How to
Stop Time

Caves. I love caves. Dragons live in caves. Pirates
hide treasure in caves. Every cave’s got a secret
passage guarded by a goblin, if you can find it.

OK, so clearly I've never been in a cave in my
life. Unless you include the ones I make at home
out of pillows. But I've read about them, so I'm
almost an expert.

There’s a cave on our local beach. It’s called the
Witches” Hole. They say no one has ever been
inside, except for witches. The tide sweeps in
and traps you there, and the only way out is on a
broomstick.

Dad and I are going to be the first ones ever to



go inside. We stand on the beach where the rocks
meet the sea. We’re next to the Witches” Hole, but
even at low tide, the sea flows right into the cave
and you can’t walk in. “I’'m not sure, Maisie,” Dad
says. “It looks pretty risky.”

The water’s only about knee deep. Eating Dad’s
cooking is riskier than this. We’re both researching
caves for our books. Dad’s writing his new How to
book. I think it’s called How to Bore Your Daughter
to Death.

The book I'm going to write is much more
interesting. It’s called Nyteshade vs the Zombie
Ogre. Zombie ogres live in caves, of course. So
[ really need to see inside one. “Can’t we climb
across on the rocks?”

Dad shakes his head. “Too slippery. We need
rope. Rope and life jackets. I'll get some from the
car.” Rope 1s Dad’s answer to everything. He ties
his car to a lamppost to stop it getting stolen.

“I'll wait here,” 1 say, “and think about the
topology.” I don’t know what topology is, but Dad
always likes it when I say stuff like that.

“I'll be back in a jifty. Don’t do anything silly.”
He strides away towards the car park.

There’s no one else on the beach, which is not



surprising. It’s one of those beaches with pebbles
instead of sand, and there’s always a gale-force
wind, even in summer. My hair is flame-orange
and bushy. Strong wind makes it look like my head
1s on fire. Not a good look.

When Dad’s out of sight I turn back to the rocks.
There’s a big one sticking out of the water. It’s kind
of flat and green on top. I reckon I can jump on
to it. From there I'll be able to see inside the cave.
Just one little hop. Hopping doesn’t count as being
silly, does 1t?

Well, I say hop. 'm small for my age so it’s
actually more of a leap.

Turns out the rock is really slippery. No one could
have predicted that. As soon as my foot touches the
green stuft it slips. My other knee crashes into the
rock and I fall into the water.

The cold water shocks me like it’s made of
electricity. It’s absolutely freezing. It’s only shallow
so I hit the ground below, flailing madly. Jaggy
stones dig into my legs. I try to scramble to my
knees but a wave whooshes in and knocks me flat.
The water crashes over my head.

Then the wave goes out. A thousand tiny watery

hands grab my arms, my legs, my hair, and drag me



out with it, down, past the green rock, into deeper
water. I try to gasp but when I open my mouth the
water floods in.

There’s only one thing for it. I'll have to stop

time.

OK, quick pause here. I should’ve said, Dad and I
can both stop time. I’'m not supposed to talk about
that. It’s our secret. I've promised never to tell
anyone.

Well, I can sort of stop time. After a bit
everything goes black. Dad can do it properly, but
he won’t teach me how. He won’t let me do it at
all. Apparently I’'m not old enough yet. I'm eleven.
That’s plenty old enough, right?

If I could do it properly, I'd roam the streets at
night, fighting crime and rescuing lost kittens. Dad
mostly uses it so we can stay up late to get my Maths
homework finished.

Anyway, I promised him I'd never stop time
unless it’s a total emergency.

This is definitely a total emergency.

When I stop time, it’s like I'm flexing a muscle
in my brain I never had before. I can tighten it,

like scrunching up my nose, but instead of my nose



moving, the world slows to a halt. (To be honest,
my nose moves too.) I pull as hard as I can.

Time stops.

The watery hands instantly release me. The sea
goes still. Seabirds hang frozen in the air.

Silence. I scramble to my feet, leaving a Maisie-
sized hole in the sea. I take a step, and the water
moves round my ankles like treacle. Huh. I've
never been in water in stopped time before. I don’t
even think it’s making me wet. Which would be
helpful, if I wasn’t already soaked through.

My vision starts to go blurry. Oh, no, not already!
[ forgot, if Dad’s close by then time stops for both
of us. Stopping time for two 1s a hundred times
harder. I can’t do that for more than a few moments.

I'm still in the water. My stomach is clenching
into a stone. I need to get out — quickly.

I’'m going to pass out. And then throw up. Or the
other way round. And then the waves will sweep
me out to sea and my only hope will be that some
random pirates find me and raise me as one of their
own.

[ take one step towards the beach, but that’s as far
as | get. Everything fades to black. My legs give out

from under me and I collapse. The water divides



and I hit the rocks with a bump. Time starts again
and the water crashes over me.

And then stops. My head clears. My stomach
unties. I'm lying on my back, staring through the
wave at a seagull hanging frozen in the sky.

It’s Dad. Dad must have stopped time.

[ can hear his footsteps crunching on the pebbles.
[t’s literally the only sound in the universe. He wades
into the treacle-water, grabs hold of me and lifts me
on to his shoulder. Then he walks far enough into
the cave to lay me down on the pebbly ground.

Time starts up again. The waves break, the
seagulls cry. The sounds echo round and round in
my head as I cough up the water I swallowed.

Dad is standing over me, a rope over his shoulder
and worry on his face. I don’t know why — we
made 1it! We're inside the Witches’ Hole! We're
explorers in an undiscovered land. I sit up to take
it all in.

Oh. It’s hugely disappointing. No tunnels, no
goblins, no dragon bones or pirate treasure. Not
unless the pirates are hiding empty crisp packets
and broken glass. It looks like people have emptied
their bins in here. The smell is rank.

So much for that. I've got stains on my school



jumper that are more interesting than this cave.
We’re far from being the first ones here.

I look back up at Dad. He’s going to be so cross
with me. All just to see inside a filthy cave.

Caves are the worst.



How to Get
in Trouble

As soon as Dad sees I'm OK, he goes into full-
on Angry Parent Mode. He never shouts, but his
disappointment 1is deafening. “Maisie, that was
dangerous. And irresponsible. All you had to do was
wait _five minutes.” The little cave echoes his words
back to me so I can hear his exasperation twice.

“Yes, but I'm fine. Nothing bad happened.”

Dad frowns. “Only because you stopped time.
Which you promised me you weren’t going to do.”

“Sorry, Dad.” I mean, I do fry. But my promises
always get broken. Sometimes I think they don’t
want to be kept. “I have wet socks. Don’t you think
that’s punishment enough?”



He lets out a sigh, one of those big what-am-
[-supposed-to-do-with-you sighs. “It looks like I
have no choice,” he says. “You’re going to have to
come on my expedition with me.”

My shoulders droop, until I realise that I must
have misheard him. “Did you say ... I have to go
away with you? I'm not staying with Elspeth?”

Elspeth, our neighbour, 1s the only other person
Dad ever talks to. It’s just me and my dad, by the
way, in our little house. Mum died eleven years
ago, when I was only a few days old.

I'm going to have to pretend I'm disappointed,
when really I'm bubbling with enthusiasm. When
Dad took me to Antarctica with him we had the
best adventure ever. I was attacked by a leopard seal,
got lost and almost died but still, totally worth it.

“Oh no,” I say in my most convincing sad voice.
“That’s awful. I am so very punished.” As a final
touch [ stare miserably at an empty crisp packet.

Dad’s expression softens. “Well, maybe I am
being a bit harsh.”

Genuine oh no! I’'m too convincing! If he forgives
me then he won’t take me.

[ can fix this. “But Dad,” I say. “Surely it’s an
emergency if I need to go to the toilet? Promises



don’t count when you’re desperate.”

His frown comes back immediately. “See, Maisie,
that’s exactly why you’re not responsible enough. I
can’t trust you not to use your power. You’'ll have
to come to Boo Town.”

Boo Town? I've never heard of it. It’s not on
the train timetable so it can’t be nearby. Perhaps
it’s a ghost town with a floating castle infested with
zombies. One of those towns that appear for one
day every hundred years. I wish my school was in
a town like that.

“Oh well,” T say. “That’s fair. Going to Boo
Town will teach me the error of my ways. What
book are you writing?”

“It’s called How to Find Buried Treasure. There’s
an exploration in Boo Town that’s just made a
discovery in a cave. I thought the Witches’ Hole
might whet my appetite but it’s not what [ was
hoping for.”

['ve completely stopped listening. He’s going to
look for buried treasure and thought he could leave
me with Elspeth?

“Hunting for buried treasure,” 1 gasp. “That
1s a totally appropriate punishment for my bad

behaviour. When do we leave?”
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