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To Tom and Bethany.
My life with the two of you has
been one grand and glorious circus.
Thank you!

Chapter One
“M

OM!” Bianna called up the stairs. Her mom was
going to get her there late if she didn’t hurry.
Gerri Koslov was struggling into her sweatpants and
looking for her purse all at the same time. “I’m coming,
sweetie!” She was really cranky this morning. She had to
drive her daughter to gymnastics class early today. They
needed extra practice before the big meet.
Gerri was trying to be cheerful, when really all she
wanted to do was go back to bed. Actually, she wanted
to go back to that dreadful day in April, when Bianna
came running to the car after ballet class. “Mom! Across
the hall from my ballet class is a gymnastics class! They
look like they are having so much fun! Can I switch to
that class? Pleeeeease?”
Gerri should have put her foot down right there and
then. She had wanted so much to have a dainty little ballerina for a daughter. The moment she was born, Gerri
had wanted to put a little tutu and toe shoes on this tiny
newborn. As soon as Bianna was old enough, her mom
enrolled her in ballet. Unfortunately, the little ballerina
turned into a tomboy who wanted to roll and tumble and
jump. She had no interest in ballet, or in the cute shoes
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and dresses ballerinas wore. Bianna could run and jump
with the fastest boys on the block.
Gerri heaved a big sigh as she got into the car to
drive her daughter to gymnastics.
Bianna didn’t know why she loved gymnastics so
much; it just seemed as if that’s what her body liked to
do. Ballet class was so restricting and they had to get
into poses and stay there for the longest time, it seemed.
Not to mention, it was just too hard for her to stay poised
and balanced.
She liked to run and jump over things, tumble on
the colored mats, and just keep moving—and she was
good at it! Her coach told her so. He said that she had
a “gymnast’s build.” I guess this is what I was meant to
do, she thought as she waited her turn to do the tumbling
routine. With chalk on her hands to keep her from slipping, she was more than ready to compete.
At home, when her parents finally accepted the fact
that their little girl was going to be a gymnast, they
installed a tumbling mat in the basement. There, she
could practice safely after school and on weekends, and
not make as much noise. She had been trying to do her
routines upstairs on the hardwood floor and had fallen a
few times and hit her head.
“No broken bones!” Bianna’s mom said. “Not even
in your head.” While Bianna practiced down there, she
sometimes would get dangerously close to the furniture,
and once she almost fell over the couch. There was also
a big trunk down there, underneath a poster on the wall.
She always loved that poster. It was bright yellow—or at


The Circus Poster

least it had been. It was really old and faded. The words
were written in Russian.
Bianna’s parents were Russian. They had been born
in Russia, and then moved to Chicago. Bianna was very
proud to have the dark, brooding looks of a Russian
princess. She had dark, thick brown hair and big brown
eyes. She wished that she had been a Russian princess,
but her father thought that she probably wasn’t. “That
would make me a king then, eh?” Pavel Koslov would
say, and then laugh. Yes, she thought, he should be
a king.
Bianna’s dad was a Russian Orthodox priest. He
had studied for years and now he worked in a church
in downtown Chicago. It had a big “onion” dome and
a spire at the top, and inside there were some beautiful
icons—pictures painted by holy people.
Pavel was a very kind and gentle father, but he was a
stern and exacting priest. He liked everything just so, and
it seemed to her that he ordered people around—especially the volunteers who helped at the church—to make
sure that everything was perfect. Bianna was always
surprised when she and her family came to church and
saw how different her father was there. He would say
something like, “Now put that over there and bring this
here,” and they would do it—immediately. They were
almost afraid of him!
Bianna’s mom had to explain to her that he was just
doing his job his way. “He wants everything just right for
God, honey.” When Bianna’s father would come out all
dressed in black with a pointy hat, she didn’t like how he
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looked. And he didn’t look like a king. He looked kind of
mean and crabby. He wasn’t mean and crabby at home at
all, unless you tried to pull on his long, black beard.
During the church service that day, Bianna started
thinking about the circus poster and she wondered what
it had to do with her family. She wondered if her ancestors had all been strict and forceful. They surely must
have been very different kinds of people. What would it
have been like if her father acted like a clown? He would
come out all dressed in white and make balloon animals
for the kids and make everyone laugh. NO! That is not
the proper thing to think about at church!
Spending time down in the basement gave her a lot of
time to think. Resting in between practicing her tumbling
routines, Bianna would look at the big chest sitting there
underneath the circus poster. The chest was dark and
had leather straps around it. It also had stickers all over
it from different countries. One said Paris, and one said
Vienna. And what did it have to do with the poster?
At the top of the poster, there was a lady balancing
on a tightrope with an umbrella. She was smiling and
had a pretty blue dress on. Sometimes Bianna imagined
that that woman was her when she grew up. She thought
about what fun it would be to perform for people every
night. They would ooh and aah over her! Below her was
a tiger being whipped by a big, muscular man. How
cruel that is, she thought. Why would he be so mean to
that pretty cat? I don’t like him.
And next to him was a clown—a clown with a white
face, a pointy, white hat, and a white suit. He almost
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looked like a ghost. A funny ghost. At the edge of the
poster was a man in a black suit and a tall hat. He had his
arm stretched out as if he were pointing at something.
He was saying something in Russian, but he was not
smiling. He looked like the meanest man ever.
The bad part was that it was all written in Russian,
and Bianna could not read Russian. She had seen some
other things around the house with Russian writing. Her
grandmother had brought things with her from her visits
to Kiev, which used to be a part of Russia but was now
the capital of the Ukraine. They still considered themselves Russian, though. So what were these things doing
there?
Maybe her grandparents went to that circus and
bought the poster as a souvenir, but what about the chest?
Bianna needed to find out more. She decided she would
ask her mom.

e e e
One day after dinner, while Bianna was helping her mom
dry the big pots that didn’t fit into the dishwasher, she
asked her mom, “Mom, what is that circus poster and
the chest doing down in the basement? Where did they
come from?”
Bianna’s mom looked a little puzzled, because Bianna
talked so fast all the time that what came out of her mouth
often sounded like one long word. Sometimes she just
had to wait for a minute, so her brain could unscramble
what Bianna had said. “Sit down and I will tell you all I
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know about it, sweetie.” Bianna’s mom grabbed her cup
of tea and they both sat down at the kitchen table. “Years
ago, your grandfather was in the circus in Kiev. His name
was Victor Anton Koslov. He died in a fire during a performance. That poster has a picture of him on it, and that
is his trunk.”
Bianna wondered for a minute, and then asked,
“Which one of those men was he? Not the tiger whipper
I hope!”
Bianna’s mom looked seriously at her. “I don’t know,
sweetie.”
Maybe he was the clown! Bianna clapped her hands
with joy and thought, That would be great!
Bianna’s mom continued. “We don’t know anything
at all about him. Your dad’s mom, Bubbi, refused to talk
about him at all.”
Bianna interrupted, “Well then, what’s in the trunk?”
Bianna’s mom explained that during the fire, the big
tent had burned with most of the people in it, but the
wagons where the performers lived were not burned.
All the personal items belonging to the people who died
were sent to family members, and Grandma Belinda
Koslov received her husband’s trunk and the poster
that had hung in his wagon. She didn’t want to open
the trunk. She knew it was full of her beloved Victor’s
personal things. It would have made her too sad, so she
threw the key to the trunk into the nearby river.
She brought it with her to America when she and her
children moved here because it was like bringing Victor
with her, but she could never bear to open it. “We have
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thought many times about breaking it open to see what’s
inside, but the stickers on it would be ruined, and it is a
beautiful chest, so we have left it alone.”
Bianna decided that it would be great to find out
what was in there, and also find out which one of those
men in the poster was her grandfather. But how? There
must be a way, she thought.
Then her mother spoke up. “You know, I have a
friend who called a locksmith recently! Maybe he can
come over and get the chest open without damaging it.
That would be wonderful!”
Right then and there, Bianna and her mom hatched
a plan. They would get the chest open without hurting it
and find out all the secrets of their family! Bianna and her
mom had never been that close. She guessed that it was
because of the ballet thing, but maybe this would bring
them closer together. That would be wonderful too!
Gerri Koslov called her friend, Mrs. Kocka. They
knew each other from knitting class. They would meet
at the local coffeehouse on Monday nights and work
on their own projects or teach each other new things.
Once, a lady from Sweden, who was a member of the
group, taught everyone how to knit socks. They all
made them and gave them as gifts at Christmas. Bianna
and her brother and sister loved the “crazy” socks that
their mom had made. They had all kinds of wild-colored
stripes.
Mrs. Kocka had mentioned that she had a jewelry
box that would not open, so she called a locksmith. She
later said that he had opened the box without damaging
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it. Mrs. Kocka gave Gerri the number and she called him
right away.
Bianna hung around to listen to the conversation.
The locksmith was named Yevgen. Bianna guessed that
he was Russian also. He said that he could come over
the next day. “But mom,” Bianna interrupted her mom’s
phone conversation, “I won’t be here! I’ll be at the gymnastics picture shoot!”
“Excuse me, Yevgen, but I have a little pest tugging
on me. I will see you later.” Bianna’s mom hung up the
phone and gave her daughter a very angry look. “Number one, you do not interrupt anyone on the phone, and
number two, if Yevgen is able to open the chest, I will
wait until everyone is home, so we can all share in it
together. Understood?”
Bianna slunk away, muttering under her breath, “Yes,
ma’am.”
At dinner, Gerri shared with her family what she
had done that day. She told them that she and Bianna
wanted to find out what was in the chest and had hired
Yevgen the locksmith to open it for them. He had come
to the house with a huge ring. On it hung at least a hundred keys, and none of them would fit the lock. “Well,”
he said, looking defeated, “I guess I am going to have
to make a key. It may take some time, and I will have
to come back and check to see if it works. Sorry.” The
whole family was disappointed.
Bianna’s dad finally spoke up. “I can’t imagine what
might be in there. It has moved around so much. From
Kiev here to Chicago, then from my mother’s house to
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our house. No one has really been interested before in
what it held.” Bianna’s father started to remember things
about his ancestors.
“My mother used to talk about him, Victor Anton.
She said that he had been in the circus a long time and
worked away from home, but he always sent money to
his family. She had married him when they were young.”
Bianna’s father went on, “They were from the same village. She never said what he did in the circus, though. I
think it bothered her for some reason. I think she wished
he had chosen some other profession.”

e e e
A few days later, Yevgen came by with a key. Bianna’s
mom let him in and they both went down to the basement to try it. Gerri wished that Bianna was there,
but she remembered the promise she had made to the
entire family. “I will not open this until everyone is here
together!”
Well, the key did not fit. Yevgen was not too surprised. He said that it would take some time to get it just
right. “That old chest is at least one hundred years old.
It will not give up without a fight!”
Yevgen walked back to his truck, feeling more determined than ever to get that chest open. He would have
loved to see what was in there too, because he loved
going to the circus when he was a kid. Also, he knew that
performers who were trained at the Kiev State Circus
were the best in the world. His father had said so.
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He had a cousin who tried to get into the school for
years and was finally accepted. It was hard to get in and
even harder to stay in and graduate. He taught Yevgen
some magic tricks that impressed the girls at his school,
but he was not good enough to try to get into the circus
school.
They were expected to be perfect, and be trained in
all aspects of performing. A clown should be able to step
in and do the ringmaster’s job if the ringmaster was sick
that night. An acrobat needed to change his routine at a
moment’s notice to keep the audience happy.
What an exciting life that must have been! And the
traveling. They were able to see all kinds of wonderful
places, and meet people from other parts of the world.
Yevgen would have been a magician in the circus. He
loved making things open—doors, boxes, chests—it was
as if he were doing magic, like he did when finding just
the right key to work in the lock or making a key with
just the right bumps and grooves. He would have called
himself Yevgen the Magnificent! Oh well, he thought.
What a much better life than being a locksmith! He
sighed, and went to his next job.

e e e
Bianna went to bed that night dreaming of the circus. It
all made sense now! This is why I love doing gymnastics!
This is why I love to perform, and my gym coach says I
have an athlete’s body! I come from circus people! It is
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in my blood. My grandfather was a performer, and I will
be too, she thought.
How fun it would be to have been an acrobat in the
circus. High above all the people, everyone looking at
her in her pretty blue dress. With an umbrella in her
hand, probably for balance, she would dazzle everyone
watching. She fell asleep to the applause and adulation,
wondering how old a kid had to be to join the circus. It’s
what I was meant to do! she thought.
The next morning, while waiting for the school bus,
she told all her friends that she had a relative who had
been in the circus in Russia. She said that he was probably a clown or a tiger tamer. The kids didn’t believe
her because the only proof she had was the poster. They
thought she was making it all up. It was easy for her to
say he was one of those figures, but they needed proof,
and so did she.
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