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CHAPTER 1

An Unhappy Neighbor

“Hey, everyone!” six-year-old Benny Alden cried as he ran into the living room dragging an old red yo-yo by its string. “You’ll never guess what I just did!”

Benny’s ten-year-old sister, Violet, glanced up from her book. “What did you do, Benny?”

“Yes, tell us,” twelve-year-old Jessie said eagerly. She and fourteen-year-old Henry were in the middle of a game of checkers.

Their grandfather, James Alden, set his newspaper aside. “Whatever it is must be pretty exciting. You’re all out of breath, Benny.”

Benny grinned. “I know,” he said, panting. “And my news is exciting.” He took a deep breath, then said, “I just broke my own record!”

“Record for what?” Henry asked.

“Yo-yoing!” Benny held up his yo-yo. “My old record was 42. But I just made this yo-yo go down and up 57 times!”

“That’s wonderful, Benny,” Jessie said.

“It sure is,” Grandfather agreed. He looked closer at the yo-yo in Benny’s hand. “Hey, where did you get that yo-yo?”

“I found it out in the boxcar,” Benny replied.

Back before the children had come to live with their grandfather, they lived in an old boxcar. Their parents had died and they didn’t know their grandfather. They were afraid he’d be mean, so they ran away. They found an old boxcar in the woods and decided to live there.

When their grandfather found them, the children discovered he wasn’t mean at all.

He brought them to live with him. He even had their boxcar moved to his backyard so they could play there anytime they wanted to.

Grandfather picked up the yo-yo and turned it around in his hand. The initials J.A. were carved into one side of the yo-yo.

“This looks like my old yo-yo,” Grandfather said with a smile. “I thought this was in a box of old toys in the basement. I wonder how it got out to the boxcar?”

Benny looked the yo-yo over. “I bet I know,” he said after a little while. He pointed to some tiny gouges in the wood. “See the teeth marks? I think Watch found it in the basement and took it outside.”

The Aldens’ dog slapped his tail on the floor and let out a friendly woof when he heard his name.

“I’ll bet you’re right,” Henry said.

“Good detective work, Benny,” Jessie said, scratching Watch behind the ears.

The Aldens were known for their detective skills. They had solved many mysteries since coming to live with their grandfather.

“Well, I’m glad you found it,” Grandfather said, turning the yo-yo around in his hand. “I used to be quite good at this when I was a boy. I knew several tricks.”

“Can you show us?” Violet asked.

“I don’t know if I can still do this,” Grandfather said. “Let’s see …” He brought his hand up to his shoulder, flicked his wrist and sent the yo-yo down to the floor. It rolled along the carpet for a few feet, then Grandfather rolled it back up again.

“Wow!” Benny said, clapping his hands. “What’s that trick called?”

“It’s called ‘walk the dog,’” Grandfather said.

“Can you show me how to do it?” Benny asked.

“Sure,” Grandfather said. “First you have to learn to make the yo-yo ‘sleep.’”

“Sleep?” Benny wrinkled his nose. “I thought only people and animals could go to sleep.”

Grandfather chuckled. “Yo-yos can sleep, too. When a yo-yo sleeps, that just means it’s spinning at the bottom of the string. Like this.” Grandfather brought his hand up to his shoulder once again and sent the yo-yo down. The yo-yo stayed at the bottom of the string and spun around and around. It didn’t come back up until Grandfather turned his hand around and pulled it back up.

“How did you do that?” Benny asked, wide-eyed.

“Let me show you,” Grandfather said. He handed the yo-yo back to Benny. “Now, raise your arm up like you’re lifting a weight. Then throw your arm forward and drop the yo-yo.”

Benny tried to do what Grandfather said, but the yo-yo just wobbled at the bottom of the string and came to a stop. It didn’t spin at all.

“It takes practice,” Grandfather said. “If you learn how to throw a sleeper, then I’ll show you how to walk the dog.”

Benny nodded. “I’ll keep working on it.”

“What other tricks do you know, Grandfather?” Jessie asked.
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“Oh, I used to do the ‘rattlesnake,’ ‘man on the flying trapeze,’ ‘double or nothing,’ ‘the pinwheel’ …” Grandfather smiled as he remembered. “But I’m not sure I can do any of those tricks anymore. Say, if you kids are interested in yo-yos, I should introduce you to my friend, Jeff Naylor. He’s a furniture builder, but he knows some really fancy yo-yo tricks. In fact, he’s in the middle of a new project that I think you kids would find interesting.”

“What kind of project?” Henry asked.

“Jeff is trying to build the world’s largest yo-yo,” Grandfather explained. “It’s pretty incredible. I saw it when I was in his shop just the other day.”

“How big is the world’s largest yo-yo?” Benny asked.

“I’m not sure,” Grandfather said. “But I know that when Jeff’s yo-yo is done, it’s going to be so big that it’ll be launched from a big crane.”

“You mean it’s actually going to go up and down like a regular yo-yo?” Jessie asked.

“That’s what Jeff says,” Grandfather replied.

“Can we see it go up and down?” Benny asked.

“I’m sure we can,” Grandfather said. “Jeff says the whole town will be invited. Would you like me to take you to meet Jeff right now?”

“Oh yes,” the children said eagerly.

The Aldens hopped into the car and Grandfather drove across town. Jeff’s shop was in an over-sized, white building that sat on a corner of a residential street. It had a huge garage door in the front. The door looked big enough to drive a semi truck though. Beside it was a regular door. A sign in the small parking lot read: Jeff’s Custom Furniture.

The children followed Grandfather across the parking lot. They could hear hammering, sawing, and loud music coming from inside the building.

Grandfather pushed open the door and the Aldens walked inside. The hammering, sawing, and music were so loud that Benny put his hands over his ears.

The inside of the building was one large open space. There were several unfinished wood cabinets scattered in the middle of the room, and a video camera sat on a tripod in the back corner.

A woman dressed in faded overalls was sawing boards at one end of the shop. Her brown, curly hair was tied back in a pony-tail. She didn’t notice the Aldens at first.

The man who was hammering boards together at the other end of the shop saw them walk in. He reached behind him and turned down the volume on the radio.

“James!” he exclaimed. “I’m so glad you stopped back. These must be your grandchildren.”

“Yes. This is Henry, Jessie, Violet, and Benny.” Grandfather introduced them. “Kids, this is my good friend, Jeff Naylor.”

Jeff was a tall, thin man with very short hair and a nice smile. He shook hands with each of the children. “It’s nice to meet you all.”

Jeff cupped his hands around his mouth and called, “Emily!” to the woman in overalls. He motioned for her to stop sawing for a minute.

Emily turned off the saw. “Yes?” she said loudly.

“I want to introduce you to some friends of mine,” Jeff said. “These are the Aldens. Everyone, this is my assistant, Emily Kaye.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Emily said politely. Then she turned the saw back on and got right back to work.

“Emily is amazing,” Jeff said loudly, leading the Aldens away from the noise. “I just hired her a couple months ago, but she jumped right in on this order of cabinets I have. I hardly had to train her. And then besides working hard for me all day, she’s been staying after hours to help me with this yo-yo project.”

“That’s wonderful,” Grandfather said. “I know you’ve had a hard time finding another carpenter after your old friend Gary Richmond quit.”

A cloud passed in front of Jeff’s eyes. “Gary Richmond is no friend of mine. And I don’t want to talk about him.” He turned to the children. “Did you kids know I’m trying to build the world’s largest yo-yo?”

“Yes. Grandfather told us,” Jessie said in a loud voice so she could be heard over the saw.

“Is this it?” Benny asked as he gazed at the huge, round, wooden object behind Jeff. It was more than twice as wide across as Benny was tall. But it didn’t look much like a yo-yo. It looked more like a huge bicycle wheel with spokes.

“Yes, this is it,” Jeff said proudly. “Half of it, anyway. I have to build each half separately, then connect them with an axle.”

“How big is it going to be when it’s finished?” Jessie asked.

“Well, each of these halves will have a diameter of twelve feet,” Jeff said.

“Twelve feet?” Benny cried, his eyes wide as golf balls. “That’s as tall as the deep end of the swimming pool!”

“That’s right.” Jeff smiled. “And when the yo-yo is put together, it’ll probably be about five feet wide and will weigh more than a thousand pounds.”

“That’s incredible,” Henry said. “And it’ll really go up and down, too?”

“Do you mean ‘will it yo?’” Jeff asked. “That’s what we say when a yo-yo goes up and down. And to answer your question, Henry, yes, when it’s done this yo-yo should yo. It won’t break the previous record if it doesn’t.”

“How can something so big … yo?” Jessie asked, trying out the new word. “Won’t it be too heavy?”

“I’ll have to use an extra strong cable for the string. And I’m planning to launch it from a two-hundred-foot crane. It should be fine—if I build it right. I’ve been working on this design for a couple of years. I’ve talked with engineers, geometry teachers, and physics teachers over at the community college. There’s a lot of math involved in a project like this.”

“I’m sure there is,” Grandfather said.

“Would you like to see my drawings?” Jeff asked.

“Sure,” the children said.

Jeff led everyone over to a pair of desks in the corner.
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