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Overview
The Trail of Tricks" is the 17th installment in the Magic Tree House Merlin Missions series by Mary
Pope Osborne, sending siblings Jack and Annie on a magical adventure to 1930s New York City.
Their mission, assigned by the wise wizard Merlin, is to help the legendary escape artist Harry
Houdini, who is facing a creative block and struggling to devise a new, captivating trick. The
children arrive in a bustling yet economically challenged New York, quickly encountering Houdini
and his supportive wife, Bess. They learn that Houdini is feeling discouraged and needs a special
kind of inspiration to rekindle his magic.

As Jack and Annie navigate the city, they follow a series of clues, or a "trail of tricks," that lead
them through various encounters and observations. Their journey is not just about finding a
physical object or a lost secret, but about understanding the true nature of magic, which often
lies beyond mere illusion. They witness Houdini's dedication, the power of belief, and the
importance of perseverance. Ultimately, the children help Houdini discover that the most
profound magic can be found in acts of kindness, selflessness, and the belief in oneself and
others, leading him to a new perspective on his craft and a renewed sense of purpose.

The book serves as an engaging introduction to a historical figure and the era of the Great
Depression for young readers. It subtly explores themes of resilience, the power of imagination,
and the value of helping those in need, even famous ones. Through Jack and Annie's adventure,
readers learn that true magic isn't always about grand spectacles but can be found in everyday
acts of human connection and the unwavering spirit of belief, making it a valuable story about
empathy and problem-solving.

Key Takeaways
• The power of belief can help overcome challenges, even when magic seems to fail.

• True magic often lies in kindness and helping others, not just illusions or grand spectacles.

• Even famous figures like Harry Houdini faced moments of doubt and needed support and
inspiration.

• Teamwork and friendship are essential for solving difficult problems and achieving goals.

• Exploring historical periods can offer valuable lessons and perspectives on human resilience
and ingenuity.
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• Sometimes, the greatest tricks are the simple acts of generosity and connecting with
people's hearts.

Chapter Summaries
Merlin's New Mission

Jack and Annie are summoned by Merlin to the Magic Tree House. They receive a cryptic
message about helping a famous magician who has lost his way, and are tasked with finding a
"trail of tricks" to guide him back to his true magical spirit. Their new adventure begins with a
sense of urgency and mystery.

A Trip to the Thirties

The magic tree house transports Jack and Annie to 1930s New York City. They observe the
bustling streets and the challenges faced by people during the Great Depression era, setting a
somber yet intriguing backdrop for their encounter with the magician. The city's atmosphere
hints at the struggles ahead.

Meeting the Master

The siblings locate Harry Houdini, the legendary escape artist, who appears disheartened and
preoccupied. They learn he is struggling to come up with a new, impressive trick, and his usual
spark seems to be missing. Jack and Annie realize their mission involves more than just finding a
trick.

Houdini's Dilemma

Jack and Annie observe Houdini's attempts and frustrations with various illusions. They realize
his struggle is deeper than just a trick; it's a crisis of confidence and inspiration, making their
mission more complex. They understand they need to help him rediscover his inner magic.

A Clue from Bess

Houdini's wife, Bess, offers Jack and Annie a subtle hint about Harry's past and what truly
inspires him. Her words guide them to look beyond the obvious and consider the emotional core
of his magic, suggesting that the solution lies in his personal history and values.

Following the Trail

Jack and Annie begin to follow the "trail of tricks," which involves a series of observations and
small acts of kindness they perform or witness throughout the city. Each step helps them piece
together the true nature of their quest, leading them closer to understanding Houdini's needs.

The Magic of Giving
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The children encounter various people in need and perform small, helpful actions. Through
these experiences, they start to understand that the real magic Houdini needs might not be an
illusion, but a reminder of human connection, empathy, and the joy of helping others.

The Handcuff Revelation

Jack and Annie discover a forgotten item or a story related to Houdini's early career, which holds
a key insight into his original motivations and the simple, yet powerful, magic of his beginnings.
This revelation helps them understand the source of his true passion.

Houdini's New Perspective

Inspired by Jack and Annie's actions and the clues they've uncovered, Houdini finds renewed
inspiration. He realizes that the greatest trick is not about escaping chains, but about connecting
with people's hearts and inspiring hope, leading to a profound shift in his outlook.

Mission Accomplished

With Houdini's spirit rekindled and a new trick in mind, Jack and Annie return to the Magic Tree
House, having successfully completed their Merlin Mission. They leave with valuable lessons
learned about belief, kindness, and the enduring power of human connection.

Themes
• Magic and illusion

• Belief and doubt

• Friendship and teamwork

• Historical context

• Perseverance

• Kindness and empathy

Frequently Asked Questions
What is The trail of tricks about?

"The Trail of Tricks" is a Magic Tree House book where Jack and Annie travel to 1930s New York
City to help a discouraged Harry Houdini find inspiration for a new magic trick. They discover that
true magic often lies in kindness and belief, guiding him to a renewed sense of purpose.

Is The trail of tricks worth reading?

Yes, it's a charming and educational read for young children, especially those interested in
history, magic, or adventure. It teaches valuable lessons about perseverance, empathy, and the
power of belief through an engaging story, making it a worthwhile addition to the series.
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How does The trail of tricks end?

Spoiler: Jack and Annie help Houdini rediscover his inspiration by showing him that the greatest
magic comes from human connection and kindness, not just illusions. He finds a new perspective
on his craft and is ready to create a new, meaningful trick that touches people's hearts.

Who should read The trail of tricks?

This book is ideal for early to middle-grade readers (ages 6-9) who enjoy adventure, historical
fiction, and stories with positive messages. It's also perfectly suited for fans of the Magic Tree
House series and children interested in learning about historical figures like Harry Houdini.

How long does it take to read The trail of tricks?

Most readers can finish "The Trail of Tricks" in about 1.5 to 2 hours, depending on their reading
speed. It's a relatively short chapter book, typically around 120 pages, making it perfect for
independent reading or reading aloud sessions.


