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For my nieces, Sarah and Josie. You were so young when I started this book, now I fear you may be too old for it. I hope it still makes the little girl inside of you smile.
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CHAPTER ONE










Silly Inventions




My dad is a genius. I know lots of kids say that, but in my case, it happens to be true.


My name is Stacey Casey, and my dad is the greatest inventor in all of history. Dad has invented all types of crazy things over the years. If I’m honest, I’d have to say that half of those inventions didn’t work, and the other half were kind of lame. He’s still the best inventor of all time though.


Let me tell you why.


My dad invented a time machine. Okay, I’ll admit that the time machine didn’t exactly work the way Dad thought it would, but it got the job done. We have a basement in our house. The basement is below ground, and Dad does all his inventing down there. He calls it his ‘lab’. If you take the ‘lab’ into consideration, you could say that our house is three storeys tall.


We never tell people about the lab. Not because Dad does anything bad down there, but because he says that one day his inventions are going to be worth so much money that people might want to break in and steal them. We live in a small town called Marksville, and even though the people in Marksville are very friendly, Dad still doesn’t trust them all. I don’t think anyone would ever break into our house, but I think keeping it all a secret makes Dad feel like he’s doing something amazing, so I go along with it.


Even though I’m only 12 years old, I normally make my own breakfast and lunch. Not because Dad doesn’t want to, but because he’s always so busy inventing things that he forgets. My mum died a very long time ago, so it’s just Dad and me. I can’t even remember what Mum looked like anymore, not unless I see a photo of her. In those photos she always looks so pretty, with her kind eyes and long red hair that was just like mine. And she seems happy and confident. There is never any sign of her illness.


Anyway, on the morning of the day Dad got his time machine working, I was in the kitchen getting ready for school. I sat at the kitchen table, eating breakfast and reading the silly story on the back of the cereal box. Dad yelled my name so loud that I thought he had hurt himself again. Dad’s not only the best inventor in all of history, but I think he might also be the clumsiest dad of all time. I sighed, pushed back my bowl of half-eaten cereal and went downstairs to see what damage Dad had done to himself this time.


‘Dad?’ I called as I started down the stairs. ‘Don’t tell me you hit your thumb with a hammer or nailed your foot to the floor again?’


‘Stacey, come here!’ Dad called, ignoring my questions. His voice was so excited that he almost sounded like a kid. ‘I’ve done it, Stace, I’ve really done it this time!’ Dad always calls me ‘Stace’ when he is excited.


‘Done what?’ I asked as I came to the bottom of the stairs. ‘Glued your ear to the telephone again? Or did you melt your watch onto the bench like last Christmas?’


Dad was standing in one corner of his lab, huddled over the latest contraption he’d invented. At that point I didn’t know what he’d been working on – but I was about to find out. ‘I’ve done it, Stace, I’ve done it!’ he cried, not looking back at me. ‘It’s going to work this time; I just know it is!’


I sighed and found myself smiling. Even though most of Dad’s inventions never work, I know how much he loves it when they do. The basement is pretty big; it is one large area filled with old boxes and pieces of used scrap. It’s always a mess. One dim light hung from the ceiling in the middle of the room and seemed to cast more shadows than light. In one corner, on Dad’s messy desk, sat his computer. The screen was flashing something that I couldn’t make out from where I was standing. The green light from the screen burst across the dim room like little pulses of lightning.


‘Stacey, come see!’ Dad commanded, still not looking back from the large, metallic contraption he was standing over. The thing was kind of like a giant toaster. It had a strange device on top of it that looked a little like a telephone. Not a mobile phone or a nice new digital one, but one of those old-fashioned, wheel-dialled phones that Dad always pulls apart for parts.


‘I’m going to be late for school,’ I complained, walking across to Dad. ‘Oliver will be here in a minute.’ Oliver is my best friend. He lives two doors down from us and walks to school with me every day.


Totally ignoring me, Dad said, ‘I’ve finally discovered the right algorithm. It was the particle-splitter not connecting to the quantumentangler properly ... it was sending the wrong measurements. That’s what was causing all those problems. Any wonder I couldn’t get the maths right!’ He laughed. ‘It’s so simple!’


Dad stood up and turned to look down at me as I came to stand beside him. He wore his usual
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white lab coat, a calculator and pen in the breast pocket. His black hair was as messy as always, sticking up in all directions like he’d just been zapped – again. His thick glasses sparkled with the blinking green light from the computer screen, and he had the goofiest grin on his face.


I was about to say something when the doorbell rang.


‘That’ll be Oliver,’ I told him. ‘I have to go to school, so maybe you can show me after?’


Dad hurried across to the computer, muttering and nodding his head as if agreeing with whatever it was that he was saying to himself. That wasn’t unusual; Dad talks to himself a lot. He even argues with himself sometimes, and I often wonder if he ever loses those arguments. ‘Now ... if I just make a small adjustment to the power input parameters, we might be good to go,’ Dad said.


The computer was connected to the odd, toaster-looking contraption by a series of thick cables, and the thing beeped a few times as Dad typed.


The doorbell rang again.


Frustrated, I put my fists on my hips and said, ‘Dad, I have to go to school.’


Dad turned to look at me, his glasses had slipped down his nose and he pushed them back into place with one finger and said, ‘School? Oh no, Stace, you won’t be going to school, not today.’


‘What?’ I demanded. ‘Dad, I have to! Oliver is here already. We have a maths test this morning. And it’s Remembrance Day; we have a service this morning.’


‘Oliver?’ Dad asked as if he had never heard the name before.


‘Yes, Dad, Oliver,’ I said as the doorbell rang for a third time. ‘From down the road? My best friend? Walks me to and from school every day? Ring a bell?’


Dad waved a hand at me as if to dismiss the very existence of Oliver and said, ‘You won’t be going to school, Stacey, not today. I need you here.’ He turned back to his computer and started typing furiously at the keyboard.


‘Dad, I have to go to school. The maths test!’


‘Yes, yes, maths is very good, sweetheart,’ Dad said without looking back at me.


‘So, I’ll see you after school?’


Dad turned back to me again, his face confused. ‘School? No, you won’t be going to school today, Stacey. Didn’t we already have this conversation?’


‘But the maths test!’ I insisted.


‘What maths test?’


The doorbell rang again, and I grunted in frustration, threw my hands in the air and turned to climb the stairs out of the basement.


‘Where are you going?’ Dad called after me as I hurried up the stairs.


‘To get Oliver!’


The doorbell rang again, and I ran to open the door.


Oliver stood on the doorstep wearing his blue school uniform, backpack slung over one shoulder. 
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‘Morning, Oliver.’


‘Thought you might still be in bed,’ Oliver said, his blonde hair almost as messy as my dad’s.


‘I wish I was,’ I replied, rolling my eyes. Oliver was one of the few people who knew about Dad’s lab and the crazy inventions he made down there. ‘Come in, my dad’s having some kind of fit. He doesn’t want me to go to school today.’


Oliver stepped inside and dropped his bag on the floor. ‘Is he okay?’ Oliver asked. ‘He didn’t staple his hand to his face again, did he? We’ve got a maths test this morning.’


‘Dad’s okay; he’s just completely nuts. Come on.’ I led Oliver into the house, through the kitchen and towards the basement stairs. ‘He says he needs help with some invention he finally got working.’


‘Your dad’s so cool. Like an Eskimo in a leather jacket.’


I giggled. ‘Nice metaphor.’ Our English teacher, Mrs Penwright, had been teaching us about metaphors and analogies. Oliver had been practising whenever he could. His analogies were pretty good, but his metaphors were mostly silly. I thought the ‘Eskimo in a leather jacket’ one was not bad though.


‘I’ve been practising heaps,’ Oliver said with a satisfied smile. He looked towards the stairs leading down to the lab, his face now curious. ‘What could be so important that you get to miss the maths test? I wish I could miss the maths test.’


I sighed; Oliver hated maths. ‘I don’t know. Probably doesn’t even work, whatever it is,’ I told Oliver as we took the stairs down.
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