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      Tobelia Zany’s toes curled around the trapeze bar. She adjusted her grip. Her feet flew up as her head flipped down. Bare toes rose, pointing at the apex of the Zany Circus Big Top. Strands of blonde hair tickled the trapeze, and her upside-down mouth said, "I’m not doing school work."

      "Fine," replied Kadin. "I'll spider-prank the teacher without you. Have fun."

      "Did you say prank?" Tobelia inverted her body, so she was once again standing, like a bird on a perch. "Okay, I'll come."  She dropped into knee-hang before she dismounted, landing gracefully on the safety mat.

      "It might be fun," Kadin said, opening the exit flap. “Maybe it will be like when Aunty Crystal did school-work with us, when Mum had the flu. Remember? We spent the whole day eating lollies and watching nature shows."

      Tobelia rolled her eyes. "Or it might be like the time Aunty Sadie did school work with us, and we had to do actual school work.  It could be even worse. For all we know, the new teacher is a fire-breathing unicorn, wearing a hat made from leprechaun boogers. I don't need a teacher. I need extra time to practice trapeze, so that when Mum gets back, she will see how good my routine is, and let me add it to our circus. If Zandee can do it, so can I."

      Kadin stared at her, open-mouthed. "Are you crazy?"

      "Zandee is crazy," Tobelia said, with a grin. "I'm awesome. Especially at trapeze."

      "Yeah? Well, Mum is awesome at aerial silks, and she still got hurt."

      Tobelia froze, glowering hard. Kadin survived her death-stare. He took her palm and gave it a non-mean squeeze. Hand in hand, the two children traversed the grassy stretch between the Big Top, and the caravan they used as a schoolroom. Tobelia pulled on a silver handle, and pushed the door wide open. She blinked four times as her eyes adjusted to the dim light of the van.

      Their big sister, Zandee, sat crossed legged amidst messy piles of books, board games, and art supplies. She was drawing dragons in the margin of her maths book. Yellow lamp-light created a golden halo around her head. "Hey," she said, without looking up.

      "Hey." Tobelia closed the door. "Where's the new teacher?"

      Zandee stopped drawing long enough to glance around the cluttered – but wonderfully colourful – room. "Well, either she is invisible, or she hasn't come back yet. She said she wouldn't be long though."

      "Excellent," whispered Kadin, placing a redback spider on the seat of the teacher's chair, which was actually Mum's chair.

      Tobelia didn't like the thought of a stranger in Mum's seat. She tried to block out the image of her mum, falling from the aerial silks.

      Mum had been twirling expertly around the fabric, like an eagle in flight. Then she’d dropped. Not gracefully. Not in slow motion. Abruptly, like a falling rock. No matter how hard Tobelia tried, she couldn’t prevent that sickening moment looping through her mind. Music pounding, lights flashing, audience gasping. And Mum. On the ground. Not moving.

      Tobelia shook her head from side to side, wishing her brain was an Etchasketch. She focused her attention on her little brother, who was on his way over to his seat.

      "I don't think you should do that," said Zandee, when she realised what Kadin had put on the chair.

      Tobelia leaned toward Zandee and whispered, "Don't worry, it's fake. We're not trying to kill her or anything."

      Kadin hummed, "Dun dun DUN!" dramatically under his breath as the three turned to watch their new teacher arrive. Tobelia narrowed her eyes. Zandee smiled, ever so gently, because she did everything ever-so-gently.

      The new teacher stepped inside, holding a rather large box. She didn't look like she belonged in a circus. She did not seem acrobatic, or funny, or strong. She was shrouded in so many layers of black, it was impossible to tell if she was stout, thin, or 100% human. Her long, dark hair hung limply around her ageless face. Was she twenty, or fifty-seven?

      The teacher’s melodic voice said, "I'm Gabby. I've met Zandee. You must be Tobelia and Kadin. I'm very excited to meet you all."

      Gabby almost knocked her cardboard box into Zandee's papier-mâché Pikachu. "Oh, hello," she muttered, as she plonked the box down beneath the blackboard. She patted Pikachu on the head before moving to the chair.

      Tobelia and Kadin looked at each other. "She likes Pokémon!" Tobelia whispered, clearly impressed.

      Gabby gripped the back of the chair, eyes cast downward, smiling strangely. She said, "Whoever gets rid of this spider doesn't have to do any maths today." She seemed unbothered, maybe amused, and definitely not afraid. Prank fail.
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      Kadin and Tobelia scrambled madly to be the first to reach the plastic arachnid.

      Tobelia, who was closest, picked up the spider, screamed, and threw it at the wall. It bounced off a map of the world, and fell to the floor, before scampering swiftly through the partially opened door.

      "It's alive!" shrieked Tobelia, hands clenching and unclenching rapidly by her side, as if trying to un-touch the unexpectedly un-fake redback.

      Zandee frowned. “I hope it wasn’t injured.”

      “Kadin, you weren’t supposed to use a real spider!” Tobelia growled, as she sat back down.

      “I didn’t.”

      Gabby cleared her throat. "No one is doing any maths today. Close the curtains, please." She shut the school-van door. There was a trick to getting the latch to work, but Gabby figured it out right away. She switched off the lamp.

      The children weren't sure what else to do, so they obeyed the curtain command, and soon the inside of the van was almost pitch black. All three kids sat quietly in their seats.

      Gabby's shadowed silhouette was motionless as she said, "Your mum knows you don't want a new teacher. But I'm sure she also doesn't want to be stuck in a dark room for the rest of her life. She needs to heal if you want to keep your circus. And she can't do that if she can't rest. So you might as well choose to make the most of me being here."

      No one answered. The van was as silent as it was dark. Even the usual circus-life sounds seemed to have been replaced with an eerie nothingness.

      Gabby sighed at the lack of response. "Okay, let's get you in costume before we lose the day." Her black skirts swished, as she shuffled over to the cardboard box. "Put these on." She tossed each person a bundle of clothes.

      "No way," Tobelia said, finally finding her voice. "It's probably filled with more spiders."

      "You can't wear a leotard for this lesson. It just won't do," Gabby said, but then she shrugged. "Suit yourself. Preferably in the suit I just gave you."

      "How come she gets a suit, and I have a dress?" Kadin's blonde eyebrow-fuzz crinkled. "Boys can grow their hair long, too. But that doesn't mean I wear dresses."

      "You can swap, if you like," Gabby said. "But do it quickly, we don't have much time."

      Tobelia and Kadin decided not to swap. Within a few minutes, the oldest and youngest child wore long, black dresses over their pajamas. Tobelia wore an old-fashioned velvet suit, which smelled of dust, hay, and horse-sweat. "I smell like the Big Top."

      "So do I," agreed Zandee. "Are these old costumes from when our Grannie ran the circus?"

      Gabby didn't answer. Her eyes were closed, and she was muttering something under her breath. At the exact moment Gabby's eyes flicked open, there was a loud rap at the door. Gabby smiled. "Here he is. Good manners everyone. No talking. And no touching." She turned to answer the door.

      "No touching what?" Kadin whispered. Zandee shrugged. Tobelia poked Kadin in the arm with her finger, and he poked her back.

      The van filled with light as the door squeaked open, and in stepped a slender man. Not Slenderman, just a slender man, with a top hat, and a villain-esque moustache.

      "What the dickens?" Tobelia gulped.

      "Not Dickens, Tesla. Mr Tesla, it's a pleasure to see you again. Thank you for coming," Gabby beamed. The man removed his hat, and nodded his neat, dark head.

      Zandee, Tobelia and Kadin couldn't have been more gobsmacked if they'd been smacked in the gob by gobsmackers. They recognised that face, with its kind brown eyes, distinctive chin, long nose, and quaint earlobes.

      "Nikola Tesla?" Tobelia whispered, unable to believe her eyes. Nikola understood how she felt, even though he didn't know how she was feeling.

      Tobelia had once read that Nikola Tesla saw visions of things that didn't exist, until he invented them, after he saw them. He sometimes found it difficult to distinguish reality from fantasy, so his facial expression was constantly a curious combination of understanding and disbelief. Much like Tobelia's face, as she looked upon his, at that undefined moment in space and time.

      "I can't stay long." Nikola Tesla’s voice was quiet, and strangely flavoured by the smooth lilt of his mysterious accent. "I would stay longer, but I have a meeting with Mr Westinghouse."

      "I'm just glad you could find the time to come," Gabby, sounding extra-Australian by contrast, smiled.

      Tobelia was the only one who took her eyes off Mr. Tesla long enough to notice that Gabby looked different than she had earlier. She looked younger and her hair was pinned neatly all about her head. When had she done her hair? Tobelia was about to ask when Gabby clapped her hands together, and announced that today's science lesson would be given by the greatest mind of the nineteenth century, Nikola Tesla.

      "Or the greatest 21st century impersonator," Zandee whispered, balancing a penny on the point of her pencil. Tobelia stifled a giggle and straightened her face. Zandee put the penny in her pocket.

      "Let me begin with a story," Nikola blushed, and cleared his throat. "A long time ago, Queen Isabella agreed to fund Christopher Columbus's journey if he could manage to balance an egg on its top..."

      "I read about that," Tobelia interrupted. This was one of her favourite true tales. "He crushed the shell, just a tiny bit, and then the egg could stand up in its end. The Queen kept her promise, and funded his journey, because he was so smart. Just like you, when you made the copper-plated egg spin on that thingy using the magnet thingy..."

      "A rotating magnetic field," Nikola Tesla finished Tobelia’s sentence. "How did you know about that?"

      "I Googled you. You're doing a really good job of being Nikola Tesla. You look just like the photos."

      "You Googled me?" The man looked genuinely confused. Or amused. Or both. 

      Tobelia laughed. This guy sure was a good actor.

      "Oh right, it wasn't invented then," Tobelia said, playing along with the eighteen-hundreds theme. "Have you won the Edison Award yet?"

      Nikola laughed stiffly. "An award for lying and cheating? No, I will never win a thing like that."

      The children giggled.

      "What year is this?" Zandee asked, wondering how well the actor knew his Tesla facts.

      Nikola frowned. "Eighteen ninety four, of course. But I am here to teach you about alternating current. Do not listen to Thomas Edison's propaganda. Ignore what he did to all those poor animals, electrocuting them to discredit my work. Alternating current is the way of the future! I will draw you a diagram of my patented induction motor..." Tesla turned to the blackboard, and began to draw a series of shapes.

      Tobelia slipped from her seat, unnoticed by Gabby, who stood admiring Tesla. Tobelia had an idea, which she felt was sure to get a laugh out of everyone. She tiptoed through the darkness to the radio, turned the volume dial all the way up, and then turned the radio on.

      Nikola's eyes popped out of his head - not literally - as Tobelia, with all the flair of a game-show host, announced, "And you invented radio!"

      Strangely, the radio played no music, although it was tuned to Kadin's favourite station. But the static-y, in-between-station noise was loud enough to fill the room.

      "Play some AC/DC," Zandee joked. Nikola hurried over to the radio, and began fiddling with the knobs.

      Gabby leapt into action, thanking Mr. Tesla for his time, and ushering him out of the door.

      Tobelia caught a glimpse of the world outside the school-van. The Big Top, caravans and horses had vanished, and had been replaced by a busy street, edged with tall buildings, and oddly-dressed pedestrians. It looked like a scene from an olden-days movie. Before Tobelia had time to process this sight, Gabby slammed the door.

      "That was a bit rude, making him leave like that," Tobelia said. She flicked the lamp back on and squinted through the sudden brightness. Gabby’s hair was once again down around her face, not a hairpin in sight.

      Gabby sighed. "I should have known better than to do that without warning you. That could have been disastrous. But, to be fair, you did try to prank me with the spider. Never prank a prankster, kids. Never prank a prankster."

      "What do you mean?" asked Zandee, but then the penny dropped. She picked the penny up, put it back into her pocket, and said, "Oh my days, we time travelled!"

      Tobelia and Kadin laughed, but when they saw the seriousness written across Gabby's face, they fell quiet.

      "So, was that actually Nikola Tesla?" asked Tobelia, "The real Nikola Tesla?"

      "Yes, it was. Luckily, he was going to invent radio anyway, but now that he has seen yours, he won't apply for the patent immediately, as he will think that someone else made it first. And Marconi will get all the credit. Again."

      "What?"

      "Nevermind. You can take off your costumes now."

      "But how did you..." began Kadin. "You know?"

      "I'll explain everything when the costumes are back in the box."

      The children un-costumed quickly, anxious to understand the complexities of their most unusual morning. When they were re-seated, Gabby began to speak.

      "I am not actually a teacher," Gabby admitted. "I was born into a circus family, just like all of you. A long time ago, I found a book. An amazing book. By the end of the first chapter, I’d learned which how to make hundreds of colourful scarves appear from a single nostril. By the end page, I understood how to manipulate time and space itself."

      Zandee giggled. "From nostril-scarves to time-travel, hey? Well, that escalated quickly."

      Kadin's eyes widened. "Are you telling the truth?"

      "Yep," Gabby nodded. “Trust me."

      Kadin laughed uncomfortably. "Trust the fake teacher who messes with time-lines and plays pranks on children? Yeah sure, why not."

      Tobelia reached a calming hand out to stroke her brother’s trembling shoulder. "Kadin has a point," she said. "It was irresponsible of you to introduce us to Mr. Tesla without warning us first."

      Gabby nodded, sighed, and shrugged, in that order. "We change the course of history every day with the things we do, and the things we don't."

      "What about the spider?" demanded Kadin. "How did you do that? And what if it had bitten Tobelia?"

      Gabby smiled "It was very simple spell. The spider didn't actually come to life, I just made it appear to come to life. Would you like to learn how to make toys look alive, and make hundreds of scarves appear from a single nostril?"

      Zandee looked hesitant, Tobelia seemed suspicious and Kadin stared blankly at the beetle on his pencil-case.

      "Never mind." Gabby turned to the blackboard. "Let's do some actual school work."

      Tobelia’s eyes narrowed.

      Gabby read out her words as she wrote them on the blackboard. "One - who was Nikola Tesla? Two - which of his inventions do we still use today? Three - Why did Thomas Edison electrocute an elephant?"

      Tobelia took her DS out of her desk, and played it with the volume muted. She was fascinated by Nikola Tesla, and his inventions, but writing wasn't her thing. She went to great lengths to avoid putting pen to paper. Actual school work? No thanks. If Gabby thought Tobelia was going to write, they were going to have a problem.

      Zandee, however, was dutifully taking notes from the board, as she always did. Kadin was drawing a Tesla coil, which he and Tobelia had seen in a documentary they’d watched with Mum.

      The little goblin in the corner of the room looked hungry, but nobody noticed.
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      The next day was Saturday. Tobelia was a super-spy. “Kadin, you can be my side-kick,” she insisted, more than offered.

      But Kadin didn't want to play. He was too absorbed by the orbs in his hands.

      "You might as well give up," said Tobelia, when he dropped a ball for the forty-second time. "You'll never be able to juggle as good as Dad. Just come and play spies with me."

      Kadin grimaced. She was probably right about the juggling. He sucked at everything circus-y. Maybe he was adopted. Everyone else in the Zany family seemed to be able to unicycle before they could walk. But not Kadin. He couldn't even juggle more than eight balls at once.

      "I don't want to be a spy," Kadin muttered, chucking the juggling balls back into his toy box. "I'm nearly seven. I should be good at something by now. When you were seven, you could climb the aerial silks almost as fast as Mum. And you've always been good at trapeze. What can I do? Nothing."

      “You can climb the aerial silks,” Tobelia reassured him.

      “Yeah, but not that fast.”

      Tobelia sucked on her bottom lip, which mum always told her not to do because it gave her a rash. Kadin knew Tobelia didn’t care about rashes, so he didn’t remind her to stop.

      Tobelia grabbed Kadin’s shoulder, and looked him in the eye. "Maybe I could help you."

      "How?"

      She didn't answer at first, because an idea was forming. Kadin watched his sister’s expression shift as her vague idea solidified into a plan. Finally she smiled, and said, "If I help you, do you promise to play spies with me afterwards?"

      Kadin looked doubtful, but nodded anyway.

      "Cool, come with me."

      The last place Kadin expected to be led was the spare caravan, where all the junk was kept. Kadin had once hidden in there during a game of hide and seek, and no one had found him for ages. Back then, the storage van had been bursting at the seams with old circus props, boxes of paperwork, tattered costumes and thousands of tiny moths. Kadin liked moths.

      Tobelia knocked on the storage van door, and it opened almost immediately. There were no moths, only a solitary Gabby. "Come in," she smiled, as if she'd been expecting them.

      The storage van didn't look like the storage van. It looked like a tent, hung roof-to-floor with colourful fabrics, scarves, crystal pendants, and lead-light ornaments. The scent of vanilla hung in the air, and soft piano music hummed from an old-fashioned record player. Gabby herself was still shrouded in black, but her contrasting appearance seemed only to enhance the bright surroundings.

      "Cool!" said Tobelia, as soon as she was inside. "This place looks awesome! When I'm old enough to have my own caravan, this is exactly how I want it to look."

      "I'm glad you like it," Gabby replied. She pulled out seats for the children. "Let me guess, you want to learn magic?"

      Kadin sat down, shaking his head, but Tobelia said, "Yes. Kadin needs to learn some magic tricks. Then he can be a magician. Can you make him good at tricks?"

      "No, I can't," said Gabby. "But he can make himself good at tricks, if he wants to."

      "Okay, cool," said Tobelia, ignoring her brother’s reluctant expression. "Let's get started then. See Kadin, I told you I would help. Just don't forget what you promised me."

      Kadin didn't reply. He wasn't sure he wanted to learn magic. And where had all the moths gone?

      Gabby reached into a pocket hidden in the folds of her massive skirt. When her hand reappeared, it was holding a tiny, speckled mouse. “You must be very gentle, this mouse is incredibly precious to me.”

      Kadin reached for the furry ball of cuteness, intending to stroke the creature’s back. Just as his index finger was about to make contact, the mouse sprung itself skyward, and somersaulted eagerly into Kadin’s open palm.
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      The goblin in the corner of the room had one of his eyes aimed at Kadin, and the other eye locked on the mouse. If he had to, he would pounce.
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      Zandee wiped the sweat off her forehead, and gulped down some water, before returning to the poo. So much poo. Always with the poo. She scooped another thirty shovel-loads of fresh manure into the wheelbarrow before deciding she had collected enough, for now. There would be more tomorrow. And the next day. And the next.

      Zandee mentally crossed a few items off her chores list. In the last few hours she'd groomed the horses, polished three saddles (harder than it sounds), gone for a quick ride, and of course, de-pooed the paddock. It was a Saturday much like any other, except that Mum wasn't there. Mum and Zandee always took care of the horses together. It felt strange to be doing it alone.

      Her Dad and aunties were around, but they were busy with their own chores. Dad was building a new backdrop for the clown act, Auntie Sadie was refunding ticket money for the cancelled shows, Auntie Crystal was teaching the cats how to meditate, and Auntie Lori was feeding her newborn baby, which was her full-time job. Uncle Addie was doing safety checks on the rigging and equipment in the Big Top.

      Zandee scrubbed her hands, and splashed some water on her sweaty face. She was hungry, and wondered if Tobelia and Kadin had eaten lunch yet. Where were they, anyway?

      Zandee walked exhaustedly to the caravan she shared with her family. She hadn't slept well the night before, after all the strange things that had happened in the school van.

      Zandee wasn't sure how she felt about the new teacher. Her instincts were to like Gabby, but Zandee's logical brain was uncomfortable with irresponsibility and confusion. She felt conflicted.

      When Zandee entered her caravan, it was blissfully empty. She wanted lunch, but was too tired to open the jam jar, let alone make a sandwich. She only just managed to muster up the energy to pull off her shoes before climbing her ladder. She pulled aside the sparkly blue curtain that surrounded her bunk bed. Then she lay down, and closed her eyes.

      Three point five seconds later, Zandee felt something nudge her foot, and her eyes jolted open. Tobelia was sitting cross-legged on the end of Zandee's bed, with a cheesy grin on her pixie-like face.

      Zandee jolted in surprise. "Oh my days, you scared me! When did you come up here? I told you to stay off my bed!"

      "I was here the whole time," she giggled. "But you didn't see me because I was invisible. It really works!" Tobelia clapped excitedly.

      Zandee sighed. "Ok, whatever, just please get off my bed. You always make it sandy."

      "That was one time!" her sister protested. "And it was crushed up sea shells."

      "Same thing. Please stay off my bed. I just want to relax for a minute."
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      "Don't you even want to know how I did that?"

      Zandee groaned, and put the pillow over her head. "Sneaking up on me when my eyes are closed is not the same thing as being invisible."

      Tobelia made no reply, so Zandee peeked out from under the pillow. Her sister was gone.

      Zandee was about to put the pillow back over her head, when Tobelia appeared out of nowhere. Zandee jolted in fright, hitting her head on the caravan roof, which was not very far above the pillow. "Ow! How did you do that?"

      "By going invisible," said Tobelia. Then she vanished again.

      Zandee gawped like an electrified goldfish. "Um, ok, I believe you. Come back now?"

      Tobelia's disembodied laughter was unsettling, but the sight of her materialising out of thin air was worse.

      Zandee clenched her jaw, took a deep breath, and tried to respond reasonably. "What are you doing?"

      "I'm creeping you out!" Tobelia wiggled her fingers in front of Zandee's face, and then vanished again.

      "Tobelia? Tobelia, please come back. This is too weird." Zandee saw the sparkly blue curtain flap open, and heard the ladder rattle. A few seconds later, the caravan door opened and closed, seemingly of its own accord. Suddenly, Zandee was wide awake. Adrenaline coursed (gently) through her veins.

      "Tricked you!" said Tobelia, as she reappeared in the middle of the room. "I bet you thought I went outside!"

      Zandee jumped off her bed, and put her shoes back on, rambling nervously. "What if this is dangerous? You don't know what you are messing with. Did Gabby teach you this? What would Mum think? This isn't right, Tobelia."

      "Stop worrying! It's fine."

      "No, it's not fine. We don't even know this lady."

      "I feel like I do, Zandee. Or should I call you Little Miss Worry Wart?"

      "I don’t have warts, and you don’t know anything about Gabby. This ends now. I'm the oldest. You have to listen to me."

      "No, I don't. I have to listen to myself. That's what mum would say. Listen to yourself. Which means, I should listen to myself." Tobelia vanished again. The van shook a little as the door swung open, then slammed closed.

      Zandee finished lacing her boots up, and chased her sister out of the caravan. She followed the sound of Kadin's laughter to a storage van, and let herself in.

      Inside the van, Gabby was sitting cross-legged on the floor beside Kadin, who was holding a speckled mouse. "Hey Zandee, do you want to see my cool magic trick?"

      Zandee shook her head. "Maybe in a minute," she told him, even though the last thing she felt like seeing was more magic. "Gabby, can I please talk to you? Alone?"

      "Sure," said Gabby, with a friendly smile. "Maybe you can introduce me to the horses while we talk?"

      "Um, yeah, ok." Zandee tried not to let her indignation fade, lest she lose the courage to say what she needed to say. She was so worked up, she didn't notice what the inside of the van looked like. And she certainly didn’t notice the little green goblin, who was balancing on the back of an armchair, juggling seedless grapes.

      "Kadin, I'll see your trick when I come back, ok?" Zandee turned away, and walked towards the paddock. She didn't glance back to see if Gabby was behind her.

      Gabby ran to catch up. "What's on your mind?"

      Zandee opened the gate and they entered the paddock together. Tally, the speckled gelding, immediately trotted over, and nuzzled Zandee’s cheek. She smiled and stroked his mane, feeling calmer than she had a moment ago.

      Zandee lifted her gaze to Gabby and said, "I think you should hold back on the magic. What if something went wrong? Do you even know how invisibility might affect a person's molecular structure? What if Tobelia turned invisible, and couldn't get back to normal?"

      Tally neighed beside her. Zandee kissed his muzzle.

      Gabby smiled. "I didn't teach Tobelia how to disappear. I taught her how to use her inner strength to manifest her intention. It was her own idea to see if she could make you believe she was invisible. She wanted to be a spy."

      "What do you mean?"

      Gabby stared at the dark mare, Mary, who was grazing several metres away. "In my mind, I am imagining that horse looking up at me, coming towards me, and bowing her head."

      Zandee laughed. "She won't. She’s too stubborn. She won't even do it in the show unless I have a pocket full of treats…" Zandee's voice trailed off, as she watched Mary glance up, and trot steadily in a straight line towards Gabby.

      Don't bow, thought Zandee. Please don't bow to Gabby. Please don't prove her right.

      To Zandee's relief, when the horse reached Gabby, she did not bow.

      "See?" said Zandee. "It doesn't work."

      "Doesn't it?" questioned Gabby. "What was in your mind, just now? Your intent is just as strong as mine. Stronger, perhaps, as in this case you have an emotional connection with the horse. What were you thinking about?"

      Zandee shrugged. "It's a coincidence. If I could just will things to happen, I wouldn't have been walking around with the poo-shovel all morning, that's for sure.” Zandee almost giggled as she imagined piles of horse poo flying through the air of their own accord, and landing in the wheelbarrow, just by using her so-called 'intent'.

      "Watch out!" warned Gabby. Zandee ducked, just in time to prevent a blob of horse poo from connecting with her puzzled face. As Zandee's concentration shifted, twenty horse pats plopped to the ground.

      "What were you thinking this time?" asked Gabby.

      Zandee couldn't believe it. Gabby must have known what she had been thinking, and somehow made the horse poo fly. Zandee wasn't magic, was she?

      "I'll go and check on Kadin," said Gabby, when Zandee didn't reply. "Come see his trick when you're ready."

      Zandee stood speechless as Gabby walked away. Could it be possible? Surely not. It was impossible.

      But ‘impossible’ was what Galileo Galilea had been told about living in a heliocentric solar system. ‘Impossible’ was what Isaac Newton had been told about gravity, but not for very long, because it's hard to argue with the guy who figured out how rainbows are made. ‘Impossible’ is what Zandee had been told about invisibility. And levitating horse poo. And magic.

      Tally, always the affectionate horse, nuzzled Zandee again, as if to say, "Don't worry, you're not crazy." Or, possibly, "Please give me half a delicious apple."
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      "Hey Tally," crooned Zandee. "I wish you could speak. I would love to know what you think about all of this." Then a glorious concept dawned upon Zandee, like a falling apple, or Jupiter's unpredictable moon. She took a deep breath, and focused intently on Tally. Talk to me, she thought. Please, Tally, talk to me.

      Zandee held her breath. She counted to ten. Nothing happened.

      Zandee laughed at herself. She knew she was being silly, but she still felt a flicker of horse-shaped disappointment. She was desperately craving a fresh green apple, which was strange, because she didn't even like apples, unless they were cooked, wrapped in hot pie crust, and served with custard.

      "Do you want an apple, Tally?" Zandee asked. She felt a wave of excitement wash over her. Apple! Yes! Apple! It wasn't her excitement. It was the horse's and, somehow, she could feel it.

      Zandee raced into the dust-encrusted trailer where the horse gear was kept, and came back with an apple from the bar fridge. Tally ate it eagerly, and when he was finished, Zandee felt his joy. She felt it as if it were hers, but she knew it was his. He didn't open his mouth and start talking like Mister Ed, but he was definitely communicating with her, and she with him.

      The penny dropped, for the second time in two days. Zandee really had to sew up that hole in her jacket pocket. She was tired of losing pennies. It didn't make cents.

      Zandee realised something that she should have realised a long time ago, except that she wouldn't have believed it until now. She had always been able to communicate with animals. She instinctively knew if one of the horses were frightened, or if the dog was hungry, or bored, or if the cats wanted to meditate.

      Everyone had always commented on Zandee's ability to understand animals, but she had never paid much mind to it. To her, it was just common sense and intuition. Like when her cousin Maali cried, and Aunty Lori always knew exactly what the baby wanted, without having to be told. It was the same thing, wasn't it?

      Zandee wanted to be certain, so she devised an on-the-spot experiment, using the scientific method, to ensure her results would be reliable. Her hypothesis was, obviously, that she could communicate with animals. She decided to attempt to communicate with ten different animals, and record her success rate as a percentage. If she had a minimum success rate of eighty percent, she would replicate the experiment to see if the results were similar the second time around.

      Zandee ran to the caravan to get her backpack, which, despite its misleading name, was not packed on her back. She took out a pencil and her sketchpad, and drew a table giving each animal three columns. She labelled the first column 'Animal Response', for whether or not it would follow her communicated directions. She labelled the second column 'Animal Emotion', for whether or not she felt any emotion she could not attribute to herself. The third column she labelled 'Other Proof'. Zandee wasn't sure what other kinds of evidence she might find, and she didn't want her results invalidated by unexpected variables.

      Once the table was drawn up, she was ready. She went back to the paddock, and, as usual, Tally came to greet her. Zandee willed all six of the horses to canter to the middle of the paddock, and stand in a circle formation, like they did at the beginning of each show. Getting them to do so was usually hard work. It involved lots of practice, verbal commands, hand gestures, and positive-reinforcement-treats. They had never spontaneously formed a circle in the middle of the paddock. Until now.

      Zandee watched in awe as all of the horses, except Mary, made their way to the centre, and created a horse ring with their bodies. There was a gap in the ring where Mary should have been. Mary stood stubbornly to the side. One of her large brown eyes glared at Zandee. Zandee felt annoyed. Zandee felt interrupted. She had free will, and would use it! Zandee just wanted to eat grass and flick flies with her tail and be left in peace.

      When Zandee took her eyes away from Mary, the annoyance faded. She put her attention back onto the horses who remained in formation. The horses felt bored and impatient. Zandee knew they felt bored and impatient, because when she focused on them, she felt, well, bored and impatient.

      Zandee silently apologised to the horses, and in her mind she invited them to do whatever they liked. The horses each moved back to what they had been doing prior to the interruption.

      Tally trotted over to Zandee, and as she looked at him, her heart almost broke. She felt his emotions so strongly, even more so when he nuzzled her, as was his habit. He loved to please Zandee. He loved feeling her pleasure when he performed perfectly, or behaved just as he had been trained to, or when she rewarded him with treats and pats and proud praise. But for the first time, Zandee had tuned in enough to feel how much Tally dreaded performing in the ring.

      Going into a circle formation had made Tally think about being in the show. Zandee had an image in her head, like the memory of a dream, in which she was Tally. The spangly show saddle scratched her back and sat uncomfortably over her withers. The blue and red spotlights made her edgy, and the cheers and squeals from the crowd hurt her sensitive ears. The music boomed! It was all too much! Yet she must perform. She must please Zandee.

      Zandee snapped back to reality. Tears streaked her cheeks. Tally tried to comfort her, but his soft nudging just made her cry harder. Now that she had consciously opened her mind to the animals' feelings, how could she possibly put them back in the ring?

      Zandee kissed Tally and picked up her notebook. She fled to the safety of her blue-curtained bunk bed, where she only had her own feelings to worry about. She tore the graph page out of her notebook. She didn't need it anymore. She had found a kind of evidence impossible to quantify.

      If Mum had been there, Zandee could have talked to her about it. Maybe they could find a way to keep the horses out of the show? But if there were no horses in the show, could they justify keeping the horses? And if they couldn't keep the horses, would Zandee ever see them again?

      With Mum being unable to perform her aerial act, and without the horses doing their act, would the circus have a show worth watching? And if they didn't have a show, could they even keep the circus?

      Zandee had been born into the circus, just like her mother, and her mother's mother. Would she have to adjust to a normal-person life? Go to a normal school? Live in an actual house with no wheels? Grow up to be a secretary, or a mortician, or a garbage collector, and never again ride bareback, in a sparkly blue unitard, doing handstands on the back of a moving horse, flying through the air from horse-back to the trapeze, and, oh my days, imagine having to be normal! Forever!

      The more Zandee worried, the worse she felt, like a black hole of panic was sucking her into a dark, depressing void. It was similar to being swallowed by a dragon, and not being able to escape, because you were too busy drowning in digestive juices to figure out how to climb the oesophagus.

      There were footsteps outside the door, and Kadin came in. "Do you want to see my cool trick now?"  He held up a speckled mouse so Zandee could see it from her bunk.

      Zandee felt too raw, too sensitive. She didn't want to feel any more animal emotions, even if it was only a mouse she had never met before. But Kadin's blue eyes shone with pride. He was excited to show his big sister what he had learned. Zandee sighed, and pushed herself upright as she forced a smile to her lips. "I'd love to see your cool trick."

      Kadin smiled, and placed the mouse on the back of his hand. Then he shuffled the cards. The mouse bobbed up and down with each of his subtle hand movements.

      "That's really cool, Kadin. I didn't know you could shuffle cards, let alone whilst balancing a mouse. Cool trick."

      "That's not the trick. Just wait a sec." Kadin's gaze concentrated on the mouse, as he started flicking cards up into the air. The mouse leapt from card to card, playing mid-air leapfrog, until Kadin ran out of cards to throw. The mouse leapt from the final flying card back onto Kadin's empty hand, with all the grace of a furry ballerina.
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      Zandee's heart beat incredibly fast. She felt exhilarated! Challenged! Triumphant! That was so much fun! She was flying! Zandee was – a mouse!

      "I love it!" she exclaimed. "It’s so much fun! Kadin, you are a genius!"

      "I am a genius," chanted Kadin triumphantly, in a robot voice. He danced around the room. "I am a genius, I am a genius. How cool was that?”

      "That was so cool!" grinned Zandee, as she leaned down from the bed to high five her brother (gently) on the hand that wasn't balancing a rodent. "Kadin, you really are a genius. That's what I need to do! I need to find a way to make the horses feel like that! Then we can all be happy!"

      Zandee jumped off the bed, kissed Kadin on his freckled cheek, and raced out the door.

      "That was so random," said Kadin to thin air.

      Thin air turned into thick air, and then into Tobelia. "No. You really are a genius," she said, fully visible once more. "Number one, you taught a mouse to dance on moving, flying cards. Number two, that was the first time I've ever seen Zandee run away from an animal. And three, Zandee ripped a page out of her diary earlier, do you want to read it with me?"

      "I'm her brother, not a spy." Kadin said. He watched the mouse run up and down his arm. "I think I'll name this mouse Crazy."

      "Well I'm her sister, and a spy," said Tobelia. “And you promised.”

      In the end, no one un-scrunched Zandee's animal experiment chart, which was lucky, as mice don't generally like that sort of thing.

      When Zandee came back to the caravan half an hour later, smelling like horse sweat, she was much happier. "Hey Tobelia," she said. "Check this out." And then Zandee disappeared in a puff of invisibility. “Have you ever heard of circus with a Disappearing Horse Act?”

      Tobelia clapped. Kadin called her a genius.

      The little green goblin in the corner of the room no longer looked hungry. And the mouse was missing.

      Thankfully, the goblin was a vegetarian, but nobody noticed.
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      It was Sunday, and Kadin had woken up extra early. Zandee and Tobelia were still asleep, but Kadin wanted to get ready to visit his mum in hospital. He had never been away from her this long before.

      Just as Kadin was about to somersault out of his bunk, the phone rang. Dad tripped over his own socks on the way to the phone, which made Kadin giggle. Dad answered the call with a hearty, “Hello!” but then he started saying things like, "Yeah, nah, okay," and "Nah, okay, yeah,” with a Grand-Canyon-forehead. Kadin deflated like a punctured unicycle tyre.

      Dad sighed when he hung up the phone.

      Kadin muttered, "We're not going, are we?"

      Dad said, "Nah mate, not today."

      "That's what you said last week."

      "I know, buddy. Keep your fingers crossed. We'll see her soon."

      "But last night I crossed my fingers so hard, it took ten minutes to get them back to being uncrossed. Can't you tell the doctors that I'm only six? I need my mum to come home now."

      "I'll tell them," promised Dad. "I'll see what I can do. What do you want to do today? You wanna get the soccer ball, and have a kick around the oval?"

      "No," said Kadin. "I just want to do nothing."

      "Okay. If you get bored of doing nothing, the clown costumes need washing." Dad went outside.

      Ordinarily Kadin liked that job. He liked to squeeze the water out of the frills, and make tiny rainbows on the grass by reflecting sunlight off the sequins. But he wasn't in the mood right now.

      Zandee and Tobelia were still asleep, which was great, because Kadin didn’t feel like talking to anyone. He got his sketch pad off the shelf, and his pet mouse off the breadboard, and went back to bed.

      Kadin's sketchbook was filled with houses, flying cars, costumes, funny clown-make-up ideas, and anatomical sketches of creatures that didn't exist yet.

      Carefully, methodically, with the precision of an obsessive-compulsive architect, Kadin used his 12-pack of wind-up crayons to draw a detailed portrait of himself and his mum, standing hand in hand. Mum was wearing a bright green dress, and so was he, except his dress had pants, and hers didn't. They both had large crayon smiles that went from one yellow ear to the other. Yellow was the closest colour Kadin had to flesh, so his crayon people were always cheerfully jaundiced.
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      Thirty three brown rectangles decorated the background, because when mum came home, she would definitely want lots of chocolate. Kadin's speckled mouse kept scampering over the page, like a CGI rodent in a cartoon world.

      When Kadin was finished, he carefully tore the page out, and tacked it to the wall near his pillow. He tried his hardest to use his intent to make his picture come true, but the phone didn't ring, and no one came bursting in to tell him that his mum was home.

      Preshi, the circus cat, jumped up onto the bed with him, and began licking her paws. Kadin patted her absentmindedly, and Preshi purred, luxuriating in the peace of the moment. Until her eyes fell onto the mouse on Kadin's arm. Her white ears stiffened. She arched her back menacingly, and was clearly ready to pounce on poor Crazy. He didn't stand a chance. The mouse was about to be eaten.

      Kadin didn't know what to do.

      A greenish blur shot across the room. A hungry vegetarian goblin pushed Preshi off the bed, and distracted her with a piece of string, long enough for Kadin to hide Crazy-the-mouse safely inside his pencil case.

      The goblin vanished, and so did Preshi, because Dad conveniently started whistling a tune that attracts felines. It was time to feed the animals. Preshi bolted toward the whistle.

      Kadin sat for a moment, confused. What had just happened? He wasn't sure, but he did know that he definitely needed some horse food.

      Kadin called his favourite cereal, 'horse food'. His Aunties called it 'dog biscuits'. Dad called it 'bran'. By the time he had eaten 3 bowls, his sisters had finally woken up. He filled them in on the phone call, the drawing, the cat-attack, and the goblin.

      "That doesn't make any sense," said Tobelia, still half asleep by the end of his story.

      "Neither does turning invisible," pointed out Kadin, and nobody could reasonably argue.

      "Kadin has a good point," Zandee admitted. "If we can make things happen just by focusing our intentions, why can't we make Mum get better? Especially since it's something we all want. You would think it would be three times easier than anything else we have done so far."

      "That's what I thought," said Kadin, "but I've tried and tried, and it doesn't work." He pushed the box of bran across the table. "Do you want some horse food? I saved some for you."

      Zandee and Tobelia rolled out of their bunks, and shuffled sleepily over to the table in the centre of the caravan.

      Tobelia tried to pick up the cereal packet that was in the middle of the table, but every time she closed her hand around the box, it jolted away from her.

      "What?" snapped Tobelia, frustrated. "I was starving in the night, and now I can't even have breakfast! This day is so bad." She threw her head back in frustration, lost her balance, and tumbled off the stool.

      "Keep your balance!" said a tiny green goblin, peering out from behind the cereal box. He waved at the girl on the floor. “Too late.”

      “Oh my days!” Zandee dropped her spoon in fright. It landed on her floor-sprawled sister.

      Tobelia said, "Ouch!" followed by, "Who the buttons are you?"

      Kadin clapped his hands together. "See! It's a goblin. It's really real!"

      The goblin, who wasn't much taller than a bottle of shampoo, grabbed a handful of cereal, and shoved it into his wide, green, lip-less mouth. "I'm a goblin," he mumbled, crumbs flying everywhere. "I'm supposed to be hiding from you, but I have to tell you something. Do you have any water? This cereal tastes like horse food."

      Wordlessly, Kadin handed his own glass of water to the goblin. The glass was too large and heavy for the goblin to lift, so he lowered his face to drink, like a hairless green dog with a tall, cylindrical water bowl.

      "Thank you," he said, after his long drink. He patted his belly and let out a belch before saying, "Your intent is strong, but it's not the only…”

      Tobelia interrupted, like a cow in a knock-knock joke. "If you're supposed to be hiding from us, why aren’t you hiding?"

      The goblin shrugged. "That’s kind of hard to explain," he said, "I’m leaving now. You need to take much better care of that mouse." The goblin gradually grew transparent, faded, and then vanished before Tobelia could find another point to argue.

      A knock on the door made the children jump. Aunty Sadie walked in, with an armful of wriggling rabbits. "Who put these in my bed?" she demanded, looking straight at Tobelia.
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      "Maybe the goblin did it?" Kadin suggested, but Aunty Sadie ignored him. She was too busy having a stare-off with Tobelia. Tobelia won when Aunty Sadie had to break eye contact to prevent a rogue rabbit from escaping her clutches.

      Tobelia giggled. Aunty Sadie lost her hold on the bunnies. They tumbled to the ground and proceeded to bounce exuberantly around the kitchen. The bunnies, not the people.

      "Tobelia!" chastised Aunty Sadie. Kadin could tell by Sadie’s tightly pursed lips that she was trying to conceal her own amusement, in order to be a responsible adult. "Filling my bed with rabbits is not the right thing to do.”

      Aunty Sadie left, slamming the door behind her, leaving the rabbits jumping about inside the caravan. Kadin smiled when he heard Aunty Sadie burst out laughing, on the other side of the door.

      "Guys, that's horrible!" Zandee whispered, horrified. "Those poor rabbits!" But when she looked down, the bunnies were gone. Zandee frowned at her siblings, "You should apologise to Aunty Sadie."

      "Apologise for what?" Tobelia wanted to know.

      Zandee face-palmed.

      "She means the rabbits." Kadin giggled. “Do you think the goblin did it?”

      “I don’t know,” Tobelia shrugged. “Maybe.”

      Zandee frowned. “You two had nothing to do with this?”

      “No,” admitted Tobelia, “but I wish I'd thought of it.”

      Zandee was visibly perplexed. “If you didn’t do it, who did?”

      “Maybe Gabby, or the goblin,” said Kadin, nonplussed.

      “It’s a mystery.” Tobelia put her hands on her hips. “And I'm going to solve it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

        
          
            [image: Zandee, Tobelia and Kadin.]
          

        

      

    

    
      By dinnertime, the mystery still wasn’t solved. Tobelia and Kadin had spent hours skulking around the circus grounds, searching for clues, spying on unsuspecting relatives – all to no avail.

      Usually, everyone ate dinner in their own caravans, but on Sunday nights, the whole family ate together. The only place big enough for everyone to convene was the gigantic purple Big Top. So, once a week, Uncle Addie bought a huge load of take-away food, and they all had a picnic, in the middle of the ring.

      This was Gabby’s first Sunday as the Zany Circus teacher, so it was her first Zany family dinner. By five o’clock, everyone was gathered in the Big Top, except Uncle Addie, who was out buying large amounts of fried chicken, potatoes and gravy. And Mum, who was still in hospital. And the goblin, who was nowhere to be seen.

      Aunty Sadie and Aunty Crystal were sitting cross-legged in the centre of the circus ring. They were playing with a small magnetic chessboard, but the magnets weren’t very strong, so pawns kept falling off the board. One by one, they rolled across the purple vinyl floor-mat. Baby Maali tried to eat the pawns, but Aunty Lori said, “Not today, Junior,” and whisked her away to have a swing on the trapeze.

      Dad perched precariously on the barrier between the ring and the audience seating, doing something on his phone. Gabby stood off to one side, thoughtfully observing the Zany family.

      Zandee, Tobelia and Kadin hid beneath a row of seats, watching Gabby watch everyone else.

      “We don’t have much time before Uncle Addie gets back,” whispered Tobelia. “We need to eavesdrop as much as we can before that. Someone has to know something.”

      Zandee was beginning to suspect that Tobelia’s real prank was that she had done the rabbit trick, and was trying to freak everyone out by pretending there was a mysterious bunny-pranker lurking around the circus. “Let’s go,” she whispered to Kadin. “This is pointless.”

      Kadin nodded. “Yeah. I’m beginning to think we aren’t going to find the goblin after all.”

      “We’re not trying to find the goblin,” hissed Tobelia. “We’re finding out who put the rabbits in Aunty Sadie’s van. And trying to figure out where they went when they vanished. She’s mad at me, because she thinks I did it. Plus, if life gives you a mystery, why not try to solve it?”

      Kadin belly-slid backward, ejecting himself from his hiding place beneath the row of seats. “Goblin mysteries are way cooler than rabbits. But I’m starving. Let’s get ready to eat some food. I hope Uncle Addie brings lots of potato, so I don’t have to eat any chickens.”

      Zandee followed Kadin over to the ring, where Aunty Crystal was being checkmated for the third time in a row.

      Tobelia was about to run after her siblings, when she narrowly missed being kicked in the face by Dad’s gigantic Ugg boot. He sat down on the very seat under which Tobelia was hiding. Gabby sat down beside him. Tobelia shifted her head away from their feet, which were suddenly encroaching on her personal space bubble. Had they seriously not seen her? No. They had not. Probably because she was still invisible.

      “Thank you for coming over here to speak with me.” Gabby’s voice was low, but loud enough for Tobelia to hear. “I don’t want to speak out of place, but I’m concerned.”

      “Understandably,” Dad replied. “But you knew the position was only ever going to be temporary.”

      “It’s not me I’m worried about. It’s the children.”

      Dad swore under his breath. “I already told you, I really don’t think its any of your business how I raise my children.” His voice was harsh. “My wife was born into the circus life, so she doesn’t understand just how dangerous it is–” He would have continued speaking, but Gabby interrupted.

      “Your kids were born into this life, too,” she reminded him. “They like it. And like you’ve said yourself, without risk, there is no reward.”

      Tobelia widened her eyes, hardly daring to swallow, lest she be discovered.

      Dad sighed. “It’s not just about the physical danger. My children have no structure. They’ve never even been to school. I need to toughen them up. What sort of future are my kids going to have, with a childhood like this?”

      It took all of Tobelia’s strength not to send her fist flying right into the heel of her Dad’s dog-hair-covered boot. I’ll show him tough, she silently seethed.

      Gabby said, “Your children will have a much better future with a childhood like this, than the future they will have if you sell the circus.”

      “Sell the – hang on, how do you know about that?” asked Dad, accusingly. Tobelia couldn’t see Dad’s face from her spot under the chair, but she knew it would look squinted and scrunchy, like the expression Dad always pulled when Kadin used his hands on the soccer ball. “How do you know, and what business is it of yours?”

      “I know, because I know. I saw you going into Sadie’s caravan this morning, and I know you took the Circus Deed paperwork. Why would you need to steal that, unless you were planning on selling the circus?”

      Dad’s feet jolted in rage. “You don’t understand what you are interfering with.” His voice strained in an effort to remain on the quiet side of angry. “Everything legally belongs to my wife. The only way I can take action is to act on her behalf now, while she is incapacitated. I only want what is best for my family.”

      “No!” shrieked Tobelia, scrambling out from under the chair, forgetting to maintain her invisibility. “You only want what is best for yourself!”

      Dad’s eyes widened in surprise. Gabby’s face remained neutral.

      “If you hate the circus so much, why don’t you just disappear, and leave the rest of us in peace?” Tobelia shot a withering glare towards her father. She ran out of the Big Top.
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      Tobelia tried to run the anger right out of her mind. But it only took thirty five seconds to reach the high fence that was the furthest boundary of the circus. She wasn’t allowed to go further than that. She roared like a frustrated lion, and slammed her hands against the cold wire links.

      Sell the circus? How could he mean to sell the circus? Mum would be so mad when she found out. Dad might think Mum would forgive him eventually, but she wouldn’t. Tobelia had to stop it from happening. But how? What if he had already found a buyer? Didn’t Gabby say she had seen him with the paperwork?

      The heat of Tobelia’s rage cooled, as threads of an idea began to weave themselves into possible plan. It would be tricky, but it just might work.

      Tobelia took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and willed herself to time travel all the way back to before breakfast-time. When it didn't work, she blinked one eye open, glanced around her, then squeezed both eyes shut tight. “Before breakfast, before breakfast, in Aunty Sadie’s van, before breakfast,” she muttered to herself. Then, Tobelia felt a wave of motion sickness, followed by a strange sensation, similar to dejavu. When she opened her eyes, she was in her Auntie’s van.

      Tobelia made herself invisible, and dashed around the room, looking for the right paperwork. She had no clue where it might be, or even what it looked like. She had to find it before Dad did.

      Aunty Sadie’s caravan had never been messy, unlike the caravan Tobelia shared with her parents and siblings.  How does she keep it so clean? Tobelia wondered, staring at the creaseless bedspread, the labelled drawers, and the shiny walls. Doesn’t she ever relax? Or make food? Or spill orange juice all over the carpet, because she wanted to shake up the pulpy bits, but forgot to put the lid back on the juice bottle first?

      The only part of Sadie’s caravan that wasn’t neatly boxed and labelled, was a shelf full of porcelain figurines on the wall above Sadie’s bed. There was a creepy, dead-eyed shepherd boy with three shiny sheep; a Marie Antoinette doll, literally holding her own head; a Venus de Milo, painted neon pink; a Buddha with a light bulb in place of a face; and an assortment of random animals, which were normal enough, except that they were all wearing cowboy hats. Even the stag and bunnies had hats, with cut-outs for their long ears and antlers to poke through.

      Tobelia pulled her gaze away from the creepy figurines, and hunted for her paper prey. Would it be in the drawer labelled, ‘a cow tent’, the folder entitled, ‘fine ants’ or the big red box labelled ‘pay per work’? She had to find the papers, and hide them from Dad, so he couldn’t sell the circus.
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      Tobelia was about to remove the lid of a big red box, when she heard the door handle rattle. She froze, like a non-musical statue, and watched as Dad opened the door. Once inside, he shut the door, and stepped sneakily over to Sadie’s bookshelf.

      Tobelia watched Dad open and close Aunty Sadie’s books, peer inside her folders, and open lids of boxes. Clearly, he was looking for the same thing she was.

      Tobelia realized how loud breathing can sound when you are trying to hide. She was sure Dad would hear her exhaling, and know that he wasn’t alone. She stayed as far out of his way as she could, and thanked her invisibility for keeping her concealed.

      Her eyes darted from her father, to the porcelain figurines on the shelf above the bed. She smiled like a super-villain, as the perfect plan formed in her brain.

      Dad moved over to the desk in the far corner of the van. In the second drawer, he found what he was looking for. A stack of official papers contained neatly within a plastic sheet protector.  “Got it,” he said to himself, and turned to sneak out of his wife’s sister’s van. He froze, staring at the creepy, dead-eyed shepherd boy who was blocking the way to the door. Three shiny sheep shuffled shyly around the shephard’s shoes. The previously tiny statue was now a man-sized terror.

      Dad’s grip on the paperwork tightened, as he stared in shock at the seemingly-sentient statue. Dad ran forward and pushed the shepherd – hard – right in its cold, smooth chest. The Shepherd began to topple. Tobelia steadied the shepherd with her mind, then shifted her intent to the other figurines.

      Dad would probably have escaped with the paperwork, except that seven animals, all wearing cowboy hats, arrived to try to stop him.

      A stag appeared, and his massive antlers held the shepherd upright.

      Five fluffy bunnies bounced madly around the van, throwing their cowboy hats at Dad’s surprised eyebrows.

      A giraffe reached his long neck over to where Dad was standing, and grabbed the paperwork with his square-toothed mouth. The giraffe pulled. Dad pulled. It was an intense tug of war between an apparently haunted animal, and a surprised would-be-thief.

      Tobelia was getting tired. She wasn’t sure how much longer she could keep expending the mental energy required to keep her menagerie in motion. As her energy faded, the shepherd shrank, the bunnies grew lazy, the stag stagnated, and the giraffe grew gradually groggier.

      With a final heave, Dad yanked the paper out of the giraffe’s porcelain mouth.

      Defeated, Tobelia felt the last volts of energy drain from her body. She slumped to the ground. Dad heard the thump of his daughter collapsing behind him. He turned in the direction of the noise, but saw no one. When he turned back around, the shepherd and the animals had vanished. They had returned to their dull lives as creepy figurines on a dust-less shelf.

      Tobelia could see that her Dad was about to leave with the all-important papers. She had hardly any energy, and was out of ideas. Remaining invisible took everything she had, and she wasn’t sure how much longer she could even keep that up. Tears of frustration and exhaustion burned her eyes. Tobelia hoped her tears were as invisible as the rest of her.

      Dad strode over to the doorway. Just as he was about to grab the handle, the paper in his other hand bit him. It wasn’t paper any more. The paper had turned into a cute pink rabbit.

      The bunny-bite didn’t hurt, but it surprised Dad enough for him to drop the rabbit, who immediately bounced over to its five identical counterparts. All six bunnies leapt onto the bed. Tobelia stared, open-mouthed. Had she done that?

      Dad couldn’t wrap his mind around the bizarre events of the last five minutes. Was he dreaming? Was he losing his mind? Dad bolted from the van so fast, he didn’t even try to be sneaky about it.

      As soon as Dad was gone, a tiny green goblin slid out from under the bed.

      “It’s you!” exclaimed Tobelia.

      The goblin picked up one of the rabbits, which was strange to watch, because the rabbit was twice his size. Even stranger, was seeing the rabbit turn into a plastic sheet protector full of important paperwork. The goblin gave the papers to Tobelia.

      “Thanks,” she said. “How did you do that, and why do you keep helping me?”

      The goblin sighed. “You don’t know the rules about time-travel, do you?”

      “Rules?” Tobelia echoed.

      “Yes, rules. The most important rule of all is, never to time-travel within your own lifetime. Especially if you risk being recognized. Even if you think you can make things better. You’re lucky I was clinging to your hair when you decided to time-travel. This could have turned out terribly.” The goblin didn’t even stop to take a breath, he just kept rambling. “Come on, we have to go back to your original time-line, before this gets any worse. Have you got enough energy to make it back to this evening?”

      “I don’t think so,” Tobelia said miserably. She had a horrible feeling in the bottomless pit of her stomach.

      The goblin sighed. “I’ll help you,” he said. “But you have to promise to be more careful. Okay?”

      Tobelia shrugged, unsure she wanted to make that promise, but feeling like she didn’t have a choice.

      The goblin narrowed his googly eyes, and said, “You have to promise, or I’m not going to help you get back.”

      “Ok, I promise,” Tobelia mumbled, and the goblin grinned.

      “Just one more thing,” he said. “You can’t take the paperwork back with you, otherwise the papers will always be 8 hours away from you, no matter what the time is. I think.” The goblin scratched his hairless head.

      Tobelia frowned, confused. “Fine. But before I return to my normal time-line, I need to go to my own caravan, and stash the paperwork behind the cereal boxes. That’s the only place I know that Dad will never look. He hates cereal. He thinks it tastes like bran. Anyway, when I return to dinner-time, the paperwork will still be there, and the circus will be safe. I just have to keep it hidden until Mum comes back.”

      “Okay,” agreed the goblin. “But you have to promise to remain invisible. Kadin and Zandee will be eating horse-food, so I will distract them with my goblininess while you sneak the papers behind the cereal boxes.”

      “Deal.”

      The goblin and Tobelia snuck quietly into Tobelia’s van.

      Not very many moments later they vanished, to travel 8 hours into the future, which also happened to be 15 minutes into the past.

      The bunnies, who had not been turned back into statues, remained jumping joyfully all over Aunty Sadie’s bed, which definitely wasn’t creaseless any more. The door-knob jiggled. Aunty Sadie was about to get a hilarious surprise.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

        
          
            [image: Zandee, Tobelia and Kadin.]
          

        

      

    

    
      Twenty-four hours after the first goblin sighting, it was breakfast time again. Kadin realised half-melted hand butter doesn’t taste that great without toast. Licking his palm, he said, “I wonder when we will be allowed to see Mum.”

      Zandee shrugged, still half asleep.

      Tobelia said nothing. She hadn’t even heard the question, she was so deep in thought. Should she tell her siblings about Dad’s plan to sell the circus? Should she explain how cleverly she had thwarted him? Would Zandee (gently) yell at her for committing the crime of theft? Where had the goblin gone? Where had he come from? Why was her ankle itchy?

      The children heard footsteps from behind the curtained-off section of the caravan, which belonged to Mum and Dad.

      Dad yawned loudly, and came out from behind the curtain. “Good morning,” he mumbled, as he shuffled over to the kitchen bench, wearing one sock.

      “Is it?” Tobelia challenged. She hadn’t spoken to Dad since she’d crawled out from underneath his chair the night before. She was still mad. Dad didn’t reply.

      Tobelia reckoned Dad was only pretending to be fascinated by the picture on the coffee tin because he hated confrontation. She retaliated by pulling the most confronting face she could muster up at such an early hour. Unsuprisingly, the back of Dad’s dressing gown didn’t respond.

      Zandee stared at her sister questioningly, as she good-morninged Dad.

      He said, “Mmm-mmmm,” without looking up.

      Tobelia shovelled the last spoonful of soggy cereal into her mouth, not caring that she spilled half it down the front of her Minecraft shirt. “I’m going outside to play with the dogs.”

      She was glad nobody followed her, because she didn’t want to have to explain how she was feeling, especially when she herself didn’t properly understand.

      Luna and Luka were gorgeous, good-natured circus huskies. They barrelled eagerly over to Tobelia the second she picked up the tennis ball. “Hey guys,” said Tobelia, letting them sniff the ball while she gave their thick grey coats a pat. “Wanna play?”

      Tobelia loved to throw things when she felt annoyed. It helped. She wasn’t sure how, but it did. When she was little, Tobelia used to get in trouble for throwing things, like cartons of eggs in Woolworths when Mum bought apples instead of plums. Now that she was older, she knew that when rage rose up within her body, it helped to go for a run, throw a ball, jump on a trampoline, or practice trapeze. Anything active enabled her to expel the irritation.

      With all her might, Tobelia ditched the tennis ball as far as she possibly could. The ball flew through the air and slammed with a satisfying clunk against the fence on the far side of the circus grounds.

      A blue-clad shape was half hidden by a tree, just beyond the fence. Tobelia ignored the shape. Curious children often stared at the circus, so she didn't find it strange.

      At first.

      But, half an hour later, when the dogs were bored of playing, the spy was still there. Tobelia marched over to the fence and said, "Who are you?"

      No one replied.

      Tobelia sighed. "Hello, person-wearing-a-blue-jacket. You're not very good at hiding."

      A boy, who looked to be about twelve-years years-old, reluctantly came out from behind a tree. "Hi," he said, in a low tone that made his greeting sound like a warning. He stepped toward the fence. He looked Tobelia up and down, but not sideways. "Do you live here?"

      Tobelia nodded. "For the next few weeks we do. Then we pack everything up, and move somewhere else. Where do you live?"

      "In a house," said the boy. "Is it hard?"

      "Hard? Living in the circus? Not really. Is it hard living in a house?"

      The boy laughed. "Why would it be hard living in a house? Everyone lives in houses. I meant, is it hard having to move around all the time? You know, being homeless."

      Tobelia burst out laughing. "Homeless? Are you blind? Look over there. We have, like, ten caravans. Six toilets. More animals than you can count. How am I homeless? Do you have six toilets? I bet you don't."

      "I wouldn't want six toilets. Who would want six toilets?" The boy scowled. "Six toilets isn't a house. You don't have a proper home, like normal people do. How do you make friends? How do you go to school or join a football team?"

      Tobelia shrugged. "I don’t like football, I do go to school, and I have friends all over Australia."

      "How come you're not in school uniform then?" The boy pointed at Tobelia, thinking he was catching her out in a lie. He was wearing a blue school uniform, and carried a backpack that, judging from the boy's stooped posture, was full of elephants.

      Tobelia shrugged. "I can wear whatever I like to school. Usually I wear a leotard if I've been practising trapeze or something, but today I feel like wearing pajamas." They weren't really pajamas because she hated pajamas. Tobelia was still was wearing the black tights and Minecraft shirt she had slept in. The spilled cereal on the front of Tobelia’s shirt made it look like she’d thrown up on herself. Her hair was half plaited, half fluffed up around her face.

      "You're weird.”

      "Yep," Tobelia agreed.

      "I feel sorry for you," spat the boy, in a cutting voice.

      "Do you mean you're jealous?" Tobelia raised her eyebrows, and stood up straight. "I came over here because I thought you might want to be friends, but I don't think you're being very nice. If you weren't so judgey, we could be friends. I could teach you how to ride a unicycle, and we could play spies together."

      "Yeah right," the boy sneered, as Kadin walked up behind Tobelia. "Oh look, another circus freak."

      "Who, me?" asked Kadin, confused by the nastiness in the boy's voice.

      "Yes you. You're freaks. My footy team has nowhere to practice now, because of your silly circus. We usually use this oval, but it's all covered with your stupid tent and dumb horses and ugly faces. I wish you didn't exist. I hate you." The boy spat at Kadin, through a gap in the wire fence.

      Kadin was so shocked he couldn't reply. He felt winded, like when a soccer ball hits you in the belly and you can't breathe.

      Tobelia's face turned dark. "No way. You will not be mean to my little brother." Then she started whistling 'the tune'. The tune, irresistible to the Zany Circus animals was a series of specific fast-paced, high-pitched notes. Everyone in the family whistled ‘the tune’ whenever it was time to feed the animals. And the animals were well trained.

      Within seconds, two gigantic, wolf-like huskies, a large Labrador, five tiger-ish cats, and a random goat came charging toward Tobelia at full speed. "Dinner time!" she smiled. "They eat people, just so you know,” she told the boy. “And they can easily jump over the fence. You'd better start running, or you'll be ripped to shreds."
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      The boy turned as pale as Random Goat, and bolted. "Have fun at school!" Tobelia yelled after him. The boy's backpack bounced as it shrank into the distance.

      Tobelia held her arm around her brother, like a magpie shielding a chick. By the time they reached the school van, it was almost time for lessons.

      "You okay?" Tobelia asked for the sixteenth time. Kadin nodded. He smiled so she would know he was telling the truth.

      Kadin hugged his sister and went into the school van alone. Tobelia had to feed all the animals, now that she had used 'the tune'.

      After she had fed Luka, Luna, Rajah, Preshi, Indi, Pascal, Neptune, Jupiter, and Random Goat, she ran to the school van. She hoped she wouldn't be in trouble for being late.

      The little green goblin followed Tobelia to the school van, but nobody noticed.
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      Tobelia noticed masses of beige material scattered all around the school van as she slipped into her seat, and listened to the end of something Gabby was saying about the Ancient Greeks. "Blah blah blah, something something. And that's why we are going to be cutting up bed sheets." 

      Tobelia noticed masses of beige material scattered all around the place.

      "That's for us," Zandee whispered, pointing at the material. "It's something we're going to make - a chiton - just like I always wanted."

      "We're going to what?" yelled Tobelia. Everyone stared at her.

      Zandee giggled, understanding the misunderstanding. "A chiton. You know, like people used to wear in Ancient Greece. We're going to make one."

      "Oh," Tobelia breathed a sigh of relief. “A chiton. I remember that now, from when we made paper-doll clothes from different historical eras. I thought you said something else.”

      Kadin chuckled, and then everyone was laughing, even though Tobelia, for once, wasn't trying to be funny.

      "Diogenes would approve," said Gabby. "He was a philosopher who lived in Greece over two thousand years ago. He would poo, right in front of everyone, in the market place. He said that no one should be ashamed to do anything in public that was natural to do in private."

      "Ew," Kadin crinkled up his face. "Did anyone tell him off?"

      "I'm sure lots of people did. But he was very loved by the people of Athens, despite, or maybe because of, his weird ways."

      Kadin said, "If that's all you need to do to be a philosopher, I could become the greatest philosopher of all time. I'm great at poo-ing!"

      "There was much more to it than that. Diogenes was one of the first Cynics."

      "A cynic?" said Zandee. "Do you mean he was cynical?"

      "No, the meaning of the word ‘cynic’ has changed a lot over time. Nowadays, it basically means being distrustful, or sceptical. But in those days, Cynicism was a school of philosophy. There was no actual 'school' of cynicism you could go to, and learn how to be a cynic. It was more like a way of life, that you learned more about as you lived it."

      "That sounds confusing," said Kadin. "So, the more you poo, the more dog-like you become?"

      Gabby shook her head. "To be a cynic, you have to question everything around you. You have to live a simple, virtuous life, unconcerned with possessions, or convention. You would ideally live with nature, and respect your own inner nature, without feeling trapped by the values of the society you live in."

      Kadin frowned. "That sounds hard. Imagine no possessions."

      "I wonder if you can," joked Zandee.

      Gabby smiled. "We will talk more about cynicism later. Now, let's make our chitons. First, cut out a large square of fabric. Then, fold one side down, and wrap the fabric around yourself. Tie it around your waist with this cord, keeping the folded edge above your waist. Clip the shoulder parts together with these brooches. Girls, you want the chiton to be ankle length. Kadin, you want it to sit just above your knees."

      "So, I'm going to be wearing a dress again?" Kadin raised one eyebrow.

      "Not a dress. A manly chiton."

      "Why didn't they just wear normal clothes?"

      "These were their normal clothes. Cloth was very expensive, so the people of Ancient Greece rarely cut the fabric. They used folds, cord, brooches, and knots to secure their clothing. It's more versatile, less wasteful, and very stylish."

      "Yeah. Stylish," said Tobelia sarcastically, struggling to get the cord around her waist without the top part of her bed-sheet-fabric slumping down. Zandee held the fold up for her sister, and then helped her attach the brooches.
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      "Beautiful!" Gabby said, once everyone was wearing their completed chitons. "Now, do you all remember how to appear invisible?"

      "If I have to wear this thing outside, I will definitely be remembering to turn invisible," said Kadin, who was possibly not the biggest fan of Ancient Greek fashion.

      "Good. Let's go then." Gabby stood by the door, but before she opened it, she did that weird, shut-eyed, silent mumble thing.

      Zandee's penny would have dropped, except that she had finally remembered to sew up the hole in her pocket. Also, she wasn't wearing a jacket over her trendy chiton.

      But Tobelia knew, before Gabby so much as touched the door handle, that they weren't going to be seeing anything remotely circus-y once the door had been opened.

      Tobelia was right.
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      Zandee, Tobelia, Kadin, and Gabby stepped down from the school van. They landed bare-foot on a dirt road, wedged between rows of mud-brick houses. In the distance ahead of them, lay an expanse of grey stone buildings, supported by sturdy cylindrical columns. Further still, on a rocky hill, rested the biggest building of all.

      "The Parthenon!" Tobelia cried. She recognised it immediately, from a picture in her 'Wacky World History' book. "We're in Athens!"

      Tobelia and her siblings stared in wonder at column after column of chiselled beauty. Unlike the dilapidated remains of crumbled splendour it had become in modern times, this Parthenon was perfect. Even from a distance, they could see all the columns were proudly intact and the roof was a sharp angular prism, decorated ornately with deep blues and gold that shimmered in the sunlight.

      "Time to get invisible," said Gabby, so they did.

      Inside one of the mud-brick houses, a young girl stabbed herself in the thumb with a sewing needle when she saw the strangers outside her window suddenly vanish.

      In another of the mud-brick houses, a three-year-old boy was given a jug to symbolise the end of his childhood. He pretended the jug was a baby horse, and patted it.

      Meanwhile, Tobelia, Kadin, Zandee, and (the one known as) Gabby trudged invisibly down the dirt road, headed for the centre of town. On the way, they passed a group of boys and an old man, sitting underneath a tree.

      "In Ancient Greece, only boys went to school," Gabby whispered. "A lot of the time they had their lessons outdoors."

      "What are they learning about?" asked Tobelia. "Can we go closer and spy on them?"

      "Good idea," said Gabby. "But remember they are speaking Greek. If you want to understand them, you're going to have to clear your mind of all your preconceived notions of language, and listen to their intent, not their words."

      "It's Greek to me," said Tobelia, in her best Shakespearean voice. One of the Greek boys heard her, and looked around, but saw no one. Zandee smiled in recognition of the joke, but no one saw her either, for obvious reasons.

      The invisible troop crept closer. Before long, they were close enough to see that each boy was holding a tablet and a stylus.

      "I didn't know iPads were invented in Ancient Greece!" whispered Kadin.

      "They weren't," Gabby whispered back. "They did write with a tablet and a stylus, but the tablet was wood, with a wax covering. The stick they used as a stylus was to scratch letters into the wax."

      "So, it was kind of like an iPad," added Zandee. "But with only one app, and too much heat could automatically restore factory settings."

      Kadin giggled. "And it had a really impressive battery life."

      Tobelia hissed, "Stop talking! I want to get close enough to hear them."

      At that moment, all the boys put down their tablets. They picked up swords, and began fighting with each other. Their teacher didn't even seem to mind. None of the invisible people wanted to get accidentally dismembered by an ancient ten year old, so they ran away.

      "Why did the boys do that?" asked Kadin, once they had reached a safe distance, and sat panting in the dirt.

      "I think it's one of their lessons," said Tobelia, before Gabby had a chance to answer. "All Greek boys had to learn how to fight, just like Greek girls had to learn how make olive oil, and sacrifice their toys to some goddess right before they got married at ridiculously young ages."

      "How do you know?"

      Tobelia shrugged. "I read about it somewhere."

      "That's what you always say."

      "Because it's true.”

      Gabby interrupted, to say that they were close to the market place, and that everyone needed to stay close and hold hands. "Because your mum would be very upset if I lost you in 467 BC."

      The children fell silent, and noticed the faint thrum of background noise was growing steadily into a rising gaggle of voices. Everyone held hands, and tried not to trip over each other's invisible feet as they turned a sharp corner, into a busy, bustling, outdoor market place.

      There were many stalls, selling all kinds of bread, cheese, olives, fish, honey, eggs, fruits, and vegetables. Kadin was getting hungry just looking at all the fresh, delicious food. All around them, swarmed people in chitons. Some were simple, others were adorned in elaborate jewellery.

      "Can we please be visible?" asked Kadin. "I want to buy some food."

      "We can't. We don't have the right coin, and we have nothing to trade. Besides, it was considered bad manners to eat in the marketplace."

      "But that guy is eating." Kadin pointed to a filthy man, wearing a torn chiton, covered in dirt and what were hopefully just wine stains. His grey beard was wild, and his face was jolly. He looked like Hobo Santa Claus, in a soiled nighty. The man was standing in a wooden tub, eating a piece of bread with one hand, and holding a glowing lantern in the other.

      "Why is he holding a light?" Tobelia asked. "It's day time."
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      "Why don't you ask him?" suggested Gabby.

      "Uh, because I'm invisible."

      "Oh. Come and stand behind this stall with me. We will get un-invisible, but stay together, ok?"

      In the relative privacy of the stall-shadow, everyone made the conscious choice to be able to be seen by others. Then they headed for Hobo Santa.

      "Just remember, when you talk, you want to be understood by Greek-speaking people, and you want to understand them in turn. Just like when you choose not to be seen by others, you have to focus on the result you want. It shouldn't be any harder than achieving invisibility."

      Tobelia was the first to approach the dirty, bearded, lamp-holder. "Excuse me. Why are you holding a lantern?" she asked.

      "The same reason I have been holding it all these many years," the guy replied, through a chunk of half-chewed bread. "I am looking for an honest man. I've never found one."

      "What a waste of time," Tobelia blurted.

      The man dropped his lantern into the tub, and threw his bread at a nearby dog. He raised his arms above his head and cried, "Finally! I have found my honest man!"

      "I'm not a man. I'm a girl," Tobelia corrected, but the man was undeterred.

      "Oh the irony, that my honest man, is not a man!" he chortled, performing some kind of stationary monkey-dance inside his wooden tub. "Come, come!" he beckoned. "I have something to show you."

      Tobelia looked at Gabby, who shrugged. They all followed the man. He was even dirtier up close and he smelled like rotting fish.

      "Where are we going?" Tobelia panted, trying to keep up.

      "I don't know," replied the man. "Why are you following me?"

      "Because I want to see whatever it is you want to show me! But if you don't even know where you are going, what's the point?"

      Tobelia stopped running. So did the others.

      The man grinned. "Most men run in whatever direction they are told. They might chase wealth, or power, or chickens, but they don't stop to wonder why. They don't know what they want."

      "Um. Okay,” said Kadin "Who are you?"

      The man looked upon Kadin, thoughtfully. "To some, I am The Dog. To Plato, I am a plucked chicken. To everyone else, I am Diogenes."

      "It's a pleasure to meet you," said Gabby. "After hearing so much about you."

      "It takes a wise man to discover a wise man. And this," said Diogenes, pointing at Tobelia, "is a wise man."

      Diogenes glanced at Gabby and said, "There is only a fingers difference between a wise man and a fool. Let us return to my home." With that, he lowered his finger, and walked with the others back to the wooden tub.

      "Where is your house?" asked Kadin.

      Diogenes laughed. "I need no house. As a mouse adapts to circumstance, so do I. I sleep in this tub, and eat when people feed me. He has the most, who is most content with the least."

      "Is that why people call you a dog?" asked Tobelia. "Or do they call you that because you eat in the market place?"

      Diogenes laughed as he settled back into his tub. The others stood around him, suddenly conscious of the fact that people were staring at them. "As for eating in the marketplace, a rich man eats whenever he wants. A poor man eats whenever he can, and I am both."

      "Why do they call you a dog then?" Tobelia asked, trying to ignore the noisy throng of people gathering nearby.

      Diogenes shrugged. "Dogs and philosophers do the greatest good, and get the fewest rewards."

      Kadin leaned toward her and whispered, "Maybe it's because he lives in a barrel."

      Diogenes, who had ears sharp enough to cut cheese, heard the comment and laughed. "Poverty is a virtue, which one can teach oneself."

      A throng of people began crowding Diogenes. "Here, dog!" someone yelled. He threw a bone, which hit Diogenes in the arm, before clattering into the tub.

      Zandee took both her siblings by their arms, as more people started throwing bones and food scraps. "Let's get out of here," she suggested.

      "I don't want you to get hurt, Diogenes," Tobelia said, concerned. "Will you come with us?"

      "No man is hurt, but by himself. I will stay, and be fed. Farewell, little honest man. Keep questioning everything. Never be led in any direction but your own."

      "Same to you," said Tobelia. "And I hope you can have a bath soon."

      Diogenes smiled, and began to eat the food scraps being thrown at him.

      Zandee led Tobelia, Kadin, and Gabby away from the crowd. Just before they turned the corner leading back to the dirt track, Tobelia turned around to take one last look at Diogenes. "Oh my dog,” she said, not quite believing her eyes.

      "What is it?" asked Kadin.

      Tobelia pointed back the way they had come. "Diogenes just took a chiton–"

      "Time to leave!" cried Zandee. She practically shoved the others into the van.

      "Best. Excursion. Ever!" said Tobelia.

      Gabby grinned, leaning her back against the door. "What did you think of Diogenes?"

      "He was awesome!" Tobelia squealed.

      "And a bit crazy. But interesting," Zandee added.

      "He smelled unfresh," said Kadin. "And I think I know why."

      "I like how he followed his own rules. I think he probably encouraged a lot of other people to think for themselves, and live more simply," Tobelia mused. "I think he is one of the happiest people I've ever met."

      "And the stinkiest man. With the dirtiest dress." Kadin held his nose so hard his voice squeaked. "But it's cool how he gets free food."

      "I can see why they call him a dog," Zandee said, settling into her seat. "Dogs are happy to sleep anywhere, eat anything, and poo anytime. They are gentle to those who are kind to them, but will bark and bite when provoked. They don't need fancy houses, or manners, or money. They protect those they are loyal to, and are happy as long as their basic needs are met. I think more people should question the world’s rules, and live by their own."

      "You pretty much just outlined the philosophy of Cynicism," Gabby said. "Diogenes was a Cynic. Derived from the Greek work Kynicos, meaning dog-like."

      "I think I could be a Cynic," said Kadin, as he farted.

      Tobelia laughed. She hoped she would meet Diogenes again one day. She liked the idea of living by her own rules. She knew that safety rules were important to follow, especially when you lived in a circus. But maybe other types of rules were negotiable, like the rules of time travel and invisibility.

      Zandee took out her workbook. "What questions are we going to be answering today?" she asked.

      Gabby pulled a face, and said, "I really don't feel like writing on the blackboard, and there are better ways to learn than memorising facts. So do a project on Diogenes, in any way you want. Write a poem, make a movie, draw a picture, read a book. Whatever appeals to you."

      Zandee wrote a punny poem about cynical dogs covered in grease. Tobelia forgot about playing her DS, and watched an entire playlist of YouTube videos about Diogenes, and the philosophy of Cynicism. Kadin drew a picture that looked like Santa Claus dropping coals everywhere. But it wasn't Santa, and they weren't coals.
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      By the time Zandee had finished her horse jobs, her time-and-space travel to Athens, and her epic poem, she was exhausted.

      Tobelia made her way to the Big Top to practice trapeze, and Kadin visited Aunty Lori's van, to play with his baby cousin Maali. Which meant Zandee had the caravan all to herself for the time being.

      She took off her shoes, and climbed into her bunk with a 'Warriors' book. Preshi must have known Zandee was planning to read about cats, because she jumped into bed alongside her.

      "Clearly, Diogenes never had a cat," Zandee murmured, as she gave Preshi a neck pat. Preshi purred. "Cats are the true Cynics. They do as they please, love who they want, and won't do tricks for treats. They are much more self-sufficient than dogs, and better at climbing trees. They can be happy regardless of what is going on around them. Unless there is danger, because cats are smart. If I wanted to be a Cynic, I would be like a cat, not a dog." As Zandee spoke, an idea solidified, like jelly hardening inside her brain.

      Zandee looked Preshi in the eye, and tuned her mind to the cat's emotions. Preshi was truly relaxed. So relaxed, Zandee could happily fall asleep, bathed in the warmth of feline contentment. Zandee focused harder, and imagined that she was Preshi.

      The further Zandee's mind reached into the cat's soul, the calmer and sleepier she became. Zandee stretched her paws out in front of herself, and rubbed the side of her head against the pillow. Then she fell into the most comfortable sleep of her life.

      Zandee awoke when Tobelia burst into the room. "Hey Zandee, do you want to come and see my trapeze routine? I've completely perfected it now."

      Zandee heard her sister speak, but couldn't be bothered opening her eyes. She was far too comfortable to move a whisker, let alone look at anything.

      "Zandee?" Tobelia repeated. "Are you awake?"

      Zandee's ears pricked up, irritated at being disturbed. She had to hide. In one graceful movement, Zandee leapt off the bed, scurried past Tobelia on all fours, and bolted out the door. She ran up a tree, claws digging into bark all the way up to a glorious sunlit branch, where she curled up into a ball, and drifted back to sleep.

      Zandee awoke to a wonderful sound, the high-pitched whistle that meant it was time to eat. She was about to pounce off the branch, when noticed a few disconcerting differences in herself. Why were her hands covered in soft white fur? Why was her vision a hundred times clearer than normal? Why did she have a strong urge to attack that leaf, as it shook with wind, on the end of a branch?

      The whistle came again, and so did a realisation.

      Zandee was Preshi. But if Zandee was Preshi, then Preshi must be Zandee. And if it was dinner time…

      Zandee didn't mind. She was far too relaxed on her sunshiny branch to worry about what anybody else was doing. She closed her eyes, pawed the bark, and had wonderful dreams about Crazy the mouse.

      Meanwhile, Tobelia was horrified.

      After Preshi had run out of the room, Tobelia had shaken Zandee's shoulder, in an effort to wake her. Zandee had bolted upright, crouched on all fours, and hissed through her teeth like a demon, wearing a remarkably un-gentle expression. Tobelia had never seen her big sister behave like that before. She was worried. So she did the only logical thing she could think of. She ran away.

      "Dad, help!" cried Tobelia, as she crashed through the caravan door. "Zandee's possessed!"

      Dad chuckled. "Isn't that usually your job?"

      "No, Dad, I'm serious! Come and see."

      Dad sighed. He hated multitasking. "Okay, just let me finish feeding the animals, and then I'll come and look. Here, you do the cats and dogs, it will be quicker." He handed Tobelia two bags of animal food, and promised to come to the caravan after he had fed Random Goat.

      Now it was Tobelia's turn to sigh. She hated waiting for people, and now she was waiting for two people! All she’d wanted to do was show Zandee her awesome aerial routine. But no, Zandee was possessed by demons, and Dad didn't even want to look right away.

      “Today is so unfair.” Tobelia sprayed the animal bowls with the hose, to make sure no ants were left in there when she poured the food in. First she filled the dog bowls, then the cat bowl. Then came 'the tune'.

      If Tobelia had been horrified before, it was nothing compared to how she felt when she saw Zandee scamper eagerly out of the caravan, and crawl over to the cat food bowl. Zandee lowered her face.

      Tobelia yelled, "Daaaaad! Heeeelp!" She grabbed Zandee by the ankles, trying to pull her away from the food.
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      Zandee curled around like a crazed contortionist, and scratched at her sister's arms. Tobelia screamed, but did not let go, until Zandee found a way to get her hissing mouth around Tobelia's wrists.

      "Ouch!" yelled Tobelia, letting go of Zandee, who wasn't actually Zandee.

      Preshi, in Zandee's body, realised she could run on two legs, so she did. All the way to Crazy's mouse cage. If she wasn't allowed to eat Friskies, she would simply find her own meal.

      Preshi's human hands batted uselessly at the cage door, until she figured out how to work her new opposable thumbs and gigantic, bendy fingers.

      Crazy saw Zandee's huge head bobbing around outside his new cage. He scurried towards her, clearly eager for a pat, and a break from the confines of the cage.

      Human Preshi cursed her human eyes for their inadequacy, but licked her own (or rather, Zandee's own) fingers in appreciation, when she realised how adept human fingers were at things like being licked, and opening mouse cages.

      Crazy jumped right into Zandee's hand, much to Preshi's delight. She popped the mouse into her mouth 0.34 seconds before Dad and Tobelia burst into the room.

      Zandee swallowed. Then choked. Apparently human mouths were as useless as their eyes.

      Tobelia almost threw up when Zandee choked. Not because she hated the sight of people choking. But because Crazy-the-mouse catapulted out from between Zandee's teeth, and landed with a tiny thud on Kadin's unmade bed. Zandee sat perfectly still by the cage, and stared at Crazy, planning her upcoming pounce.

      "See Tobelia? She's perfectly normal," Dad said, without really paying attention.

      Tobelia ran over to Kadin's bed. She cupped a very surprised mouse in her hand, and yelled, "Begone, demon!" at her sister, before zipping away as fast as she could.

      "Tobelia must have eaten something sugary," Dad said to Zandee, who stared at him blankly. He left the van to return to his chores.

      Tobelia was careful not to crush poor Crazy as she ran to Gabby's van. Surely Gabby would know what to do. What had happened to Zandee? She would never normally try to eat pet food. Or pets. Had Zandee been right all along? Is this what happened to people who messed with magic?

      The real Zandee, in Preshi's body, opened one eye as she sensed someone coming toward her. It was Tobelia, running by the tree. As she passed, Zandee-in-Preshi's body caught a whiff of something irresistible. To her human mind, the scent was vaguely familiar, yet unrecognisable. To her cat-brain, it smelled like play, hunting, victory and dinner, all rolled into one tiny speckled package.

      Zandee's mind was relaxed, and she didn't feel like moving, but the body she inhabited had instincts too strong to ignore. She jumped off the branch, landing on all four paws, and followed Tobelia into a van.

      Even when I'm running, I still feel relaxed, noticed Zandee. Who is that random lady? Has she come here looking for Random Goat?

      Zandee-the-cat had slipped into the van behind Tobelia, unnoticed, because she was in prey-stalking mode. She had thought that they were running towards Gabby's van, but she must have been confused, because when she looked around, she was in a storage van. There was no light in here, but Zandee had cat vision, so she had a clear view of all the old costumes, broken props, unfixed electronics, boxes of paperwork, and thirty-three green wigs from when Kadin had figured out how to use Mum's eBay account. Tobelia stood between a stack of old cd's and a fake wooden elephant, holding something delicious, yet hidden from view.

      In front of Tobelia stood a woman with long blonde hair, wearing a sparkly purple leotard. Zandee had never seen the woman before, but something about her smelled familiar. Zandee's cat-brain made her cat-fur stand on end. Her cat-eyes were so powerful, she could see straight through the lady, to the torn clown-costume scrunched up on a cardboard box behind her.

      She could see through the lady? Her human mind wanted to stay and investigate, but her cat-brain wanted to get out of there, as soon as humanly (or catly) possible, regardless of any delectable smells Tobelia had hidden in her hand.

      Zandee-the-cat ran gracefully out of the van and back to the place where her human mind felt safest, her bunk bed. There was a human laying there already, staring in wonder at her own opposable thumbs, wiggling them back and forth.

      Zandee jumped up next to the human, and looked herself in the eye, imagining what it would be like to be herself. And then she was.

      Preshi, back in her own body, purred with relief. And contentment, because cats are good at that. She rubbed her head against the re-humanised Zandee, then curled up beside her on the bed. Zandee and Preshi fell asleep, because they needed a nap after all that body-swapping.

      At dinner time, Tobelia wouldn't go anywhere near her sister. She sat as far away from her as possible, and wouldn't look her in the eye.

      After dinner, Zandee went over to Crazy's cage to say goodnight, but he wasn't there.

      "Looking for someone?" Tobelia glared.

      Zandee nodded, with a horrible feeling in her stomach. Like nervous belly butterflies, but more mouse-like. "Where is he?" she asked.

      "Not telling, you attempted pet eater!"

      Zandee exhaled with relief at her sister's usage of the word, 'attempted'.

      "I can explain…” she began, but Kadin overheard them.

      "You ate Crazy? Zandee! How could you?" He trembled like a betrayed spider, close to tears.

      "It's okay Kadin, your mouse is safe. Thanks to me," said Tobelia. "I'll tell you where I hid him, later. When she's not around."

      "Wait, let me explain," Zandee said. She leaned close to make sure no one could overhear the conversation she was about to have with her siblings. She told them how she had swapped bodies with Preshi, and that she would absolutely, positively never be doing that again.

      "Okay," Kadin said, quick to forgive. "I believe you. I know you would never hurt my Crazy."

      Tobelia wasn't convinced. "You're lying," she said. "I never saw any random blonde lady."

      "You did so!" exclaimed Zandee. "I saw you!"

      Kadin looked from one sister to the other, unsure of who to believe. They both seemed convinced of their own truth.

      Tobelia said, "This is what happened..." and she relayed her own version of events.

      Zandee winced as Tobelia explained what Preshi-in-Zandee's-body had been up to. "Well, that explains the weird taste in my mouth," she said. "Kadin, I'm so sorry Preshi tried to eat your mouse when she was me."

      "It's okay. Just please don't swap bodies again," he said.

      "I won't," Zandee promised. Then, to Tobelia, she said, "Are you 100% sure it was Gabby's van you went into, and that it was Gabby you talked to?"

      "Of course," said Tobelia. Zandee frowned.

      "There's a mystery here," Zandee said, but she wasn't quite sure how to solve it. So she shrugged. Tobelia yawned. Kadin turned off the light.

      Somewhere in the corner of the room, a little green goblin rubbed his opposable thumbs together, and unzipped the pencil-case containing Crazy. If Preshi came near that mouse again, he would definitely growl at her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

        
          
            [image: Zandee, Tobelia and Kadin.]
          

        

      

    

    
      The next day was a school day, and Kadin was in a great mood. Gabby had promised he could choose where they were going to go that day, and he had a great idea. He was so excited about his idea that he went to the school van thirty-three minutes before he was supposed to. He played with the globe for a minute, drew a happy face on the blackboard, and checked the time. It was still too early. He wished everyone would just hurry up.

      Kadin pulled out a maths book, and did three pages of sums to help pass the time. He remembered reading somewhere that time moves more slowly when it is influenced by the gravity of an extremely heavy object. He felt like there must be extra gravity hanging around, because time sure was crawling.

      Eventually, the others showed up. Kadin was bursting with excitement at telling them his idea, but Tobelia was tired and grumpy. The first thing she said when she came into the school van was, "Can't we just do some normal work today? Like a spelling test, or long division? I can't be bothered going out."

      Gabby, thankfully, shook her head. "What is education for?"

      "Um, learning stuff?"

      "Yes," said Gabby. "But what is it for?"

      Zandee tilted her head to one side. "To give people a better understanding of the world they live in, in order for them to have the best chance of living happily and successfully within that world."

      "You're so right, Zandee. And what better way to learn about the world, than being a part of it?"

      Tobelia sighed. "I know. I'm just really tired. I got up extra early to practice trapeze. I want to be the best trapeze artist in Australia, but I’m not even allowed to be in the show, because apparently I’m too little. Why can’t I just be a grown-up? I hate being small."

      Gabby smiled. "Sometimes the most powerful things in the world are small."

      "Yeah, right," said Tobelia. "Like what?"

      "Like an idea, or a dream, or one tiny decision that changes the world forever."

      "Or a person," added Kadin. As the smallest person in the room, he felt he was qualified to assert that fact. Also, he wanted to steer the conversation toward his exciting idea. So he jumped right in, before anyone else could speak. "I know where we should go today."

      Gabby smiled. "Cool. Let's get started then. Where shall we go?"

      "To the circus," said Kadin. "Right here, three weeks ago." He waited for the excitement of everyone's reactions. No excitement was forthcoming. Zandee looked worried, and Tobelia glared at him, as if he'd suggested they go and hunt a family of lion cubs.

      Gabby frowned. "I'm not sure that's the best idea. Where else would you like to go?"

      "That's my choice," said Kadin, firmly. "You said I could choose, and I've chosen. I'm going to guard the rigging, and keep it extra secure, so mum doesn't fall in her aerial act."

      Gabby bolted upright in her seat, as if every muscle in her body objected violently to the idea. "No! You can't do that!"

      Everyone stared at Gabby's horrified expression. "Haven't you ever read any books about time travel? Bad things always happen when you go back and mess with your own past. Do any of you know what a paradox is?"

      “Parachuting doctors?” Kadin guessed.

      "Something that contradicts itself?" suggested Tobelia.

      "You mean, like the Grandfather Paradox?" asked Zandee. "Like, you can't go back in time to kill your grandfather before your parents were born, because then you wouldn't exist to be able to travel back and kill him in the first place?"

      Kadin scoffed. "It's not like we're going to kill someone."

      Gabby said, "There is more than one kind of paradox. For example, the predestination paradox. Imagine a man travels back in time, to prevent a famous fire from occurring. But when he is in the past, he accidentally kicks over a tin of kerosene, and starts the very fire he time-travelled to prevent. Or the temporal paradox, which is the one you should really worry about."

      "What's that?"

      "If you travel back in time to prevent your mum's accident, she will never fall. Then I will never be your teacher, so you will never be in the circumstances you were in, which caused you to time travel, therefore, you wouldn't be able to time travel, in order to prevent the accident."

      "That's a bit confusing."

      "Trust me. There are many things about my own life I wish I could go back and change. But the number one rule of time travel is to avoid creating a paradox."

      "But why? What's so bad about a paradox?" Tobelia scratched her head.

      Gabby frowned, as if it were very difficult to find a way to explain. Finally, she said, "When you create a paradox, reality fractures. A parallel dimension is created. In one dimension, you might have the reality in which your mum fell, and the other dimension would be the timeline in which she didn't fall. Both realities exist, but they can't exist in the same dimension, because if she never had the accident, you wouldn't have time-travelled to prevent the accident."

      "What's wrong with having two realities?" asked Tobelia. "Maybe both realities already exist, and we are just stuck in the bad dimension. Maybe time-travelling will take us to the good dimension?"

      Gabby sighed. "I wish it were that simple. You might even be right, for all we know. But it's just too risky. No one should ever time travel within their own lifetime. Unless you are very careful, and make sure you don’t change anything that would prevent you from having time-travelled in the first place, or be recognized, especially by your other self. What if there are more than two dimensions we could accidentally create by fracturing time? What if we create multiple paradoxes, and the end result is worse than not doing anything?"

      "Yeah?" challenged Kadin. "But what if it's better? We have to try something. What if you are wrong?"

      "Trust me, I'm not wrong," said Gabby.

      Gently, Zandee asked, "Have you created a paradox before?"

      Gabby nodded.

      "What happened?" asked Kadin. He was determined to find a way to help Gabby understand that his idea was different to whatever she'd done in the past. Or the future. Or whenever.

      "Let me tell you a story," said Gabby. “Many years ago, I had a home and a family, just like all of you do. Life was good." She paused for a moment and they all leaned in closer to listen. "One day, something terrible happened. I wanted to fix it, but I couldn't. After years of misery, I found a book that would change everything…”

      “Oh, I know where this is going,” whispered Tobelia, glancing toward a dusty bible on the bookshelf.

      “Actually, you don’t.” Gabby took a deep breath. “It was a book of magic. From it, I learned about using my intent to create reality. I learned about time travel. So I decided to travel back in time to prevent the tragedy from occurring.” Gabby’s voice sounded tight, as if it was hard for her to find the right words. “I made things worse. So much worse, I ceased to exist at all. My presence became paradoxical in every time-line. The tragedy still occurred, but it happened to someone else. That’s all I can tell you.”

      "But you're here now. So you obviously exist in this dimension," said Tobelia.

      Gabby was silent for a moment. "Look at me," she said, tensely. "Really, really look at me. Not with your eyes. See me as I really am."

      Kadin stared at Gabby, willing himself to see her as she really was. Gabby's dark hair faded to blonde, and her features shifted to reveal a face that looked somewhat familiar, yet utterly strange. She was see-through, like coloured cellophane, in the shape of a blonde woman. Then Kadin blinked and Gabby looked like herself again.

      "You're the blonde lady from the storage van!" exclaimed Zandee suddenly. "I saw you when I was a cat."

      "Cats always see the truth," Gabby said. "They know my body isn't really here."

      "So why can all of us see you?" asked Tobelia.

      Gabby cringed, and folded her arms tightly around her chest. "You know how you can make yourselves invisible? Well, you have a mind, and a body. You are using your mind to conceal your body. I have a mind, but no body. So I am using my mind to create the illusion of having a body. I am seen as I choose to be seen."

      "Like a ghost?" asked Kadin.

      Gabby nodded. "Pretty much."

      Kadin’s eyes widened. His heart beat faster. A ghost? Gabby was a ghost?

      Tobelia didn’t look convinced. "So, why didn't you just will yourself to appear in the first place?"

      "I couldn't," Gabby admitted. "For the longest time, I watched this world from another dimension, unable to interact with reality. But then, someone whose reality I altered left this dimension. She is neither dead, nor alive. Her body is still here, so mine can’t be. But her mind is elsewhere, traversing the other dimensions, I suppose. I realised that for the first time in ages, my mind was able to interact with this dimension once more. So I used my energy to create the illusion of having a body."

      Zandee stared at Gabby with compassionate eyeballs. ”Why are you here?" she asked. "Why are you in our circus, being our teacher?"

      Gabby looked down at her transparent feet. "Because I wanted to pass my knowledge on to people who would understand.”

      Zandee felt like Gabby wasn’t telling the whole truth, but she didn’t feel right about pressing Gabby for more information. Not yet, anyway.

      "I can’t believe you’re a ghost," whispered Kadin, still looking slightly freaked out.

      "I guess I am, sort of, but not in the scary way," Gabby explained. "The mind and the brain are two different things. Your brain is part of your body, like your lungs, or skin, or fingernails, or hair. Your mind can live inside your body, but it can also live without a body. Look at me. My mind is communicating with you, but my body isn't even in this dimension.”

      “That is so creepy.” Kadin shivered. His forehead crinkled so deeply, he looked like a tiny old man.

      Tobelia shrugged. “I s’pose it’s no creepier than video calls, or virtual reality. Imagine if someone from the dark ages suddenly appeared here in this caravan. Imagine if we showed them a television. They would be so weirded out.” Tobelia dropped her jaw dramatically, and waved her arms around, impersonating a dark-ages-person seeing a television for the first time. She fell into a fake-faint, making Kadin laugh. Then she lifted her head to look up at Gabby. “I just had a thought. Maybe alternate time-lines are just different channels of reality, like channels on the telly. All the channels exist, but you can only see one at a time.”

      “That’s a very cool analogy,” Gabby smiled proudly. “A few hundred years ago, the only part of the electro-magnetic spectrum humans knew about was visible light, because that’s all we could see with the naked eye. But now we know about radio waves, gamma rays, ultraviolet rays…”

      Kadin froze. “Ultra violent rays? Like on Crocodile Hunter?”

      “Um, no,” said Tobelia, who felt like an expert on the subject because of a documentary she’d watched once.  “Not like on Crocodile Hunter. Like on sun-screen ads. Ultraviolet light is the invisible part of sun-shine that makes your skin burn. It’s always been around, but people only discovered it about two hundred years ago. I wonder if there is anything else all around us that hasn’t been discovered yet?”

      Gabby nodded. “Everything scientists have discovered about the universe, so far, is only four or five percent of what actually exists. The rest is known as dark matter and dark energy –"

      "Why is it dark? Is it evil?" interrupted Tobelia, intrigued by the concept. She was definitely going to research the buttons out of dark matter later on.

      "No, they only call it dark because they can't see it, or detect it. But they know it's there, because of the magic of maths. Almost everything that exists is invisible."

      “Woah.” Tobelia fake-fainted all over again, which wasn’t hard because she was still laying on the floor. This time Kadin didn’t laugh, as he was too busy pondering the implications of Gabby’s mind-blowing statement.

      Gabby smiled. "One day, scientists might realise that the unobservable matter that makes up almost our entire universe is the matter and energy of parallel worlds, different dimensions, and the parts of us that make us who we are, with or without our bodies. Don't forget this fundamental law of science - energy can’t be destroyed, it can only be transferred. Like me, for example. My energy, the energy of my mind, and my body, simply vanished, as far as my family knew. For years and years and years. But I wasn't destroyed. I will always exist, even if it's not in a way you can measure. But right now, in this dimension, my body cannot exist."

      "So whatever state you are in, the person you saved is in an opposite state?" Zandee asked.

      "That's what I have deduced, given the evidence I have observed."

      Zandee clapped excitedly. "You're just like Schrödinger’s Cat!"

      "What?" blurted Tobelia, suspecting her sister had lost her mind. "What does that even mean? Why is Gabby a cat now?"

      Kadin felt his heart sink, as everyone forgot all about his awesome idea, and listened to Zandee talk about some cruel guy called Schrödinger, who wanted to put a cat inside a box, attached to a device that would kill the cat if some stupid tiny particle was spinning upwards, but would leave the cat unharmed if the particle was spinning downwards. Apparently, these tiny little particles didn't 'choose' a direction to spin until they were observed by someone. Before being observed, they could be spinning both ways, or neither way, or something. Kadin was getting confused.

      "According to the thought experiment,” concluded Zandee, "Until the box is opened, the cat is both dead and alive. It exists in both states, at the same time."

      "That's stupid," Tobelia muttered. She scratched a scab on her elbow.

      "Wait!" said Zandee. "I haven't explained quantum entanglement yet."

      Zandee looked at Gabby. "I think that you, and the person you saved, exist in opposite states. But if neither of you could be observed, you would both be all states, or no states, all at once, like Shrödinger's Cat. If you interfered with the past, whilst being entangled and unobserved, you would – and wouldn't – be creating a paradox..." Zandee trailed off, confused by her own logic. She felt she was onto something, but was going around in circles trying to figure out what that something was. Then it came to her. "I know! Why don't we just reverse the Grandfather Paradox?"

      Tobelia raised her eyebrows, but not very high, because her forehead was tiny.

      "Well, think about it." Zandee explained, rocking thoughtfully on the hind legs of her chair. "If you went back in time to kill your grandfather, it would stop you from ever being born. So you would never exist to go back in time and kill him. Which is a paradox, yeah?”

      Tobelia fake-yawned loudly, and stretched her arms out wide. “What’s your point?”

      “Well, maybe you can un-paradox-ify something, by un-killing your grandfather?"

      Tobelia moaned. “I’m confused,” she said, leaning her face down to rest her forehead on the desk. “We need to un-kill Grandad? I didn’t even know he was dead.”

      “Grandad is dead?” Kadin gasped. Was Gabby his Grandfather’s ghost? This was a very bewildering morning.

      “No, Grandad is fine,” Zandee reassured her siblings. She sighed, and slumped over her desk. “Never mind. It’s probably best to avoid the whole paradox thing. Let’s just get on with our school work.”

      “Good idea,” said Tobelia and Gabby, in perfect unison. Then Gabby froze, looking ultra thoughtful. A huge smile spread across her holographic mouth. “School work! Yes! Why didn’t I think of that?”

      “Because you’re the weirdest teacher ever?” said Tobelia.

      “Exactly!” said Gabby, with strange excitement, as she turned to write on the blackboard. “And that is what you are going to be writing about.”

      “Write?” Tobelia’s scrunched up nose was less than thrilled.

      “Yep. You are going to write down everything you have recently learned about magic.”

      “What subject is this supposed to be?” Tobelia groaned.

      Gabby shrugged.  “True learning transcends categorization. But I do have a reason for asking you to do this. Can you trust me?”

      Tobelia sighed, Zandee nodded, and Kadin thought about banana muffins.

      Perched on top of a long-forgotten calculator, the little green goblin winked.

      Gabby winked back, but nobody noticed.
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      “Well, that was a boring chapter,” muttered Kadin. His book clattered against the caravan floor. He was sleepy, but restless, an uncomfortable combination.  “Tobelia? If a person had no bones and they got punched, would the punch go straight through their body, or would it just dent them, like when you press on play dough?”

      “Seriously?” Tobelia grumbled. She was sleepy, but restless, an uncomfortable combination. “You disturbed my rest to ask me that? How should I know? Just go to sleep.”

      “You’re not resting. I can hear your pencil scratching, so I know you’re drawing.” Kadin stared up at the bottom of Tobelia’s mattress. “I like having the bottom bunk. It’s like sleeping in a cubby. What are you drawing?”

      “I’m not drawing. I’m writing,” Tobelia corrected him. “And I want to get this finished, so please stop interrupting me.”

      “Do you think it would be like punching a jellyfish? Have you ever punched a jellyfish?”

      Zandee, who had already fallen asleep, woke up just in time to hear that last sentence. “Never punch a jellyfish, it might punch you back,” she mumbled groggily, and slipped straight back into sleep. For a moment, the only sound in the world was the rise and fall of Dad’s heavy snoring, coming from the far end of the caravan.

      Tobelia sighed, loudly and dramatically. “It’s not funny to talk about punching sea creatures. I’m not going to reply to you anymore, because I need to concentrate on writing.”

      “But you hate writing.”

      “I don’t hate writing. I hate writing pointless things for no good reason. But this time I do have a good reason.” Tobelia hesitated, wondering whether or not to disclose her plan to Kadin. “Can you keep a secret?”

      Kadin nodded. Then he remembered that Tobelia couldn’t see into his bunk-cubby, so he followed his nod with a solemn, “Yes.”

      Tobelia stashed her notebook and pencil underneath her pillow, and quietly climbed down her ladder. She pulled aside the meshy green curtain that surrounded Kadin’s bunk, and climbed into bed with him. “We have to whisper,” she, well, whispered. “If Zandee finds out, she will try to stop me.”

      “Stop you what?” Kadin asked, in a hushed voice.

      Tobelia took a deep breath, and everything came pouring out. She told Kadin about the conversation she had overheard between Dad and Gabby, and when Kadin didn’t believe her about Dad wanting to sell the circus, she told him about her intense experience in Aunty Sadie’s van. Then she told him about her amazing Plan, with a capital P. The Plan she had been working on all day, and which she was almost ready to implement. The Plan that would save the circus, save their mum, and (hopefully) not create a paradox.

      Kadin sounded sceptical. Almost panicky. “What if it doesn’t work? What if we do make a paradox? What if we can’t get back? What if we make things worse? Wouldn’t we be breaking the time travel rules? What if it’s a bad, bad plan?” His voice grew louder with every word, which jolted Zandee back out of slumber.

      Zandee drew aside her sparkly blue-mesh bed-curtain, to stare sleepily at her siblings. “What if what’s a bad, bad plan?” she asked.

      “Shhhh!” hissed Tobelia. “You’ll wake up Dad.”

      “If you tell me what you’re planning, I won’t have to wake him up.”

      Tobelia frowned. She was worried Zandee would try to stop her from implementing her amazing Plan. So instead, she tried to throw her sister off the scent. “Dad wants to sell the circus.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “It’s true. I have the paperwork to prove it.” Tobelia pushed aside Kadin’s bed curtain, and snuck out to the kitchen area. She pulled a book out from behind the cereal boxes. She had concealed the paperwork itself inside a science textbook, which she carried into the bedroom area. “I caught him sneaking it out of Aunty Sadie’s caravan.”

      “Sneaking what out?”

      “See for yourself,” said Tobelia, throwing the book up to Zandee.

      Zandee stared at the cover and rolled her eyes. “Quantum Physics and Metaphysical Philosophy? That’s your proof?” Just as she spoke, a plastic sleeve full of paperwork fell out of the book, and onto her bed.

      Zandee removed the sheets of paper from the transparent cover, and leafed through them. She sighed. “The only thing this paperwork proves is that we own the circus. Whatever your plan is, I suggest you forget it.” She started putting the documents back into the sleeve, when a small piece of lined paper fell out, landing lightly on the bed cover. It had ripped edges where it had been torn from a spiral spine. Zandee held the paper to her face to read it. “What’s this?” she asked when she was done.

      Tobelia took the paper and read it out loud. “Tobelia’s to-do list. Learn magic. Go back in time. Save Zandee. Save the circus – do not sell! Don’t marry Fred, or eat the chicken-dip at Kadin’s nineteenth birthday party. Buy paper towels, cat food, and a mouse-brush.”

      “Why would you get married on my birthday?” asked Kadin, at the exact same time as Tobelia said, “I did not write this.”

      “It’s definitely your handwriting,” Zandee pointed out. “Is this another prank? Because, if it is, I’m going back to sleep.”

      “Why would I write, ‘Save Zandee?’ Huh? Save you from what? Boredom? Booby traps made out of popsicle sticks and plasticine? Gabby the Gab Gab? Goblins? Ghosts?”

      “Now you’re just being ridiculous,” Zandee sighed. “What are you trying to hide? You always say silly things when you’re hiding something. Tell me the truth." Zandee stared intensely into Tobelia’s eyes, demanding total transparency, of the non-invisible variety. "Have you been time-travelling into your own future?”

      Tobelia glared at her sister. “No! Ask Gabby, if you don’t believe me.”

      Kadin, who hadn’t moved from his bed the whole time, began to sob. Loudly. He sounded like a police siren, being drowned by a tsunami of boy-tears. Dad was definitely going to wake up if Kadin didn’t quit it.

      Zandee leapt down off her bed in a flash. She had wrapped her arms around her brother’s tiny shoulders in less time than it took to say, “Hey,” in a gentle voice. Which (of course) is exactly what Zandee was doing. “Hey. What’s the matter?”

      Kadin could hardly talk through his tears, but finally he managed to say, “I think Mum is dead. I think Gabby is her ghost.” Then he wailed louder than ever, and couldn’t talk at all.

      The sound of Kadin’s cries obscured the shuffle-thump of Dad’s footsteps across the van floor. Tobelia heard him coming, but the other children jumped when he appeared beside the bed. “Hey mate, what’s up?”

      Kadin couldn’t answer, so Tobelia answered for him. “Kadin thinks Mum is dead. Is Mum dead? Is that why you won’t let us go to the hospital?”

      Dad looked at his feet. His, “No, of course not,” was unconvincing. “That’s not what’s going on.”

      Tobelia’s lungs felt tight. Was Kadin right? “Why can’t we see her then?” she demanded.

      Dad coughed. “It’s one o’clock in the morning. Can we talk about this tomorrow?”

      “Technically, it already is tomorrow,” Tobelia said, and then she saw the goblin. The little green goblin was sitting on top of Dad’s fluffy grey head. Dad had no idea.

      The goblin started pulling funny faces, rolling his eyes, and sticking out his tongue. Tobelia giggled, and pointed at Dad’s head so her siblings would notice. Kadin’s sobs turned to laughter. Zandee cracked a sleepy smile.
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      Dad was confused. “What is it?” he asked. “Is there something on my head?”

      “Yep,” Tobelia laughed. “Grey hair and a goblin.”

      Dad’s hands shot up to grab at his scalp-intruder. The goblin leapt away, like an acrobatic frog, just in time to avoid being crushed. He landed on Kadin’s blanket, and curled up against Kadin’s stomach.

      “Get some sleep, delirious children.” Dad smiled and shook his head, then shuffled sleepily back to his bed.

      When he was gone, Zandee and Tobelia snuggled up in Kadin’s bed with him, alongside Crazy the mouse, and the little green goblin.

      Tobelia was going to confess her Plan to Zandee, but they were all tired little potatoes. Everyone was asleep within fifty-seven seconds. Including the little green goblin, who snored.
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      “It’s crunch time,” said Gabby, biting into an apple.

      “Actually, it’s lunch time,” corrected Tobelia, biting into a plum.

      “No, it’s punch time!” yelled Kadin, fist-popping his pear into the chilly, windy air. “By the way, I’m not going to eat any dead fish on bread.”

      It was cold, but sunny, so they were having lunch in the middle of the oval. Luka and Luna (the circus huskies) were sniffing the salmon sandwiches. Preshi the cat was pacing the perimeter of the picnic, carrying Crazy the mouse on her white and black back.

      “It’s cool how Crazy and Preshi are friends now,” said Tobelia, wiping plum juice off her chin with a pre-stained shirtsleeve.

      Gabby agreed, and asked Tobelia how she was coming along with her writing assignment.

      “Pretty good actually,” she said. “I’ve written heaps. I would have written more, except Kadin thought you were Mum’s ghost, and kind of interrupted me.”

      “I promise you, I’m not your mum’s ghost. Your mum is going to be just fine,” Gabby said to Kadin. Then she turned to Tobelia, and said, “But you’ve finished the assignment, right?”

      “Well, no. I’ll be finished in a week or so…”

      Gabby groaned. “No! It has to be done today. It’s crunch time.”

      Kadin laughed. “Why do you keep saying it’s crunch time?”

      “Because it’s crunch time.”

      “But what does that mean?”

      “It means it’s crunch time.”

      “Crunch time?”

      “Crunch time.”

      “Hmmm.” Kadin scratched his head. “I’m lost.”

      “I know.” Gabby rubbed her eyes, and threw her apple core near Random Goat. Random Goat gobbled it up in one frantic gulp. He devoured apple cores almost as often as he ate handbags, notebooks, and Aunty Crystal’s ninja shoes.
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      Gabby stared Tobelia in the eyes, and said, “It’s time to tell everyone your plan.”

      “What plan?” Tobelia bluffed.

      Gabby shrugged. “I don’t know, you haven’t told us yet. But I do know you have one.”

      Tobelia looked down. Her plan wasn’t quite ready yet, and what if they tried to stop her?

      “I knew you were hiding something,” said Zandee, very gently. “It’s okay, you can tell us.”

      Kadin piped up, “I’ve been thinking about it, and it really might work. Tell them, Tobelia.”

      The little green goblin, who was sitting on Kadin’s lap, nodded in agreement, but nobody knew he was there.

      Tobelia took a deep breath, and an even bigger swig from her water bottle.

      Then, she told them everything.
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      It really was crunch time, and Tobelia was in charge.

      Gabby and the children were alone in the Big Top, lounging around on the big rubber safety mat that lived underneath the trapeze.

      Tobelia was hanging (by one foot) from the trapeze, because she liked giving orders upside down. “We can’t let ourselves be seen,” she said. “But we can’t stay invisible the whole time either, otherwise the plan won’t work. So we will all have to take on the form of someone else. We need to take the form of someone we are familiar enough with to be them, without having to concentrate too hard on remembering what they look like. It can’t be someone Mum knows.”

      Kadin looked confused. “But, Mum knows everyone we know.”

      “Not everyone,” said Zandee, looking meaningfully at Gabby.

      “Good idea!” exclaimed Tobelia. “I’ll be Gabby then.”

      “Well, we can’t all be Gabby, can we?” Kadin grumbled. Then his face lit up. “I know! I’ll be the goblin!”

      “I’ll be Crazy,” Zandee decided, watching the mouse scamper up and down her jumper sleeve. “Mum never met Crazy.”

      “Good thinking. Being Crazy suits you,” said Tobelia with a giggle. She swung her inverted body back and forth to gain momentum, grabbing the trapeze ropes on the third forward swing. She pulled herself up into a sitting position, smiled at her siblings, and said, “Let’s do this.”

      “Wait!” Zandee interrupted. “How can we be certain we won’t create a paradox?”

      Tobelia shrugged. “I don’t know. But I think I’ve accounted for a lot of possibilities. For example, if Mum doesn’t fall, she won’t go to hospital. If she doesn’t go to hospital, we won’t have a new teacher. If we don’t have a new teacher, we won’t meet Gabby, and if we don’t meet Gabby, we will never learn magic. And if we never learned magic, we couldn’t have travelled back in time to save mum in the first place. So that would be a paradox, right?”

      “Right.”

      “So we need Mum to fall, just not from such a height…”

      Kadin interrupted. “Hey! You didn’t tell me that bit last night. I don’t like that idea. I don’t want her to fall at all.”

      “Don’t worry,” Tobelia reassured everyone. “She won’t get hurt. She will just appear to be hurt. We can make it dramatic enough to fool the audience, but without actually injuring Mum. Someone will call an ambulance, just like last time, and take her away. Except, we will be with her, invisibly. Then we will let her see us, and explain to her that we are from the future, and that we needed to save her life without making a paradox. She will understand. After the doctors make sure she is okay, we will sneak Mum into one of the storage caravans, and she can lay low for a few weeks. We can ring Dad everyday, and pretend to be the hospital. We can say that Mum is getting better but still can’t have visitors. That way, all the other chains of events will still unfold exactly as if Mum did get hurt, but without her actually being hurt. So Gabby will still be our teacher, and we will still think Mum got hurt, and we will still learn magic, and we will still time-travel to stop her being hurt. Does that make sense?”

      “Yeah, it actually sounds pretty clever,” Zandee admitted. “But wouldn’t it be unethical to let everyone believe Mum is badly hurt? And what if Mum doesn’t agree to it?”

      Tobelia had an answer for everything.  “Wouldn’t it be more unethical to let her get injured than it would be to try to save her? If Mum doesn’t agree, then, well, we will just have to tie her up until everything is sorted.”

      “What? You mean, like a prisoner?” Kadin spoke quietly, as if the words were too horrible to say out loud.

      “Um, yeah. But she will understand when we explain everything, so it’s okay.”

      Zandee played absentmindedly with a blade of grass by her left shoe. “But if Dad thinks Mum fell, won’t he still want to sell the circus?”

      “You really don’t want that to happen, trust me,” Gabby said, to no one in particular. The little green goblin agreed. He was practicing ‘round the world’ with his yoyo. He was getting pretty good at it, too.

      “Well, that is one of the reasons I needed to finish my writing assignment. I have written down everything that has happened. Well, almost everything. I was rushing, so I forgot to write about going to London during the Victorian Era, and how much horse poo was all through the streets. I haven’t written anything about the hilarious pranks we pulled on unsuspecting shoppers, when we turned invisible at the grocery store, and I forgot to explain why I will never, ever try to fit a whole scarf into a single nostril, ever again. But I’m pretty sure I remembered to write down all the important bits.”
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      “Why did you have to write everything down?” asked Kadin, with a fruit-filled mouth, and uncertain eyes.

      Tobelia sighed. “I explained this to you last night, remember?”

      “Oh yeah. You’re going to hide it somewhere we will definitely find it, so that if the plan doesn’t work, and Gabby never comes to be our teacher, the You in the other dimension can still learn how to do magic, by reading about it in the book, so we can still time travel back to save Mum.”

      “That’s right,” said Tobelia, proud of her Plan, with a capital P. “We can’t just tell our alternate-reality-selves what to do, because that would mess with cause and effect, and we would risk creating a paradox. So, when we run into ourselves in the other dimension, its really important we don’t give anything away. They have to figure it out for themselves. Well, ourselves. You know what I mean. We have to make sure things stay as similar to the original time-line as possible. No big hints. No spoilers. Okay?”

      “Understood,” said Kadin, with a solemn nod. “No spoilers.”

      Gabby smiled so wide it looked like her face was stretching sideways. “I think it might actually work this time.”

      “What do you mean?” Zandee asked with one eyebrow raised.

      “Breaking the time travel rule, you know.” Gabby’s voice sounded excited and sing-songy. “Altering the past doesn’t usually work. I spent years going back and forth through time, trying to fix a single moment. I only succeeding in making it worse and worse each visit, until I messed it up so badly I didn’t even exist anymore. But this plan is awesome! Genius, even.”

      “What were you trying to fix?” Zandee asked.

      Gabby was in such a great mood, she forgot to be so secretive. “First my sister had a bad fall, and couldn’t walk anymore, so my family sold our circus, and life became so, so horrible. Until one day, years and years later, I found a notebook and learned how to, well, but then my mum…” Gabby blushed, and shook her head from side to side. “Look, it doesn’t really matter, because it’s all in the past, as they say. Tobelia, how much time do you need to finish your writing?”

      “Not too long. I’m nearly done. Just another couple of pages, which I’ll do before dinner. Tonight, we will implement the Plan!”

      Gabby grinned. Kadin high fived Zandee, and Tobelia back-flipped off the trapeze.

      In the corner of the Big Top, the goblin high-fived Crazy the mouse, but only Gabby noticed.
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      The moon was full and haloed, and the circus lights were lit. Calliope music blared cheerfully over the loud-speakers. Smiling people swarmed around the Big Top like excited bees.

      Zandee, Tobelia and Kadin watched from the shadows, obscured from public view by the annexe on the side of Aunty Crystal’s caravan.

      Tobelia’s tummy was in a flurry of nervous anticipation. Her heart pounded louder than a crowd of marching elephants, and her mouth felt dry. This was it. There was no turning back. “Are you ready, guys?”

      Her siblings nodded.

      Tobelia closed her eyes, and pictured Gabby. Taking on Gabby’s form wasn’t much harder than achieving invisibility. She giggled when she looked down at her transformed body.  She was definitely Gabby, from the roots of her dark hair, to the tattered soles of her combat boots.  “Tobelia, or not Tobelia?”

      “That is the question,” Zandee giggled, and began her own transformation. First she shrank to the size of a lemon, and then she sprouted fur. Her ears grew bigger, and her nose grew longer. In no time at all, she was more speckled than a speckle of speckle. Zandee was Crazy. Literally.
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      In her new mouse body, Zandee scampered up Tobelia’s leg, which she supposed she should try to think of as being Gabby’s leg.

      Kadin’s transformation was the strangest. As he shrank, his skin turned the colour of a fresh Granny Smith. Kadin’s shadowed lips disappeared completely as his face grew ever rounder. It took exactly seven seconds for Kadin to shrink to the size and shape of a goblin.

      “You look so weird,” observed Tobelia. Zandee squeaked in agreement. Kadin laughed, in goblin-y tones. Zandee scampered into one of the many deep pockets concealed within Tobelia’s…no, wait…Gabby’s skirts. Kadin clambered up onto Tobelia’s black-clad shoulder, and concealed himself in her long, dark hair.

      [image: ]
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      Excitedly, but not without apprehension, the trio left the shadows, and made their way toward the bright lights of the Zany Circus Big Top.

      Tobelia found a seat in the audience, and sat down very carefully, so as not to crush Zandee the mouse, or unbalance Kadin the goblin, who was clinging to her hair like an aerialist clinging to silks.

      Once Tobelia was seated, Zandee poked her head out of the pocket, and said, in the squeakiest voice imaginable, “I’m going to go and wait for Mum, half way up the aerial silks. Kadin, are you coming with me?”

      The goblin nodded eagerly. He could smell popcorn. He wanted that popcorn. But he had more important things to think about, like, how he needed to scare his mum off the silks before she climbed too high. Kadin looked at Tobelia. “Are you definitely sure your mind-power is strong enough to levitate Mum back down? You won’t drop her, will you?”

      Tobelia smiled with Gabby’s mouth. “I definitely won’t drop her,” she said. “Trust me. Good luck, guys.”

      “Thanks, you too,” her siblings squeaked in unison, as they donned invisibility and scuttled ‘neath chair and ‘tween shoe, until they made it safely to the middle of the ring.

      From her seat in the audience, Tobelia noticed the aerial silks tremble and wave, as the invisible goblin climbed them, with an invisible mouse on his back. Tobelia was excited for her Plan to unfold. She just hoped Zandee wouldn’t try to eat herself this time. Mouse-life had many risks, apparently. At least Kadin-the-goblin would be a dedicated mouse-protector.

      Best of all, in Tobelia’s opinion, was knowing they were going to be seeing Mum again, very soon. Tobelia hoped Mum wouldn’t mind too much about having to be held captive in the storage caravan. Maybe Mum could even learn how to turn invisible, and make hundreds of colourful scarves appear from a single nostril? Tobelia’s Gabby-shaped fingers wriggled with excitement at the thought of all the pranks she could play on her Aunties, with Mum as her willing accomplice.

      Tobelia glanced at the old man sitting next to her. The man was eyeing her nervously. A moment ago he’d heard her talking to her invisible siblings, and assumed she was Crazy. But Crazy was halfway up the aerial silks, waiting for Mum.

      “Hi,” Tobelia said to the man. “My name is Gabby.” It felt so strange to say that out loud. “Do you know what the time is?”

      The man glanced at his watch, and said, “Ten minutes ‘til show time.”

      “Thank you,” she replied, in a very grown-up voice.

      Tobelia stretched her legs out in front of her. It was strange to be this tall. She had never been an adult before, and she needed to get used to her new body. She was going to be wearing it for at least a few more weeks, if her Plan with a capital P was to be successful. She moved her skirts around so she could see how long her legs were. They were amazingly long. Tobelia reckoned she could even reach the cereal now, without having to stand on a chair. That was going to come in handy when she hid the notebook full of her writing up behind the cereal box, immediately after the show tonight.

      Tobelia reached into one of her long black sleeves, and pulled out the rolled up, spiral-bound notebook she had spent the last two days writing in.

      There were still a few minutes left before the show was due to begin, so Tobelia decided to flick through her notebook, to make sure she hadn’t forgotten any important details. She might as well add a few final paragraphs before the show began.

      Tobelia turned to page one of her notebook, and silently skimmed what she had written.

      “Tobelia Zany’s toes curled around the trapeze bar. She adjusted her grip. Her feet flew up as her head flipped down. Bare toes rose, pointing at the apex of the Zany Circus Big Top. Strands of blonde hair tickled the trapeze, and her upside-down mouth said, "I’m not doing school work."

      Gabby turned from the first page, to the last, ready to finish her writing.

      The next few weeks are going to be the greatest prank of all time, Gabby giggled to herself, as she put pen to paper.

      Clinging invisibly to the silks in the circus ring, the little green goblin grinned.

      But nobody noticed.
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      The kidnapping part of the plan was easy. The children took advantage of the surrounding chaos to turn Mum invisible, sneak her out of the ambulance, and hide her in the storage van.

      The hard part was helping Mum understand why.

      “You’re our one and only captive. We’ll take good care of you,” Tobelia said sweetly, as she tied her mother to the chair.

      Mum grimaced, but allowed Tobelia to restrain her with colourful nostril-scarves. “I should punish you all severely. Or yell at you. Or do whatever it is normal parents do when their kids become adult-nappers.”

      Tobelia laughed. “Luckily for us, you’re not a normal parent. Anyway, it’s not like we made you fall...”

      “Actually, we did,” corrected Zandee.

      “Okay, well, technically…but only to save you from falling even harder. I’m sorry about, you know…”

      Mum glanced down at her swollen shoulder, which Tobelia’s intent had almost prevented from hitting the ground. “I don’t understand how…” Mum’s voice muted itself when a strange woman shimmered into existence, next to a life-sized plastic emu.

      “Mum, meet Gabby. Gabby, meet Mum.” Tobelia gestured as she spoke, to show she wasn’t referring to the emu.

      Mum pulled the kind of face people pull when bizarre things happen. Bizarre things like seeing ladies appear out of thin air, or any air for that matter. Bizarre things like being kidnapped by your own children, who had turned into mice and goblins to scare you, to fake an accident, to alter the future.

      “Hi!” greeted Gabby. She threw her arms around Mum’s neck, and hugged her as hard as she could.

      Mum recoiled in confusion. Despite being tied to a chair, she managed to disentangle her head from the embrace. “Who are you? And how did you appear like that? Are you a ghost?”

      Kadin laughed. “I thought that too! But it’s okay Mum, Gabby’s really nice. And magical. Do you want to see a cool trick? I can do tricks now.”

      Zandee took her brother’s hand, and suggested he save his tricks for later.

      Kadin rolled his eyes, and sat quietly on the floor near Mum, cuddling her non-crippled legs.

      Gabby cleared her throat, and sat on the lid of a large wooden box. There was only one chair in the storage van, and Mum was already on it, decorated with scarves like some kind of hostage-themed Christmas-tree-person. Zandee and Tobelia stood either side of Mum, body-guarding her.

      Gabby leaned back, observing the Zany clan. “After all these years,” she choked. “Together again.”

      “By years, do you mean forty five minutes?” asked Mum. “And by the way, you can’t just scare me off the silks in the middle of a show, hide me in a van against my will, and expect me not to be cynical when you tell me it’s for my own good.”

      “I didn’t know you were a Cynic!” Kadin exclaimed. “That’s so cool! I always thought you were more of a cat-person.”

      “Huh?” Mum’s face scrunched up. Tobelia laughed.

      Gabby leaned forward, and looked deeply into Mum’s narrowed eyes. “Listen very carefully, and try to believe me, if you can. I’ve come here, from the future. I changed history by learning magic from a notebook, which I found when I was going through a box of stuff from when I was a kid. I used magic to time-travel back to my childhood, to save my sister from getting hurt, and to stop our circus from being sold.”

      “Um, okay,” said Mum, whose eyebrows had turned into disbelieving arches.

      Gabby continued, a fast-paced flurry of words flying from her lips. “I ceased to exist for a while, after I messed up the cause-and-effect within my dimension. Apparently, un-exisiting what happens when you create a paradox…”

      “You’re not making any sense,” Mum groaned. “Parachuting doctors?”

      Gabby kept talking. “Long story short, I saved my sister, and stopped our circus from being sold. It took me like, sixty seven trips into the past, but eventually I pulled it off, right before I disappeared. Then you got hurt, instead of Zandee, and ended up in a coma. When your consciousness left this dimension, mine returned…”

      “I’ve never been in a coma!” blurted Mum.

      Tobelia face-palmed. “That’s what we just saved you from. Remember? Five minutes ago?”

      Mum raised her eyebrows even higher. If anything else surprised her, she wouldn’t have any eyebrows left to raise. “I think you’re all crazy.”

      “Zandee is Crazy,” Kadin explained. “And I’m the little green goblin.”

      “Let Gabby finish explaining,” prompted Zandee. “Mum, please just listen.”

      Mum nodded, but she looked annoyed, for the seventh time in her life. It didn’t suit her.

      Gabby continued. “When you were in the coma, I realised I could interact with this dimension again. I knew it would mess with the past too much for me to be recognisable, and I didn’t have a body, only a mind. So I used my intent to create the illusion of being someone else. I took on the form of a lady named Gabby, who was a character from a story I wrote when I was kid. But now I realise it wasn’t a story at all. It was true. All of it. Even the mouse, and the little green goblin.”

      Gabby had to stop, and take a deep breath. She was almost out of oxygen. Humans require an adequate oxygen supply in order to survive. And speak. Unless they don’t exist. Non-existent humans don’t usually need to breathe.

      Gabby grinned. “It’s working!” she exclaimed. “I need to breathe! I’m becoming real again! The plan is working - we’ve switched time-lines!”

      Zandee, Tobelia and Kadin whooped and cheered, and high-fived Gabby on her incredibly tangible, non-transparent hands.

      Strand by strand, Gabby’s hair faded from black to blonde, and her mysterious features took on a pixie-like structure. Gabby transformed into an older, taller version of her childhood-self.

      Mum stared at Gabby, with the strangest expression. “Tobelia? Is it you, or is this some kind of elaborate prank?”

      “Would I prank you?” Gabby asked, seriously.

      “Yes!” sang Zandee and Kadin, in unison.

      Mum laughed, and her eyebrows relaxed back into their usual position. “So, this is all real then? You’re my daughter, all grown up, and you’ve time-travelled back here, to save us from disaster?”

      Gabby nodded, Mum blinked, and Kadin scratched a mozzie bite on the back of his left knee.

      “Everything is true,” smiled Zandee. She smiled even harder when she felt Mum believe her.

      Tobelia kissed Mum’s cheek. “It’s not a prank. It’s a miracle. So, do you agree to be our hostage?”

      Mum shook her head. “There is no way I’m staying cooped up in this storage van. Thanks for the offer, but being a hostage isn’t one of my life goals.”

      Tobelia’s grin became a glower. How could they get this far, only to be thwarted by the very person they had worked so hard to save?

      Mum said, “I have a better idea. Why don’t you guys teach me magic? I could become invisible, and keep watch over you, and make sure your Dad doesn’t try to sell the circus. I won’t interfere in your plans, I can see that you know what you’re doing. Your other-selves won’t have a clue that I’m here.”

      “You can’t tell Dad!” Tobelia insisted. “What if he does something unexpected, and changes the future all over again?”

      “I won’t say anything,” promised Mum, holding her pinky out to Tobelia - as much as she could with her arms tied down. Tobelia took it, and shook it, in her own crooked finger. Mum smiled. “I also won’t let him sell the circus. Ever.”

      “Good,” said Gabby. “I’ve lived in that reality before, and it’s horrible. We had to live in a house, and go to school. They made us do actual school work. I didn’t have a trapeze. We can’t let that happen.”

      “You have my word,” said Mum. “So, come on guys. Untie my arms, and teach me some magic, or you’ll be grounded until you’re a hundred and fifty.”

      Gabby smiled. “I can see who I inherited my sense of humour from.”

      “You’ve grown up beautifully, just like I always knew you would,” Mum said to Gabby, while Tobelia untied knots in the nostril-scarves. Mum shook her arms around, happy to be free again. “I’m very proud to have such creative, imaginative, dedicated children. But you’re still grounded.” She winked, playfully.

      “What does that even mean?” asked Kadin, as his sisters giggled.

      “It means I’m being silly. Anyway, I’m the hostage, which makes me the grounded one. Hey, I’m starving. We should have a midnight-chocolate-feast.”

      Gabby’s face lit up. “I could handle a chocolate feast, before I go back home.”

      “Back home?” Kadin blinked.

      “Yes, back home. To the future.”

      Kadin’s bottom lip was sticking out, and his eyes were big. “But I’ll miss you.”

      “I’ll be right here,” Gabby reminded him, pointing at Tobelia.

      “Oh yeah.” Kadin grinned, and Tobelia responded by turning into Gabby, to Mum’s impressed astonishment. Then Gabby, who was really Tobelia, turned invisible.

      “I’m sneaking out to get some chocolate,” said Tobelia’s disembodied voice. The door opened and closed, seemingly of its own accord.

      Tobelia returned five minutes later, with a basket full of chocolate bars, and candle-scented candles, shaped like candles. “I snuck some clothes in for you, Mum,” said Tobelia, dropping a plastic bag full of fabric on the storage-van floor. “I thought you might want to get changed out of your costume, now that you’re not tied up.”

      Mum got changed behind a shelf full of discarded moth wings, whilst Tobelia and Zandee lit candles, and prepared the midnight-chocolate-feast. It wasn’t actually midnight yet, but ‘ten-o’clock-chocolate-feast’ didn’t sound as awesome.

      Kadin searched high, low and medium for his mouse, because he wanted to show Mum a trick. But Crazy was nowhere to be seen. “Has anyone seen my mouse?” he asked.

      Zandee and Tobelia stared at him, before bursting into laughter.

      “Um, Zandee is right here.” Tobelia gestured to her sister. “In this time-line, she’s the mouse. And I’m Gabby, and you’re the little green goblin. Remember?”

      “Oh yeah, I forgot.” Kadin’s face couldn’t have looked more crushed if he’d slammed it in a door. For the first time in his life, he knew a cool trick, and he couldn’t even show his Mum.

      Zandee felt her brother’s disappointment wash over her mind like an ice-cold wave. “Hey Kadin,” she said, and then she started to shrink. Fur sprouted across her skin, her face grew long, and her arms turned into legs. As soon as she was one hundred percent Crazy, she leapt onto Kadin’s shoe, and he scooped her up in his palm. With his other hand, Kadin reached into his pants pocket for his deck of playing cards.

      Mum came out from behind the shelf, wearing her favourite green dress. Kadin was wearing a green dress too, except his dress had pants, and Mum’s didn’t. They both had large, candle-lit smiles that went from one yellow ear to the other. Golden flames flickered in the centre of the van, making everyone look cheerfully jaundiced.

      Kadin stared at the basket of chocolates, and focused his intent. A few seconds later, thirty-three brown rectangles floated around the van.

      Mum’s eyes widened at the sight of levitating chocolate. When she turned around and saw Kadin shuffling cards into the air, fast enough to support the weight of his leap-frogging mouse, her mouth widened too, into the proudest mum-smile imaginable.

      “Tah dah!” Kadin said, when the last card had fallen. Crazy took a tiny bow, then leapt from Kadin’s arm to the ground. Zandee transformed back into herself, which would have freaked Mum out, except Mum was too busy praising Kadin to notice.

      Mum took Kadin’s hand. “Very cool trick,” she smiled. “And I definitely want lots of chocolate.”

      Tobelia backflipped joyfully, Zandee happy-danced (gently) and Kadin wrapped his Mum up in the biggest, tightest, longest hug.

      The little green goblin did nothing, because he wasn’t a goblin.

      Yet.

      

      THE END
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      Most of this book is make-believe, but there are elements of the story which are based on real life. 

      For example, Nikola Tesla, Diogenes, and the goblin were all real people. Okay, maybe not the goblin (that we know of), although I would like to think he exists in at least one dimension. 

      Historians aren't always experts on goblins, but they do know a lot about Diogenes and Nikola Tesla. 

      Most of what you read about Diogenes was based on truth. He actually lived in a tub at one point, and he really did eat (and poo) in the market place. He inspired many people with his radical ideas. I wonder what Diogenes would think of life in modern times?

      Nikola Tesla was a very interesting man, so I'm not going to write about him because if I start, I'll never stop. Be like Tobelia, and Google him.

      Dark matter and dark energy are real. The idea that they are made up of alternative dimensions is imaginary. However, no one has conclusively disproven this, so you never know. 

      Quantum entanglement is also a real thing, but in real life it only applies to tiny, tiny, tiny particles. Not humans. Technically, humans are made out of billions of tiny, tiny, tiny particles, so again, you never know. 

      Science is fascinating because it can help us understand the world we live in. But there is so much scientists still don't know, and these are the questions that make imaginations go crazy, in a non-mouse way. 

      If you have ever wondered what if or why, you are a philosopher, and a scientist. 

      You might not be able to travel through time, but if you take the time to know yourself, you can create your own reality.
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      An ACCOMPLICE is:

      

      
        	A partner in crime.

        	A necklace of accomplishment.

      

      

      Zany example: “Do you like my accomplice?” asked one of the jewellery thieves.

      

      The answer is A.

      

      ADEPT means:

      

      
        	Half a deputy.

        	Being good at something.

      

      

      Zany example: Ever since the tragic accident, only one side of Frank’s body was adept at working in law enforcement.

      

      The answer is B. If you are correct, you are adept at answering this question.

      

      If you are incorrect, you have a fantastic sense of humour.

      

      ADEQUATE means:

      

      
        	A small animal made out of mice.

        	A satisfactory amount.

      

      

      Zany example: Sarah was hungry, and she hoped the meal her mum was preparing would be adequate.

      

      The answer is not A, it is definitely B. There is no such thing as a small animal made out of mice. But please feel free to invent one.

      

      ADULT-NAPPING is:

      

      
        	When your parents fall asleep at the cinema.

        	A made-up word to describe children who kidnap adults.

      

      

      Zany example: Kim started out as a kidnapper. Eventually, she grew up to become the world’s most notorious adult-napper.

      

      The answer to this is…whatever you picked. Both A and B are technically correct, depending on the context. Do you know any adult-nappers?

      

      AERIAL SILKS are:

      

      
        	Hair conditioning treatments for mermaids, and other fairy tale characters.

        	Long sheets of stretchy fabric, hung from a high rigging point, on which aerial artists can climb, spin, drop, twist, and so much more.

      

      

      Zany example: The handsome prince decided to get Rapunzel some Aerial Silks. It would make his climb to the top of the tower so much easier.

      

      If you have read the story, you probably know that the answer is B, not A. The prince probably doesn’t know how to climb aerial silks anyway.

      

      ANALOGY means:

      

      
        	The study of people named Ana.

        	Comparing one thing to another thing to clarify a point.

      

      

      Zany example: Ana is more than one person. This is not an analogy. It’s the literal truth. There are thousands of people named Ana in the world. I don’t know any of them, but I’m fairly sure they exist.

      

      The answer is B, but if you do know one of these elusive people known as Ana, please write a book about her, and call it ‘Analogy’.  Make sure you use lots of analogies. Is Ana’s voice is as screechy as chalk on a blackboard? Maybe Ana is as quiet as a mouse? As steady as a rock? Or as cliché as these analogies?

      

      APEX means:

      

      
        	Less than two pexes.

        	The highest point of something, like the uppermost tip of a triangle.

      

      

      Zany example:

      

      Bob: “Knock, knock.”

      

      Bill: “Who’s there?”

      

      Bob: “Ape.”

      

      Bill: “Ape who?”

      

      Bob: “Apex.”

      

      Bill: “Apex? Was that supposed to be the high point of your joke?”

      

      Bob: “No. But an apex is the high point of a triangle.”

      

      Bill: “If you tell me any more obtuse jokes, I might have to jump from the apex of my house.”

      

      Bob: “I thought the triangle joke was acute one. Maybe I’m just not looking at this from the right angle.”

      

      The answer is B. Just pick B.

      

      What does it mean to be BEWILDERED?

      

      
        	It means you feel confused or perplexed.

        	It means Wild Bees are about to capture you, and force you to make honey for their beloved Queen.

      

      

      Zany example:

      

      Belle walked away from the campsite, and wandered into the forest. At first it was fun, exploring a strange place, all alone. But after a while, Belle realised she had no idea where she was. No matter which way she looked, all she could see were trees, trees, and more trees. Where had the tents gone?

      

      Belle’s mind swam with questions. Would she ever find her way back to camp? Why was the forest so scary? Why were so many wild bees following her?

      

      Belle was bewildered.

      

      The answer is A. Although, if Belle had been captured by Wild Bees, she might still have felt bewildered.

      

      What does CHITON mean?

      

      I can’t tell you, it’s too rude.

      

      You’ll just have to read the story.

      

      It’s not actually rude.

      

      Or is it?

      

      Does CONCEALED mean:

      

      
        	Hidden

        	Penguins who pretend to be seals.

      

      

      Zany example: The hungry polar bear was getting closer. Luckily, the penguins were concealed.

      

      The answer is A. Plus, polar bears also eat seals, so I don’t think the disguise would have helped the penguins, even if the real answer was B.

      

      CONVENE rhymes with green, but what does it mean?

      

      
        	When a magical island eats tourists.

        	To gather in a group.

      

      

      Zany example: Sebastian decided to walk further down the beach, to find a nice, quiet spot in the shade. He didn’t want to be around when the noisy tourists convened in the sunshine.

      

      Unless there is a mysterious island-related behaviour scientists haven’t discovered yet, the first answer would be impossible. Unless falling into a volcano counts as being eaten. But even still, that’s not what it means to convene.

      

      The answer is B.

      

      The tourists gathered together in the sunshine. They did not get eaten by a magical island.

      

      What is a COUNTERPART?

      

      
        	A person (or thing) which serves the same purpose, or functions in the same way, as another person (or thing).

        	The unwashed section of a kitchen bench, usually found underneath a toaster, or behind a broken microwave.

      

      

      Zany example: The Blue Superhero stood in the kitchen, chatting with the Red Superhero.

      

      “It’s a dirty job, but somebody has to do it,” Red said to his bright blue counterpart.  Then, with fearless might, both Superheroes bolted towards the counter at break-neck speed, brandishing damp sponges.

      

      “You’re my heroes!” Mum said, when she came in, and saw that her children had cleaned the kitchen.

      

      The answer is A, but thinking about B is a good way to remember what A means. At least, that’s the advice I got from the Queen, and her male counterpart, the King.

      

      If someone is DELIRIOUS, they are:

      

      
        	Suffering from serious diarrhoea.

        	Experiencing delusions or hallucinations.

      

      

      Zany example:

      

      Greg was an unhygienic chef, who lived in a rat-infested cave.  After eating nothing but milk-soup for an entire week, Greg developed stomach problems, and stayed awake for three days straight. Greg’s imaginary friend said that Greg was delirious, but Greg disagreed.  Poor Greg.

      

      Eventually, Greg realised that he wasn’t even a chef, and his cave was merely a bedroom filled with teddy bears and cups of milk.

      

      When Greg was no longer delirious, his mum sent him back to school.

      

      The answer is B.

      

      If you are really sick, or really unlucky, you might experience A and B simultaneously. Always wash your hands before eating, and never try the Milk Soup Diet.

      

      If you stay up way too late, you might start acting delirious. Late nights don’t cause diarrhoea, although it might give your parents the spits.

      

      What does EERIE mean?

      

      
        	Someone with unnaturally large earlobes.

        	Something creepy and mysterious.

      

      

      Zany example: Luke was about to fall asleep, when he noticed a face peering into his bedroom window. It was a goblin, whose pale green skin was illuminated strangely by the light of the full moon…

      

      Luke rubbed his eyes, astonished. He had never seen any sight as eerie as the goblin…

      

      …except for that one time, when Luke had woken up in a haunted forest, surrounded by ghost-wolves. Those wolves had been pretty eerie, come to think of it.

      

      Luke said goodnight to the goblin, and went to sleep.

      

      The answer is B.

      

      Eerie is a word used to describe something that is creepy, strange and mysterious. Like Stalker Goblins, and ghost-wolves, and me.

      

      GRANNY SMITH is:

      

      
        	Robert’s sweet old grandmother.

        	A bright green apple.

      

      

      Zany example: Robert knew he should do what he was told, but he couldn’t force himself to eat a single bite. Mum put another slice of Granny Smith onto his plate.

      

      Robert groaned. “Can’t I eat a Pink Lady instead?”

      

      The answer is B.

      

      Robert’s sweet old grandmother is safe and sound in Mexico.

      

      Granny Smith apples were originally cultivated in Australia in 1868. They were named after a lady called Maria Ann Smith.

      

      Granny Smith, Red delicious, Pink Lady, Fuji and Gala, are all Australian apples.

      

      Which apples do you like best?

      

      NONPLUSSED:

      

      
        	Describes someone who enjoys subtracting numbers, but doesn’t like addition.

        	Is a word that once meant bewildered, surprised, or perplexed. In recent years, ‘nonplussed’ has come to mean unimpressed, unexcited, or unbothered.

      

      

      Zany example: The maths teacher danced crazily around the classroom, shouting out random subtraction facts.  The students were nonplussed.

      

      The answer is B. The children were clearly unimpressed by the courageous efforts of their wonderful teacher. What a shame.

      

      NOSTRIL SCARF

      

      A nostril scarf is not a real object. But if it was, it would probably look like a long, colourful, snot-soaked handkerchief. Good times, good times.

      

      RELUCTANT is:

      

      
        	When an ant has good luck, followed by bad luck, followed by more good luck.

        	A word used to describe someone who is unwilling to do something.

      

      

      Zany example: I am reluctant to tell you the answer, because I want you to figure it out for yourself.

      

      Fine then, the answer is B.  I was reluctant to say, but the re-lucked-ant made me do it.

      

      SCEPTICAL (Not to be confused with spectacles) means:

      

      
        	A fancy pair of glasses.

        	An attitude of doubt or mistrust.

      

      

      Zany example: The optometrist said that a spectacular new pair of glasses would cure Freddy’s blindness.  But Freddy was sceptical, on account of his unfortunate lack of eyeballs.

      

      The answer is A, but please don’t judge Freddy. If I had no eyeballs, I would be sceptical about the spectacular spectacles too.

      

      A TSUNAMI is:

      

      
        	Sweet, delicious meat, commonly used as a pizza topping.

        	A gigantic wave, capable of engulfing an entire town.

      

      

      Zany example: The Italian Restaurant on the hill was the building least affected by the freak wave. The townspeople convened there, and ate soggy pizza, covered in cheese, pepperoni, and leftover tsunami. I don’t know why the people were covered in cheese.

      

      The answer is B.

      

      Tsunamis can be caused by earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, underwater explosions, and meteorite impacts, unlike normal waves, which are caused by wind and tides.

      

      Tsunamis can be dangerous, so please try not to create any underwater explosions.

      

      Farting at the beach is okay. Detonating nuclear devices is not okay.

      

      What does VERBAL mean?

      

      
        	In the form of words.

        	Something small and gross, which has been coughed up by a cat, and left on your pillow.

      

      

      Zany example: Lucy couldn’t keep quiet any longer. She needed to verbalise her frustration. She was tired of sitting in silence, allowing her non-verbal rage to eat her alive from the inside. It was time to cough it all up.

      

      After Lucy had verbalised the stuff that was on her chest, she felt so much better!

      

      The answer is A. Unless you thought I said, ‘furball’, in which case it’s B.
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      Animals

      In the story, the circus horses didn't like being in the show. That doesn't mean that real-life circus-horses are unhappy.

      In the olden days, circuses were notorious for their mistreatment of animals.

      But nowadays, circuses treat their animals with love, compassion, and kindness.

      Most countries have strict rules about how animals should be treated, and circus animals are very well cared for. They are loved, respected, and often considered to be part of the family.

      Do you have pets? What things do you do to make sure your pets are happy, healthy and loved?

      Performing

      Circus performers train hard and practice lots, and are constantly learning new things.

      In the past, circus was such a specialised profession, that most people didn’t have the opportunity to learn circus arts.

      But we are lucky enough to live in an era of connectedness, freedom and opportunity.

      If you like the idea of hanging from a trapeze, climbing aerial silks, juggling mice (okay, maybe not mice), or falling off a unicycle, you probably can. Go online, and see what circus schools are near where you live.

      As well as being fun, you will learn new skills, keep your body healthy and active, and maybe even make some new friends.

      The same applies for anything you are interested in. If you enjoy something, immerse yourself in it. Read about it, write about it, access local resources, research it, dream about it, participate in it. Whatever it is that you love, just do it.
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      Nikola Tesla, electricity, radio waves and pigeons

      When Tobelia turned on the radio in the school van, Zandee said, "Play some AC/DC."

      You might have heard of the band AC/DC, but do you know what the letters stand for?

      AC is an acronym for Alternating Current (invented by Nikola Tesla), and DC is an acronym for Direct Current, championed by Thomas Edison.

      Although Nikola Tesla and Thomas Edison worked together at one point, they held opposing opinions in many ways. If you've never heard of the 'War of Currents' it's definitely worth looking up.

      Have you ever built an electrical circuit? If you haven't, you can ask your parents to buy you a simple electrical circuit science kit. They don't cost much, and they are a fun way to safely experiment with electricity.

      Conductors are materials that conduct electricity. If you replace a spring in your circuit with a conductor, your circuit should still work, because conductors let electrons flow from particle to particle. Most metals, graphite, and the human body are all conductors. DO NOT use part of your body to create an electrical circuit. Ever. Even if you're a goblin.

      Insulators are materials that don't allow electrons to flow freely between particles. Wood, glass, rubber and paper are insulators. Electricity doesn't flow through them. If you replace a spring in your circuit with an insulator, what will happen? Test it out, with an adult to help you.

      Did you know that radio waves are part of the electromagnetic spectrum? In fact, they are the longest wavelength on the spectrum. They are made when an electric field and a magnetic field join.

      Radio waves travel at the speed of light, but can be slowed down when passing through some objects, although if nothing absorbs them, they can travel on forever. Radio waves cannot travel through electric conductors.

      Nikola Tesla was the first to dive deeply into radio waves, so to speak, although a man named Guglielmo Marconi was credited as the inventor of radio. Marconi borrowed from Telsa's research, and even used a Telsa Oscillator, to make his project work.

      When Nikola Tesla asked how he felt about this, he replied, "Marconi is a good fellow. Let him continue. He is using 17 of my patents."

      Unfortunately, Marconi was not such a good fellow, because he effectively stole Nikola Tesla's patent for wireless telegraphy, and even won a Nobel Prize for it.

      The Supreme Court decided to restore the Nikola Telsa's patent in 1943, a few months after Nikola Tesla died.

      Nikola Tesla had an unusual and amazing mind. He loved to read, and was said to have been able to memorise entire texts due to his photographic memory. He is believed to have been dyslexic. He had a powerfully visual imagination. He was able to design, build, and test machines entirely within his mind. Nikola Tesla changed the world with his many inventions.

      If you're not already impressed, Nikola Tesla created the worlds' biggest man-made lightening bolt. How cool is that?

      Nikola Tesla never married or had children, but he did love pigeons.

      If you have access to a radio, play around with it, and see how many frequencies you can pick up.

      You know the static-y sound when the radio is not tuned to a station? Some of that sound is Cosmic Background Radiation. That's the sound of left-over heat from the Big Bang. Which means that even if you can't use your intent to make your whole body time travel, you can use your radio to take your ears back 13.7 billion years, to the very beginning of the Universe.

      Isaac Newton

      Although Isaac Newton is not a character in the story, Zandee thinks of him as ‘the guy who figured out what rainbows are made of’.  Everybody loves rainbows, so clearly, Isaac deserves a special mention.

      Isaac Newton was an English mathematician, astronomer, and physicist (busy guy!), who was born in 1642. Or was it 1643? It really depends on whether or not you use the Gregorian calendar. But that's irrelevant.

      In his time, Isaac Newton was described as a 'natural philosopher', which is what scientists used to be called before science was called science.

      When Isaac Newton was a child, he used to cover his bedroom walls in drawings. He also loved reading, and making things.

      Isaac didn't do well in school as a small child, because he was more interested in following his own passions. He left school as a teenager, and tried farming, but he hated it. When he made the choice to return to school, he excelled, and graduated at the age of 18. He went on to University after that, but never forgot to follow his own interests and passions.

      Dyslexia was unheard of in Isaac's day, but many modern researchers believe he was dyslexic.

      Isaac Newton is responsible for our understanding of gravity, modern physics, and light. He experimented with prisms to discover that rainbows are made by refracting (splitting apart) white light. He realised that light is made out of all the wavelengths of visible light, which are in the middle of the electromagnetic spectrum.

      He invented the colour wheel, for which artists are eternally grateful. Thank you, Isaac Newton!

      Did you know that if you make a colour wheel, and get it to spin fast enough, the colours will seem to mix together and create a white blur? This is because when all the different wavelengths (colours) of light are combined, our eyes perceive it as white light. Give it a try, if you're crafty or bored. All you need is a circle of strong white paper, coloured pencils, and an extra pencil to poke through the middle of the circle when you are finished. You can use the extra pokey-pencil as a pivot to spin your paper. Or you can (carefully!) blu-tack your colour wheel to the centre of a pedestal fan. Or you can write a lovely message on the back, and mail it to your Nan. She would like that.

      Isaac Newton once said, "Every body continues in its state of rest, or of uniform motion in a right line, unless it is compelled to change that state by forces impressed upon it." This sentence describes Newton's First Law of Motion. Do you think Newton's First Law of Motion also doubles as a metaphor for life? Clue - there are no wrong answers here. Be creative.

      In the story, Gabby says, "Energy cannot be destroyed, it can only be transferred." In physics, this could describe both the First Law of Thermodynamics, and the Law of Conservation of Energy.

      There are many different types of energy. Some examples are:

      Sound Energy

      Heat energy

      Light energy

      Nuclear energy

      Kinetic energy (movement energy)

      Potential energy (stored energy)

      Whilst energy cannot be created or destroyed, it can be transformed. For example, as a candle burns away, it transforms into light energy and heat energy.

      Can you think of an example of energy transfer?

      If you are on a swing, and someone is pushing you, they are increasing your kinetic energy. The harder they push, the more energy is transferred into the swing, and the higher you will go.

      If no one is pushing you on the swing, and you are using your legs to gain momentum, you increase your own potential energy. The higher you are, the more potential energy you have.

      When Tobelia is hanging upside down on the trapeze, she swings her body back and forth to gain momentum. Have you ever done this on a swing set?

      What is momentum, and why do you think Isaac Newton found the concept of momentum so fascinating?
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      Yes, that’s a made-up compound word, created by combining ‘philosophy’ and ‘history’. Feel free to say it on a daily basis, or invent your own compound words. Or both. Preferably both.

      If you want a wonderful new outfit, but your parents don’t want to go shopping, cut up a bed sheet and make a chiton. With permission, of course.

      If you fold the sheets in halves, thirds or quarters (depending on your height), you should be able to make trendy chitons without cutting anything.

      Clothes-pegs make great clips and brooches, especially when you decorate them with paint and glitter. Ancient Greeks didn't use glitter, but that doesn't mean you can't!

      When the Zany Circus kids time travelled for the second time, they saw the Parthenon. Look it up, and try to make a replica of it, using pop sticks and blu-tack, or skewers and marshmallows, or something else and something else. Or draw it. Or build it in Minecraft. Or stare longingly at the Parthenon, imagining what it would feel like to stand in the shadow of history. Or, take the aforementioned pop sticks and blu-tack, and make a booby trap instead.

      Diogenes thought that no one should be ashamed to do anything in public that was natural to do in private. Do you agree with him? Can you write a persuasive text in favour of your opinion?

      Do you ever feel trapped by the values of the society you live in? Can you think of an aspect of society that you would change if you could?

      Diogenes said, "He has most, who is most content with the least." What do you think this means?

      Do a project on Diogenes in any way you want. Write a poem, make a movie, draw a picture, read a book. Whatever appeals to you.

      Please don't do a poo in the middle of a shop. It's unhygienic. Plus, it is some poor person's job to clean up that kind of thing. If you persevere with improving your skills in areas you are passionate about, you (hopefully) won't grow up to be the person whose job it is to clean up shopping centre poo.

      Let's all take a moment to acknowledge and appreciate all the people in the world who spend their lives doing gross, yet very important, jobs. These people help to make the world a better place. Let's do what we can to make their lives a bit easier. Don't be that person who leaves rubbish (or poo) all over the food-court table. Bins are everywhere. Toilets are everywhere. Use them. They are your friends.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Music-y Stuff
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      When the children were talking about cynicism, Kadin said, "Imagine no possessions," to which Zandee replied, "I wonder if you can."

      This is a humorous reference to a song called, 'Imagine', by John Lennon. Have you ever heard the song? If you haven't, search it up and listen to the lyrics. What do you think the song is about? How does the song make you feel?

      John Lennon was a cheeky child, who liked drawing and playing pranks on people. He was dyslexic, and wise beyond his years. He didn't get very good grades at school, because tests can't measure everything. John Lennon grew up to be one of the most successful musicians of all time.

      Have you ever tried to express your feelings, or convey a message, through a song?

      If you haven’t, give it a try. You don’t need to sound perfect. You don’t have to do things the way other people do things. You don’t even need a proper instrument. You can use your voice, sounds around you, an app, or even just your hand thumping out a rhythm on your leg.

      If you don’t play an instrument, but you would like to know how, you can teach yourself using books from the library, or online tutorials.  There are probably even people in your family or community who would be happy to teach you.

      Have you heard the ‘Just Might Be Zany’ song? To someone who hasn’t read this book, the song won’t make much sense. But if you have read the story, you will know exactly what the lyrics mean. Can you find any clues or spoilers in the song?

      If you have a few friends or siblings around, you could try performing the ‘Just Might Be Zany’ song with them, with each of you playing the part of a different character. You will find the lyrics in this book. If you wanted to, you could even dress up as the characters. Or use the puppets (mentioned below) to create a video clip to go with the song.

      If you do, we would love to see it!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Arts-y Stuff
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      Sculpture

      

      Sometimes, art can be used to express or represent concepts, emotions, objects or events in a symbolic way. Some of the figurines in Aunty Sadie's van hold some symbolism. Why do you think the Buddha had a light bulb in place of a face? Who was Marie Antoinette, and why was she holding her own head?

      

      Use whatever materials you have on hand to create a sculpture that represents something you feel passionate about. It can be made out of what ever you like, and it can look any way you want.

      

      Fashion design, drama, photography, comic books and movie-making

      

      Draw a silhouette of yourself on a piece of cardboard. It doesn't have to be big. 15cm from head to toe is fine. Cut out the silhouette, and decorate it with woollen hair, crayon-skin, and anything else you can think of.

      

      Measure the doll, or trace around it on a piece of paper, so you can design clothes to fit him or her. When you cut out the clothes, make sure you leave sticky-outy tabs around the edges. You can fold the tabs around the back of the doll to make the clothes stay on. You can be a fashion designer, or make clothes from different historical eras.  You can set up interesting or funny back-drops for your paper-doll, and take photos. You can use the photos to create a comic book to explain the story behind the photographs.

      

      If you make lots of dolls, you can use them as puppets, and make up a play. Maybe you could even use an iPad, smartphone or computer to make a movie, starring your puppets.

      

      If you make paper-doll-puppets of any of the characters from this book, please send us a photo, or a link to your movie, because that would be the coolest thing ever!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Actual School Work

          

        

        
          
            [image: The little green goblin standing on a calculator.]
          

        

      

    

    
      Okay, so none of the following is actual schoolwork, but using those words was too hard to resist.

      

      If you have read the book more than once, was it a different story the second time around? What clues did you notice the second time around, that you didn’t pick up during the first read?

      

      If you could time-travel, where would you go? What would you do? Who would you meet?

      

      Write a story or poem about what you would do if you could time travel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ‘Just Might Be Zany’ Song Lyrics
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        Tobelia:

      

      
        Tobelia’s stubborn and funny and sweet

        She hangs upside down with her fabulous feet

        She doesn’t like schoolwork but she learns about…

        

        Gabby:

        Tobelia, what are you doing?

        

        Tobelia:

        I’m creeping you out!

        

        Tobelia:

        Kadin is clever and tiny and strong

        His tricks are amazing

        His hair is long

        He likes to play pranks but they sometimes go wrong

        Here comes a goblin to hijack this song

      

      
        Diogenes:

        Funny and gross and a little bit weird

        A dress-wearing dude with a bushy ol’ beard

        A spider, a sheep who will never be sheared

        What would you do if your mum disappeared?

        

        Tobelia:

        Kadin, you weren’t supposed to use a real spider!

        

        Everyone:

        Never prank a prankster ‘cause they just might be zany

        Sew up all your pockets so you don’t drop a penny

        

        Which one is Crazy?

        

        Goblin:

        This cereal tastes like horse food

        

        Tobelia:

        Zandee is gentle and gentle and gentle and gentle and gentle…so smart

        She’s experimental in ways transcendental but too sentimental to finish her chart

      

      

      
        Kadin:

        Nikola Tesla was such a cool guy

        Born in a storm with a genius mind

        Adored reading books but he couldn’t stand pearls

        He loved feeding pigeons and changing the world

        

        Nikola Tesla:

        The present is theirs. The future, for which I’ve really worked, is mine.

      

      

      
        Zandee:

        Maybe you can un-paradoxify something, by un-killing your grandfather?

        

        Tobelia:

        We need to un-kill Grandad? I didn’t even know he was dead!

        

        Kadin:

        Grandad is dead?

        

        Zandee:

        No, no, no. Grandad is fine. Let’s just get on with our schoolwork.

        

        Gabby:

        Schoolwork? Yes! Why didn’t I think of that?

        

        Tobelia:

        Because you’re the weirdest teacher ever.

      

      

      
        Everyone:

        Never prank a prankster ‘cause they just might be zany

        Where have all the moths gone? I can barely see any.

        Zany circus

        Zany circus kids

        Circus Zany

        

        Everyone:

        Diogenes lived without any shame

        Breaking the rules was his favourite game

        A dog like man with smelly feet

        He pee’d all over Athens’ streets

        

        Kadin:

        He smells unfresh, and I think I know why.

      

      

      
        Everyone:

        Parachuting doctors

        Secret paradoxes

        Don’t eat mice or bite your sister’s wrist

        

        Nostril scarves, rabbit beds

        Ceramic stags, hats on heads

        Circus tricks

        Quantum physics

        Cynical cats

        

        Random goat

        Random goat

        Random goat

        Random goat

        Random goat

      

      

      
        Kadin:

        No one noticed the goblin

        

        Everyone:

        Zany

        Zany

        Zany

        Zany

        Circus Kids
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      Nanci Nott wrote this book. She lives in a normal house that doesn’t have six toilets.  She likes extra cheese on pizza, and in jokes.

      Nanci has three children, who don’t go to school because they are very busy learning about the world. The whole family like to spend their days reading, making music, visiting the library, exploring museums, wearing pajamas, playing trampoline-dodge-ball, creating art, inventing things, and laughing at absurdities.

      Xanthe Turner illustrated this book. She is a fourteen year old girl who is passionate about art, guitar, piano, singing, animals, dragons, and reading. Some of her greatest inspirations are her mum and her art teacher Cindy Wright, who have inspired her to draw and perform as confidently as she does now.

      Xanthe can often be found playing her guitar, singing, drawing, or carrying around her bag of drawing supplies and sketchbooks. She literally never leaves the house without them.

      On a free day, Xanthe’s favourite way to relax is to draw, learn new songs, read new (and old) books, play with her siblings and cat, watch her favourite shows, and hang out with her mum.
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        Nanci Nott and Xanthe Turner
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        Have you ever sat spellbound at a circus, eating fairy floss, dreaming you were the girl hanging upside down from the trapeze? Have you ever gazed longingly at the horses, wishing you could teleport from your ringside seat, to the horse’s saddle? My kids have.

      

      Alas, the show invariably ends, and real life returns. You are required to shuffle out of the Big Top, along with the rest of the awestruck audience. You’re still just a non-circus-person, even though you concentrated really hard on magically transforming into a flying acrobat.

      The ‘Zany Circus’ adventures are clearly imaginary, but the people who inspired these stories are very real.

      I would love to take this chance to acknowledge the exceptional people who have exhilarated, entertained, encouraged, and inspired my children. Without you, these stories would never have been written.

      Thank you, to everyone at Circus Joseph Ashton, for being the first circus my kids fell in love with. We have visited CJA countless times over the years, and will continue to do so for as long as you are around. Thank you for instigating our family’s fascination with all things circus-y, for supporting Xanthe in her passion for learning about horses, and for affiancing me with the hottest husband-to-be in history. You have made a lasting impact in all our lives.

      Thank you to Tracy Harrington, and everyone at Pulse Circus School. You taught my kids that they could literally live out their dreams, even the (apparently) unrealistic ones. Like hanging from a trapeze, and climbing aerial silks.  You enabled me to share in my kids’ passion, and learn alongside them. That is a greater gift than you might realise.

      Thank you Aska Super, for reading the draft for ‘Zany Circus: Paradox’ with your artistic scientist eyes. Your feedback was invaluable, and very much appreciated.

      Thank you to Rebecca Laffar-Smith, for believing in this crazy story. I know how much time and effort you have put into this, and I appreciate everything more than you know. You are a remarkable woman, an awesome advocate, a marvellous mother, and a fabulous friend.

      While we are on the subject of marvellous mothers, I have one of my own. Her name is Kim, and she is the person who first took us to see Circus Joseph Ashton. She was the first to encourage me to write, and she was the one who gave me her computer to use, so I could finish writing this story, which was almost entirely thumb-typed on a mobile phone screen. I love you, Mum.

      Thank you to my beautiful family, whose unconditional love, support and draft-reading mean everything to me. My gorgeous Aaron, Kadi, Annika, Mischa, Krysta, Kori, Zahli, Adam, Nan, Poppy, Dad, Sue, Ryan, Blake, Pa, Sara, Jason and Random Goat.

      Most of all, thank you to my very own zany circus kids; Xanthe, Azalia, and Zaedyn.  This book belongs to the three of you. You are the most magical people I have ever known. Thank you for our fun, crazy, amazing life together. I love you forever, and ever, and ever, and ever, and ever, and ever and ever.
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