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Sunil lives next door to an amazing inventor – Alex. She has harnessed the power of boredom to slow time down, stop it and put it in reverse. They use her time machine – the Boring Machine – to explore the past. But things don’t always go smoothly…
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CHAPTER ONE

Sunil looked at the paper.

‘Which of these fractions is largest?’ he read.

A cold feeling settled somewhere near his navel. He knew this. He’d done fractions hundreds of times.

Everyone else was bent over their classroom tables, writing furiously. Sunil was stuck on the first question. The easy one. Why hadn’t he read the homework notes Miss Cook had sent home? He’d been sick all last week, and today was his first day back.

1. Which of these fractions is largest?

⅖ or ½
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He swallowed. The answer should be obvious. Two was bigger than one but five was bigger than two. He couldn’t remember if the number on top or underneath of the line was the denominator. He couldn’t think. He had always thought he was good at maths. It made up for his bad spelling and inability to draw well. Now he wasn’t good at anything. He was so stupid.

A wet mark suddenly landed next to the question. Sunil sniffed. Oh no. He was crying. He looked around at the heads bent low over the classroom tables and at Miss Cook, marking something at the front of the room. His face was hot; he didn’t want anyone to see. Had they noticed? More tears leaked out from behind his eyes. Oh no, no, no! Sunil made a break for it and ran to the door of the classroom.

‘Sunil?’

Miss Cook looked up to see Sunil push through the door.

‘Sorry-I-really-need-the-toilet…’

He thought he heard his classmates laugh. He ran down the empty corridor to the boys’ bathroom and shut himself in a stall. Why was he such a loser? Crying over a stupid maths test! What was wrong with him?

The door to the bathroom opened. Footsteps approached Sunil’s hiding place and someone pushed on the stall door.
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‘Sunil?’ It was Adam’s voice. Sunil didn’t like Adam.

‘Go away!’

‘Are you crying?’ Adam chuckled. ‘Aw, little baby Sunil.’

‘Leave me alone!’ Sunil said angrily.

‘He’s in here, miss!’ Adam called.

More footsteps and a gentle tap on the stall door. ‘Sunil? Are you alright?’

‘I’m sick!’ Sunil blurted. He made a pretend retching noise and spat into the empty toilet bowl.

‘Open the door, dear,’ Miss Cook said.

Sunil wiped his eyes with some paper and flushed the toilet. He opened the door and looked up at Miss Cook’s concerned face.

‘Were you sick?’ she asked, touching his forehead. ‘You are still a bit clammy and your eyes are all puffy.’
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Sunil looked at Adam who made a pretend crying face. It was humiliating.

Mrs Cook said, ‘Adam, please ask Ms Bakali to bring Sunil’s bag to sick bay and sit with him until his parents come.’

Adam managed to pull another mock crying face before doing as he was told.

Sunil walked to sick bay with the teaching assistant, Ms Bakali. He felt terrible. He had lied. He wasn’t sick; he just didn’t want people to think he’d cried. Now he was being sent home.

His lie felt even worse because everyone was being so nice to him. Even his dad, who had stopped halfway through clearing out the attic to pick him up, didn’t complain.

‘Mum said she didn’t think you’d fully recovered,’ Dad said as he drove the car through the drizzle back to their house. ‘Good thing I was at home sorting through those boxes. I’ve found loads of old gadgets up in the loft. I must get Alex to look at them, sometime.’

Sunil nodded and watched the drops of rain sliding down the window. He didn’t feel poorly. He felt like a fraud. He wasn’t sick. He was just really bad at maths.

‘What are you doing?’ his dad asked when they got back to the house.

‘I was just getting my things ready for tonight,’ Sunil said, grabbing his batting gloves from under the stairs.

‘You’re ill. You can’t go to cricket practice!’

‘But I feel fine!’ said Sunil.

‘You were sent home from school! You can’t play sport. Go to bed.’

Sunil’s heart broke. This would be the second week in a row he would have to miss practice. He picked up Tara the dog’s old tennis ball and squeezed it silently. Another week falling behind. He could be chucked off the team. All because he lied about being sick.
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‘Come on,’ his dad said. ‘I’ll bring you some water.’

Sunil went upstairs and flopped face down on his bed. He wished he could go back and change everything. If only he hadn’t pretended to be sick, or run to the bathroom, or if only he had read his homework. If only Miss Cook hadn’t done the test. Then he’d have had a normal day at school and this evening he would be going to cricket practice.

‘I’m going to ask Auntie Alex to babysit this evening,’ his dad said, placing a glass of water on the windowsill. ‘That way your mother and I can still go out when you were supposed to be at cricket practice.’

Alex… it was like a switch flicked in Sunil’s mind. He could change everything. Alex had a time machine! All he had to do was travel back in time to morning break, sneak into the classroom and hide the maths tests. It was simple!

‘Okay, Dad,’ Sunil said, secretly grinning to himself that soon he would make everything better.
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CHAPTER TWO

‘No,’ said Alex.

‘What do you mean, “no”?!’ Sunil whined. ‘I just want to use the Boring Machine to go back in time and hide the tests.’

‘The Boring Machine isn’t a toy. Time travel is dangerous,’ Alex said. ‘Particularly when the time machine in question is powered by something as volatile as boredom.’

Sunil didn’t know what volatile meant.1 ‘But don’t you see? If I went back and hid the tests, I wouldn’t have to pretend to be ill or miss cricket practice.’

‘Firstly, you can’t change the past,’ Alex said, plopping herself down on the end of his bed. ‘And B, you already know how dangerous the Boring Machine can be.’

‘But…’ Sunil felt tears come into his eyes again.

‘And number 4,’ Alex said, ‘you’re ill.’
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‘I only pretended to be sick so I didn’t have to take the test!’ Sunil explained.

‘Sunil, you’re nearly crying,’ Alex pointed out.

‘I am not!’

‘It’s okay. It’s good to cry, otherwise your eyes get all dusty,’ she said.2 ‘But it’s also a sign that you’re overtired. So get some sleep while I go downstairs and do some experiments on your dad’s old VHS player.’3

Sunil was furious. He had thought Alex was his friend but she wouldn’t help him. He didn’t need her stupid machine to travel back in time anyway, he thought. He knew that the Boring Machine used the power of boredom to send you back into the past.

All he had to do was bore himself to slow time down, stop and reverse it. Then he could go back to school, hide the tests and change history!

Sunil squeezed past the ladder going up into the attic and grabbed his dad’s alarm clock from his parents’ bedroom. He hurried back and placed the clock on the end of his bed. He sat as still as possible, staring at its plain white face. He tried to block out the faint tapping sound, and occasional buzz as Alex’s experiments caused the lights to dim. He watched the second hand slowly tick around. It certainly seemed to be getting slower. Then it happened. The second hand stopped, just above the number 3. Sunil felt a rush of excitement… and it started ticking again.
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Sunil swore under his breath. If he couldn’t do it without the machine, he would just have to sneak next door and use it anyway!

That… might be tricky. Alex locked her house because she was a responsible adult (and if her worms escaped again, she couldn’t be sure they wouldn’t get out into the road like last time). Sunil knew she had dozens of keys hanging from the carabiner on her belt but he couldn’t just take them without her noticing. Sunil looked out of his bedroom window. It faced Alex’s frosted bathroom window which had been stuck wide open ever since she tried to make homemade glue in the bathtub.

He went back onto the landing. There was a faint drilling noise coming from downstairs where Alex was doing experiments on Dad’s old gadgets. Sunil took the ladder down from the hatch up to the attic. It clattered noisily. He paused, waiting for Alex to stop and ask what he was up to, but the drilling carried on. The ladder was heavy and cumbersome. He knocked over his bedroom chair and left a couple of marks on the wall. Panting, he opened his window and, using all his strength, he slid the ladder across the gap between the houses. He nearly dropped it as it teetered out of his window; it took all his strength to lift it level and slide the far end into Alex’s bathroom.

Sunil didn’t allow himself time to think about what would happen if he fell. He immediately got onto the ladder and started walking between the houses. He had only taken two steps before a gust of wind made him nervous. The ground seemed to rise up and down like waves so he hunched down, clinging to the sides of the ladder and breathing hard through his nose. He focused his gaze on Alex’s bathroom window and slowly began to crawl. The ladder shook a little from side to side but he kept going and, once he got to the window, he scrambled inside. To his horror, just as his foot left the ladder
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1. If something is volatile it is unstable and unpredictable. In this case, something boring can easily turn out to be quite interesting. If the Boring Machine uses boredom to keep you in the past, but finds itself getting interested you could be yanked back into the future at any moment. Also, there is nothing to stop you being hurt or killed in the past, which is far more likely to happen if you land next to someone and frighten them.
2. Crying when you are sad is very healthy. Trying to stop yourself from crying is like trying to stop yourself sneezing. You can do it, but it will likely damage your insides.
3. VHS means Video Home System. Before the internet allowed you to stream or download films and TV shows, people would rent or buy VHS cassettes from shops. They looked like thick books and were made of plastic with a magnetic tape spooled inside that contained the movie. One edge flipped up so the machine you fed it into could read the tape. Each cassette had adverts for other films or shows, which you had to watch or fast forward through. There was no menu and you couldn’t jump to later parts of the tape. After the adverts it played the film or show you wanted to watch. You could also record live TV onto VHS tapes.
4. I’m sure you don’t need me to tell you that this was a really terrible and dangerous idea which a) Sunil should never have tried and b) no one else should ever try either.
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