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Chapter 1

 

 

My alarm clock barked
fiercely at me, a sure sign that I’d overslept again. I’d rigged it
so that the sound level started with a soft snarl, quickly moved up
the scale to a rigid growl, then made it all the way to a full,
throaty bark if my feet didn’t hit the floor by my bed in time. For
three days I’d recorded Yolanda’s dog Ruff, pushing that poor mutt
with doorbells, telephones, and sleigh bells left over from
Christmas. Yolanda’s dog hated the sound of bells. The louder the
ringing, the harsher the reaction. I know it might sound cruel
getting him all worked up, but it was for Science. Besides, Ruff got
so many treats, a fresh one for every sound I got on tape, he
waddled by the end of the experiment. By the time we were through
recording, Ruff even liked
the sound of bells; he happily trotted into the
kitchen for a snack every time he heard ringing after we were done,
without even a whisper of a bark. Mr. Johnson, Yolanda’s dad, said
we’d changed Ruff’s conditioning. He kept talking about guys named
Skinner and Pavlov, but I wasn’t all that interested.

My brand of science is inventing things.

That’s why I’ve got a poster of Thomas
Edison hanging in my room. Most everybody who saw old Tom’s studied
face teased me about it; they had posters on their walls of The
Incredible Eleforce, Hollywood’s newest movie superheroes, or
Sherica James, the latest of a long line of teenage girl
sensations. They could have their stars; I was perfectly content
with Tom.

I started to struggle awake during Ruff’s
most ferocious barking fit, but I was nowhere near ready to get up.
Without thinking, I reached out and slapped the snooze button
again.

That activated a motor under my bed that
leapt into action. Suddenly the covers were pulled off me and my
mattress began to shake. I call it my Ruff Earthquake alarm, and
boy, does it ever work. Well, most of the time. Sometimes it’s a
little too enthusiastic, dumping me harshly onto the hard cold
floor, and sometimes it barely jiggles. I haven’t got all of the
bugs worked out of it yet, but someday I will.

I’ve been inventing things since I could
crawl, but they don’t always work out the way I plan. Mom says I
have the vision, and that my skills will come with time and
practice. Dad just thinks I’m nuts. Sometimes I wonder which one of
them is right, but my best friend Yolanda says they both are, and
I’ve kind of grown to accept that. So what if my ideas always seem
beyond my abilities; how else am I going to learn anything?

Someday I’m going to be
famous. Crispin Livingston Hughes will be as important a name as
Thomas Edison, just you wait and see. Kids will have posters
of me on their
walls.

If I could only get one of my inventions to
work exactly the way I dream it.

 

 


Chapter 2

 

 

Yolanda came over to my house as I was
finishing up breakfast. We’ve been best friends forever. She spends
more time at my place than she does at her own. Yolanda grabbed a
glass of juice as she walked into the dining room, then asked, “So,
did you make any progress last night after I left?”

I shook my head as I downed the last
spoonful of oatmeal. Mom knows it’s not one of my favorite meals,
but she insists that it’s good for me, and I learned long ago not
to argue the point. For one thing, Mom lets me try just about any
experiment I can think of, including the time I installed an
automatic toilet flusher that turned the shower on instead.

I pushed the empty bowl away. “I can’t get
the breadboard to do what I want. Yet.”

“You’ll get it,” she said as she grabbed a
piece of toast and nibbled on it. Yolanda is a good six inches
taller than I am, and her skin is darker and richer than Mom’s
coffee. Me, I get sunburned if I stand under a fluorescent light
too long. A lot of people think we’re an odd choice for best
friends, but I couldn’t imagine my life without Yolanda in it.

“You’ve only got three
days left, Crisp.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll make it.”

Yolanda raised an eyebrow. “You’d better.
I’ve been bragging all around school that you’re finally going to
beat Magraw this year.”

I started to get up when Mom asked, “Did you
finish your oatmeal, Crispin?”

I held my bowl up for inspection. “Every
bite.”

She nodded, then added softly, “Crispin, it
won’t be the end of the world if you don’t win the Science
Fair.”

Was she insane? Of course it would. My
future reputation depended on it. If Magraw beat me again, like he
had the past two years of Robert Pickering Middle School’s fairs,
I’d never live it down. He was the only thing standing between me
and history.

She must have seen that her words were lost
on me. “You two better get moving. You’re going to be late for
school.”

I took a deep breath, then let it out in a
sigh as I said, “Mom, I’m not feeling so great. I think I’ve got a
fever.”

A look of concern swept over her face as she
held the back of her hand to my forehead. After a few seconds, she
said, “You don’t feel hot to me.” There was a slight frown as she
added, “Crispin Livingston Hughes, if you think I’m going to let
you skip school just so you can stay home and work on your science
project, you’ve lost your mind.”

“But Mom, I’m not going to finish in
time.”

“I can’t help that, young man. Now off you
go.” The ice in her eyes told me there was no use protesting
anymore.

I grabbed my book bag and slid out the door,
Yolanda close behind me. She had a broad grin on her face.

I asked, “What are you smiling about?”

Her face broadened. “I
can’t believe you tried to outfox your mom. She’s too quick for
you, Crisp. Now what I would have done was go to school like everything was fine,
then get ‘sick’ there. That way, once I conned the school nurse I’d
be on my way home.”

I started to say something when she held up
her hand. “It’s too late now, your Mom will never believe you.”

I kicked at a rock. “How am I ever going to
finish my project in time?”

“Anything I can do, just let me know. Have
you had any luck finding that old cash register?” I’d discovered
that a Galaxon 500 cash register had just the circuitry I needed to
finish my project, but so far, I hadn’t been able to find one
anywhere, even at Bob Wayne’s electronic salvage store he ran out
of his garage. Bob was a senior at Newcon High. He was a hundred
years older than me, tall and lanky with a head of hair that
refused to stay combed, but the two of us spoke the same language.
Bob loved to build things as much as I did, and I hoped to follow
him to Tech someday, the best engineering school in the world, in
my opinion. I’d already figured out that I was going to need a lot
more book learning if I was ever going to be able to build the
wild things I came up with in my head.

 


 


Just when I thought it couldn’t get any
worse, it did. Magraw didn’t come to school. The word around the
science lab was that he was staying out to work on his Mysterious
Project.

Great. He was home perfecting his latest
creation while I was stuck in Phys Ed getting pelted with
dodgeballs.

Sometimes there’s just no justice in the
world.

 


 


“Care to join us, Crispin?”

I’d been doodling in my notebook, trying to
work out a circuit diagram that was stumping me when I looked up
guiltily.

Mrs. Grundy was standing in front of my
desk, and the rest of the class was staring at me. “I’m sorry,” I
apologized meekly. Mrs. Grundy was my favorite teacher, and I
couldn’t afford to have her mad at me, especially since she was one
of the judges of the Science Fair.

She smiled gently, accepting my apology.
“Pay attention,” she said softly as she closed my notebook.

I sat through the last four minutes of her
lecture, trying my best to focus on her words, when the bell rang.
As I jumped out of my seat, she said, “Crispin, may I speak with
you a moment?”

There were a few chuckles from some of my
classmates as they filed out. Oh, boy. I was in trouble now.

“Mrs. Grundy, I’m sorry, I just--.” She cut
me off with a raised hand.

“I’m not going to lecture you, Crispin. I
just wanted to know how your project was coming. Are you ready to
tell me what it is?”

I shook my head. “Sorry. I want it to be a
surprise.” Not that I thought Mrs. Grundy would tell anyone, but
there could be spies anywhere, and I didn’t want Magraw to have the
slightest clue what I was tackling. Heck, Yolanda didn’t even know
the entire scope of my project, just the bits and pieces she saw me
working on.

Mrs. Grundy studied me a moment. She’s
really pretty, even if she is over thirty. Once upon a time she’d
worked in the real world. In fact, she even had her name on a
patent! But she’d decided to teach instead, though I couldn’t
imagine why. Still, she was the smartest person I knew, and she
seemed to really understand me.

“Winning or losing isn’t the most important
thing,” she said softly. “Reaching beyond your grasp, that’s what
counts.”

“Then I should be a winner for sure,” I said
with a grin.

She fought to hide her smile, but I could
see it anyway. I decided to leave while I was ahead.

 


 


As Yolanda and I walked home, I knew Mom
should have let me skip classes anyway for all the good school did
me. I couldn’t concentrate, not with Magraw working in his
expensive basement workshop with more new parts than a catalog
stocked at his fingertips. His folks spent more money on his
‘hobby’ than mine made in a year. Usually I don’t mind not having a
lot of money, since most of my friends are in the same boat, too. I
can scavenge with the best of them, sorting through other people’s
junk for the parts I need instead of going to Radio Shack or
Electronic World. It’s amazing what some people will throw away.
Just last week I found a perfectly good blender base, well, two of
the buttons were missing, but the motor was still in good shape.
Still, it didn’t seem fair that all Magraw had to do was ask, and I
had to scrounge through other people’s discards.

When I started to veer off from our normal
course home, Yolanda asked, “Where are you going, Crisp? You’re not
in that deep a fog, are you?”

“I’ve got to see what Magraw is up to. He’s
not going to beat me again this year.”

She put a hand on my arm. “Do you honestly
think he’s going to welcome you into his house with open arms and
show you his project?”

“No, but I’ve got to know what he’s up to.
Maybe I can sneak around back and get a peek through his basement
window.”

Yolanda thought about it a minute, then
smiled. “I’ve got a better idea. When we get to the corner, wait by
the street for me.”

“You really think you can get in,” I
asked.

“You betcha.” Yolanda fluttered her
eyelashes at me as she said, “Magraw, I was so worried about you, I
had to come see how you were.”

“He’ll never buy it.”

Yolanda laughed. “Oh, he’ll believe it. I’ll
see to that.”

“You don’t have to do this,” I said softly.
“It’s more than I can ask.”

“Who says it’s all for you? Magraw’s kind of
cute, don’t you think?”

I stopped in my tracks. “Yolanda Johnson,
don’t tell me for one second that you like him.”

“Jealous, Crisp?” she laughed as she
suddenly started skipping away from me.

“You’re crazier than I am, you know that
don’t you?”

“Maybe, maybe not, but I don’t see how else
you’re going to find out what’s going on in that workshop.”

 


 


Yolanda never got through the door. A woman
in a maid’s uniform answered, I could see that much from the corner
where I waited. After a few minutes of conversation, Yolanda came
back, the smile gone from her face.

“What is it,” I asked. “What’s wrong?”

“All the stories at school got it wrong.
Magraw really is sick. He’s in the hospital.”

I felt bad for him, I really did, but I
couldn’t help being just a little happier about my chances. “Yes!
I’ve got it in the bag now.”

Yolanda’s lower lip quivered as she said,
“Crispin Hughes, right now I’m ashamed to call you my friend.”
Before I could say a word, she ran off toward home.

I didn’t even try to catch her. Yolanda can
beat everybody in our class in a foot race, boys and girls
alike.

Instead of running, I walked slowly back
home. Okay, maybe I was a little ashamed about the way I’d reacted
to the news about Magraw, but I had to be honest, didn’t I? Wasn’t
that just as important as being nice?

So why did I feel so bad?

I picked up a rock and threw it at a stop
sign, missing it by at least a yard. At least it didn’t hit any
cars.

Magraw would get better, he was too mean not
to. So what if he missed the science fair? He’d won it the last two
years. It was somebody else’s turn this year.
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