly, I couldn’t believe it.” 

“Well, believe it because it’s true,” said Will. “My mom lost her job today. She worked in the office, you know. She’s the one who told me.”

Max shook his head. “So we not only have kids without a school, but we also have people without jobs.”

“Teachers, and custodians, and the people in the office, and the crossing guards, and the cafeteria people.” Courtney counted off on her fingers as she thought of all the groups. 

Will groaned, realizing how right she was. 

Max sat down on the porch steps, and the children gathered around him, pressing in, expectant. 

“My apologies, but why did you come here?” 
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