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Chapter One

MOST KIDS MY AGE SLEEP in on the weekends. They wake up late, hours after they do on school days, then laze around the house in their pajamas, watching TV and eating cereal.

That, at least, is how I imagine it is for most kids. I wouldn’t really know, since I’m not most kids. And mostly that’s because of my mom, who is… Well, she’s a

MAD SCIENTIST!

[image: Mom, a curly-haired scientist with goggles on their head and a determined, crazed expression]

But if that’s the sort of mad scientist you’re picturing, I’ve got news for you. You’re a bit mistaken. Mom? She’s more like this:

MAD SCIENTIST!

[image: Mom, a curly-haired scientist with goggles on their head and a cheerful, excited expression, surrounded by smiley faces]

Though that hasn’t prevented her from blowing up our refrigerator, causing a lightning storm in our living room, or making a homemade “time portal” and then accidentally sending the two of us (plus my pet turtle, Fred) about seventy million years back in time.

But back to sleeping in. Or not sleeping in, in my case.

On the morning in question I was woken up bright and early by a bunch of bangs and clatters. But something about these particular bangs and clatters seemed strange. It wasn’t the usual racket coming from down in the basement, a space which Mom quickly converted into her laboratory once we moved to this new town and into this new house a few months ago. These bangs and clatters seemed to be coming from somewhere closer. From the kitchen—a room that Mom hardly ever spent time in (except for that day when she blew up the fridge, obviously).

Was my mom, I wondered, attempting to cook something?

I tossed aside my sheets and leapt out of bed. Then, after scooping Fred up out of his terrarium, I raced out of my bedroom and headed for the kitchen. Because my mom? Let’s just say I trust her to operate a time portal way more than I do a frying pan.
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Chapter Two

FORTUNATELY, MOM WASN’T COOKING. Or baking. Or doing anything else food-related in the kitchen.

But she was doing something just as unusual.

She was cleaning. And not cleaning with some complicated new gadget she’d just concocted. But cleaning with old-fashioned, normal stuff. Some rags. A mop. A bucket full of foamy water.

Now, as far as I’m concerned there are two types of people in this world—those who regularly clean their home because cleaning is good and you’re just supposed to do it, and those who only plug in a vacuum or tidy a counter when not doing so becomes problematic and/or hazardous. My mom is very much the second kind of person. Unless a mess (let’s say, for example, the remains of a recently blown-up refrigerator) is preventing her from doing something she wants to do (like accessing the stairs down to the basement), she’s highly unlikely to clean it up. Honestly, until the mess is getting in her way, she probably won’t even notice it’s there.

All of which is why I found it so alarming to see her mopping the kitchen floor. I mean, it was true that the floor needed mopping. Desperately. The thing was covered in crumbs, smudges, and random food splatters.

[image: A tiled floor with crumbs and puddles near a wall with an electrical outlet.]

But Mom (and me too, it’s only fair to say) had been ignoring all of those since they’d started appearing the day we’d moved in.

So why was she cleaning now?

I was about to interrupt her mopping to ask her about it when I felt a sudden pinch at the base of my index finger. Looking down, I remembered that I was holding Fred. And sure, the guy didn’t have any teeth. But he was pretty big for a turtle—almost the size of one of those small dogs that people sometimes carry around in little bags—and when he wanted to, he could clamp his mouth down hard. Like, really, really hard.

“Sorry, pal,” I told him, wriggling my finger free from his beak.

[image: A small turtle with a patterned shell cradled in two hands.]

I grabbed a few leaves of lettuce from the fridge (we’d gotten a brand-new one after the whole blowing-up incident) and set Fred up in the living room to eat. Then I headed back to the kitchen to find out what in the world was going on.
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Chapter Three

“UH, MOM?” I SAID, STANDING there in the kitchen doorway, watching her mop.

But she was so focused on spreading her sudsy water over the floor that she didn’t hear me.

“Mom,” I said a little more forcefully.

Her head jerked up, and then she swung around, the strands of her mop flinging liquid across the kitchen.

“Ari,” she said. “Hi. Hello. Good morning.”

She seemed… panicky. But like she was trying not to let the panic take hold of her. I could sense it, though, lurking behind her eyes, bubbling up just under the surface.

“What’s going on?” I asked her, now not sure I actually wanted to know, but knowing that it was probably better if I did.

Unfortunately, Mom didn’t answer me.

Instead she put me to work.

Leaning her mop against the counter, she grabbed a spray bottle filled with bright blue cleaning fluid and held it out to me.

[image: Ari, wearing a t-shirt, holding a spray bottle and looking at it with suspicion.]

“Can you do the windows?” Mom said. “There’s a rag over by the sink.” Then she reached for her mop.

Before she could grab it, though, a third voice entered the conversation. It had a fancy, know-it-all-y accent, and it sounded muffled, like it was coming from inside someone’s pocket. That’s because it was coming from inside someone’s pocket. My mom’s pocket, to be specific.

The voice said, “Your son asked you a question, Professor Fingerman.”

Mom sighed and then dug a hand down into the pocket of her lab coat. When she pulled it back out, she laid it flat, and there, hovering an inch or so above her palm, was TED.

    [image: A small gray cube with a face hovering above a  hand.]

I usually hated seeing the little ice-cube-sized supercomputer. Why? Because he could instantly access every bit of information in the world. He could perform endlessly complex calculations and simulations, all at the same time. And he could—and this here was what TED was without a doubt best at—annoy to no end anyone and everyone unlucky enough to be within earshot of his snobby voice and digital sneer.

Just then, though, I was glad to see TED. Because if my mom wasn’t going to tell me what was going on, TED would. The guy couldn’t resist a chance to let someone know that he knew more than they did.

“Your mother,” TED informed me, right on cue, “is cleaning in advance of the arrival of your neighbor and his step stool.”

“Mr. Jakes?” I asked.

“That is correct,” said TED.

I turned to Mom. “You asked him to come over?” I said.

“Yes,” she said, though she wouldn’t look at me when she said it.

All of this was pretty alarming.

But before I tell you why, I should probably introduce you to Mr. Jakes.

[image: Mr. Jakes, a bald man with glasses, wearing a shirt and tie, waving with a friendly expression.]

Mr. Jakes lived in the house right next to ours. He was nice. Like, intensely nice. Ever since we’d moved in, he was always finding reasons to “pop by.” He’d drop off a batch of freshly baked cookies or offer to bring over his step stool should we need to change any high-up lightbulbs or dust the hard-to-reach tops of our kitchen cabinets. Mom and I had more or less ignored him—until, that is, a couple of weeks ago, when we’d tried to use a time portal to do our laundry and messed things up so bad that we had to ask him if we could wash all our stinky clothes at his house. And the other day Mom had said something about maybe going back to Mr. Jakes’ house soon to hang out and do another couple loads of laundry. But inviting him to our house? This was, in a word, weird. And if I can use two words—really weird.

TED seemed to agree.

“I provided your mother with several significantly more efficient ways to accomplish every household chore that can be accomplished with a step stool,” the supercomputer said, spitting out the word “step stool” like it somehow tasted bad, “yet she still proceeded to contact this so-called Mr. Jakes.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I said, because now things had taken a turn for the really, really weird.

My mom was horrendous at asking others for help. Getting her to agree to let Mr. Jakes do our laundry for us? That was probably one of the more amazing things I’d accomplished during my time on the planet. And now here she was, asking for help again, and for something she probably didn’t even need any help with.
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