

[image: image]











[image: image]



















This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.


Text and illustrations copyright © 2020 by Neil Patrick Harris


Story illustrations by Lissy Marlin. How-To illustrations by Kyle Hilton.


Cover art by Lissy Marlin. Cover design by Karina Granda. Cover art copyright © 2020 by Neil Patrick Harris. Cover copyright © 2020 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Little, Brown and Company


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


Visit us at LBYR.com


First Edition: September 2020


Little, Brown and Company is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Little, Brown name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Harris, Neil Patrick, 1973–author. | Azam, Alec, author. | Marlin, Lissy, illustrator. | Hilton, Kyle, illustrator.


Title: The fourth suit / by Neil Patrick Harris & Alec Azam ; story artistry by Lissy Marlin ; how-to magic art by Kyle Hilton.


Description: First edition. | New York : Little, Brown and Company, 2020. | Series: The Magic Misfits ; 4 | Audience: Ages 8–12. | Summary: “The Magic Misfits confront their greatest enemy in this final story told from Ridley’s point of view”—Provided by publisher.


Identifiers: LCCN 2020030157 | ISBN 9780316391955 (hardcover) | ISBN 9780316391948 (ebook) | ISBN 9780316391931 (ebook other)


Subjects: CYAC: Magic tricks—Fiction. | Hypnotism—Fiction. | Friendship—Fiction. | Mothers and daughters—Fiction. | Humorous stories. Classification: LCC PZ7.1.H3747 Fou 2020 | DDC [Fic]—dc23


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020030157


ISBNs: 978-0-316-39195-5 (hardcover), 978-0-316-39194-8 (ebook), 978-0-316-70334-5 (int’l)


E3-20200808-JV-NF-ORI
















To David: the Other Mr. Harris, and the center ring of our family circus
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Oh, it’s you again!


Thank goodness.


I was here in the dark, when I felt a presence and was worried that someone was reading this who shouldn’t be. That’s not to say you shouldn’t be reading this. You should most definitely be reading this.


You don’t mind waiting a moment while I turn on a light, do you?


There we are. Much better.


I apologize for my jumpiness. Thinking about everything that is forthcoming has made me slightly anxious. But being here with you, of all people… well, I’m quite happy you’re here to keep me company as we begin the fourth—and final—tale of our adventurous Magic Misfits.


As I’m sure you’re aware, the conclusion to an epic chronicle can be nerve-racking. And after learning all you have about Carter, Leila, Theo, Ridley, Olly, Illy, Ozzy, Izzy, Dante, the Other Mister Vernon, Presto, Change-O, Top Hat, and Theo’s doves, I’m sure you’re as worried about them as I’ve been. (Presto, Change-O, Top Hat, and the Doves sounds like a stupendous name for a band. Just sayin’.) You must be itching to find out how things have progressed for each of them since the disastrous end to our previous tale.


I’ll admit, I’ve shed a tear or two myself at the thought of Vernon’s Magic Shop lying in ruins. All those tricks, all that joy, all that sparkle burned to a crisp thanks to the villain Kalagan, who still lurks about the streets of Mineral Wells, watching from the shadows as our Misfits begin another year of school. I’m sure he’s only biding his time until he’s ready to strike again.…


Eep!


My apologies. I thought I heard a noise. Perhaps I shall turn on another light.


Now, allow me to catch you up on everything you need to know going into the coming adventure. The Magic Misfits are comprised of Carter Locke, who makes things vanish; Leila Vernon, who escapes from tight spots; Theo Stein-Meyer, an aficionado of levitation; Ridley Larsen, a tinkerer proficient in the magical art of transformation; and Olly and Izzy Golden, gymnastic, musical comedians who keep their friends laughing no matter the circumstances.


Of course, who could laugh when a showdown with a powerful magician bent on revenge is imminent? I’m not sure I could. Nevertheless, you must read on. The only thing left for me to share with you now is…

















HOW TO



Read This Book!


I know, I know. At this point in the game, this little section seems redundant. Yes?


You already know how to read this book!


So allow me to refresh: There are parts of this book that tell a story. And in between those story sections, I will share with you a few magic tricks. If you’ve been with us since the beginning, and if you’ve been paying attention and practicing all that I’ve taught you so far, you may have realized that these tricks are leading up to something big. A grand finale, if you will!


So, for the first time, I shall ask that you not skip our magic lessons as you read Ridley’s story. You’ve already learned and practiced so many magical tricks that you mustn’t give up now (though my guess is that you’re no quitter and that you’ll want to study them and practice, practice, practice until you’re quite perfect)!


Are you ready?


Then please do turn the page!
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Ridley Larsen’s life was a locomotive barreling toward an unknown destination. The events of the past summer made her feel like she was moving through a dark tunnel, one filled with smoke and the occasional screaming whistle, and if she came upon a sharp curve, she feared she might come completely off the tracks.


On this particular morning in early October, Ridley was traveling with a woman her mother had hired to take over Ridley’s homeschooling, Ms. Parkly, and the reason she was thinking about her life as a locomotive was because she and Ms. Parkly were literally riding in a train. The wheels of Ridley’s chair were strapped to a spot beside one of the windows, and the outside world whizzed by, the foliage of early autumn blurring with the crisp and slanted morning light.


Her teacher sat in the row in front of her. Facing backward, the woman was focused on Ridley’s splayed hands. “Do it again! Again!” Ms. Parkly squeaked with excitement.


Ridley was performing a magic trick for her teacher. “Watch closely now,” she said, amused that Ms. Parkly sounded like an amazed little kid visiting Mr. Vernon’s old magic shop. Ridley held out her hands, empty palms facing upward. She curled her fingers into fists. “Pick a hand.”


Ms. Parkly pointed to Ridley’s left.


Ridley covered her left fist with her right hand and then gave them both a rough shake. When she opened her left hand again, a small illustration of the word nope had appeared, printed onto her palm. Ms. Parkly laughed.


“Wrong choice,” said Ridley, now opening her right hand to reveal a small silver screw in her palm. Ms. Parkly offered quiet, excited applause.


Ridley smiled, an odd sensation given the way she’d felt the past several months. After the disaster at the Mineral Wells Talent Show, and the destruction of Vernon’s Magic Shop, pieces of Ridley’s life felt like they’d been transformed as well: her town, of course; her relationships with her closest friends; her beliefs about how life should be. About how she should be. Calm? Tough? More trusting? Or someone who always trusts her gut?


Ridley wondered what her friends would prefer, especially after the way she’d treated them lately—insisting on her own way, barreling forward without a thought for everyone’s safety. Still, she’d had the best of intentions. Didn’t her friends know that?


(Ah, a good question. Have you ever felt uncertain about who you are? About the real you? I know I have. Come to think of it, I’ve never revealed who I am… so perhaps I should stop asking questions!)


“I don’t know how you do it, Ridley,” Ms. Parkly said. “You impress me.”


Ridley shrugged. “If I had a nickel for every time someone said that, I’d be rich.” Then she chuckled. “But probably cranky from all the bags of loose change lying around.”


Ridley’s mother had hired Helena Parkly to be Ridley’s homeschool teacher at the beginning of September, just before Ridley’s father had left on one of his long sales trips. The teacher was a thin woman, slightly taller than Mrs. Larsen. Other than her strawberry-blond bob, Ms. Parkly dressed like someone twenty years older than she actually was—often in a buttoned-up blouse and a scratchy wool jacket and skirt that draped just past her knees. When Ridley had first met her teacher, she’d thought the woman looked professional and intelligent. But she also knew that looks could be deceiving. For one thing, the woman was extremely clumsy, constantly knocking things over or tripping. And very easily distracted by Ridley’s simplest magic tricks.






[image: image]







One of the first things that Ms. Parkly had done after learning about Ridley’s knack for invention was to sign her up for a regional young inventors’ fair in nearby Bell’s Landing, where the two were traveling now. If it had been a ploy to win Ridley’s favor, it had worked. After years of tinkering and imagining impressive machines with little to show for it, Ridley was finally going to prove to herself that her hobby was worthwhile. Useful.


Her project was about transforming shared spaces so that anyone could navigate them with ease. After brainstorming for many hours with her father before he’d left on his latest trip, Ridley had developed a manual crank system that would allow her to move up and down the stairs in their house without having to leave her chair. Ropes, pulleys, wheels, and cogs would temporarily tilt the steps into a ramp formation. Along with a display board that described the mechanics of the device, Ridley had brought along a miniature proof-of-concept model, both of which were packed into the bag lying on the floor beside Ridley’s chair.


“Will you teach me that trick?” Ms. Parkly asked hopefully. “How’d you do it?”


“I should probably start thinking about my invention presentation,” Ridley answered pointedly. She was most definitely not going to reveal the mechanics of her trick to someone she’d only known a month, no matter what the teacher had done for her.


Ms. Parkly smiled. “Ah, you’re right. I’m distracting you.”


“It’s fine. I just need to get back to work.” Ridley pulled her notebook from the compartment in the armrest of her chair and flipped it open. She focused on the pages until she saw Ms. Parkly turn to sit back down, though the teacher first had to disentangle the cuff of her blouse from a loose screw sticking out of her seat.


“Oof!” Ms. Parkly said as her sleeve came loose and she landed with a whump! She let out a strange little giggle, and for the second time that morning, Ridley found herself unexpectedly smiling.
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With its cobblestone streets and century-old architecture, Bell’s Landing had a similar charm to Ridley’s hometown, though it was much larger. The buildings were taller, the parks wider. The theaters seated more people. The smokestacks and engines of multiple factories produced products even faster. The stores had more departments and sold a wider variety of goods.


Instead of a resort on a nearby rise, like the Grand Oak back home, Bell’s Landing had Bell College, which was located in the flatlands beside the winding river that connected this city to Mineral Wells. The structures that formed Bell College were built of granite and marble and, in a most impressive illusion, the buildings appeared to be held up by vines of ivy that were just starting to turn a reddish hue in the early October shift of sunlight.


After they’d stopped for lunch, Ridley and Ms. Parkly made their way to the college’s front gate—a black wrought-iron monstrosity decorated with blackbirds, which gave off an aura more of intimidation than of education. It took a lot to intimidate Ridley, though, so she wheeled quickly through the college’s entrance, her bag in her lap. One would never have guessed that her heart was a steam engine pounding in her chest. Ms. Parkly followed rather wide-eyed behind her.


Across the quad, Hampshire Hall was a great gray structure, with tall windows, a red-slate roof, and an impossibly large staircase leading up to a front door.


“Follow me,” Ridley said. “And watch out for that.” She pointed at a potted plant someone had knocked onto the bluestone path. Ms. Parkly nodded her thanks, though Ridley still heard a quiet “Ouch!” and the tinkle of broken pottery as she sped to the side of the hall. There she found a door that was level with the lawn. She released a clasp on the underside of her chair’s armrest and grabbed the hook apparatus that she’d attached for moments like this. Pulling on one end of it, Ridley felt the hook arm extend and click into place. She swung it toward the door and seized the handle. Moving her thumb along the switch at the arm’s base, she tightened the hook, twisted her wrist, and pulled.


The door swung outward. Ridley inched her chair forward and caught the door with her footrest, propping it open. She then released the hook device, reattached it to the underside of the chair’s arm, and turned to Ms. Parkly. “In we go,” she said.


“Why, thank you,” her teacher replied, giving that strange little giggle again and stumbling slightly as she moved past Ridley.


After blindly navigating the snaking halls inside Hampshire Hall for several minutes, Ridley encountered some kids who were carrying strange-looking gadgets. “This way,” she told her teacher. Ridley followed the kids to a giant classroom, inside of which many tables were arranged in rows. A line had formed at a desk just inside the door, and three adults in stiff tweed suits sat behind it, waving participants forward.


Ms. Parkly started to say, “I’ll just check us i—” But Ridley shook her head sharply, hurrying forward.


“Ridley Larsen, here for the inventors’ fair.” She tried to sound cool and collected, though her nerves were buzzing.


One of the tweed-suited adults handed her a slip of paper with a number on it. “Welcome. Your spot is in the row closest to the windows. Can’t miss it.”


“Thank yooo-oou,” Ms. Parkly said in an odd singsong voice, bumping into the registration table as she passed, causing a loud screech as its legs scraped the marble floor. The tweed-suited people grimaced.


“Soooor-ry!” she said again, smoothing her skirt and hurrying after Ridley, who was already well ahead.


They passed by other participants. Glancing at their poster boards, Ridley noticed a variety of project titles: THE AUTOMATIC PAGE TURNER, THE EASY RAKE WITH ATTACHED LEAF-COLLECTION BAG, THE REMOTE-CONTROL LIGHT SWITCH, THE LOST MARBLE LOCATOR. She wasn’t sure what some of them were, but it was possible one of them would blow her invention right out of the water.


“Are you as nervous as I am?” Ms. Parkly asked. The little laugh again.


“I’m fine!” Ridley answered, much louder than she’d meant to. Her teacher’s odd mannerisms were getting to her. She tried to fix it with a wide grin, but then worried that might make it worse, so she made her face go blank, which she was sure only made her look like a creep.


“Good!” Ms. Parkly replied, pink faced. “Me too! I’m actually not nervous at all. I don’t even know why I said that.”


“It’s all right,” Ridley said quietly. The steam engine in her chest went ka-chunk-ka-chunk-ka-chunk. Maybe it would help to just admit it. “I actually am a tiny bit anxious.”


She plopped the large bag atop the table and zipped it open. Within seconds, she’d removed her poster board and propped it up for all to see. The red title at the top stood out: THE TRANSFORMING STAIRCASE. Below were the various blueprints and diagrams that Ridley had put together, as well as drawings of the finished product and a detailed description. Ridley then laid out the pieces of her miniature staircase model and reached to the rear of her chair for her portable toolbox to begin putting it together.


Ms. Parkly hovered nearby. “Can I help?”


“Don’t touch that,” Ridley said, shifting a chisel away from her teacher’s accident-prone hands. She then picked up a fine-pointed screwdriver to attach some small cogs to the model’s rubber bands. “Maybe you could go find me a cup of water,” she suggested without looking up.


“Will you be all right by yourself?”


That made Ridley look up. “Of course I’ll be fine by myself.” She couldn’t stop her face from twisting into a sneer.


“Ah. Well. Then I’ll be back in a jiff.” Ms. Parkly walked away quickly.


Replaying her words in her head, Ridley felt suddenly guilty. She’d have to spend the entire train ride back to Mineral Wells doing magic tricks to smooth things over. She had let her quick temper (and her nerves) take over once again.


Across the aisle, a group of young participants was setting up their own table. They were working together to arrange something they’d named THE GARDEN OF THE FUTURE. They had a lush green diorama filled with miniature plants and trees. Each member of the group unveiled a special tool and propped it against the table. One looked like a modified hand trowel with some sort of electric panel stuck to the short shaft. Another was a divot-making device—its head a toothy, spinning mechanism that looked like it could punch out pieces of earth. A third looked like an ordinary shovel… until a member of the group flipped a switch and it began vibrating. Perhaps to help a digger get through hard-packed earth.


The group laughed at something, and Ridley was struck with a memory of her own friends—her magicians club. She was suddenly jealous of the young inventors who had one another for support and warmth and chatter, when all she had was a klutzy, overly enthusiastic teacher. For the first time that morning, Ridley wished Theo, Leila, Carter, and the twins could be here with her, to cheer her on.


(And who wouldn’t? Even after the friends’ recent, shall we say, bumps in the road, I assure you that the Misfits were wishing they could be with Ridley to cheer her on too.)


Someone at the corner of her vision was staring. Ridley looked down the long aisle to find an older woman standing with her shoulders slumped, her arms hanging limply, her lips parted slightly as if she was about to speak but had forgotten what she’d wanted to say. Her gray hair was short and curled, and she wore cat-eye glasses and a purple-and-pink-polka-dotted dress. After a moment, Ridley recognized her: It was Mrs. Maloney, a librarian in Mineral Wells. She’d also been one of the judges of the talent show at the end of the summer.


Mrs. Maloney shivered, her head twitching slightly. She started toward Ridley. Her lips were moving, but Ridley couldn’t make out what she was saying. Her steps were deliberate, one foot before the other, so that her hips swayed back and forth, back and forth, hypnotically.


The librarian grabbed the shovel from the table across from Ridley’s project, then slowly turned around.


“What are you doing?” Ridley asked sharply. “Put that down!”


The woman’s glassy eyes bulged, bloodshot and watery, full of fear and also… determination?


Ridley could finally hear what she was whispering to herself. It sent chills across her scalp.


“What have I done? What have I done?”


The librarian raised the shovel. Ridley flipped a trigger in the arm of her chair.


“What have I done?”


Ridley’s wheels spun, and she shot backward, just as Mrs. Maloney lumbered toward the table holding her staircase project.


“Stop!” Ridley shouted, seeing what was about to happen. “Nooooo!”


The woman swung the shovel down. Ridley’s wooden model splintered.
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Mrs. Maloney slammed the shovel down again. Cog works, springs, and gears crumpled.


Ridley held up her hands as pieces of her project exploded outward, hitting her like shrapnel from a bomb.


All around, people turned to see what was happening. A hubbub rose up as the young inventors and their patrons shouted and scattered.


The night of the talent show appeared in Ridley’s mind, the events playing out simultaneously as the librarian continued to whack away at the remnants of her model.


Wham!


The magic shop’s windows exploded outward in a sparkling flash.


Wham!


The walls crumbled. Dust enveloped Main Street.


Wham!


Carter, Leila, and Theo took off toward the shop, leaving Ridley in the park with Emily Meridian, the Golden twins, and the animals.
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Wham!


The mesmerist appeared from the shadows, surrounded by smoke, his collar pulled high, obscuring his face.


Kalagan…


The man who had terrorized Ridley and her friends since the beginning of the summer, who had placed the dynamite in the bootlegger tunnels below Vernon’s Magic Shop, who had flipped the switch, who had changed everything.


The woman was yelling now. “What have I done? What have I done?” But her voice sounded robotic, like an empty mantra, or a chorus to a nonsensical song.


Those were the words that Kalagan had said on the night of the blast, just before he’d come after Theo with the magic wand that had turned into a blade.


The librarian finally dropped the shovel and began to wrestle with Ridley’s poster.


Ridley saw red. How dare this woman ruin her hard work? And worse: How dare she invoke the man who had been haunting Ridley’s dreams? Was she working for him?


Ridley flipped the switch on the arm of her chair again. This time, the chair flew forward. Its footrests slammed into the librarian’s shins. Mrs. Maloney cried out, dropping the poster board and falling backward, landing hard on the tile floor. She let out a bleat when she glanced up at Ridley, whose finger was ready to hit the trigger again.


But Ridley could see now that something had changed in the woman’s eyes. Mrs. Maloney winced and then rubbed at the spot on her leg where Ridley had smashed her. She looked horrified at the mess she’d made. Releasing a harsh gasp, she said to herself, more softly this time, “What have I done?”


“Ridley!” Ms. Parkly was racing up the aisle, carrying two paper cups. “What’s going on?” She tripped as she got close, and ice water flew from the cups, instantly soaking the librarian and sending her into a rigid shock.


Ridley pressed her spine against the back of her chair and glanced around, as if someone else might suddenly lunge at her, but then Ms. Parkly placed herself squarely between Ridley and the woman on the floor.


People in stiff blue uniforms approached. From the patches on their shoulders, Ridley knew they were security guards. One stopped next to Mrs. Maloney, one by Ms. Parkly. Another approached Ridley. When the guard touched her arm, she yelped.


“Are you all right?” he asked. Ridley took in the ruins of her project—all the work, all the anticipation, all the imagination—and felt like she was looking at the inside of her mind.


“No. No, I don’t think I am,” she admitted.


The security guards led Mrs. Maloney away, but not before she reached out to Ridley, her voice wobbly with emotion. “I don’t know what came over me. Please. I didn’t mean to—”


But Ms. Parkly stepped forward and said, “And while I didn’t mean to dump water all over you, ma’am, I’m not sorry I did!”


Ridley almost laughed. Her teacher’s clumsiness had been an asset, for once.


A woman with an immense beehive updo and a man whose glasses had black frames as thick as licorice whips approached and introduced themselves as the administrators of the inventors’ fair. Ridley tried her best to explain the situation, Ms. Parkly standing quietly behind her.


“I’m so very sorry this happened, Miss Larsen,” said the woman. “We’ll investigate the incident alongside the authorities. Is your project salvageable?”


Ridley shook her head.


“It looked very impressive,” the woman offered gently.


“Perhaps we could extend an invitation for you to compete next year?” the man added.


Ridley nodded, simply too tired to speak.


Mrs. Maloney had accomplished what she’d set out to do. Or, Ridley thought, she accomplished what someone had wanted her to do. Her final words echoed in Ridley’s memory: I don’t know what came over me. Please. I didn’t mean to…


If the librarian hadn’t meant to, then who had?


Ridley barely had to consider.


Kalagan was a mesmerist. He must have hypnotized the librarian.


The man was a maniac, and Ridley now knew that the Magic Misfits should never have disbanded to appease him, as Mr. Vernon had instructed. They should have stayed out in the open, just like Ridley wanted to, ready for a fight. But had anyone listened to her?


No.


Hiding in the shadows hadn’t made a bit of difference.
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Back on the train, Ridley tried to force her mind elsewhere, to think about the adjustments she and her father would make to improve her project for next year. When he got back from his sales trip, of course.


Her mother wouldn’t like that, Ridley thought, the two of them spending even more hours tinkering together. Mrs. Larsen refused to understand her daughter’s love of invention. It didn’t help that she was usually busy and distracted with her own work, always in the middle of writing another novel filled with romance and intrigue. Sometimes Ridley wondered if her mother wrote them as an escape from a life that she saw as ordinary.


Or worse, annoying.


Pushing thoughts of her mother from her mind, Ridley reached into the panel in her chair and removed her notebook and pen. She needed to write down the details of her encounter with the librarian to share with her friends, to let them know that they all might be in danger.


Again.


Glancing up, she saw Ms. Parkly turn quickly around and slouch in her seat, as if trying to become invisible.


Hmmm… Mrs. Maloney had claimed she hadn’t known what she was doing, and she did appear to have been in a trance. Where had Ms. Parkly been prior to the librarian’s shovel attack? She’d been getting Ridley a glass of water. Or so she’d said. Was it possible that her teacher had the same skill as Kalagan? Mesmerism?


“Ms. Parkly?” Ridley said, making her voice as sweet as she could.


“Oh! Yes?” her teacher answered without turning.


“Do you know anything about mesmerism?” Ridley zeroed in on her teacher’s scalp, watching for a twitch.


But Ms. Parkly didn’t move. “I don’t think so,” she answered. “Is that something you’d like to learn about this week? What made you think of it?”


Ridley tried to keep her voice sounding chirpy and innocent when she answered. “Oh, nothing. Never mind. Now, how about I show you another magic trick?”
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The train reached Mineral Wells by early afternoon.


Ridley’s mom was waiting for them, parked at the curb in front of the station. After such an early morning, it felt to Ridley like the day was nearly done, even though the sun still hung high in the sky. When she was situated in the back seat, her mom peered at her through the rearview mirror and said, “You made it back in one piece!”


“My project didn’t.”


Mrs. Larsen blinked. “Well, that’s obvious, Ridley.… I mean, your teacher told me… and of course it’s awful… but maybe now you’ll spend a little more time on what you’re supposed to be doing together and—my gosh, look at the time! I’ve got to get to town. We have absolutely nothing for dinner at home.… I can’t write on an empty stomach.”


Ridley rolled her eyes as they sped away from the station. It was just like her mother to dismiss what had happened and get back to doing what she did best: Worry about Ridley’s schoolwork. Worry about dinner. Worry about deadlines.


To Ridley’s surprise, Ms. Parkly piped up. “Ridley did a swell job of protecting herself, Mrs. Larsen.” Ridley felt a surge of pride, but then quickly remembered that Ms. Parkly was now on her suspicious list. When her teacher turned to give her a small smile, Ridley scowled.


After dropping off Ms. Parkly at her apartment near the mill, Ridley asked her mother if she could come to town with her.


“Well… all right… but we can’t dawdle.… I’ve got to get back to work.… The words were flowing so well this morning before I had to come get you at the station.… I’ve really got to—goodness, watch where you’re going!” she shrieked as another car inched a bit too close to theirs.


“We’re barely moving, Mom,” Ridley said grumpily. What she didn’t share was that she’d already made plans for that afternoon in the village and wouldn’t be returning home with her mother.


It had been over a week since the Magic Misfits had seen one another, and that hadn’t even been an official meeting. They’d gathered in the back room of the Tip Top Bowling Arcade to play spades, which was only slightly fun, because Carter made the cards disappear one by one, and everyone besides Ridley kept laughing, which of course made Ridley so cross she snapped and then forced herself to apologize.
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