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For Max and Merry,
who can be magical when they want to be.
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Because of Cockroaches

I sat outside Mrs. Stearns’s office, waiting to hear my fate. I was pretty sure this was the first time in history a kid had gotten in trouble for ruining the Fifth Grade End-of-the-Year Celebration. According to a number of my classmates, I had upended a container of cockroaches on top of Roxie Johnson’s head before running out into the hall and pulling the fire alarm.

I had pulled the alarm—but only to buy myself some time to think, and honestly, the part about me bringing in a box of roaches to get back at Roxie was a much safer explanation than what had really happened.

I stared at the closed door, listening to the angry, muffled conversation on the other side. My parents had been in there for more than an hour, and I’d made out the word “expulsion” no less than four times.

The secretary, Mrs. Beamer, sat at her desk typing, but she looked up every few minutes to shake her head and glare at me like I was a cockroach. I wanted to tell her the whole thing was a horrible accident. That the wish I’d made had just slipped out after Roxie had humiliated me in front of the entire fifth grade.

I wanted to tell Mrs. Beamer how extra careful I’d been over the years to not say the word wish in public—and how I never, ever would’ve said it if I’d known Roxie’s hair would disappear along with the roaches.

I squeezed my eyes shut to erase the picture of Roxie’s bald head from my mind. Mrs. Stearns had insisted I take a “long, hard look” at a sobbing Roxie so I could see “the devastation” I’d caused with my “little prank,” while the school nurse, Mrs. Pope, had said she was sure it was an extreme allergic reaction to cockroaches that had made Roxie’s hair spontaneously fall out.

I leaned over and put my head in my hands. How had I let this happen? How could I have slipped up in front of everyone? The only good thing was that nobody knew my secret—nobody knew my wishes really came true.

As I sat across from Mrs. Beamer, I remembered the disastrous wish I’d made six years ago. My parents are entomologists, or in other words, big, fat bug nuts, and we’d stopped for the night on the way home from the twenty-fifth annual Putnam County Cockroach Appreciation Conference in Texas. It was my birthday, and I wasn’t exactly happy spending what should’ve been the most exciting day of the year besides Christmas surrounded by scientists applauding the virtues of the world’s most indestructible insect.

To make it up to me, my parents surprised me in our hotel room with a little pink cake topped with five blue candles.

“Blow them out and make a wish, Maggie,” Mom said.

I let out a big puff, then closed my eyes. “I wish I had a monkey like the one in Barty Bananas Saves the Circus,” I whispered.

My eyes flew open in a flash as the piercing cry of a chimpanzee, followed by my parents’ screams, echoed in the room.

Right in front of me—sitting in my cake—was a scowling Barty Bananas wearing a yellow-and-red-striped vest. At first I was upset that the cake was ruined. I mean, even a five-year-old knows better than to eat something a monkey’s butt has been sitting in. But then I looked at my parents.

Their eyes were wide, their mouths hung open; they looked like they were on the verge of keeling over.

I didn’t understand. Yes, Barty Bananas had flattened the cake; but my wish had come true, so why weren’t they happy?

The chimp howled again, dipped his long fingers in the cake, and flung a chunk at my dad—covering his face in a splatter of pink frosting. My mom shook her head disbelievingly and stared at Barty, opening and closing her mouth like a fish on dry land.

Barty bared his yellow teeth and shrieked. Dad’s eyes rolled back, and he hit the floor like a coconut dropping from a palm tree.

It didn’t take a genius to figure out that the problem wasn’t Barty Bananas shaking his pink-frosted behind and flinging cake around the room. The problem was that my parents hadn’t expected my wish to come true.

With my dad passed out and my mom looking like she might join him any second, I wished Barty and the mess away, and sat on the bed looking innocently at my magically repaired cake—candles still smoking.

Once my dad came to, he started talking about group hallucinations and something called Legionnaires’ disease that’s common at conventions. My mom kept asking me how Barty had appeared, but I pretended I didn’t know what they were talking about.

The cake went uneaten, and I learned an important lesson—people like magic in storybooks, far away from real life.

From that point on, I was always on my best behavior, because I was a little worried about what parents did with kids who could conjure up crazed monkeys. I even had nightmares about being sent to a home for the magically insane.

So after Barty’s appearance I tried not to wish for anything unless I was in my room with the door locked. And I didn’t wish for anything big like a monkey—just candy and an occasional soda. Because besides insects, my parents are obsessed with healthy foods, and there’s just so much chocolate-flavored tofu a kid can eat without craving the real thing.

There was also the time I wished up some earthworms to scare my babysitter, Ashley, who was more interested in texting her boyfriend than playing with me. She ended up with a lapful of garter snakes instead of worms—a classic example of how sometimes my wishes go wrong—and after that I realized I had to be extra, extra careful and keep my magic under wraps! And I’d been doing a great job, if I do say so myself—until today.

Finally, Mrs. Stearns’s door opened, and I jumped up. Mom and Dad looked as pale as they had when Barty had made his appearance.

“Let’s go,” Dad said. I gulped as I stared at a vein I’d never noticed before bulging on his forehead.

Mom turned to Dad. “Maybe Connecticut,” she muttered.

My heart just about stopped. Connecticut was where Gram lived. Gram, who I only saw once a year when she’d come out for Thanksgiving. Gram, who’d never been a cookie-baking, huggy kind of grandmother. Gram, who never smiles.

“Connecticut?” I asked as we left the building.

Mom sighed. “Nothing’s been decided, but we are in the difficult position of finding a new school for you next year.”

We got in the car and drove home in silence.

Two weeks later my worst fear came true.

“I thought Connecticut was out! I thought you said there was a good chance I could get into Buxton Prep?”

“We can’t afford the tuition,” Dad said.

“My grades are pretty good—maybe I could get a scholarship?”

Mom shook her head. “I’ve already spoken to the admission officer. Expulsion from the Academy district disqualifies you from scholarship awards.”

“Did you tell them Roxie had been bullying me?”

“Roxie’s teasing does not excuse what you did, young lady!” Mom snapped.

I hung my head and, for the hundredth time this week, considered telling them the truth. “You could homeschool me,” I said instead.

“Well, that would be rather difficult, considering your mother and I will be in South America.”

My eyes nearly popped out of my head. “What?”

My parents exchanged looks. Mom nodded at Dad and they turned to face me.

“You know Professor Nelson,” Dad said, “the head of the Entomology Department?”

I nodded as my stomach fluttered nervously.

“Well,” Mom continued, “she received some grant money to do an insect species count in the Amazon.”

I nodded again and felt a lump welling up in my throat.

“Professor Nelson had asked us to be on the team a few weeks ago,” Mom said. “It was an incredible honor and an amazing chance to discover new species and maybe even a new cockroach. We told her we couldn’t possibly go, but now . . .”

shook my head in disbelief—first my friend Sarah had e-mailed to tell me her parents had forbidden her to come over anymore, and now my parents were abandoning me too.

“You’re choosing cockroaches over me?”

“It’s not like that at all,” Dad said. “This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for your mother and me. Besides, it’ll give you a chance to get to know your grandmother better.”

“But I don’t want to get to know Gram better!”

Mom reached out and put her hand on my arm. “It’s only for a year.”

I yanked my arm away and stood up. “A year? I have to live with Gram for a whole year?”

“You can reapply to the Academy district after that,” Mom said, “and by then I’m sure everyone will have had time to forget about what happened.”

I rolled my eyes. Like anyone would ever forget Roxie’s cockroach makeover. I already knew I could never go back to Academy, but I’d thought that if I did go to Connecticut, Mom and Dad would be coming with me.

I looked at my parents staring at me, and a tear tumbled down my cheek. “But why can’t I come with you? I won’t be any trouble, I swear!”

Mom sighed. “Oh, Maggie, the Amazon isn’t exactly kid-friendly. Believe me, we thought long and hard about this. We wouldn’t send you to your grandmother’s if we didn’t think you’d be happy there.”

“And you won’t go until just before school starts, so we’ll have lots of time to be together,” Dad said, like that would make everything okay.

“I can’t believe you’re doing this to me.” I was so mad, I considered wishing up an encore performance from Barty Bananas! “How could you leave me to count a bunch of cockroaches—who even cares how many there are, anyway?”

“I know it’s hard for someone your age to understand,” Dad said. “But it’s a very important biodiversity study, honey.”

“This is an opportunity for you, too,” Mom added. “A whole new state to explore, new friends to discover. It’ll be a fresh start.”

I brushed my blond bangs out of my eyes and folded my arms across my chest. “Oh, great—a fresh start with someone I see once a year.”

Dad stood up and walked over to me. He wrapped his arms around me and I started cry. “I know you don’t get to see your grandmother that often, but I think she’s really looking forward to your stay.”

Yeah, I was sure the woman who couldn’t even be bothered to sign my birthday card was really looking forward to having me move in.
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Gray Skies Are Gonna Clear Up

On August 27, my parents and I took off on separate planes from Denver International Airport. They warned me that while they’d try their best, communicating from the jungle might not always be possible. I’d just shrugged. They’d already made it clear what was important to them, and it wasn’t me.

After my plane landed in Connecticut, I walked into the terminal feeling queasy from the turbulence, and hoped Gram would take one look at my greenish complexion and the lovey-dovey grandmother gene would finally kick into action.

I saw her standing off to the side of the gate. She was wringing her hands and her white hair was pulled back into a severe bun. There were no flowers, no balloons, no WELCOME, MAGGIE! sign anywhere in sight. But when she caught my eye, she waved. For a split second a smile broke out on her face and I got my hopes up.

Gram walked toward me and said, “Your plane was late. Is that your only bag?”

“Yeah,” I said, readjusting my luggage strap over my shoulder. “Mom already sent most of my stuff in the mail.”

“Well, good. That means we can skip the baggage claim, and if we’re lucky, we’ll beat the commuter traffic home.”

That was it. No hug—not even a lipsticky kiss on the cheek. She started walking and I hustled to keep up, wondering if Gram didn’t like kids in general or if there was just something about me that rubbed her the wrong way.

I couldn’t believe I’d let Dad convince me that Gram was really looking forward to having me stay with her!

I bit my lip, trying to stop the tears pooling in my eyes.

As I followed Gram through the airport, I decided I would make a “fresh start”—only not the way Mom had in mind. It was time to take my magic off the back burner and have some fun. It wasn’t like I needed to worry about Mom and Dad sending me away anymore; they’d already done it!

I considered wishing all of Mom and Dad’s underwear out of their suitcases—I even laughed to myself imagining bras, boxer shorts, and bikini briefs falling from their airplane somewhere over Brazil—but then I thought of something even better.

As I put my bag in the trunk of the taxi, I closed my eyes. I wish something truly magical would happen.

As the taxi pulled up to Gram’s apartment building, she closed her book and sighed. “Well, here we are.”

I stepped out onto the sidewalk and shook my head. I knew city living would take some getting used to, but I felt claustrophobic with all of the buildings wedged right in next to one another. And after all the trees we’d passed on our way here—so different from the bare plains in Colorado—this treeless block was a major disappointment.

There was a boarded-up barber shop next to a small corner grocery store, and every telephone pole was plastered with flyers and announcements. One bright purple poster stood out over all of the rest: MILO THE MAGNIFICENT’S MAGICAL SUMMER SPECTACULAR.

I groaned. I’d been to plenty of so-called “magic” shows, and it’d be just my luck that some loser performing in downtown Bridgeport was how my big wish was going to come true.

“There’s your room—first floor with the flowers in front of it,” Gram said, pointing a gnarled hand.

I looked up at the faded, pink plastic poinsettias stuck into a sagging flower box.

Suddenly the window above my new room slid open, and a boy and a girl with purple-stained faces and hands popped out. “Mrs. Malloy!” the boy yelled, waving a grape ice pop at us. “Is that the Magnolia girl you were talking about?”

I turned to Gram and saw her lips turn into a smile. “Anthony, this is Maggie.”

“Well, what the heck happened to Magnolia—did she get sick?” he asked. “I threw up three times yesterday; did she eat too many hot dogs too?”

“Maggie’s her nickname, silly,” the girl said. She took a dainty lick of her pop, then smiled at me. “I’m Anna Marie, and it is very pleasant to meet you.” She stuck her tongue out at her brother. “I’m tellin’ Momma you didn’t do polite introductions!”

Anthony scowled at his sister, then stuck his thumb in his mouth.

“I was hoping you’d be littler,” Anna Marie said to me. “I’m five!”

Anthony took his thumb out of his mouth and held out five purple fingers. “I’m five too.” He took another lick of his pop and then inserted his thumb into his mouth again.

“Maggie, meet the Lubchek twins,” Gram said.

Anna Marie twisted her head up and yelled, “Raphael! Magnolia’s here!”

An older boy, with dark brown curls hanging in his eyes, pushed up the screen and leaned out the window on the third floor. “I told you a hundred times, Mrs. Malloy said her name was Maggie!” He smiled and waved to me. “I’m Raphael.”

“Raphael Santos!” a voice called out behind him. “How many times do I have to tell you to stop hollering out the window? Get back in here and finish your work!”

Raphael rolled his eyes and brushed the curls off his forehead. “I have summer reading reports to write—I’ve been putting them off because I’ve been concentrating on my rodent olfactory experiments, but I’ll stop by later if I can,” he said before ducking back inside.

“What did he say?” I asked. “Ol-what-do-you-call-it experiments?”

Anna Marie looked down at me. “Old Factory experiments. He’s supersmart!”

Anthony pulled his thumb out of his mouth. “Yeah, and he has a ginormous maze in his room for his mouse, Pip!” he added. “He built it all by himself ’cause his mom lets him use a hammer—nails, too! That’s ’cause he goes to a gift-wrapped school.” He took a lick of the ice pop, and the top broke off the stick. It fell to the ground, splattering across my sandals.

Gram laughed. “Raphael will be a sixth grader at a gifted and talented school—one we’ll be visiting tomorrow so you can take the admission test. It’s a very prestigious school with extremely small class sizes—and best of all, free tuition. Anyway,” she said as she wagged a finger up at the twins, “I know for a fact your mother wouldn’t want you two leaning out the window that way, so get inside. I bought some lollipops yesterday; why don’t you come down after supper. I’m sure Magnolia would love to hand them out.”

Anna Marie squealed and clapped her hands. Purple droplets fell down on me as she yanked her brother back away from the window. I heard a loud thump, and Anna Marie shut the window, muffling Anthony’s screams.

Gram chuckled as she put a key in the front door. “They are too much!”

I frowned, wondering how it was that Gram could smile and laugh at those loud, sticky kids when I didn’t even rate a hug. I shook the grape slush off my foot and wiped my cheek. I’d have to make another wish because it was clear that nothing magical was going to happen anytime soon.

Here’s where you’ll be staying,” Gram said as I followed her down a long, narrow hall.

We stepped into a small room with light gray walls and a twin bed stuck in the corner by the window. One solitary painting of a sailboat on a stormy sea hung on the otherwise bare walls, and my heart sank. “This was Dad’s room? Did he like boats?”

Gram peered at the picture. “Not exactly. I got that at a yard sale last week. I thought it might brighten the place up a bit.”

I stared at the gray sky in the picture. It practically blended in with the walls. I’d hoped Gram would’ve kept a lot of Dad’s old stuff. It would have been fun to see what he’d been like when he was a kid. I’d thought at least being with his things could make me feel more at home, but there was nothing homey about this small, dismal room.

“Your boxes are over there by the closet. Why don’t you get unpacked?”

“Can I put up some of my posters?”

Gram gazed around at the blank walls. “That’d leave holes in the walls.” She turned to me and must’ve noticed how miserable I looked, because she quickly nodded her head. “I guess they won’t be too noticeable. Well, I’m going to peel some potatoes for dinner. Your mother sent me her recipe—she said mashed potatoes are your favorite food, so I thought I’d give it a go.”

“Thanks,” I said quietly as she left.

I closed the door and walked around my new room. I counted twelve steps from the door to the window. My room in Colorado was probably more than double the size. It was no wonder Dad had told me to pack lightly.

I glared at the painting of the gloomy ship sailing against a gloomier sky. “I wish the sky was blue—with a rainbow.”

Instantly the picture took on the feel of a tropical paradise. I smiled, thinking I should magic away the gray walls, but I knew that would be far more noticeable than the painting’s makeover.

I walked over to my boxes and pulled out the tall, skinny one labeled POSTERS. Gram had left a pair of scissors on the desk near the closet, but I decided to have some fun unpacking.

“I wish the box would open.”

Suddenly the tape on all seven of my boxes vanished, and the boxes collapsed in a heap. I rolled my eyes as books slid out, underwear and shirts tumbled down, and my shoes thumped to the floor. I quickly started putting things away before Gram would come in and see the mess.

Not wanting to take a chance having something go wrong with sharp thumbtacks, I pinned the posters up the old-fashioned way, and then I opened the tiny closet to put my shoes away. A couple of pillows sat on the shelf in the back, and I pulled them out so I could sit up and read later.

As I did, a piece of paper slid out from underneath the pillows and drifted to the floor. It was a drawing of a blond-haired boy holding a wand with yellow zigzags of lightning shooting out of the tip toward a pile of what looked like gold and jewels towering over the cartoon figure. Michael, my father’s name, was written across the bottom in sloppy purple letters.

I brought the picture over to my new bed and sat down. I traced the zigzag lightning with my fingers, and my heart raced. Was the picture just a coincidence or . . .

I shook my head. My father was many things, but magical wasn’t one of them. If he were, he certainly wouldn’t have botched dozens of home repairs over the years that had required stitches and an assortment of carpenters, plumbers, and electricians rushing over for emergency house calls.

Dad was a scientist—serious and boring. He read biographies and scientific journals, and he lived for documentaries about things like the life cycle of a dung beetle.

I put the picture down and pulled the desk chair over to the closet. I stood up and saw a small pile of drawings toward the back of the shelf. Stepping down with them, I pulled the chair back to the desk and sat.

The first picture was of a woman levitating over a table as the blond boy waved a magic wand with the familiar bolts of lightning zapping out of it. Another had the boy sitting on a beach under a tropical, aqua blue sky—like the one now hanging on the wall—and a pod of dolphins at the water’s edge. “Hi, Michael” was written in bubbles coming out of the dolphins’ mouths. The next showed the boy standing by a large birthday cake and dozens of gift-wrapped boxes surrounded by more yellow zigzags.

The next piece of paper wasn’t a drawing at all. It was a yellowed newspaper page. I unfolded it and saw a picture of two men standing on either side of a boy who couldn’t have been more than two or three years old. The caption read: “McGuire and Malloy move to a new Bridgeport location.”

I looked at the storefront pictured behind them and gasped. Clear as day was a big sign over the door: MCGUIRE & MALLOY’S MAGIC REPAIR SHOP. I looked at the top of the page to see the date and read “Fall Issue, Society for Ethical Magicians New England News, 1966.”

My hands shook as I gazed back at the photo. The boy was obviously my dad, and I recognized Grandpa Malloy from the one family photo Dad had hanging in his home office. The other man wore thick glasses and had dark suspenders pulled tightly over a small potbellied stomach. The street sign on the left side of the photo was a little out of focus and in the fold of the paper. I could make out the first four letters—BARN—but the rest were unreadable.

Gram lived on Barn Swallow Boulevard, but I hadn’t noticed any stores like the one in the picture when we’d driven up in the taxi. My eyes traced the magic repair shop sign over and over. Was it possible my grandfather had owned a magic repair shop? Could he do magic too?

I looked at the three figures standing in front of the shop. If my grandfather were a real magician, surely Dad would have mentioned it. Unless it was a secret—like my magic.

“Magic Repair Shop,” I whispered. “How would someone repair magic?”

I pushed the chair away from the desk and headed for the kitchen with the newspaper page. “Gram!” I called out. “Look what I found!”
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The Black Rock School for the Abnormally Gifted and Talented

The next morning, Gram and I got into a taxi to go to the Black Rock School’s open house. I thought the ride over would be the perfect time to ask her more about the magic repair shop.

I’d tried to talk to her about it the night before, but she’d just waved her hand in the air like she was shooing away a fly, and said the shop was nothing but an old five-and-dime store full of “hokey magic tricks and gag gifts” nobody needed or wanted. Then she’d taken the clipping from my hand, ripped it in half, and tossed the pieces in the garbage on top of the potato peels.

When I’d gone to bed later, I couldn’t stop thinking about that shop. If it was just a big nothing, why did Gram keep changing the subject every time I brought it up?

Around midnight I got up and fished the ripped-up newspaper out of the garbage and taped the photo back together. The picture—stained by the potato peels—was harder to see now, but I tucked it away in my desk so I could look at it in the light of day.

As the taxi went through an intersection, I shifted in my seat to face Gram better. “So, how does someone repair magic?”

Gram took a deep breath and then let it out slowly. “You’re not going to let this go, are you? Your grandfather and Mr. McGuire repaired top hats that rabbits had chewed through and replaced broken switches on the cheap plastic wands they sold.” She took her book out of her oversize handbag and opened it up where the bookmark was.

“But what exactly is the Society of Etha-something Magicians?”

Gram put the book in her lap and squeezed her eyes shut for second. “A group of men practicing card tricks and sleight of hand as an excuse to get out of the house.”

“But they had their own newsletter.”

“Oh, well.” Gram paused, looking flustered. “Some of them were serious about practicing their tricks I suppose, but—but I don’t see why you’re so fixated on all of this.”

“Why didn’t Dad ever mention the shop before? He told me Grandpa was a barber.”

“Your grandfather quit the repair shop when your father was still little—he probably doesn’t even remember it.” Gram sat up straight and looked me in the eye. “It wasn’t a good time for our family when your grandfather was working there. I do not want you bothering your father about all of this nonsense! Is that clear?”

“It’s clear.” I slunk down in my seat and caught Gram giving me a sideways look. “If this is the end of your interrogation . . .” She reached into her bag and pulled out the small vocabulary book she’d tried to get me to read yesterday after supper. “I suggest you concentrate on preparing yourself for your entrance exam. If you don’t score high enough on the test, you’ll be going to South Side Elementary, which, as I told you, was the site of numerous air quality problems this past year.”

When the taxi finally pulled up to the school, I saw that it was in a much nicer area than the neighborhoods we’d driven through for the majority of the way over. Everywhere else there had been houses and apartments and empty storefronts crammed together—but here there were wide green lawns edged with flowerbeds, and I could see sailboats cruising on Long Island Sound. There was a pretty brick path leading up to the front entrance of the school, and a banner welcoming new students hung between two large marble columns.

Gram and I walked through the door, and a woman wearing a pink business suit rose up from behind a table and rushed over to us. She bugged her eyes out and flashed her bright white teeth. “I’m Delilah Davenport, president of the PTA, Extracurricular Activities Committee, Science Fair judging panel, and the Country Values Club—so happy to meet you!”

Gram held out her hand. “I’m Margery Malloy. This is my granddaughter, Maggie. She’s here to take the placement exam.”

After Mrs. Davenport shook Gram’s hand, she looked me up and down. Her smile faltered a bit. “How nice. What grade are you going into, Maggie?”

“Sixth.”

Mrs. Davenport clapped her hands together. “Oh, you must meet my daughter, Darcy. She’s running for the sixth-grade class president.” She leaned in closer to us. “It’ll be her sixth consecutive year in office, you know. Now, Maggie, why don’t you run over to the activities table and introduce yourself while I give your grandmother some paperwork to fill out.”

She pointed down the hall to a table littered with trophies and ribbons. “Don’t forget to get a campaign button!”

“Okay.”

I looked at the walls as I made my way to the table, thinking the school had gone a little overboard with the inspirational posters.

ONLY THE BEST AT BLACK ROCK! DARE TO REACH FOR THE STARS! REFUSE TO BE ANYTHING LESS THAN YOUR BEST!

A nervous tickle made its way up my spine. My grades were pretty good, but I got the feeling an occasional B or C would be frowned upon here. And what about my incident with Roxie? Gram had said that alumni sponsors who sent donations to cover tuition only cared about the test. But was I capable of scoring high enough to convince someone to sponsor me?

“I’m Darcy Davenport, may I be of assistance?”

I jumped and realized I was standing in front of the activities table. A small, pale girl with frizzy blond hair and a million freckles sat staring at me expectantly with piercing green eyes. There were science fair trophies, writing awards, math ribbons, and 4-H medals—and they all had the name “Darcy Davenport” printed on them.
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