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    Dedication



    



    To moving picture makers everywhere. My apologies to the writers, producers, directors, actors and all those other hard working people who bring movies into our lives. And I mean that sincerely, most sincerely.

  


  
    


    ONE -The Incredible Hunk

  


  
    


    Okay, you’ve probably read the story about the magic bubblegum, but if you haven’t here’s the short version. A while ago I got myself into trouble with some spaghetti bolognaise, got banned from having bubblegum, got given a bag of wishing bubblegum, got to do all kinds of cool stuff with it that you wouldn’t believe including be invisible, and got to save our school from being turned into a swamp.


    But that was then and this is now, and I don’t have magic bubblegum any more.


    And I’m miserable. Not because of bubblegum, though, but because my girlfriend, the adorable and talented Amanda Loon, has suddenly lost interest in me.


    ‘Why?’ I’m sure you’re asking.


    Because of a dumb movie that’s why. Because a film company has come to Bumbalong to make a movie and the star is Brad Luverly, the Hollywood Hunk, and every female in town aged between ten and a hundred years old is drooling over him.


    Sickening isn’t it? Revolting. And see my problem? No matter what, I just have to get my girlfriend out of Brad Luverly’s evil clutches …


    


    It’s school holiday time and we’re all hanging around the film set. There’s Amanda and her friends, Jenny and Jodi, and me with my mates, Pies and Dodge. We’re not the only ones: half the town is there gawking. The film set is at the bush picnic grounds beside the inlet. There’s a fake plywood house with only three sides and nothing inside, a jetty that’s actually real, and a dilapidated old fishing boat that the movie company got from somewhere. The boat looks ready to sink at any moment.


    The rest of the set is two semi-trailers for all the movie stuff, a generator for power, four caravans and a food wagon. The entire area is an assault-course of cables as thick as your arm, and people are tripping over them all the time. The Hollywood Hunk’s got a caravan all to himself. It’s bigger than most people’s homes. I bet he’s in there now having his evil eyebrows plucked or his muscles polished or something.


    So … this movie. It’s meant to be a sci-fi thriller about a mad scientist who accidentally radiates a mouldy pizza and turns the salami and anchovies and olives and stuff into living animals. The little animals escape into a nearby lake, where they grow to a huge size. They’re mouldy monsters that hate all other living things and they keep coming out to attack. Brad Luverly plays the hero who has to destroy them at all costs and save the mad scientist’s daughter from becoming the world’s first human victim of a homicidal takeaway.


    Great plot, huh? They’re calling this masterpiece ‘Slime’. How’s that for a title? Really makes you want to go to see it don’t you think?


    In Bumbalong now we have two types of people: film people and non-film people. A long white rope protects the film people from the ‘nons’. We’re allowed to watch; but if we don’t stay on our side of the rope we get killed. Everybody wants to stand at the front. I’m trying to get closer to where Amanda is standing, but other people are making it difficult. Anyway she’s ignoring me. While the Hollywood Hunk is here she hardly knows I exist.


    ‘They oughta call this movie “Garbage” it’s so stupid,’ Pies grumbles, rubbing his foot. Some great elephant had just stepped on his big toe.


    ‘No,’ Dodge says. ‘“Revenge of the Mouldy Pizza” is what I’d call it.’


    (I should mention here that Dodge lives in his very own universe. Well, most of the time he does. Now and then he’ll pay us a visit.)


    ‘What about “Vomit”?’ I say to get into the spirit. I really hate this movie.


    ‘Yeah,’ Pies says. ‘Let’s go surfing.’


    ‘Um …’ I say. How can I tell him I don’t want to leave? I want to talk to Amanda. If she’s interested that is.


    ‘QUIET ON THE SET!’ a guy who’s wearing a cowboy hat yells, thus saving me from having to make embarrassing excuses. Everybody watches the film set intently, waiting for something exciting to happen. I take the chance to jab my elbow into a few ribs so I can reach Amanda.


    ‘Hi,’ I say.


    ‘Hi,’ she says without looking at me. She tells Jodi and Jenny: ‘Brad is drop-dead gorgeous.’


    ‘He’s sooooo hot,’ Jodi agrees. ‘I love his big blue eyes.’


    ‘And his kissy lips and cute nose,’ Jenny says. ‘I really love his nose.’


    They sigh.


    ‘I wish he was my boyfriend,’ Jodi says.


    They sigh again.


    Yuk! Now I ask you what’s so great about Brad? He’s got muscles growing out of his muscles but a brain the size of a peanut. I can’t help myself; I need to set these girls straight.


    ‘He’s a do-nothing peanut-head,’ I say.


    They look at me and Amanda says: ‘You’re just jealous. I bet Brad’s done all sorts of amazing things.’


    ‘Amazing,’ Jodi and Jenny parrot. They giggle.


    Rats! I don’t like being laughed at by girls. ‘He’s only an actor. He’s never been invisible and ridden in a magic bubble like I have,’ I blurt out.


    Amanda narrows her eyes. ‘What?’


    Okay, so my brain’s gone off somewhere and left me with nothing but my stupid mouth. And I can’t control it. I keep on: ‘Last summer I had some magic wishing bubblegum.’


    She laughs her head off. ‘Good one, Terry!’ Jodi and Jenny are snorting like pigs.


    Pies attempts to drag me away before I make an even bigger fool of myself. But I’m determined. I shout over my shoulder: ‘I really did it! I’m not making it up. I was an invisible bubble detective and I caught three crooks.’


    The girls cackle.


    As we fight our way to the back of the crowd Pies says to me: ‘You must be desperate. Desperate and dateless. Hahaha.’ He thinks he’s hilarious.


    I don’t. I start to march off.


    ‘Don’t go,’ Pies shouts.


    He and Dodge catch up to me near the food wagon, which is on the other side of the set. A bunch of film people are lounging in canvas chairs studying scripts and sipping from cans of soft drink and iced tea and stuff.


    ‘I heard they’re looking for extras,’ Pies says. ‘If we stick around we might get picked.’


    ‘I wanna be in the movie,’ Dodge says. ‘Maybe I can get them to change the title.’


    ‘Not me,’ I say. Not in any movie with the rotten Hollywood Hunk. It would be like selling my soul to the enemy.


    ‘The casting girl’s somewhere around here.’ Pies keeps his eyes peeled for a girl with spiked red hair. ‘I think her name’s Pickles.’


    Dodge points. ‘Over there. Is she really a pickle?’


    The girl’s wearing long brown boots and carrying a clipboard under her arm. She seems to be heading our way until she turns aside and walks over to someone who’s standing beside the food wagon. They start up a conversation and she nods then writes something on her board.


    How we groan. She’s talking to Big Bricey Cutter!


    And he’s on the film people side of the white rope!


    Big Bricey is our worst enemy. He’s a bully and Bumbalong’s all-time greatest bighead. Why is she talking to him?


    Then things just get worse and worse. My life is in ruins; and now here comes Big Bricey swaggering across the grass towards me! He’s grinning so hard his face might split.


    I wish it would.


    ‘Guess what,’ he says – but we don’t have to guess. So we just stare because we don’t want to give him the satisfaction.


    ‘Yah, I got a part in the movie,’ he says.


    ‘Only as an extra,’ Pies says. ‘They need a few extras I heard.’


    ‘They did but not any more.’ Big Bricey smirks. ‘You missed out.’


    ‘Extras … big deal,’ Pies says. ‘They don’t do anything; they just stand around in the background.’


    ‘Not me.’ Big Bricey’s top lip curls up. ‘I’m getting a real part.’


    ‘Sure you are,’ I say. ‘Who told you that?’


    ‘She did.’ Big Bricey points at the casting girl.


    ‘Is she really a pickle?’ Dodge says.


    ‘Huh?’ Big Bricey ignores him. ‘She said I’m just perfect for the part.’


    We stare; we don’t say anything. But what I’m thinking is this: Perfect? Yeah. If the film people need someone to play a big, dumb moron then you’re their man, Cutter. And you wouldn’t even have to act.


    Luckily, Big Bricey can’t read minds. Lucky for me that is. Anyway, the casting girl is waving at him and he grins triumphantly at us then saunters off. He thinks he’s great. He thinks he’s clever. Maybe he thinks he’s gonna be the next Brad Luverly.

  


  
    


    


    TWO -Brat Tale


    



    Big Bricey has made us depressed. Well, not me; just Pies and Dodge.


    I’m depressed for other reasons. It’s not only because of Amanda. I suddenly realise that I’ve blabbed about the magic bubblegum. I’m not supposed to tell people. It’s supposed to be a secret between Eleanor Everheart and me. She’s the mysterious lady who I got it from originally. She took the bubblegum back when I’d finished with it and I haven’t seen her for a while.


    Still, nobody believed me, did they? So it’s as if it never happened? That’s what I tell myself.


    This movie set is no fun. Who wants to watch Big Bricey showing-off?


    ‘I’m starving,’ Dodge says. ‘Let’s go and get fish and chips.’


    ‘Fine by me,’ Pies agrees, and I nod.


    We’re zooming along on our bikes and we’re nearly at the shops when a police car passes us on the road. An arm flaps out the window, waving us down. The car pulls over to the side. We skid to a stop behind it.


    Constable Gabrielle Loon is driving the car. (Gabrielle is Amanda’s older sister). My dad leans out the passenger window. He’s the sergeant.


    ‘Terry, Ikky wants you at the salon. She’s too busy to take time off so she wants you to take Samantha home and make yourselves lunch.’


    (Ikky is my mum. She’s Monica, actually. She’s a hairdresser.)


    I glance at Pies and Dodge. ‘We’re going to buy fish and chips.’


    ‘Another time, sorry,’ Dad says. ‘Samantha needs a decent lunch; otherwise she’ll go ratty on us. You know …’


    I know. My little sister is our family’s evil tyrant. Mum and Dad have recently decided that Samantha only turns into a monster when she doesn’t have proper regular meals. So now they won’t let her eat lollies or takeaway or any junk food. They’ve got a point; all that sugar and salt set her off like a bomb and she drives us up the wall. But, in my opinion, whatever Sam eats she still knows how to be a monster. She has a talent for it.


    This is definitely not my day. Constable Gabrielle looks across Dad and flashes me a sympathetic smile. I cringe. I can’t forget about the time when I had my magic bubblegum and goofed making a wish. I made Gabrielle think I was totally fantastic and she kept asking me to go out with her for pizza. The wish lasted an entire week before it wore off. It was a nightmare.


    ‘Drive on, constable,’ Dad says.


    Gabrielle gives me a wink and a wave. Behind me Pies and Dodge go into silent convulsions. They think I don’t know but I do. I can feel them screwing up their faces.


    Mum’s salon is Chez Monique. It’s packed out and Mum’s up to her elbows in haircuts and perms. Samantha is sitting on the floor in the salon’s staff room with a pile of hairstyle books and a glue stick. She’s gluing bits of chopped-off hair onto the pictures of the models. The models look as though they’re wearing echidna hats. Mum doesn’t know what the little stinker’s been doing, but she looks relieved when Samantha and I walk past. On the way out Samantha gives one of the books to Mrs Mackintosh who’s waiting for her appointment. I wonder if she’ll choose an echidna hairdo.


    We’re halfway home when Samantha declares: ‘I want ice cream, potato chips and lemonade for lunch.’


    ‘Mum said chicken salad, an apple and a glass of milk,’ I declare back.


    She pokes me in the ribs. ‘You boring old meanie.’


    ‘Watch it,’ I warn.


    She starts rooting around in her scruffy backpack where she keeps the glue stick and a whole lot of creepy stuff that I don’t want to know about. That bag has a revolting pong coming from it – I think her cat, Smiley, recently did a pee in it. She pulls out a half-eaten chocolate bar. It’s lost most of its wrapper and is covered with bag fluff. And cat pee, too, I’ll bet.


    She licks her lips. ‘Yum yum …’


    Oh gross!


    ‘Don’t eat that,’ I tell her. ‘Anyway, where’d you get it? You know you’re not supposed to eat sugary goo.’


    ‘I swapped with Julie.’


    The bar disappears in five seconds. She wipes her chocolaty mouth on the back of her hand then digs in her backpack again. Now she’s holding a packet of potato chips.


    Her beady eyes glitter with triumph. ‘These as well.’


    I shudder to think what she swapped for the bar and chips, but I don’t ask. I just hope it wasn’t Smiley.

  


  
    


    THREE -Sticky Dancing


    


    I’m in the kitchen, pretending to be Jamie Oliver. Samantha didn’t swap her cat and he’s sucking-up to me for chicken. I offer him a chunk and he snatches it with his claws and runs to a corner, growling savagely. I think he’s pretending to be the Lion King.


    Samantha dances into the room. She’s wearing her leotard and white tap shoes with the big red bows. I sigh. I knew it the moment she gobbled down that chocolate and chips there was going to be trouble. Smiley knows it, too. He stops pretending and escapes to the laundry.


    Samantha’s legs are skinny but her tap shoes are big. They look like soup bowls on the ends of her legs. She clatters around the kitchen like a demented monkey. She’s hung looped cotton around her ears and tied Mum’s good crystal earrings to the ends. They jiggle dangerously as she bangs about.


    This monster has no respect for other people’s property. ‘You’d better put those earrings back,’ I tell her. ‘Mum’ll be upset if she finds out you took them.’


    ‘Mumn-umn-ll-sluffle,’ Samantha says. She’s chewing something again.


    ‘Sam, stop that,’ I order. ‘What are you eating?’


    ‘Stop what?’ She taps harder and chews up a storm. Her mouth drools something orange.


    ‘Not more lollies?’ I say.


    ‘Mumllgrum,’ she mumbles.


    ‘What?’


    Samantha stops punishing the floor tiles to swallow her drool. ‘Bubblegum.’


    Talk about coincidence. Now my neck is prickling and my hair’s standing on end.


    Her demented feet attack the tiles again. Her jaw is rotating like a camel’s and fresh drool spills over her chin. Now and then she pauses to blow a tiny bubble, popping it then sucking it back in.


    Everything in the kitchen rattles in time with Samantha. It’s driving me nuts. I push the bowl of chicken salad across the bench. ‘Sam, your lunch.’ I notice my voice sounds an awful lot like Dad’s – I must do something to fix that.


    She ignores me, waving her arms while she sings above the racket: ‘La – la-la – la. Here’s the world’s bestest tap-dancer. I’m the best tap-dancer in the world.’ Then she does stop – long enough to pucker up and blow another bubble. It grows from her mouth so fast I can hardly believe it. It’s huge. And it doesn’t even pop! I didn’t know she was that good with bubblegum.


    I feel ratty. I’m supposed to be the expert bubble-blower in the family – in the entire town of Bumbalong, actually. Samantha knows I’m ratty so she poses with the bubble. Then she winds up her monstrous clodhoppers again and they thunder around the room.


    


    The noise is making me crazy. ‘I wish you’d glue-stick those feet to the floor,’ I say. Of course she can’t hear me. And would she care anyway?


    Suddenly she stops.


    She sways.


    Her eyes turn into saucers.


    The bubble explodes in her face but she doesn’t seem to notice.


    She stares down at her feet and jerks her knees. But they’re the only things about her legs that move.


    ‘What’s this? ’ I say. ‘A new dance style?’ At least it’s a quiet one.


    Not for long. Samantha jerks her knees and shouts: ‘I can’t move! They won’t move!’


    ‘What won’t?’


    ‘My feet!’ she yells. ‘They won’t move. They’re stuck to the floor.’


    She’s kidding me. Okay, so I’ll go along with the gag. ‘Your feet or your shoes?’


    She looks at me as though I’ve just said something wonderfully intelligent then bends over and unties the big red bows. Then she’s trying to pull her feet out of her shoes.


    But she’s not having much luck. The feet are stubborn; those little suckers stay where they are.


    ‘They’re stuck!’ she bawls. ‘They’re stuck! Everything’s stuck!’


    Suddenly my neck prickles again. ‘Quick, Sam,’ I say. ‘Tell me, where did you get that bubblegum?’


    ‘What?’ she roars. ‘You dumbo, I’m stuck. Do something to help.’


    I don’t do anything. Inside me is a volcano of laughter that’s waiting to blow up. This is unbelievable. This is so bizarre.


    Samantha tries everything to un-stick her feet.


    Up and down she pumps her knees.


    She grabs her legs and tugs them.


    She snorts like a mad bull.


    She bobs like one of those thingummies that people put on the dashboards of their cars.


    But does she come unglued?


    No way.


    Her piercing yells bring Smiley from the laundry. His tail is fat; he thinks another cat is after him. He races into the lounge room, and hides behind the TV.


    ‘Help me, Terry,’ Samantha shouts. ‘Don’t just stand there!’


    I stand there. I know it’s hopeless. She won’t get free until I make another wish. I hoot hysterically. I just can’t help myself.


    Samantha’s eyes bulge. Her knees hammer away uselessly. ‘Stop laughing,’ she screams. ‘It isn’t funny. It isn’t funny.’


    ‘I will ...’ I choke out the words, ‘when you tell me where you got that bubblegum.’


    Her face looks like a boiled lobster. ‘What’s that got to do with it? From your bedroom … you should know … it’s on your bed.’


    Of course it is.


    I run out of the room. I’m not going to help Samantha yet, I’m in too much of a hurry. Her howls follow me up the stairs, but I’m not listening.


    My magic bubblegum has come back!

  


  
    


    FOUR -Shriek


    


    There it is – a miracle – sitting in the middle of my bed. A bag of ‘THE WORLD’S BEST BUBBLEGUM. 100 Old-Style Gumballs – Assorted.’


    I’m delirious. I hold it in my hands – my magic wishing bubblegum. I don’t ask why it’s suddenly appeared after all this time, I just think of the adventures I’m going to have with it.


    Reverently I tip the gumballs onto the quilt then line them up in rows of ten. All colours of the rainbow and all sizes; and there are ninety-nine.


    This reminds me that Samantha is downstairs bellowing like a mad bull. She’s already wasted one of my gumballs so I’d rather not waste another one on her. But I’ve got to. I can just see the look on Mum’s face if she comes home and finds her daughter glued to the kitchen floor. Worse, I can see the look on Dad’s.


    I choose a medium-sized gumball – a green one. As I pop it into my mouth, shivers start rolling up and down my spine. It tastes wonderful, like peppermint, and chews to perfection. I fit the tip of my tongue into the gum, and blow.


    Out it comes, growing to the size of a small balloon. I’m waiting for it to capture me. That’s what my magic bubblegum does. I blow a bubble – doesn’t matter if it’s huge or tiny – and then I end up inside it. While I’m in there I can make any wish I like and it comes true. I can go anywhere, even to the moon, if I want. Eleanor Everheart told me that, while a bubble exists, the wish is mine and nobody else’s.


    But this one seems to have forgotten the rules. Or else Samantha’s outraged bellowing is upsetting it. It doesn’t capture me. It escapes from my mouth and floats around the room. It’s up near the ceiling then it drops to the floor. It settles on top of one of my dirty socks and sits there. It’s watching me; I know it is. Waiting for me do or say something.


    Now, when I think of it, the bubble Samantha blew didn’t capture her, either. But it did obey my wish. Maybe all I have to do is say aloud: ‘Bubble, I wish you’d un-stick my sister from the floor’, and it will.


    Wait, though. What’s the hurry? My brain starts leaping like a monkey from idea to idea. This bubble might do other stuff, too. I reckon I can use up one gumball to find out. I can ignore that din downstairs and Samantha will keep; she’s not going anywhere, is she.


    I creep towards the bubble – I don’t want to scare it. It fidgets a bit and rolls around on the sock as if it’s worried. ‘Hey bubble,’ I say to it. ‘You’re my wishing bubble so I wish you’d show me the things you can do.’


    At first, the bubble does nothing. It must be thinking. Then it quivers and squeezes itself in and out of shape. It wriggles like a jellyfish. It spreads and flattens out, covering my dirty sock. Like a hand, it grabs at the sock.


    The bubble floats into the air. My sock’s disappeared from the floor, so it must be inside the bubble. I have a brilliant idea. ‘Can you take my sock to the laundry for washing?’ I say.


    The bubble whips out of my bedroom. I trot behind it, chasing it down the stairs and through the kitchen to the laundry.


    As I run past Samantha, she squeals like a piglet.


    In the laundry the bubble hovers over the washing machine – this bubble is smart; it knows what a washing machine is for. It drops the sock onto the machine, rushes out of the laundry, and heads for the stairs.


    Excited, I gallop after it.


    Samantha claws at me as I flash by. ‘Terry, you’re playing with balloons? Come back, you rat,’ she screeches.


    ‘Not now …’


    The bubble’s moving like greased lightning and so am I. In the bedroom it homes in on the other sock. Maybe it’s tidy and doesn’t like leaving one behind. I start wondering: if I make any more wishes while this bubble’s floating around, will they work?


    ‘I wish you’d make yourself transparent, like a globe of glass,’ I try. I’d love to see the look on Samantha’s face if a sock floats past her in the air.


    It works! The sock flies down the stairs – you can’t see the bubble at all. As soon as Samantha spots the floating sock, her eyes pop out on stalks and her chin drops to the floor. I don’t care if she knows, because, later, I’m going to make her forget everything she saw.


    No way is it over yet. I get the bubble to transport the rest of my washing. A T-shirt dances all by itself to the laundry, and vanishes inside. Samantha watches with her jaw dangling. But she yells blue murder when a pair of dirty underpants whizzes right by her quivering nose. Maybe she thinks she’s gone insane.


    Her shrieks are worse than her tap-dancing; they shake the whole house. She flaps her arms helplessly and screams at me: ‘You ratbag, Terry Gatsby! You rotten ratbag! Get me free!’


    I’m actually starting to feel sorry for her, but there’s one more experiment to try. I close my ears to the screams and bad language and tell the invisible bubble to follow me back upstairs. I’m going to get it to capture me and take me for a ride, just to make certain my magic bubbles still do what they used to.


    But first I’d better make the bubble visible again, that is if there’s any more wishes left in it. ‘Bubble, I wish I could see you,’ I say.


    It reappears, but now it looks different – all wrinkly and tired. It drifts onto my bed, and shivers. I think it’s finished being my slave. I seem to hear it sigh and then pop! it’s gone.


    Samantha’s strangled shrieks echo up the stairs. ‘Terry, you ratbag! Terry Gatsby, I hate you!’


    Well, she can wait a bit longer. I’m busy. Things to do. Places to go.

  


  
    


    FIVE -Hey, I've Shrunk Me!


    


    For the next experiment I choose a yellow gumball. It makes a tiny bubble about the size of a sultana but behaves the same way as the first one did. How many wishes did the other bubble give me? I’ve kind of lost track so I’ll just have to try as many wishes as I can.


    Okay. This time I won’t put it to work. I’d love to make it take me somewhere. Somewhere amazing like under the sea. But should I leave Samantha alone in the kitchen, stuck like a gnat to the floor? I can hear her down there, screeching.


    No. I can’t risk it. Dad might come home.


    ‘I wish you’d capture me and change to transparent so I can see out, and give me a ride around the bedroom,’ I say to the little sultana.


    Awesome! The next minute I’m in the bubble; there’s a nano-second while it’s still yellow and opaque then it becomes clear, like glass. It’s still tiny, but that doesn’t matter. I’d almost forgotten how fantastic it was riding in a bubble.


    We zoom up to the ceiling and orbit the light fitting. I’m tinier than a fly, remember, so I’m just like a satellite spinning around the moon. I’m also dizzy.


    ‘Bubble – to the floor,’ I say.


    We slide down the side of the wardrobe – it’s like skiing down Mt. Everest but without the snow. When you’re bug-size everything looks weird. At floor level the furniture’s colossal and my sneakers are bigger than the film company’s semi-trailers. Now I know what Jack felt like – that kid in the story about the giant and beanstalk.


    The bubble darts under my bed where everything’s dark and spooky. Something huge and hairy rolls toward us.


    ‘Get away!’ I yell, trying to sound fierce.


    The hairy monster ignores my shouts and rolls closer and closer. It leaps on top of my bubble, and although I know it can’t hurt me while I’m inside, I still yelp. I don’t want to be smothered by something when I don’t know what it is. I look up, imagining I’m staring into a nightmare.


    I laugh out loud. What a moron! I let a ball of under-the-bed fluff scare me! Imagine being under here when Mum is vacuuming the rug. Schloomp – sucked up!


    The darkness gleams suddenly and I see a pair of staring eyes. Something alive is under here with me. And it’s crawling …


    I tense, but it’s only an ant. One of those really small black ants; although compared to me it’s like a little dog. It walks all around the bubble, waving its feelers and chattering to itself in ant-talk, probably about being lost in another, very strange dimension.


    Right now I remember Samantha. Because I’m so minuscule I can’t hear her racket any more. But I can feel a sort of rumbling like slow thunder. I guess that’s her, screaming about what a ratbag I am.


    ‘Bubble,’ I say. ‘Let’s get out from under this bed, and I wish you’d release me but make me invisible.’


    The next thing I know I’m right-sized again and standing by my bed.


    Am I invisible?


    Okay, look in the mirror.


    And … how cool is this! There’s nothing there. Not a single trace of me. I HAVE NO REFLECTION!


    Samantha’s still screeching. I suppose I’ll have to let her off the hook. I ask the bubble to make me visible and to please unglue Samantha and make her forget that she saw the other bubble and my floating clothes.


    It works; there’s a sudden silence downstairs. But have you noticed what I left out? I didn’t say a word about Samantha forgetting she was stuck to the floor.


    No. I don’t want her to forget everything. I want her to remember that.


    I hope it will turn her off tap-dancing forever.

  


  
    


    SIX -Brad and Prejudice


    


    ‘Sam, you’re quiet tonight,’ Dad says.


    We’re having dinner and Samantha’s pushing peas around the plate with her fork. Actually, she looks exhausted.


    ‘Maybe she’s thinking about what she did today,’ Mum says.


    I look sharply at Mum because I hear something scratchy in her voice. It’s the way she said ‘did’ – it sounded like fingernails raking down a blackboard. Mum’s great. A real softy. She hardly ever gets mad and always gives you the benefit of the doubt first.


    Dad is looking at Mum, too. He knows something’s wrong.


    ‘She ruined my salon hairstyle books,’ Mum explains. ‘She glued hair all over them, and the pages ripped when I tried to get it off.’


    ‘That’s bad.’ Dad lays his official police officer’s frown on Samantha. ‘What are you going to do about it, young lady?’


    ‘Don’t know,’ Samantha says. ‘I didn’t mean it.’


    What a fibber!


    ‘You can buy your mother some new books with your pocket money,’ Dad decides.


    ‘But, Dad …’ Samantha whines.


    ‘They’re expensive for someone with only pocket money, Charles,’ Mum puts in. ‘Sam wouldn’t have enough.’


    ‘Doesn’t matter,’ Dad says. ‘She needs to learn responsibility. She can pay it off week by week.’ No one’s going to change his mind when he’s arresting a criminal.


    We all decide that a change of subject would be nice. All except Samantha. She sticks out her bottom lip and smashes her peas in silence.


    Mum says: ‘How’s the movie coming along, Terry?’ She loves movies and knows I’ve been hanging around the film set. I bet she wishes she could as well


    ‘Aaaah,’ I say. ‘It’s a dumb movie really. ‘S got weed monsters.’


    Mum looks at me blankly. ‘Weed monsters?’


    ‘It’s a sci-fi thriller, Mum. There’s supposed to be creepy things in a lake. Horrible things escaped from this lab experiment then they kill people. It’s a stupid plot.’


    ‘Oh …’ Mum’s mouth turns down. ‘I thought, with that nice Brad Luverly as the star, it’d be good. He’s got the most beautiful hair.’


    Don’t tell me my mother has a crush on the grotesque Hollywood Hunk, too? I glance sideways at Dad so he won’t know I’m checking him out. When he thinks Mum isn’t watching he rolls his eyes.


    He sniggers. ‘Aren’t there sheep in it, too? Weed monsters and sheep. How classy is that?’


    I roll my eyes to show I agree. ‘I think the sheep are victims of the monsters before the people get attacked.’


    ‘How do you know about the sheep, Charles? I thought you weren’t interested in this movie,’ Mum says, extra-sweetly. Her mouth is twitching with a sarcastic smile; she must have caught Dad rolling his eyes.


    He pretends he hasn’t noticed her smirking expression. ‘I just heard,’ he says. ‘The film company asked Tom Gibson if they could rent a few of his sheep. They’re paying him good money for it.’


    This is interesting. Tom Gibson is the father of Samantha’s archenemy, Susie. She hates Susie like I hate Big Bricey. I sneak a glance at her. She’s frozen in mid-smash of a pea. I think this news has just about finished off my little sister’s perfect day.


    But my perfect day hasn’t ended yet. Later, in my bedroom, I remember how rottenly it started out. How I blabbed about the bubblegum and everyone laughed at me.


    But, hooray! Today I got my bubblegum back. From this moment on, the world doesn’t belong to the Hollywood Hunk; it belongs to me!

  


  
    


    SEVEN - Mission Improbable


    


    Okay, so you’re probably saying to yourself: ‘But why did this kid’s bubblegum re-appear? There must be a special reason? This bubblegum is magic and he’s supposed to do something important with it, isn’t he?’


    All right, all right! I’ll tell you the truth! Underneath it all I know there is a reason. I know I’m not meant to use bubble wishes just to fix my disastrous love life. I know it, but all I can think is: Watch me impress Amanda. Now I’ll show her I’m not an idiot who tells dumb lies. Now I can bust that peanut-head, Brad Luverly.


    


    Free at last! Mum’s banned the monster from the salon for the rest of eternity and organized her to stay at Julie’s house, next door. I’ve kissed the little pest goodbye! I pedal up the hills and coast down the slopes, singing. I’ve got magic gumballs jiggling in my pocket, no Samantha, and the whole world is mine.


    Amanda’s at the film set, drooling over Brad Luverly. But not for long. I’m going to dazzle her. I’m going to blow a magic bubble, do some fancy trick stuff with it, and take her for an amazing ride. Then we’ll be invisible and have fun teasing our friends.


    She’s standing behind the rope, with Jodi and Jenny. They’re waiting to set their adoring eyes on the revolting Hunk. The film people haven’t started work; they’re still eating breakfast at the food wagon.


    I park my bike against a tree, and swagger over. Soon I’m going to be the only person Amanda thinks about. I am oozing self-confidence. I’ve already chosen a sky-blue gumball for the demonstration of my fabulous power.


    ‘Hi, girls, seen anything worth looking at yet?’


    Amanda gives me a brief glance. ‘No. Brad must be having breakfast in his caravan.’


    ‘Bummer.’ I grin. ‘But I can show you something way better. Watch this.’


    With a dramatic flourish I put the gumball in my mouth, and begin to chew. Amanda, Jenny and Jodi stare at me then at each other. I puff out my cheeks and blow. The bubble is perfect. A beautiful thing. For someone who’s a champion bubblegum blower herself, Amanda ought to be impressed just by the sight of it, much less by what will happen next.


    But the girls only giggle.


    This isn’t how I imagined things. This isn’t what I planned. Am I a joke? Do I look like a dumb head? Do they think I’m crazy?


    I wish I could hear what people are thinking.


    Amanda grins. ‘Ah … this is the magic bubblegum.’


    Okay, I need to ignore the awful sarcasm in her voice. Any second now the magic is going to begin. I will wish something really amazing. Then she won’t think I’m so dumb.


    But SPLAT! There’s gum all over my face. What happened? Where did my bubble go?


    ‘Oh, yes,’ Amanda says. ‘Terry, that was way better.’


    The girls kill themselves laughing. Suddenly, Jenny squeals. ‘Look, look! Brad’s coming out of his caravan.’


    Where’s my bubble?


    I’m in shock. Total, unbelievable shock. Did that really happen? Did my magic bubble explode the same as an ordinary one?


    I slink away – I’m too embarrassed to stick around. The Hollywood Hunk is prancing towards the food wagon while two women dart around him trying to comb his hair or something. I don’t think Amanda’s even noticed I’ve gone.


    Round about now the guilt kicks in. I know the truth. I’m being punished for trying to use a bubble to show off. In my imagination I hear Eleanor Everheart’s voice saying: ‘Terry, when will you ever learn?’


    But I must have a fantastic imagination, because her voice sounds so real. And so near – it’s as though she’s standing right next to me. She keeps talking: ‘Terry, don’t waste time. I don’t punish people; people punish themselves. Terry, you need to pay attention.’


    My eyes hurry everywhere, searching for Eleanor. I don’t see her and I’m not that surprised. She’s a magic lady – magic and mysterious. I’m not sure who or what she is, but she can do absolutely anything.


    ‘Pay attention to what?’ I say.


    ‘To yourself. And to what’s going on around you. You need to wake up. What did you just wish for?’


    ‘I don’t know. When did I wish?’


    ‘A moment ago,’ she says. ‘That’s what I mean, Terry. You’ve got to pay attention.’


    I try to remember what I wished for. ‘But why’d you give me the bubblegum? And why did the bubble pop?’ I say.


    ‘Yah … look at the Gatsby talking to himself, the moron,’ a voice hoots right in my ear. I recognise that revolting noise; it’s Big Bricey. I hadn’t realised that I’ve been talking aloud to Eleanor.


    I swing round, ready to give him a biff. Bigger than me or not, I’m sick of his stupid, smart mouth. But I nearly fall over. He’s not here at all. He’s next to the generator truck, and that’s a long way from where I’m standing.


    ‘Or has he got a widdle invisible fwiend?’ the loud voice mocks. But Big Bricey’s mouth is frozen shut. He’s staring at me and smirking, but his lips don’t move at all.


    Like a chook he keeps crowing in my ear while his lips keep perfectly still. ‘What a dork. I can’t stand the Gatsby. When I get the chance I’m gonna belt him.’


    All right, you’ve guessed already, haven’t you? What I wished for? The bubble worked, even though it blew up in my face.


    What I wished for? – it all comes back to me now – I wish I could hear what people are thinking.

  


  
    


    EIGHT -Spy Kid


    


    How cool is this! I can read minds!


    Big Bricey saunters over. He’s yelling at me for real now. ‘Hey, Gatsby, who ya talking to?’


    I look him straight in his grotesque eye. ‘My widdle invisible fwiend. You’d better watch it, he might belt you.’


    Big Bricey freaks out. Right out. His hair stands to attention. I think he’s seeing a demon instead of Terry Gatsby. He turns, and runs away. I’ve spooked him out of his tiny mind.


    I crack up. That felt great! This is super cool. This mind-reading wish is going to be fun.


    But how long will it last?


    ‘Eleanor.’ I use my mind to call her – I’m not getting caught talking aloud to myself again. I hope she’s still listening, but I don’t even have to ask.


    Her voice rings in my secret ear: ‘The wish will last until you blow another bubble, and there are three wishes per bubble.’


    ‘Even though the bubble exploded? Why did it?’


    ‘It didn’t like you using it to show off, so it made a point of letting you know.’


    ‘But it’ll still work for the three wishes?’ I want to make sure of that.


    ‘Two now,’ she says.


    ‘Oh yeah. But this bubblegum’s a bit different to the other lot I had,’ I say to her in my mind. I’m a bit annoyed now because I realise I could have had two more wishes on the bubble Samantha blew.


    ‘Well, I don’t recall ever telling you it was all the same,’ she says. ‘Now, remember, there’s a reason for the bubblegum.’


    Okay. I’ve got the bubblegum FOR A REASON.


    ‘And if you try using it for silly vain purposes, you’ll get—’


    ‘Okay, I know. I’ll end up with goo all over my face.’


    ‘Exactly. Glad you understand.’


    And now it’s time to test my amazing mind-reading powers. I look over at the film people crowding around Brad Luverly and the other actors. They’ve finished breakfast and are getting ready to shoot a scene.


    WHAMMO! A huge wave of noise hits me. I stagger. It’s like being in the middle of a cyclone. About two dozen voices are inside my head and they’re all chattering at once.


    How am I going to control this? It’s hard to think when your head’s full of other people’s babble. I decide that the trick might be to concentrate on one person at a time. So who’ll be my first victim?—I mean my first subject?


    I stroll down the length of the rope barrier until I’m close to the set and can see the film people’s faces. Amanda, Jenny and Jodi have also moved to the same spot, but they’re too busy ogling Brad Luverly to bother about me. The Hollywood Hunk is sitting in a folding chair, with his legs crossed. He’s wearing jeans and fancy cowboy boots. Everything about him is slick and super-cool; he knows he is adored by millions. A make-up girl tucks a white napkin under his confident chin and starts to powder his face. He closes his baby-blue eyes.


    Planted on either side of the Hunk are his co-stars, Roger Del Blanco and Kylie Moran. Roger is English and ancient; he ought to be seventy at least. His make-up girl glues extra bags under his eyes to make him look more evil and demented.


    Kylie is way nicer. She’s Australia’s hottest new acting sensation. Another make-up girl is painting her lips a bright red. Kylie is young and extremely sexy – I think I’ll mention this to Amanda sometime.


    The Hunk’s make-up girl looks interesting. She keeps dabbing and dabbing at him as if she’s worried about something. I wonder what the problem is, so I funnel my mind into a sort of light and beam-in on her thoughts.


    They come to me as loudly as if she’s talking to me face-to-face.


    ‘Good grief,’ she thinks, ‘there’s a pimple growing on the end of his nose. A whopping great one, too! It’s going to be colossal! Lots of yellow pus and everything! Does he know? Can he feel it there getting bigger and bigger? By the time the director wants to shoot the scene he’ll have a clown nose! What’ll the director say? What am I going to do?’


    The gorgeous Brad Luverly with a massive pimple? A grotty pimple oozing pus? Right on the end of his honker? I like the sound of that.


    The Hunk’s head is tilted back and his eyes are still closed. His face looks as blank as an empty whiteboard. Are there any thoughts at all going through that peanut brain? If it’s possible I’ll listen-in.


    The Hunk isn’t completely brain-dead. ‘I’m not happy with this scene,’ he’s saying to himself. ‘Roger has more lines than I do and they’re better. I don’t know why they had to hire him; he couldn’t act his way out of a paper bag and he’s too old. The best thing he ever did was play a corpse in The Loved One and that was, like, a century ago.’ The Hunk opens his eyes, turns, and smiles at Roger Del Blanco.


    The worried makeup girl grabs his face and turns it back again, frantically dabbing at his nose.


    ‘What’s this?’ the Hunk thinks. ‘What’s this girl doing to me? Is she trying to injure me? I’ve had enough torture and these boots are too tight. I want my bunny slippers.’


    With that, the Hunk pushes the poor girl away. She runs off, but she doesn’t look relieved. I see her making a beeline for the director. She’s going to give him the devastating news about old Brad-boy’s disgusting nose.


    I decide it’s time that I beamed-in on hot little Kylie. What do glamorous girls like her think about?


    I soon find out.


    ‘Why don’t they have Vegemite?’ she complains breathlessly. ‘I want Vegemite on my toast but they’ve only got Peanut Butter just because they’re Americans but this is Australia isn’t it and we should have Vegemite we oughta demand it.’ Her eyes shift sideways to the Hunk. They narrow. ‘What a prize drip he’s so conceited he thinks he’s better looking than me and I should worship him and his feet are too big.’ She shoots him another glare. ‘If he says one more thing about how great his hair is or how many Porsches he’s got in his garage I’ll stomp on his big feet.’ Then she blinks. ‘What’s that thing on the end of his nose? Yuk it’s a zit a big ugly zit! Yuk revolting! If I have to kiss him with that grotesque thing staring at me I’ll die I really will.’


    I like Kylie. If she stomps on Brad Luverly’s big feet, I’ll consider buying her the biggest jar of Vegemite there is.

  


  
    


    NINE -Terry The Wonder Thing


    


    This is fun.


    I drop in on more of the prattle in people’s heads. I find out that the film people mostly hate each other, but they’re always smiling, smiling. Except for the director and the guy in the cowboy hat who seems to do nothing but yell ‘Quiet!’. The cowboy hat freak has a secret desire to murder the Hunk and take over his part so he can get to smooch with Kylie.


    The director is famous for his sci-fi and thriller movies. His bald head is so sunburnt it looks like a baby’s red bum. Hasn’t he heard of Slip, Slop, Slap?He’s doing a lot of inner-moaning because he’s got a toothache. Like Roger Del Blanco, he’s English, and he talks like the Queen of England. When he finds out about the zit he goes berserk. When he’s calmed down he decides they’ll have to shoot some different scenes, ones that don’t have Brad Luverly’s nose in them.


    The much-admired nose is a major problem for the director. But the Hunk is only hysterical because his honker is disfigured. Off he stalks to his caravan, vowing not to return until his beauty is restored.


    That’s when I learn that Kylie is religious. She keeps praying: ‘Thank you God thank you God thank you God.’


    The spectators can see that something’s gone wrong on the set.


    ‘What’s happened? Why’s Brad going away?’ Jodi says to Amanda and Jenny.


    They shrug. I don’t need to read minds to know they’re disappointed.


    ‘You won’t see him again, today,’ I tell them.


    ‘Why?’ Jenny says.


    ‘Because he’s got a big grotty zit on his nose and his feet hurt. He’s going to put on his bunny slippers and have a sulk.’


    Amanda says: ‘Terry Gatsby …’


    I don’t like the way her voice sounds, and she gives me such a look that I’m too scared to listen to her thoughts. And, anyway, Amanda is my love, so listening to her thoughts would be sacrilege.


    The fun has gone out of being a mind-reader. ‘Want to go for a bike ride, Mand?’ I say to her. ‘We could get ice cream and take it to the beach.’


    Amanda looks at Jenny; Jenny looks at Jodi; Jodi looks at Amanda.


    ‘No. I don’t feel like it now,’ Amanda says. ‘I’m going home.’


    Rats! Rats! Rats! She doesn’t like me for saying those things about the Hunk. Why can’t I keep my big mouth shut?


    Everything’s gone wrong. I thought the bubbles would make things better, but they seem to be making things worse. I watch the girls leave together. I think I’ll go home myself. Maybe I can blow another bubble and make Amanda forget I said anything about zits and bunny slippers. I’m so upset that what Eleanor told me earlier about the three wishes per bubble has flown right out of my head. I’m a prize idiot.


    While I stand there, sulking, my mind blanks out like the whiteboard I imagined for Brad Luverly. Then, suddenly, hundreds of words are scribbling over the whiteboard. Dozens of voices scurry around inside my skull. I feel as if ants are invading my brain. I’m getting the thoughts of everyone around me; it’s like mind-reading the entire world.


    How can I stop them all talking in my head? I stare at the ground. I stare at a tree. I stare up into the sky and focus on a cloud. I run for my bike, and jump on. I pedal like crazy to escape the voices. I’m sick of Hollywood. I don’t want to see another movie for the rest of my life.


    The farther I ride the more the jabbering voices fade. Finally, I don’t hear them any more. I’m pedalling along the road back to town. It’s a country road running between paddocks and bush. Bellbirds are chiming high in the gumtrees. Above me waves a forest of leafy branches. The trees are mercifully silent. Except when the wind blows; then they sound like a roaring sea.


    I’m fed up with human beings and the dumb, self-centred stuff they think and say. I wish I could hear what other things are thinking and saying. Things that aren’t human beings.


    Do trees have their own voices? I reckon they’d sound beautiful. I can’t imagine trees chattering all the time like silly, conceited people. They’d say calm things and the really old trees would say wise things or maybe talk about the good old days when they were saplings.


    Along the road comes a farm truck clunking towards me. The driver waves and I wave back. It’s Tom Gibson, father of Samantha’s archenemy. I catch a whiff of sheep. Dad said Mr Gibson was renting some of his sheep for the movie.


    And there they are – the future Hollywood stars – crowded in the back of the truck. About a dozen big woollies, all ewes. They’re bouncing off one another like a crowd of fat ladies on a trampoline.


    I hear a yell – ‘Watch it!’


    ‘No, you watch it!’


    ‘It’s not my fault he’s such a pathetic driver!’


    ‘Are we there yet?’


    I listen in astonishment. I seem to hear Eleanor saying: ‘Pay attention.’ Yes, you guessed it. I made another bubble wish without realising, and now I’m listening to the conversations of sheep.


    Actually, thanks to my previous magic bubblegum, I’m familiar with talking animals. I’ve spoken to seagulls and they’ve spoken to me. So I ride along the road, keeping my mind wide open. I see cows in the paddocks and stop to pay attention. The cows mooch about, chomping. They’re mostly too focused on their stomachs to say much, although I hear one or two cows singing songs about juicy green grass. I try to tune-in to the grass itself. It kind of hums along with the cows, as if it doesn’t mind them scoffing it down.


    I’ve done things and seen things that no one else on this planet has. At least no one I know of. But the next thing that happens staggers me completely.


    Suddenly voices pour into my head. They seem to come from somewhere in the sky. Birds, I guess. Strange birds, by the sound of them, because I can’t understand a word they say. Because they’re speaking gobbledygook.


    I look up. What do I see? Empty blue sky and a few white clouds.


    Is it the birds in the trees? I squeeze my eyes into slits and concentrate on the trees. The voices instantly fade.


    Back I go to staring at the sky. The gobbledygook returns, louder than before. Who are they speaking – or thinking – up there? And what the heck are they saying?


    Okay, Terry, you numbskull, wake up. Remember what Eleanor said – three wishes per bubble-blow. You’ve already had two; so what is the third going to be?


    Can I still mind-read humans? I don’t remember wishing not to. This might be people in a foreign passenger jet; though why can’t I see the plane? Then I think of something more amazing. What if it’s astronauts in the space station orbiting Earth? Maybe the gobbledygook is Russian.


    My dad always says that a good theory will hold water and not have leaks. Mine starts leaking right away; it’s so full of holes. Two weeks ago, on the TV news, I saw three astronauts being hurtled into space so they could change shifts with the ones already on the space station. One was an American, the second was Australian, and the third was from jolly old England. And they speak the gobbledygook I do understand.


    All right. I’ve got the solution to the problem.


    ‘I wish I could understand that gobbledygook,’ I say.


    I get my wish.


    The voices come in loud and clear…

  


  
    


    TEN -Plan 53Z–39(c) From Outer Space


    


    It sounds as if I’ve dropped in on a business meeting. One of the voices asks questions and another voice answers them.


    ‘What is the dominant life-form called?’


    ‘The report calls it Humans, Boss.’


    ‘Humans? Silly name. These Humans are in charge?’


    ‘Apparently. They’re the ones making all the mess.’


    ‘How bad is it?’


    ‘Badly bad, though quite minor by our standards. They haven’t completely destroyed their habitat yet; but I’m sure, if left to themselves, they’ll manage it one day soon.’


    I say to myself: ‘Are they talking about us?


    ‘But we won’t give them the chance. We’ll beat them to it. How entrenched is the slave economy?’ says Boss.


    ‘Totally, Boss. Humans are totally dependant on the slave system. Once we take it from them they won’t be able to function. They will totally fall apart.’


    ‘You just said “totally” three times, you underling,’ Boss replies. ‘No more than one adverb per speech, that’s the law.’


    ‘Yes Boss. Sorry Boss.’


    ‘Sorry doesn’t cut it, Underling. I want five hundred pushdowns and a twenty-thousand word essay on the correct use of adverbs from you by tomorrow morning.’


    ‘Aw … sir …’ Underling groans.


    ‘And just for that there’ll be no Fizzy Blop for you tonight, young man.’


    I hear a choke of severe disappointment, but Boss continues in a hard tone: ‘This planet is suitable for our needs. We will suck it dry then toss it aside when we’re finished – yum, yum.’


    There’s a pause, and I’m wondering: Yum, Yum?


    Then Boss continues: ‘Will the simple-minded Humans be a problem for the Survey Team, do you think?’


    ‘I doubt it, Boss,’ says Underling, despondently. ‘They won’t even guess they’ve arrived.’


    ‘Are you sure there’ll be no opposition?’


    ‘Perfectly confident, Boss.’


    The Boss gives a satisfied sigh. ‘Then I authorise invasion under Plan 53Z-39(c) immediately.’


    Invasion? I can hardly believe what I’m hearing. This must be an aliens’ war conference or something. And what’s all this about a slave economy system thingie? Do we have that on Earth? Or maybe they’re not talking about us. Maybe there could be other Humans in other places in the universe.


    And what is Fizzy Blop?


    I strain to hear more.


    ‘Yes, Boss,’ says Underling. ‘Just put the rubber approval stamp at the bottom of Form 53Z-39(c) – 6794310 – FIZZWIVEL/00(f), in triplicate.’


    ‘Paperwork, paperwork,’ says Boss. ‘Am I Director-General of Invasions or an office clerk?’


    ‘Well, you’re the—‘


    ‘Shut up!’


    Now I hear only silence, which must be Boss rubber-stamping Form 53Z-39(c) – 6794310 – FIZZWIVEL/00(f), in triplicate. Then up pipes Underling again.


    ‘Boss, the Survey Team will proceed to the planet directly. Once we receive their report we will invade in force. Please stamp Forms 29-Y-7225569-CST – FIZZWIVEL/INVD 9(a), 9(b) and 9(c), in triplicate, to authorise the survey expedition.’


    Grunts of exhaustion come to me across the vast realms of Space. Three forms in triplicate: that’s nine of the paper devils to stamp. At least I think the grunting is crossing the vast realms of Space. Maybe I’m just listening to Martians, who aren’t all that far away.


    Then I hear more from Boss.


    ‘Fizzwivel will take this planet, um, whatzitzname, and Fizzwivellians will be energised again.’


    ‘Yes, Boss,’ says Underling. ‘The Survey Team will prepare. By the way, it’s called Earth.’


    ‘What is?’


    ‘The planet we’re about to invade.’


    Yikes! It is us! Now I know why Eleanor sent me the bubblegum. Aliens are intending to invade the Earth, and it’s up to me to save us!


    How, though? I don’t have a clue.


    I strain my ears to hear more, but the voices seem to have gone away. The meeting must be over, so I guess I’ll tune-in again, later. Until then I have no idea what I’m going to do.

  


  
    


    ELEVEN -Conspiracy Mowing


    


    Did I hear you say: ‘Tell someone’?


    Right. So who should I tell? The Police? My mates? Amanda? Mum?


    Who would you tell?


    Okay, I suppose I should tell Dad …


    Off I speed to the police station. Here goes Terry, the Super-Hero. Aliens are preparing to steal our planet, and I’m the only one who knows. This is way better than that stupid flick, Slime.


    I rush into the police station. Constable Ron Day is typing a report and Constable Clancy O’Toole is filling in forms. Clancy is grumbling about stupid bureaucracy and all the red tape. I think he and Boss would really hit it off, (that is if Boss wasn’t an alien who was preparing to suck us all dry).


    And, for the first time, I think: Suck what dry?


    At the front desk Gabrielle Loon gives me a wink. ‘Where’s the fire?’


    Why is she winking at me? I’m ready to reply, ‘I need to see the sergeant,’ when I hear her say, ‘You’re so sexy and your ears are adorable. I’d love to kiss them.’ Scared out of my wits, I stagger back. Do I really have adorable ears?


    ‘Ooh, Brad, your lovely ears,’ she groans – her mouth isn’t moving, these are her thoughts. ‘And your sweet nose. Ooh, Brad, I wish Clancy was more like you.’


    The Hunk … who else? The revolting Hollywood Hunk. Clancy is supposed to be Gabrielle’s boyfriend. At least he thinks he is. Why are there no females in Bumbalong with any sense?


    Gabrielle reckons the Hunk’s nose is sweet. I’d like to ask her how much she’d love kissing his big zit. Instead I say to her: ‘Is my dad too busy to see me?


    She comes back to earth. ‘Um, I don’t think so.’ She trots off to Dad’s office.


    While she’s gone I glance over at Constable Clancy. He looks nothing like Brad Luverly and has large ears and a bent nose. I read his mind briefly. He hopes to go fishing after work and doesn’t know that his girlfriend is in love with someone else’s hearing apparatus.


    Dad arrives, so I mind-read him. He’s in a happy mood because he’s thinking about Mum’s birthday, next week. He’s trying to decide on a present for her. Should I tell him she’d love a trip to Paris?


    ‘Hello, son, what’s up?’ he says.


    Right about now it dawns on me – I’m probably making a big mistake. I squeeze up to the counter and lower my voice so the others won’t hear. ‘Dad, I’ve got to tell you … there’s these aliens … they’re going to invade us.’


    His eyebrows disappear into his hair. He leans on one elbow. ‘Really? From where?’


    I’m already sinking through the floor. I know I should shut up, but my mouth keeps flapping by itself. ‘Outer Space,’ it says, and I’m dying as it keeps going … ‘Fizzwivel it’s called.’


    ‘Fizzwivel …’ Dad’s smirking behind his hand. Snorts of laughter erupt behind him. Gabrielle has been eavesdropping.


    ‘Is this like that magic bubblegum thing, Terry?’ she hoots. ‘When you were invisible and you caught three crooks?’


    Oh, no. I’m turning redder than sunburn. Amanda has betrayed me. She told her sister about yesterday.


    ‘What?’ Dad says. ‘Invisible bubblegum? Aliens? Terry, are these holidays boring you that much? Not enough fun? Not enough to do?’


    When I shrug helplessly he looks thoughtful. ‘All right, mate, a joke’s a joke and I don’t mind that. But I can think of something to keep you busy. The lawns need mowing at home, front and back. Have them done by the time I knock off work. Okay?’


    Okay? Okay? I’ve have to spend my afternoon sweating over a lawnmower? I groan. I wish lawns could mow themselves.


    Ron and Clancy are sniggering. Gabrielle is doubled-up, in convulsions. I’ll never speak to her again.


    The telephone rings. Gabrielle struggles to control her seizures so she can answer it. ‘Bumbalong police,’ she gasps. ‘How can I help you?’ As she listens her eyes pop then narrow into slits. ‘Hey, wait a minute, this is a police station. Stop wasting our time.’ Slam! Down goes the phone. ‘Kids! Kids and their silly practical jokes. Really!’ she says.


    Dad eyes me. ‘What was it, Gabrielle?’


    ‘Oh nothing, sir. Just a crank call about a lawnmower getting out of control. I could hear kids laughing in the background; just stupid school holiday nonsense.’


    The phone rattles again. Dad picks it up this time. He frowns while he listens. I begin to think it would be better if I disappeared.


    Dad hangs up. ‘Another lawnmower report. What is this? An organised joke?’


    ‘Kids again?’ Gabrielle says.


    ‘Not sure. But I heard someone laughing.’


    During the next few minutes the telephone rings ten times. Everywhere, lawnmowers are going berserk. All of Bumbalong is being mowed.


    ‘Should we investigate, sir?’ Ron says.


    Dad’s lost his sense of humour. He’s starting to spit chips. ‘That’s what they want us to do, Ron. The perishers in this town are trying to make fun of the police.’ He keeps looking at me as if he thinks I must have masterminded this conspiracy.


    Maybe I have. I get a sudden sinking feeling. Didn’t I wish that lawns could mow themselves? But I’ve already used my three wishes per bubble and this one would make four. Has Eleanor suddenly changed the rules?


    Then the telephone jangles again. With a face like thunder, Dad nods at Gabrielle to answer it and picks up the other phone at the same time. He’s got it pressed to his ear and his eyes are out on stalks.


    ‘Sir?’ Gabrielle says; but Dad is already racing to his office.


    ‘Thank you for calling,’ Gabrielle says vaguely before she hangs up. She looks like a startled goldfish.


    ‘Hey, Gabs, what’s going on?’ Clancy says. ‘Who was that?’


    Gabrielle tries to pull herself together. ‘Mrs Darby. She lives next door to the sergeant. She said his lawnmower’s mowing his lawn … all by itself.’


    Dad appears, wearing his cap. ‘Ron, mind the shop. Gabrielle and Clancy, let’s go.’ The three of them rush outside to the police car. They’ve forgotten all about me.

  


  
    


    TWELVE -The Whole Nine Centimetres


    


    I zoom like a rocket through the streets, taking every shortcut I know. I practically break the sound barrier. I’ll never beat Dad home, but I’ll come close. The houses fly by, but it’s like being in a nightmare – you know … you’re trying to run through treacle and the dream keeps on bugging you. That’s because, everywhere I ride, lawnmowers are attacking the grass.


    The noise is unbelievable – worse than Sunday mornings. It’s bedlam in Bumbalong. People are running around as if wasps are chasing them. They’re yelling, and pointing at the mowers. Kids split their sides or just stand there, hypnotised. Two streets from home I come across the police car. A woman is going bonkers in her yard. She shrieks while her lawnmower chases her up and down.


    ‘For goodness sake, stop running in front of it! Jump the fence!’ Dad yells. With a maniac mower on the loose, nobody’s setting foot inside that yard.


    I don’t hang around to see what they’ll do about her. I want to get home before my dad does.


    I ride breathlessly into the drive. Our front lawn looks like a picture in a gardening magazine. But the mower isn’t there. A roar comes from the backyard, and above the noise I hear the squeals of little girls. Samantha and Julie are perched on top of the fence. They’re busting themselves; they think it’s great. Poor Smiley has climbed a tree, right to the top. I don’t think he agrees.


    Mrs Darby’s hanging over her fence, waving a broom at the lawnmower. Her face is purple. She hasn’t got a lawnmower of her own and pays a gardener to do her lawns once a week. I wonder if she’s jealous because we’re getting ours done for nix. Then it dawns on me – I can’t hear what she’s thinking!


    The lawnmower’s finished all the edges and the bits around the bushes and trees. It’s done a neat job and now it’s concentrating on the square in the middle. It zooms along; I think it’s enjoying itself. Samantha yells my name above the din and waves. She claps her hands and grins. I don’t know why, but the sight of her grinning face shifts my brain straight into gear.


    The truth is staring me in the face. Eleanor hasn’t changed anything. I’ve only three wishes per bubble and there’s no fourth wish. And I can’t read minds any more because a new bubble has been blown, but it wasn’t me who blew it!


    My brat of a sister! The monster! The rotten little thief!


    ‘Okay, don’t lose it. Stay calm,’ I tell myself. ‘You can control this. There’ll be two wishes left with this disastrous bubble.’ I take a deep breath, and say: ‘I wish the lawnmowers would stop mowing and everything in Bumbalong is back to normal, and everyone would forget what they saw the mowers do.’


    A hush falls over Bumbalong. I push our lawnmower into the garden shed. When I come out, Mrs Darby is cleaning cobwebs off her windows with the broom as though nothing had happened. Samantha has buzzed off with Julie, and I can hear the squeak of Julie’s swing. Poor Smiley is still teetering on a top branch of the tree. I look up. He looks down. He meows pitifully. I think he’s stuck.


    A car pulls into the drive. Dad and the constables leap out, and march into the yard. Yikes! I’d forgotten about them. Do they even know why they’re here? Dad sends Gabrielle over to Mrs Darby’s place. He’s staring, drop-jawed, at our grass.


    ‘How’d you mow so fast? That’s impossible!’


    I look away. What can I say? My brain pumps out frantic explanations …


    A slip in Time?


    The police station is in one universe, but our house is in another?


    I’m actually Superman in disguise?


    No … don’t think so …


    ‘I’d already done them this morning, Dad,’ I say. ‘I didn’t get time to tell you, that’s all.’


    Yeah, I know it’s a lie. A pretty preposterous one, when you think about it. But can you tell me what I should have said? Bet you can’t.


    Dad shakes his head. He looks like a man who’s just learned that the world is flat when he’s always been certain it’s round. His eyes glaze over. He stares at the grass and says vaguely: ‘Good job, son, but you missed a bit … see?’


    ‘Oh, yeah,’ I say. There’s a patch about the size of my hand in the middle of the lawn. It’s sprouting three golden dandelions.


    Dad’s still trying to get his head around the idea of me mowing the lawns voluntarily when Gabrielle returns from talking to Mrs Darby.


    ‘The poor old dear is very confused,’ she says. ‘She’s forgotten why she phoned the station.’ She shakes her head, too. ‘Did she really report a lawnmower for mowing all by itself?’


    Dad takes off his cap. ‘Think so. What are we doing here? I can’t believe we came racing out for something like this. I ought to have my head examined.’


    ‘So should your nutty neighbour,’ Gabrielle states. Dad squints at her as if to say ‘You don’t have to agree with me so quickly.’


    Poor Dad. I hate making a fool of him. To take his mind off his embarrassment I stare up at the tree.


    ‘Dad, Smiley’s stuck. Can you get him down?’


    It takes us ten minutes to rescue Smiley. Actually, it takes Constable Clancy that long at the top of a wobbly ladder while the rest of us shout instructions and advice. Smiley is so ashamed of being stranded up a tree that he stalks off with his tail in the air. As he passes by the open door of the shed, his fur frizzes out. He yowls and runs away. The lawnmower is just sitting there, a piece of dead machinery; but Smiley remembers when it was alive.


    Poor Smiley, what’s he thinking? If only I could know what his scared little pussycat thoughts are and talk to him. Then I could tell him everything’s okay.


    ‘Yowzers!’ a sudden voice screeches in my head. ‘I’ll never go in that shed again! The big smelly growly thing’ll eat me!’


    Yowzers all right, I’m a moron. I just used up my third bubble wish without even thinking about it.


    My stomach feels like it’s full of cane toads. I’m having a premonition of doom. I don’t know why, until the sound of a squeaking swing comes to my ears. That is the sound of doom. Just how many bubblegum balls might Samantha have stolen?


    Dad and his constables have left. In panic I tear into the house and sprint up the stairs to my room. The part of me that doesn’t want to know is saying: ‘Don’t freak out, she only took one.’ But the real me knows the truth. With me nowhere in sight, Samantha would take advantage and she’d never stop at one.


    The brat has raided my sock drawer. Socks spill over the sides and litter the floor. There are two pairs left in the drawer, and that’s all there is.


    I don’t believe it. I don’t want to believe it! I rip the drawer apart searching for something I’m never going to find. I’m in big trouble.


    Aliens are due to invade the Earth. And I don’t know when!


    We are all in big trouble!

  


  
    


    THIRTEEN -Doctor Doolittle's Got Nothing On Me!


    


    Samantha hasn’t just stolen a handful of gumballs; she’s ripped off the entire bag! What’s the monster done with it and how will I get it back? If only I hadn’t wasted that third wish on Smiley, because I could’ve used it to control Samantha.


    Too late. The cane toads have hopped up to my brain and I can’t think. I just flop on my bed and stare at the wall. I’m still sitting there, staring mindlessly, when I hear a little voice saying: ‘I’m hungry.’


    Smiley has just wandered through the door. He jumps onto the bed, and kisses my hand. He’s already forgotten how scared he was before. ‘How about it, Terry? Where’s the food?’ he says.


    I remember my wish. ‘What do you feel like eating? Chicken or fish?’ I ask him.


    Smiley’s fur frizzes. He leaps across the bed. Then he crawls back to me … slowly. His curiosity beats his fear paws down.


    ‘You can talk cat!’ he says. ‘This is so … freaky!’


    ‘Do you mind?’ I say.


    He licks his paw and washes his face. ‘Nope.’


    ‘I’m the only one who can talk cat,’ I continue. ‘Samantha can’t.’


    He shudders. ‘Yowzers …’


    ‘She’s a monster all right,’ I agree. ‘The things she does—’


    ‘Don’t talk about her,’ he puts in, quickly. ‘She freaks me out.’


    A shiver of knowledge tickles up my spine. ‘But I want to talk about her.’


    ‘No fear,’ he says.


    ‘You know stuff about her,’ I keep on. ‘You see what she does and where she goes. Tell me what you saw her do today, before the lawnmower went berserk.’


    Smiley eyes me from narrow slits. ‘Lawnmower?’


    ‘The thing in the shed.’


    He shudders again. ‘That? Don’t remind me.’ He turns away. If he wasn’t covered in black and white fur, his pussycat face would be bright red.


    ‘Don’t worry,’ I soothe. ‘It wasn’t your fault you got stuck up the tree. Now tell me about Samantha.’


    He refuses, just washing his face.


    ‘Tell me, and I’ll feed you. Anything you want.’


    He stops washing. ‘Anything?’


    ‘Anything we’ve got in the fridge.’


    ‘Promise?’


    ‘Yeah. So tell me. Did you see Samantha with a brown paper bag?’


    ‘A big lump of chicken?’


    ‘Yeah.’


    ‘I saw her with some thingie what was brown and big,’ he obliges.


    ‘Where did she take it?’


    ‘An’ a nice bit of fish? Your mother put some in the fridge, this morning.’


    ‘Smiley …’


    ‘All right. She took it over the fence to that other monster.’


    Oh rats! Is Samantha sharing my bubblegum with Julie?


    ‘Did they eat anything out of the bag?’


    ‘Yep. Bubbles came out their mouths. They looked ridiculous.’


    ‘How many bubbles?’


    Smiley looks at the door. ‘I’m starving. Let’s go downstairs.’


    ‘Not before you tell me everything,’ I say sternly.


    Can pussycats sigh? Smiley does. ‘Samantha did one and Julie did one. Then Samantha did another one.’


    ‘Then what?’


    ‘Samantha brought the brown baggie thingie back here.’


    My heart is banging my chest as though it thinks it’s playing a drum. ‘Back where? Where did she put it?’


    ‘In the little house, in the garden. She hid it in that old … thing.’


    ‘The cubby? What thing?’ I say impatiently.


    ‘Thing. ‘S got wheelies and smells like a dog’s bottom.’


    I know what he’s talking about now. I don’t wait; I race downstairs. Smiley gallops after me, shouting: ‘You said I could have chicken. You said I could have fish.’


    ‘In a minute,’ I yell. I’m busy thinking. Three bubbles, that’s nine wishes. I’ve used up one of the bubbles, so that leaves six wishes floating around. Or does it? Eleanor said the wishes last only until you blow another bubble.


    To check, I try a wish. A mad one that will tell me the truth. ‘I wish those dandelions in the grass would grow one metre tall in a second.’ It doesn’t matter if they do; I can always pull them out before Dad gets home. The dandelions don’t move a muscle, so I know the answer. Two bubbles were blown but without any wishes being made, so they were wasted. Then Samantha blew the third one – the lawnmower one.


    Her cubby house is in the corner of the backyard on the opposite side to Mrs Darby’s place. Dad built it for her out of pink plywood. There’s one little square window with fake painted curtains at the sides and the door is only an opening. This is so low that I have to crawl inside. The only things in there are a kiddy chair and a play table with a plastic teapot. And a doll’s pram.


    Smiley was right when he said the pram smelt bad. It’s so old that little girl-dinosaurs used to push their dolls around in it. It’s made of cane and has a curved hood. On the inside is some green furry gunk that looks and smells like mould. I find my bag of bubblegum under a grubby rag that used to be a blanket.


    There should be ninety-three gumballs left in the bag – I always keep a careful tally. But I don’t want to count the gumballs here; they’ll get dirty. Out of the cubby I crawl. Smiley is watching me from near the back door. He’s making sure I don’t forget his snacks. Suddenly, he shouts: ‘Watch out, she’s back!’


    Samantha is sitting on the fence. Her mean little eyes rivet themselves on the paper bag, and she grins. This crook doesn’t even feel guilty! Then I notice she’s chewing. Her cheeks swell and she blows a big purple bubble. It breaks away from her face and floats down towards me. My fingers twitch; they want to strangle her. I glare at Smiley, too, because he got the number of bubblegum balls wrong.


    ‘Great bubblegum, Terry,’ she says. ‘I’ve never seen a bubble float like that.’


    I look at her smirking face, but I don’t answer. Instead I make a wish.


    ‘I wish Samantha will never go near my sock drawer again and she’ll forget all about this paper bag and the bubblegum.’ The smirk on her face lasts for half-a-second then – blank – there’s nothing there.


    The bubble knows who it belongs to – it chases me into the house. So does Smiley. He kisses me then he kisses the fridge door. He’d open it if he could.


    On the top shelf is a cold barbecued chicken and underneath is some bream in a covered dish. ‘Okay,’ I say. ‘Which do you want first?’


    Smiley doesn’t answer, and I realise I can’t read his thoughts any more. Of course, the new bubble cancelled out our conversations. Bummer. I liked talking to the cat.


    I rip a wing off the chicken, and give it to him. He looks at me expectantly and I don’t need to read his mind to know he’s waiting for the fish. But I baulk at giving him any. We’re supposed to be having that for dinner.


    Then I get an idea. I wish him up a piece of juicy bream all of his own. It looks just like the real thing, so I hope it tastes the same. He snaffles it down first then grabs the chicken wing, and races off to the laundry. I’m going upstairs to count my gumballs.


    They roll onto the bed. I count them. Ninety-two. No more gumballs missing. I scoop them back into the bag. Suddenly I’m exhausted; it’s been a heck of a day.


    But the day’s not over yet – I haven’t forgotten about the aliens. I need to mind-read them; otherwise they’ll be able to sneak up on me. The purple bubble sails around the ceiling. One wish left.


    ‘Let me hear and understand the aliens’ invasion plans now,’ I say.


    I wait for ages, but nothing happens. There’s not as much as a croak from those Fizzwivellians. They must have knocked off work or gone to sleep. Yeah, I bet they’re all tucked up in bed. After all that rubber-stamping, they’re probably worn-out.


    I lie down on my own bed and watch the purple bubble shrivel and collapse. I had my third wish, even if it turned out to be useless. I shouldn’t have used the word ‘now’ in the wish. The bubbles are very literal-minded, and you have to say exactly what you want or you get something other than what you asked for. The wrinkled bubble falls towards me, but it’s gone before it hits.


    I start wondering what the aliens must look like. Are they green with one eye, like a Cyclops? Purple with spots and three eyes? Black stripes and twelve eyes? Maybe their eyes aren’t in their heads but on the ends of feelers or in their backs? Maybe they’ve two heads or tentacles? Two heads and tentacles? I’ve just about exhausted my fantastic picture gallery of all the aliens I’ve ever seen in movies and comics, when I remember that the Fizzwivellians sounded confident that humans wouldn’t notice them.


    Does this mean they … look … like … us?


    Then I have a horrible thought. What if the aliens made their plans for invasion and I missed hearing them during the lawnmower frenzy?


    As Smiley would say – Yowzers!

  


  
    


    FOURTEEN -Shriek – 2


    


    How long do Fizzwivellians sleep for? The usual eight hours? Do they even have hours on Planet Fizzwivel? For all I know they might sleep for days or weeks. But their invasion will have to be soon. Eleanor wouldn’t have sent me the bubblegum otherwise.


    What should I do? I know she’s expecting me to use my brain, so I bounce around on the bed to see if I can jiggle an idea loose. I don’t, but my bouncing upsets the bubblegum bag and a shiny black gumball slides out. It rolls into a dip in the bed. It looks like an eye glinting at me. ‘Blow a bubble, Terry,’ I hear it say. Or I think I do.


    It tastes like liquorice, and the bubble is big. I let it go, and it floats upwards. Suddenly it starts growing, and doesn’t stop until it’s enormous. It’s so huge it shoves the light fitting out of the way and takes up most of the ceiling, bulging down so far that it’s almost on top of me. I reach up and tickle it. It wriggles, and I think I hear laughter.


    But this is deadly serious stuff. No time for laughing or fooling around.


    ‘Okay,’ I say. ‘Wherever I am and whenever it is I wish to hear the aliens’ conversations about the invasion. I have to know all the details.’


    Now there’s a problem. The giant black bubble has taken over my bedroom. I can’t stand up and have to crawl around the room on my hands and knees. And the aliens seem to be in a coma and, on top of that, I’ve just heard Mum’s car driving in.


    What am I going to do?


    ‘Terry!’ Mum’s voice rings out – she’s seen my bike so she knows I’m somewhere around – ‘Are you upstairs?’


    ‘Yes,’ I shout. I sort of slither to the door and fall into the hall. The bubble tries to follow me, but I can’t let it. I have to get the door shut so Mum won’t see. The bubble doesn’t seem to understand, and puts up a fight. When I push it one way, it bulges out another.


    Mum’s footsteps are coming up the stairs! Desperately, I keep shoving the bubble backwards; it’s like wrestling a monster jellyfish. I manage to squeeze it inside and slam the door, and when Mum arrives I’m leaning against the door, panting.


    ‘What’s the matter?’ she says. ‘Your face is red as a beetroot.’


    My mind’s racing. ‘Push-ups,’ I pant. ‘A hundred-and-sixty-two.’


    ‘Good heavens, what a lot,’ Mum says. ‘Will you go and tell Sam to come home, please?’ She wanders off to the bathroom.


    The rest of the day is a nightmare. The aliens are still snoozing, and everybody down here seems fascinated by my closed door; they think I’m hiding something.


    Well, they’re right; but I tell them a bunch of whoppers so they’ll stop with the stupid comments. I tell Mum I’m making her a special birthday present, so she can’t go in on pain of death. I tell that to Dad, too. But I know Samantha won’t take a blind bit of notice, so I whisper that I saw a massive tarantula on the wall and it’s still in there somewhere. Her hair stands on end. ‘Don’t let it come out,’ she begs. She doesn’t want it to go into her room; spiders scare her silly.


    For dinner, Mum cooks the bream, and we have it with her famous burnt-butter sauce, her famous crunchy chips and her famous Greek salad. Which is a pity, because I’m too busy trying to pick up alien conversations to enjoy it.


    ‘Been a funny sort of day,’ Dad says while we’re eating. ‘For some reason everyone in Bumbalong must have decided to mow their lawns. The town smells like a great big paddock.’


    ‘It’s not the weekend,’ Mum says. ‘Is Bumbalong entering the Tidy Towns competition?’


    Dad shakes his head. ‘Well, if it is, no one told me. One thing I did hear, though, the movie people have a trained sheep—’


    ‘Mr Gibson’s sheep aren’t trained,’ Samantha says. She screws up her nose. ‘They’re stupid … like Susie.’


    ‘It’s not his sheep,’ Dad says. ‘It’s a special one they brought from Sydney. It’s an actor.’ He waggles his eyebrows at Mum. ‘Just like Brad Luverly.’


    Mum makes a face at him.


    He laughs. He looks at me. I’ve been listening with only one per cent of my attention – my real thoughts are far away, wandering around Outer Space, searching for Fizzwivel.


    ‘What’s up, Terry?’ he says. ‘Still worrying about the aliens?’


    I gulp and nearly fall off my chair.


    ‘Aliens?’ Mum says.


    Dad keeps a completely straight face. ‘Terry came into the shop today to report an impending alien invasion.’


    Samantha splutters in her plate. But Mum looks at me sternly. ‘Terry, you shouldn’t waste Dad’s work time with your jokes.’


    ‘Terry thinks he’s funny,’ Samantha says. She holds two chips above her eyes and wiggles them about. ‘Woooo … I’m an alien … woooo-ooo.’


    ‘Sam, stop that,’ Mum orders. ‘What a mess you are.’


    Samantha’s face is shiny with butter sauce. She licks more sauce off her fingers. Under the table, Smiley makes short work of the food she spilt on the floor.


    ‘It was funny,’ Dad says. ‘But, after that, everything started to go a bit strange.’


    Mum is trying to ignore Samantha by peering hard at Dad. ‘How strange?’


    He rubs his chin. ‘Not really sure. The day just seemed weird to me. Ever get the feeling that things are going on around you but you just can’t see them? You just keep missing out?’


    ‘Constantly,’ Mum says, giving Samantha’s greasy hands a despairing glance. ‘Like I can’t find my crystal earrings anywhere, but I know I didn’t lose them. The last time I wore them was three weeks ago, when you and I had lunch at The Lobster Pot, Charles. Then I put them away.’


    ‘Are you sure you did?’ Dad looks upset. He gave Mum those earrings for last year’s birthday.


    ‘Yes. I remember doing it.’


    I glare across the table at Samantha. The monster just sits there with that innocent-little-me expression on her face. Is she going to keep pretending she doesn’t know what’s happened to Mum’s earrings? Has the brat gone and lost them? I keep thinking about her tap-dancing in the kitchen and those earrings flip-flopping from her wretched ears. I should have taken them off her while she was stuck to the floor.


    Mum must be psychic all of a sudden. ‘Sam, you haven’t been playing dressings-up with my jewellery, have you?’ she says.


    Samantha bats her eyelashes then shakes her head.


    I start to fume inside. Why can’t the brat tell the truth for once? I wish she could be stuck again until she owns up.


    ‘Well, all right.’ Mum sighs. ‘But, look, you’ve got sauce on your good T-shirt. Go in the laundry and take it off. I’ll put it to soak.’


    ‘After pudding,’ Samantha says.


    ‘No. Right now. Otherwise it’ll stain.’


    Samantha puts on her most begging expression. ‘Pudding first … please.’


    Mum gets to her feet. ‘Come on!’


    Pouting, Samantha starts to stand up. But she’s not doing it alone; her chair tries to stand up with her. She yells ‘Yeow!’ and pitches forward, grabbing at the table.


    ‘Sam!’ Dad says. ‘Stop that nonsense!’


    ‘I’m not …’ she groans. She and the chair sit down again.


    Dad’s eyebrows descend like storm clouds. ‘No more nonsense, I said. Off to the laundry. Now!’


    ‘I’m trying to, Dad.’


    She eases herself forward and up. The chair comes with her every millimetre of the way. Right about now I’m seeing that black monster bubble in my bedroom granting me its second wish. I’d forgotten about that.


    Dad and Mum glare at Samantha.


    ‘What’re you playing at, young lady?’ Dad says. ‘Out of your chair this minute!’


    ‘I can’t!’ Samantha shrieks. ‘I’m stuck! I’m stuck!’


    ‘What?’ Mum sprints around the table, and tries to pull Samantha from the chair. But this chair is in love with Samantha’s bum and it doesn’t want to leave.


    ‘She is stuck, Charles. Look, she’s not fooling,’ Mum shouts. ‘Her bottom’s stuck to the chair and I can’t get her off.’


    ‘Ridiculous,’ Dad says. He takes over from Mum and grabs hold of Samantha.


    He gets nowhere quickly.


    ‘Good grief, I don’t believe it!’ He stands there with his hands on his hips. ‘She’s stuck!’


    ‘I told you.’


    Mum gives Dad the eye, his eyebrows shoot up, and then they leap on Samantha. They tug her this way. They tug her that way. They try to prise her off the seat. They try to prise the seat off her.


    Mum starts fanning her face with her hand. ‘It’s no good. What’ll we do?’


    ‘Woooo-hoooo!’ Samantha wails. ‘I’m stuck for always!’


    ‘Stop blubbering,’ Dad orders. ‘Don’t worry; we’ll give it another go.’


    Mum grits her teeth and hangs on to the chair. Dad grabs Samantha under the arms. They grunt and puff and their faces turn red. Then they change places, and grunt and puff and turn red again.


    Exhausted, they flop onto their own chairs. Samantha glares at them, she glares at me. I’m no use to anyone, I’ve cracked up.


    ‘It’s Terry’s fault,’ she bellows. ‘He did it. He put Super Glue on the seat.’


    ‘I did not!’ I protest.


    I don’t think Mum and Dad are listening. ‘We could get her out of her clothes,’ Dad suggests.


    ‘Terry did it! Terry did it!’ Samantha yells.


    ‘Oh, be quiet, Sam! Shouting won’t help!’ Mum shouts back.


    Samantha’s wearing sneakers and jeans. Mum pulls off the sneakers and undoes the jeans. She and Dad try to wriggle the monster out of the jeans.


    No such luck. This battle’s going nowhere. Samantha, her jeans, and the chair are forever one.


    Mum sags against the table. ‘I don’t understand it, Charles, she seems to be stuck. Not the clothes – her.’


    Sam’s lip pushes out from her greasy face. ‘Woooo-hoooo! Terry super-glued me.’


    ‘That’s nonsense and you know it,’ Dad says. ‘Terry couldn’t super-glue you through your clothes.’ He gives me a glance as if to say ‘Could you?’ then he collapses. Tears of laughter run down his cheeks – the strain is just too much.


    ‘This is insane,’ he splutters when he can get the words out. He looks at Mum, who has failed to see the funny side, and struggles to make his face solemn. ‘Ikky, are we going to have to bring in …’ he splutters again and snorts, ‘the Fire Brigade?’


    ‘Waaaaaaa!’ Samantha bawls. Dad’s hysteria has finished her off. ‘It’s Terry’s fault! It’s just like yesterday when he glued my tap shoes to the floor!’


    Mum and Dad stare at me. ‘Tell us what happened. Will one of you please tell us what’s going on?’ Mum begs.


    ‘I didn’t super-glue anybody,’ I say. ‘But, yesterday, Samantha thought she was glued to the floor. I reckon she needs to see a psychiatrist.’


    Now, that wasn’t helpful, was it? Dad stops splitting his sides and Mum’s face turns as dark as a thundercloud. Why do I say these dumb things?


    ‘Ask Sam,’ I continue desperately. I give my sister the evil eye. ‘Sam, tell them exactly what you were doing yesterday, and maybe everything will be all right.’


    They all look at me as if I’m the one who’s nuts.


    But Samantha looks at me hardest. Does she understand what I mean? She pushes out her bottom lip again. I can see she’s thinking. Maybe that devious brain of hers is doing some useful work for a change.


    ‘Um, I was tap-dancing …’ her eyes shift sideways to Mum. ‘I put my leotard on and … and your earrings. Then I got stuck.’


    ‘My earrings?’ Mum says. ‘You’ve got them? Where are they?’


    ‘In my room.’


    ‘Ooh, you naughty girl,’ Mum moans. ‘But what are we going to do …?’


    She grabs Samantha for another heave.


    Samantha sails into the air.


    Mum sails with her.


    The chair stays right where it is.

  


  
    


    FIFTEEN -Fantastic Five


    


    That night I just about suffocate. I lie in bed, with the bubble squishing down on me. A bit of it is bulging out the window, cutting off the air from outside. And the door is shut, for obvious reasons.


    Right. I can hear what you’re thinking and you’re not even aliens (at least, I suppose you aren’t). You’re thinking: What a moron! Why doesn’t he wish the bubble would shrink to a more convenient size? Well, I could. But I don’t want to waste the third wish on my comfort and convenience. If the aliens ever start talking again, I might need to wish something in a hurry.


    Wide awake and tossing, I do the worst thing you can do when you can’t sleep. I keep glancing at the time.


    Ten p.m.


    Ten-thirty.


    Eleven-fifteen.


    Eleven-thirty.


    Eleven-forty-five.


    Then, at one minute to twelve, I hear the voices…


    ‘Survey Team 40002 reporting for duty, Saah! Agents Ratsnif, Swooz, Brindigl, Desplotter and Snaffle, all present and correct.’


    ‘Commander Ratsnif,’ says the Sir. ‘Your mission is to survey the planet Earth. To effect entry into the Earth sphere you will be beamed through Window of Opportunity 23X.’


    ‘WOO 23X – copy that, Saah!’ There is a significant pause, and I think it means that my bubble is doing its job, letting me in on all the details, because the commander adds: ‘Which is when, exactly?’


    ‘The exact time will be Bitsmit.’


    What on Fizzwivel is Bitsmit?


    The bubble is trying to sit on my face. I give it an irritable poke. Do your job properly, You Bubble! How else will I know when the aliens are coming?


    ‘Right,’ Commander Ratsnif says. ‘Twenty-four hours from now. Very good, Saah!’ He sounds as if he’s synchronising his watch. I synchronise mine – twelve midnight, on the dot.


    The voices start again …


    ‘What do we do when we arrive, Sir?’ a different one says.


    ‘Agent Snaffle, I know you’re new to the Survey,’ says the Sir. ‘The Team adopts a convenient disguise until it locates the human shape. Then it re-transforms into an accurate copy of that.’


    Yikes! These aliens are shape-shifters! They can make themselves look like anything! And this is how they’ll take us over!


    ‘What is the human shape like?’ says Agent Snaffle.


    ‘I don’t have that information,’ says the Sir. ‘Before Bitsmit it will be given to your Information Officer, who will be you, Agent Brindigl.’


    ‘Me?’


    I hear a squeal, and assume that Agent Brindigl is over the moon (or maybe moons) about being made the Information Officer.


    ‘Excuse me, I must be off directly,’ says the Sir. ‘Another meeting to attend. Please sign these forms. In quadruplicate.’


    ‘Forms?’ say five voices together.


    ‘What sort of forms and why do we have to sign them?’ says Commander Ratsnif in an unimpressed voice. I notice that all of a sudden he’s stopped saying ‘Saah!’


    ‘New policy,’ says the Sir. ‘They’re Wavers of Responsibility. In case you mess up.’


    ‘If we mess up, we won’t be held responsible?’ says the commander.


    ‘Not exactly,’ says the Sir. ‘If you mess up, I won’t be held responsible.’


    There is silence for a while. Then the voices begin again …


    ‘Me – Information Officer! That’s a big promotion. At this rate I’ll soon be Commander.’


    ‘In your dreams, Brindigl,’ says Commander Ratsnif.


    ‘I wonder what a human actually looks like?’ Brindigl continues. ‘I hope it’s not ugly.’


    ‘Who cares?’ says Commander Ratsnif. ‘Really, Brindigl, you’re such a wuss.’


    ‘I am not! I’m a lady, I am.’


    ‘Yes,’ says Snaffle. ‘And you’re a chauvinist oik, Ratsnif.’


    ‘Watch it, Snaffle,’ Ratsnif warns. ‘Don’t forget who is the commander here. And you’re just the junior.’


    ‘Stop fighting,’ says a voice that hasn’t spoken before. ‘What I want to know is: whereabouts are they going to put us down on the Earth?’


    ‘Normal procedure for a pre-invasion survey is to place the team nearest the centre of a planet’s government,’ says Ratsnif.


    ‘Well, I hope so,’ says the unnamed voice, sounding extremely sceptical. ‘I hope they’ve chosen a proper area, with plenty of human-thingies in it. Not like the last survey team I was on. Remember the survey on Flartus, Desplotter?’


    ‘That’s for sure, Swooz,’ Desplotter replies. ‘By mistake we got beamed into a methane swamp and spent an entire winter being slime, only to find out afterwards that the superior life form was that horrible wiggly thing with the hairy arms.’


    ‘Ugh ... I hated being that wiggly thing,’ says Swooz. ‘Just thinking about it gives me the creeps.’


    ‘You’re a bunch of wusses,’ states Ratsnif. ‘And I can say that because I’m the Commander.’


    The voices erupt. I might be listening to a hundred kookaburras arguing, for all the racket these weirdos make. I can’t understand a single cranky word they’re saying now, although maybe it doesn’t matter much.


    These aliens don’t sound very smart. But the one named Swooz made a good point about where on the Earth they ought to land. In fact, I know exactly where, and it isn’t Canberra. And especially it isn’t Washington DC, or London, or at the United Nations, or anywhere like that. Oh no …


    I make wish number three for the black monster bubble: ‘I wish the agents from Fizzwivel will arrive tomorrow night, at midnight, and they’ll beam straight down into my backyard.’

  


  
    


    SIXTEEN -The Day Before Tomorrow


    


    BANG! The bubble explodes, rattling the window and shaking the pictures on the wall. There’s a short silence before feet pound down the hallway.


    Dad throws open my door. ‘Terry, are you okay?’


    ‘Huh? Whaswrong?’ I say, trying to sound as if I’m just waking up.


    ‘An explosion. I heard a terrific bang somewhere. Didn’t you?’


    I sit up and rub my eyes. It feels good to breathe again. ‘Um … thought it was a dream,’ I mumble sleepily. I’m a better actor than Brad Luverly, although that’s not saying much.


    ‘Well, everything seems all right here,’ Dad says. ‘Guess it must have been somewhere outside. Hope it wasn’t a car accident; I hate going to those things.’


    Sighing because he’s imagining he’ll probably just get back to bed and the phone will ring, Dad trudges off to his room. I smile and lie back down. The pillow feels nice and soft, and there’s a breeze wafting into the room.


    Ahh … air … ahhh … no more bubble … ahhhh … sleep.


    Next morning Mum and Dad don’t look too good. What with that crazy dinner last night and being woken up by an exploding bubble, they’re too shell-shocked to notice that I don’t look too good either. Mum has a worried face when she sends Samantha off to Julie’s, and Samantha is crankier than usual, if that’s possible. It’s going to be a long while before she’ll trust that dining room chair again; she says she won’t sit on it any more.


    I decide to have a quiet day – I have to be well rested for tonight. With the house to myself I laze around in front of the TV. But there’s nothing to watch that wouldn’t bore the brain out of a slug, so I go upstairs, and lie on my bed and read a bit of Harry Potter.


    I’ve read it all before, so it’s not as exciting the second time, and two paragraphs later my eyes close. Then I must be in a dream, because I’m back watching TV. Mum, Dad and Samantha walk into the lounge room. Mum sits on one side of me; Dad sits on the other. Samantha stands up (you know why).


    Mum’s arm closes round me. ‘Well, here we are,’ she says. She looks at Dad. ‘This is nice, isn’t it, Commander Dad?’


    ‘Sure is, Information Officer Mum. Isn’t this nice, Agent Sam?’ he says.


    They all grin, and they seem to have a lot more teeth than normal. Then they turn into huge, hairy purple octopuses.


    I wake up screaming.


    And that’s the most exciting thing that happens all day. In fact, I get so bored I even think briefly of visiting the film set. But I’m not quite as desperate as that.


    Okay, so we’ll skip to the action …


    Bitsmit is almost here – the big moment when the aliens arrive. It’s late at night and everybody’s asleep except me. I’m wearing my pyjamas but I’m not in bed. To keep awake until midnight I’m playing games on my computer, pacing around the room, and doing pushups. About ten million times I sneak across the hall to the bathroom, to look out the window. Every time I do this my hair stands on end. Waiting for something to happen, even when you know when it’s going to happen, is harder than you think.


    Fifteen minutes before the big event, I throw on my dressing gown, grab my good torch, and go to camp in the bathroom. I peer out the window. A three-quarter moon lights up the backyard and everything is pale and at the same time shadowy. Something streaks across the grass then vanishes into a blot of darkness beside the garden shed. I think it’s Smiley. He’s supposed to spend nights in the laundry so he won’t decimate the wildlife population, and Samantha is supposed to put him there because he’s technically her pet. But she always forgets and Mum ends up doing it.


    Not tonight. Smiley is living it up, outside.


    What will that cat do if he sees the aliens arrive? He’ll totally freak out. I’ll have to go downstairs to save him.


    The yard seems different at night. The moonlight is strange and creepy. It makes me feel like an actor in a thriller movie. I’ve remembered to bring a few gumballs – I don’t go anywhere without those. I pop one into my mouth and start chewing. You have to be prepared.


    Where’s Smiley? He’s gone up in smoke. With my tongue, I shove the bubblegum into my cheek then prowl around the yard, whispering ‘Smiley’ as loud as I dare.


    He doesn’t show a whisker. The door to the garden shed is ajar. I open it a bit wider and shine the torch into the corners. ‘Smiley, are you in here?’


    He isn’t.


    The shed has thick bushes next to it, on its shadowy side. I crawl under them, flashing my torch but keeping it half covered with my hand. It’d be just my luck if nosy Mrs Darby was suffering from insomnia and looked out the window and thought I was a prowler.


    I’m still under the bush when lights appear above the lawn. It’s just like Doctor Who: the aliens are beaming down. Five puddles of light plop onto the grass. For a second there’s nothing in them. Then shapes begin to grow …


    I kill the torch. My heart is tap-dancing louder than Samantha’s feet. Frantically, I chew the bubblegum. It’s not because I’m in a hurry to blow a bubble, but because I’m scared out of my wits. These aliens aren’t going to be BIG; they’re going to be ENORMOUS!

  


  
    


    SEVENTEEN -Close Encounters of the Mashed Potato Kind


    


    The bubble comes out wobbly, like my nerves. It snags in a branch and waits for my first wish, which is to be able to mind-read the aliens, understand what they’re saying, and communicate with them.


    The aliens crowd together on the lawn. They’ve lost their beam, but the moon is shining on them whitely. Their bodies give off a fuzzy glow, lighting up everything around them. And they’re easily three metres tall.


    But what else do they look like? Galloping Gumballs! Where are the tentacles? Where are the eyes on stalks? Where are the two heads, the fangs, and any of the comic book stuff I imagined? I dreamed about purple octopuses with razor teeth. But, instead, here I am staring at … blobs. These aliens are three-metre high, gooey, lumpy blobs. They look like heaps of mashed potato.


    Where am I going with this? I never expected anything this weird. How do you talk to a lump of mashed potato? What does mashed potato sound like when it talks?


    I hear one blob say: ‘Blubstopi bleezop? Kriffle mik spuel? Chwifflzee … skudiffi!’


    Instantly my bubble wish kicks in and I understand this is Fizzwivelian for ‘Well, isn’t this just dandy? Where’s the wretched sun? I can’t see a damn thing!’


    Another blob replies: ‘Zerk bumbol zigzbompy, Desplotter,’ which means: ‘I told you they’d stuff it up, Desplotter.’


    Okay, so I’ll leave out the Fizzwivellian gobbledygook for the rest of the story. In any case I’m not listening to it any more because I understand it perfectly. But I can’t tell which blob is doing the talking because I can’t see their mouths. Maybe they don’t have mouths. Their eyes are invisible, as well, but must be somewhere in the middle of all that mush. They must also have bad eyesight if they can’t see by moonlight.


    Then I recognise Commander Ratsnif’s voice.


    ‘Shut up, will you? Complain, complain, that’s all you ever do. Once the beam effect wears off, you’ll be able to see in this dark. Information Officer Brindigl, where is that description of the human life form?’


    Absolute silence follows the question. A blob sort of shifts nervously from foot to foot (that is, if it had feet it’d shift nervously from foot to foot). It flattens one of Mum’s chrysanthemum bushes.


    I find myself tuning in to the Information Officer’s desperate thoughts …


    ‘Wigglesbiff!’ thinks Brindigl – this is an extremely rude Fizzwivellian swear word, so I won’t translate – ‘Old Ratsnif’s gonna have a seizure.’


    ‘Well …?’ Ratsnif says.


    ‘Er …’ Brindigl shuffles backwards, squashing another bush. ‘Um, I’m afraid I left it behind.’


    The massive great lump next to Brindigl wobbles like an insane jelly. This must be Ratsnif having his seizure.


    ‘You did WHAT?’


    ‘Ah … I forgot to bring it.’


    Bits of mashed potato slip and slither all over the convulsing commander. ‘But you read it first?’ he tries to say as calmly as he can. ‘So you can identify the life form for us?’


    ‘Um-mmm … we-eell …’ Brindigl backs off. ‘Er, I didn’t actually find the time. You know … what with the farewell party and everything.’


    There is deathly silence. Brindigl cringes by the chrysanthemums, the commander has another seizure, and the other Fizzwivellians kind of slog about helplessly, crushing the lawn.


    But I am over the moon! These aliens have no idea what a human being looks like, so maybe, just maybe, if I do it right, I can fool them into going back home.


    Hang on. Right now I bet you’re thinking: Terry Gatsby is a prize dumbo. He has magic wishing bubblegum, for goodness sake – he has the POWER! He can actually wish the alien blobs back to Fizzwivel, no sweat.


    Sorry to disappoint you. A second after I think about fooling the blobs, I also think of wishing them away. Crouched under a prickly bush, in the dark, with spiders building webs all over me and invisible creepy-crawlies rustling in the leaves, I make a second wish: ‘Send the aliens back to Fizzwivel. NOW!’


    But nothing happens.

  


  
    


    EIGHTEEN -Five Its and A Kid


    


    I’m facing disaster. The whole world’s facing disaster. My bubble magic has stopped working.


    Stuck in a branch of the bush, the bubble just sits there nudging me, in the darkness. Why have I failed? Is it because these mashed potato monsters are aliens? Does the magic only work on earthly things? Eleanor Everheart told me to pay attention; so what am I missing? I’ve absolutely no idea.


    But, at the moment, it doesn’t matter. A cat comes leaping over the side fence. It’s Mrs Darby’s Persian fur ball Pussums, and Smiley is hot on its fuzzed-out tail. Pussums is a real porker; he can’t run very far or fast; but Smiley’s put the wind up him and he’s puffing along like an express train.


    The cats tear into the yard. It takes them half-a-second to see the aliens. They screech to a halt.


    I’ve never seen cats standing on the tips of their claws before. Suddenly the aliens shine a bright blue light around Smiley and Pussums, and they freeze. Poor little fur balls, they look like two icy poles waiting to melt.


    Before I can do anything the aliens have shrunk into the size and shape of cats. Two of them are black and white like Smiley and the other three resemble Pussums. The blue light vanishes, and the real Smiley and Pussums unfreeze. They yowl and then head for the hills.


    Cats can’t fly; however, I swear, fat old Pussums is flying like a bird. Smiley flees into the darkness of my bush, screams on past, and out the other side. An inspiration seizes me. I cross my fingers and try to make another wish.


    ‘Bubble, make me into an exact copy of Smiley and let me be able to talk to the Fizzwivellians.’


    Well, the bubble-wish has worked on me; I’m now a cat drowning in pyjamas and a dressing gown. I wriggle out from underneath the clothes. I order the bubble to stay with the clothes and then stalk into the open yard, with my tail in the air.


    ‘Kerk berksblobli! Fopibi urdstipop zuiksfrotn?’ I yell as loud as a pussycat can. Which is Fizzwivel-speak for ‘Hey, you lot! Who do you think you’re copying?’


    The Fizzwivellians stagger back, their whiskers bristling in terror. ‘It’s not a dumb creature,’ one whispers to the rest.


    ‘Of course I’m not a dumb creature,’ I meow angrily, in Fizzwivellian. ‘You visiting shape-shifters are all the same – pushy. Who do you think you are, pinching other forms without permission?’


    ‘It speaks our language. How can an Earth creature do that?’ a Pussums whispers. If a blob of mashed potato disguised as a fluffy Persian cat can look embarrassed, then this one does. I guess it must be Brindigl, who’s horrified because someone else has better information than the Information Officer does.


    ‘I’m not an Earth creature,’ I say. ‘I’m a visitor just like you.’


    ‘You know who we are?’ a Smiley look-alike says.


    I think it’s Commander Ratsnif, and it’s kind of spooky talking to him face to face when he looks like my sister’s pet. ‘Yes, you’re Fizzwivellians. I’ve heard of you.’


    ‘How do you speak our language?’


    Can a pussycat shrug? My little furry shoulders go up and down in a suitably vague manner. ‘Oh, I get around. I pick up these things, here and there.’


    ‘Why are you on this planet?’


    I answer that one with a stony stare (cats are experts at this).


    ‘Official reasons,’ I say. ‘What about you? Serious trip, or are you just on your hols?’


    All five of them hiss.


    ‘Serious, of course,’ Ratsnif snaps. ‘Where are you from?’


    I have to think at warp-speed now.


    ‘I’m a Meowan. My home planet is Meow,’ I reply boldly, at the same time hoping there’s no such place in the universe.


    ‘Never heard of it.’ Ratsnif stretches like a cat. Getting used to his new body, I suppose.


    I’m also getting used to mine, and it’s super cool. Cat eyes are absolutely brilliant; they can see in the dark like nothing.


    ‘Well, it’s a big universe,’ I say, nonchalantly.


    Ratsnif gives me a slanted oriental glare. ‘What is your business here, Meowan?’


    I think he’s suspicious. The other four sit behind, in a soldierly line, while their commander asks the questions. I don’t like this. My dad says that, during interrogation you never let your suspect take the initiative unless he’s ready to brag about his crimes.


    For effect, I flick my tail belligerently. ‘I can ask you that, too,’ I say. ‘Meowans are scientists: we study other planets. There are quite a lot of us on Earth and we’ve been here several thousand years. That was one of my colleagues, Professor Pussums, you startled – he’s rather shy.’ I stroll along their line as if I’m a General inspecting them. ‘So, what are you Fizzwivellians really here for?’


    Ratsnif lies through his despicable pointy teeth. ‘The same. We came to study the superior life form – the Human.’


    ‘Oh, really?’


    ‘Yes.’ Ratsnif tries grinning at me. It’s a ridiculous sight. ‘Perhaps you can describe it to us, please.’


    ‘Don’t you know what your subject looks like?’ I say, as if I’m amazed that anyone could come all this way and be so incompetent. I’m stalling while I try to think of my next move. Then I have it, a plan so brilliant that I can hardly believe I thought of it. What a genius I am.


    ‘No.’ Ratsnif hisses sideways at the down-mouthed Brindigl. ‘We mislaid our notes on the way here. A glitch … just a glitch … you know how these things happen.’


    ‘Sure I do,’ I say. ‘But better than describe the human form, I can show it to you tomorrow, when the sun rises. Are you going to shape-shift into it?’


    The Fizzwivellians eye each other. ‘Um … yes,’ Ratsnif says. ‘We feel that, by intermingling we can study it better.’


    ‘All right. But it’s a good idea to stay as cats until then,’ I tell them.


    ‘Cats? What are cats?’


    ‘That’s what Humans call us Meowans,’ I reply. ‘We’ve been on the planet so long that they think we’re native. We fit in, and nobody takes much notice of us.’ I start to prowl around the yard as if I’m watching out for something. Then I leap up onto the fence and peer into the night. ‘That is, no one except …’


    ‘Except …?’ the Fizzwivellians say together.


    Perched on the fence, I wash my face with a paw. The Fizzwivellians have tensed up, waiting for my reply. I’m in no hurry; I want these aliens to sweat a bit.


    Being a cat is fun. I marvel at how easy it is to jump on the fence; I’ve got springs for legs. This night-vision’s amazing, too. I can see deep into the shadows in Mrs Darby’s yard, and there’s Pussums the First quivering under the house back step as if he’s lost his marbles. After what happened to him, he probably has. What about poor little Smiley? Where did he go? He must be as freaked out as Pussums is.


    ‘Except what?’ Ratsnif prompts.


    Time to lay my trap. Down I jump, landing softly on velvet paws. I move close to the aliens and whisper in their pricked ears: ‘The dogs ...’ I lower my voice until they’re straining to hear: ‘They eat Meowans.’


    ‘Ooh …’ a Pussums look-alike moans – it’s either Swooz or Snaffle. ‘Ought we to be cats, then?’


    ‘What else can we be?’ Ratsnif says. ‘You know we’re authorised to make only two shifts per mission, we have to follow Regulations. Tell me, Meowan; are these dogs visitors to Earth, too?’


    Casually I sharpen my claws on the tree. ‘Yeah, they’re from Canis Major. I tell you, Earth’s stuffed full of visitors; it’s practically overflowing … which makes it hard to tell who is what, unless you know—’


    ‘I don’t want to get eaten,’ says Snaffle or Swooz. ‘Now I wish I hadn’t come.’


    Ratsnif growls. ‘Snaffle, just shut up, you wuss.’


    ‘Night’s the worse time for being caught and eaten, especially when you don’t know your way around,’ I say helpfully. ‘You’ll have to hide until the dawn.’


    ‘Where? Where is safe?’ Snaffle says with a shrill meow.


    ‘Well …’ I stroll over to the shed. ‘It’s lucky for you that you met someone like me who can help. This building’s the perfect place.’


    Ratsnif starts to protest, but the others shout him down and say they want to go into the shed. I lead them inside and point out the comfy corners: behind the mower; on top of some paint tins; under the bench, behind my bike. Well, they’re cats, aren’t they? Cats are good at curling up almost anywhere.


    I leave them there and zip outside. There’s no other way out of the shed, and those aliens will be there until I choose to set them free. All I’ll have to do now is close the door and shoot the bolt.


    Right. Time to wish myself into Terry again so I’ve got hands instead of p—!


    Oh no! Yowzers! I already had three wishes from the bubble, didn’t I? That means I have to blow another one. Can cats blow bubblegum? I never thought of that. My little pussycat heart is running away with me; I can feel my tail frizzing. ‘Calm down,’ I say to myself. ‘You have to stay calm!’


    Meow, meow, meow! Okay. What if the wish that didn’t work isn’t counted as a wish? There was nothing wrong with it that I can see; it was pretty straightforward, wasn’t it? I’ve got to give it a try. ‘Please, I wish I was Terry again, now!’ I say under my breath.


    And zap! it works! Then my hand is shoving the door shut and sliding the bolt across. I breathe a sigh of relief. The Fizzwivellians are making a lot of cat noise, so I listen-in. They’re squabbling over who’ll sleep where, and complaining about the general stuff-up of the mission – Brindigl’s mistake – and being beamed down in the dead of night.


    To try and make up for forgetting the description of humans, Brindigl has started being knowledgeable about everything else. She’s droning on about classes of planet types – there’s loads of them, apparently – and the different ways you can invade them. Unfortunately, she started with a Class One and she’s such a very boring speaker she could easily invade a planet by putting everyone to sleep first. She’s practically putting me to sleep.


    In fact she’s got me yawning, and I’m just about to leave, when I hear her say: ‘And then there’s Class Sixteen, the slave planets. Like this one.’


    I prick up my ears – well, not actually prick them up because they’re flat – didn’t the Boss say something about us having a slave system?


    ‘Class Sixteens are easy to take over because the dominant life forms rely on machines with an outside power source—’


    ‘So, all an invasion force has to do is disable the power source,’ Commander Ratsnif buts in. ‘BOOM! The planet’s finished. Tell me, Brindigl, how come you know all this?’


    ‘I researched it,’ she says haughtily. ‘I’m good at finding things out.’


    ‘Really? I wonder when you get the time, what with all the parties you attend,’ he replies.


    ‘You’re a nasty git,’ Brindigl spits. I think they’re about to have a cat fight. There’s some banging and screeching, and the sound of a tin falling over, and then Ratsnif snarls: ‘Okay, okay, forget the insults. I’m the commander of this survey. As soon as we shift to human shape, we’ll get rid of that Meowan and anything else that might get in our way.’


    My glare practically melts the shed door. Now, I ask you, what sort of gratitude is that?

  


  
    


    NINETEEN -I, Barebot


    


    Up until now I’ve never had a more awesome night in my life. But it’s not over yet. My clothes are in one place and I’m in another, stark naked, and – you guessed it – on flicks the light in Mrs Darby’s house. The champion sticky-beak of Bumbalong Neighbourhood Watch is a shadow at her window, staring out.


    ‘Eeeeek!’ she screeches. ‘Arrghll-aee-ee!’ she yodels, seeing me nude in the moonlight.


    I flash across to the bush, and dive under it, where I scramble into my clothes. Through the scratchy twigs I see a light come on in Mum and Dad’s bedroom. A couple of minutes later – Mrs Darby’s still yodelling loud enough to wake the dead – Dad rushes out into the yard, waving a torch. I cower under the bush.


    Mrs Darby is hanging out her window, throwing her arms about dramatically and howling: ‘Prowler! Prowler! Nothing on! Pervert!’ She looks like she’s conducting an orchestra.


    Dad climbs onto the fence then sweeps his torch around our yard and hers. The beam rakes my bush, too close for comfort, and I squash myself into the ground so I’m practically eating dirt. When Dad drops into Mrs Darby’s yard and she comes to her back door to let him inside, I gallop to the house – saved!


    As I open our back door, Smiley appears from nowhere, slips through my legs and races in ahead of me. He slinks off to the kitchen to look for food. I head quickly up the stairs; but, at the top, I nearly tumble back down. Mum is standing there in her nightdress and fluffy slippers. Her hands are on her hips and she’s glaring.


    ‘Explain,’ she says.


    I don’t like the cold tone in her voice. I wave my torch in vague way. ‘Um … um … I um heard a cat fight before. I thought it might be Smiley.’


    Mum frowns; she’s not convinced. ‘He’s where he belongs. In the laundry. You know that.’


    ‘No. He isn’t.’ I crane my neck to see downstairs. Where are you, Smiley? Don’t make a liar out of me. ‘Sam must have forgotten to lock him up. He was fighting outside. I brought him in.’


    At that point Smiley obligingly wanders up the stairs. He’s completely over his fright with the aliens, or else he’s forgotten about it. ‘Oh,’ Mum says, but she doesn’t look any happier. When Samantha pokes her head from her bedroom, Mum snaps: ‘Back to bed, Sam. Now!’


    Samantha’s door slams shut. Even she can tell that Mum isn’t in the mood for any more nonsense.


    ‘I’d better … um … go to bed, too,’ I say, anxious to escape.


    ‘Terry,’ booms a voice behind me, sounding much scarier than Mum’s.


    Yowzers!


    Gulping, I turn. ‘Yes, Dad?’ I squeak.


    ‘Was that you Mrs Darby was yelling about?’


    ‘Suppose so. I was just looking for Smiley.’


    ‘Sam forgot to lock him up. So did I,’ Mum says. Smiley is busy kissing her slippers.


    ‘But you weren’t in the nu—’ Dad shakes his head. ‘No … ridiculous. That woman is seriously disturbed.’


    ‘What are you talking about, Charles?’ Mum says. ‘What did she say?’


    Dad lowers his voice to a whisper. ‘She said she saw a nude prowler.’ I guess he’s making certain Samantha can’t overhear.


    ‘Ridiculous,’ Mum scoffs. ‘Amelia Darby is off her rocker. Let’s go back to bed.’


    What an experience! I flop into bed and find Smiley’s there as well. I can’t be bothered to take him downstairs and for a while he plays with my toes. Every time I move a foot, he pounces on it. I keep him busy, shifting my feet under the blanket, to wear him out. Finally, he gets bored and curls up in a ball and purrs himself to sleep.


    I wish I could purr myself to sleep, but it’s not that easy. My brain is bouncing like a football. The moon is shining through the window; the glare isn’t helping.


    Funny old moon, I can’t keep my eyes off it.As I lie watching it I seem to see a face in the brightness – a smiling face, with twinkling eyes.


    Eleanor.


    ‘Terry, do you understand what you have to do?’ she says.


    ‘I think so,’ I answer. ‘I’ve got to make the aliens go back to their world.’


    ‘Right. They must want to get out of here like they’ve never wanted anything before. They have to believe that Earth is the worst place in the universe and never want to come here again.’


    ‘Eleanor, why couldn’t I just wish them back to Fizzwivel? Why didn’t that wish work?’ I say.


    ‘Because it wouldn’t have made any impression on the aliens. They would have assumed that something was faulty when they were beamed here, and they’d come right back.’


    ‘Oh …’ Now why didn’t I think of that?


    ‘Terry, don’t you reckon you should get some sleep?’


    I yawn. ‘Yes.’


    The next thing I know I’m a lonely green pea trying to swim through a bowl of sloppy mashed potato. Just as a giant mouth is about to gobble me, I wake up. Birds are twittering outside, and daylight is streaming through in my window – it’s seven a.m.

  


  
    


    TWENTY -The Squirminator


    


    Breakfast is an insane rush; everyone’s grumpy from lack of sleep and Mum and Dad are nearly late for work. Mum gives me devastating news: she’s still worrying about Samantha’s battle with the dining chair and thinks that Mrs Darby might not be the only one who’s a few ants short of a picnic. She’s decided she can’t trust Samantha to behave in public like a normal person, so Samantha needs an official minder. And you can guess who that’s going to be, can’t you? Nothing I say will change Mum’s mind; I’m gone.


    The monster follows me everywhere. So does Smiley. I suspect he was hiding in the yard last night and saw me turn myself into a cat, and he’s waiting to see me do it again.


    ‘Why does Smiley keep kissing you?’ Samantha says. ‘He’s my cat not yours.’


    ‘He doesn’t know that. You never play with him,’ I tell her.


    Samantha pouts. ‘He’s no fun now. Not like when he was a cute little kitten.’


    ‘Well, kittens grow up into cats. They can’t stay cute forever.’


    Not only do I have to be Samantha’s minder, I’ve got to do the breakfast washing up. Something tells me that Mum wasn’t pleased about being woken up two nights in a row and she’s blaming me. Meanwhile, locked in our garden shed are five aliens who must be wondering if that Meowan who put them there last night is ever coming back. I need to let them out as soon as possible. If my plan’s going to succeed, I need them to trust me absolutely.


    But how am I going to get rid of Samantha? I’d like to have Super Glue that would stick her to a chair. I consider blowing a new bubble for the purpose, but then I have a simpler idea.


    ‘Why don’t you go to Julie’s place?’ I suggest.


    ‘Mum said I had to stay home with you.’


    ‘Don’t you want to play with Julie?’


    Samantha makes a face at me. ‘Anything’d be better than hanging around here.’


    ‘Then go. I promise I won’t tell Mum. It’ll be our secret.’


    ‘It’ll have to be, otherwise you’ll get into trouble,’ Samantha says as she runs out the door.


    If only the rest of my life would sort out this easily. Just as long as Mum doesn’t find out I let Samantha loose. Now, all I have to do is shut Smiley in the laundry so I can take his shape again.


    The coast appears to be clear. Samantha must be inside Julie’s house, because I can’t hear their voices in the yard. The bag of bubblegum’s in my jacket pocket – I decided to carry the lot with me, to protect myself from mistakes and unforeseen disasters. At the moment I’m chewing an orange gumball in readiness for a bubble.


    At the shed I slide back the bolt on the door. That’s all I do because I don’t want to let the aliens out before I’m ready. The plan is to change myself into a Smiley clone who can talk with them then pull the door so it opens just wide enough for a cat to walk through.


    Before I blow a bubble, I climb up the fence to check out Mrs Darby’s house. It looks quiet over there – maybe the sticky-beak’s still recovering from her shock last night. Just in case she isn’t, I crouch under the bush near the shed. I blow the bubble, making the proper wish, also telling the bubble to wait by my clothes while I go to the shed door.


    Inside the shed the Fizzwivellians’ voices snarl and spit. They’re arguing, and grumbling about the accommodations. Those ingrates are the all-time champion whingers of the universe.


    Okay, now to get the shed open …


    The door is tin hammered onto two sides of a timber frame. I never thought of it as heavy before, because it wasn’t. That is, not heavy for a human to open. And of course, you just take hold of the slide bolt, and pull. But things are different for a cat. I try to hook my paw into the edge of the door, but it’s just a crack there. If I stand on my hind legs, with my front paws resting on the door, even if I could grab the bolt with my mouth I’d be pushing against the door when I ought to be pulling. There’s no way I can get it to swing open.


    ‘Meow …’ I whine. Smiley is too small and weak. I’ve made a stupid mistake.


    Then I find out just how stupid.


    Before I know what’s going on, grasping hands sweep me into the air. ‘There you are, Smiley,’ Samantha crows.


    Where did she come from?


    I wriggle and struggle, but she hangs on. ‘Let’s play mothers and babies. I’m the mother and you’re the baby.’ She squeezes me around the middle.


    I can barely breathe. I dangle from her hands like a wet sock. Desperately, I try to kick myself free with my back legs.


    Samantha holds me at arms’ length. ‘Naughty cat, are you trying to scratch me? Naughty Smiley.’


    Crushing the life out of me, she trots off to the cubby house. In we go, and in I go, into the doll’s pram. She covers me with the grubby rag. The green mould smells worse, now it’s all around me, and I can see daylight through holes in the pram sides. When I try to escape she shoves me back down and thrusts an old woollen baby’s bonnet on my head.


    She cackles: ‘You look really silly.’


    Now I know why Smiley makes himself scarce as soon as he sees Samantha coming. Angry meows burst from my mouth. I wish this brat could know what it feels like to be stuck in a toy pram and made to look silly. If she did, she mightn’t torture animals this way.


    In a flash the pram walls vanish and I’m standing in the cubby house, a free cat. Where’s Samantha? Small enraged noises issue from the pram. Yowzers, what’ve I done?


    I leap onto the hood, and look down.


    ‘Ark!’ Samantha squeaks from under the rag. The baby bonnet swallows up her teeny-tiny head. She’s doll-size, about twenty centimetres long from top to toe.


    Who’s silly now?


    ‘Help!’ her minute voice bellows. ‘Help! Help! Where am I? Help!’


    I leap off the pram before she notices a giant cat glaring down at her, and has a fit. I’m in big trouble. By a careless wish I’ve shrunk my sister – this is way worse than gluing her to a chair. Still, she’s trapped in that pram, and I did wish she was stuck, didn’t I? This means she won’t be able to climb out and make a nuisance of herself, and Mrs Darby’s not going to be phoning the cop shop with hysterical reports of goblins running around our back yard.


    Samantha is out of my hair for a while. But for something so small she’s making a lot of noise. Maybe I ought to make a wish to keep her quiet. I’m just considering this when I hear a little voice inside my head: ‘Pay attention, Terry, you’re playing with fire. Think before you act.’


    What am I about to do that’s so dangerous?


    I think for a bit. Well, this’d be a third wish. Finally, the light switches on in my stupid brain. A third wish! Smiley could never blow a bubblegum bubble; he doesn’t have the right sort of mouth.


    Stunned by my close brush with disaster, I streak across the garden to the bush, where the bubble is resting on my clothes. I wish myself into Terry again, and crouch under the bush. Pop! goes the bubble. Now I’ve got to begin all over again. I choose a red gumball, and the new bubble floats from my lips and perches, like a bird, on a branch of the bush.


    ‘I wish Samantha to stay put in the doll’s pram until I release her. She’ll be safe there, but even if she yells out, no one will be able to hear her.’


    Samantha’s not going to like being minded by a mouldy pram.


    Tough luck, Sam, but I’ve got better things to do.


    Yeah. Like saving the Earth from an alien invasion.

  


  
    


    TWENTY-ONE -The Lion, the Switch and the Toolshed


    


    And this is the disastrous situation:


    Samantha has become a doll.


    Five aliens from a galaxy far, far away are locked in our garden shed.


    I’m in the nude. Again.


    And this bush is really prickly.


    It’s a problem about the clothes. Every time I transform into a cat, the clothes just naturally fall off. I need to be a cat when the aliens see me, so they won’t think that anything’s strange. But I’ll need to be a boy when I operate my scam.


    Time to plan carefully. And watch that I don’t make any unintentional wishes.


    I have a few questions that need answering first:


    As a cat, how am I going to open the shed door?


    At what point in the scam should I change from cat to boy?


    How’ll I explain this change to the aliens?


    Will they believe whatever rubbish I tell them?


    How stupid are they, really?


    If the scam fails, will the aliens take over the Earth?


    Even if it doesn’t fail, will I ever get my girlfriend back?


    I think out my next wish before making it. It needs to be the same as before – be a cat and be able to mind-read and talk with the aliens. But this cat has to be a new, improved version that’s big enough to grab the bolt of the door with its mouth, and pull. That means long legs, a strong jaw and a set of big teeth. Maybe, in daylight, the aliens won’t notice that I look a bit bigger than I was last night.


    The wish is ready on my lips, when a voice calls out: ‘Tezza, you home?’


    Yowzers! It’s Pies! Carefully I part the leaves just enough for my eyes to peer out. Pies and Dodge are standing in the yard, right in the spot where the aliens beamed down.


    ‘That bush moved, over there,’ Dodge says. ‘Did’ja’see? Something’s hiding under there.’


    Holding my breath, I try to stay still.


    Dodge is relentless. ‘Something big and white,’ he says. ‘I saw it.’ He heads straight for me.


    I won’t get my clothes on in time, and they’ll catch me in the nude. They’ll think I’m a nutcase; I’ll never live this one down. When they blab to everybody – and they will – Amanda’s going to hear.


    Panicking, I crawl to the far side of the bush then flash across the narrow gap between it and the shed.


    ‘Woo-hoo!’ Pies yells.


    ‘Hey … nude boy!’ Dodge screams.


    Bummer! They’ve seen it’s me. I’m doomed.


    My mind is racing. I’ve got to make them doubt what they saw. This means nude Terry has to disappear. I make a wish; but even in my panic I don’t forget the aliens. ‘Make me into a big, strong cat that can pull open the shed door and communicate with the Fizzwivellians.’


    As I run behind the shed, I transform. Fur sprouts all over my body; I gallop on four agile feline legs. But something’s different. My muscles ripple, a feeling of mighty power surges through me, and I don’t meow, I grrrrowl.


    Bumbling bubble-wishes! There’s been a slight mistake!


    I come round the side of the shed, loping on paws the size of dinner plates. My claws bristle from them like sharp stiletto knives. My legs are golden brown, just like the rest of me. My head is huge and hairy.


    Pies and Dodge squawk in terror then streak like bullets out of the yard. Their yells follow them down the drive: ‘Lion! Lion!’


    Crikey. Life’s getting too complicated, even for me. But I’m still a cat, aren’t I? I close my mighty jaws around the bolt, and drag the shed door open. The Fizzwivellians bound out, but fall over one another when they see the lion.


    ‘Don’t worry, it’s only me,’ I say quickly. ‘This is how Meowans really look. We never go around like this. We disguise ourselves as smaller creatures so we won’t scare the natives. I just thought you’d like to see it.’


    ‘Very impressive,’ Commander Ratsnif says flatly. He doesn’t sound the least bit sincere. Then again, I suppose it’s difficult to impress something that’s actually three metres tall, even if it looks like a blob of nothing. I should have changed myself into an elephant.


    This is no time to be offended by the opinions of a conceited alien.


    Right,’ I say. ‘I’ll show you the Humans soon. But first I need to get rid of this form. And I won’t look the same as I did before – not like you do now. I’m going to take another shape.’


    ‘Meowans are shape-shifters, too?’ the other Smiley cat asks. I think it’s Desplotter.


    ‘Yes. But we don’t like to do it all that often.’


    ‘Then why do it now? Why can’t you re-take this shape we have?’ Ratsnif says. He really is the suspicious one.


    My mind gallops off in search of a believable lie, and comes up with a good one. ‘Well … I could. But on the way here I saw some of those dangerous dogs sniffing around. You’re going to need protection until your next shape-shift, and I can’t protect you if I look the same as you – the dogs would bite my head off. They’d bite all our heads off.’


    ‘What will you look like then?’ Ratsnif says.


    ‘A People. It’s an Earth species that the dogs like.’


    ‘Why be a People?’ Ratsnif comes back. ‘Why, Meowan, couldn’t you shift into the human shape yourself? Then we could simply pattern you?’


    You’ve got to give him credit for being cunning; this must be why he’s the commander. I rack my brains for another believable answer.


    ‘Because I do a very bad impression of a Human. I tried it once but mucked it up. The real ones chased me. They wanted to kill me.’


    That sounded really lame. But are the Fizzwivellians convinced?


    ‘We don’t want to look inferior and we don’t want to be chased,’ one of the Pussumses says to Ratsnif. ‘We need to be believable if our plan is to work.’


    The other three cats meow agreement.


    ‘All right,’ Ratsnif says.


    Great. I sigh, but it sounds more like a thunderous growl. Now I need my clothes. I’m so big that I practically uproot the bush to get at them. Before I wish myself out of the lion and into Terry, I catch a glimpse of Mrs Darby at her window again. She’s doing a bit of shape-shifting herself; she’s turned into one of those stony statues like they have on Easter Island.

  


  
    


    TWENTY-TWO -Lord of The Things


    


    I’m not totally heartless. I give my aliens breakfast.


    ‘What’s this?’ they ask.


    ‘Sardine Crunchies.’ I toss a handful onto the lawn. ‘A Meowans’ favourite food. Try it, if you’re hungry.’ Watching them scoff down Smiley’s cat biscuits, I wonder what they’d do if they knew the truth. I decide not to think about it.


    I tell them: ‘Okay. Now it’s time to take you to the Humans.’


    The Fizzwivellians fall into an orderly line with their commander in the lead. Two black and white Smileys and three fluffy, fat Pussumses: my troop of obedient, trusting aliens in disguise. They get behind me, and follow as if they’re tied to me by a length of string.


    I wish they wouldn’t.


    Problem is, when I decided on this plan I never imagined what I’d look like trailing a line of pussycats through the streets. I hadn’t wanted to use a bubble because it didn’t seem smart to let the aliens know too much about what I could do. And now I’m dying from embarrassment. Suddenly, I’m the town joke again – worse than when I made a fool of myself dumping a plate of spaghetti bolognaise on the Mayor of Bumbalong’s chest.


    People stare and point and fall about hysterically. Squealing little kids race after us. It’s total humiliation and, worse still, the aliens hate the attention. They don’t understand it, and that’s worrying them.


    ‘These People are loud creatures,’ Ratsnif says. ‘Why are they making those rude noises?’


    ‘Ah, they’re just a bit stupid. Low intelligence level,’ I say. ‘Don’t let it bother you, Commander.’ Pretending I can’t hear the hoots or see the pointing fingers, I roll my eyes at the sky and try to look as if heading up a line of cats is totally normal and anyone who doesn’t do it is the nutter, not me. I tell myself: ‘You’re on an important mission and let’s hope it isn’t impossible.’


    ‘There are so many People,’ Desplotter says. ‘You’d think they were the dominant life form here.’


    ‘Where we’re going you’ll see a lot more of them,’ I say. ‘People think they’re important, but that’s only because they’re the chief servants of the Humans.’


    ‘A slave species?’ Desplotter says. ‘Troublesome things, slaves. We used to have them on Fizzwivel.’


    This is interesting. ‘But you don’t now?’ I say.


    ‘Not since we ate them.’


    ‘Agent Desplotter! No more silly chit-chat!’ the commander snarls, trotting up to be level with me. ‘If these People are slaves why are they propelling themselves in those machines?’


    ‘Cars?’ I gasp. Now what will I say? I remember what Brindigl said about a Class Sixteen planet. ‘Er, they aren’t. The Humans use the machines to propel their servants to places. They’re um, remote-controlled.’


    ‘Ah … I see,’ Ratsnif says thoughtfully.


    Mercifully the questions stop and my aliens and I turn into a road that doesn’t go anywhere much, so nobody is on it but us. That’s a relief. No more staring and pointing fingers. Every now and then, though, I get the strange feeling that we’re being followed; but when I turn around to see, no one’s there.


    We lope along in blissful silence. Well … it’s blissfully silent for a moment.


    Then—


    ‘Hey, Cat Boy!’ a voice cackles.


    ‘Oh, no way, please, no!’ I groan. That cackle belongs to the Fink; he’s Big Bricey’s evil little yes-man.


    Worse than that he’s with the rest of the idiot gang: Spiffy, Gordo, Beebs and Akka. Big Bricey’s not here, though. I guess he’s busy at the movie set, acting in his starring role as a blob of slime’s bogey.


    Whistling, hooting and making catcalls, they pedal their bikes past. I can feel the aliens getting anxious. They’re not the only ones. But the gang doesn’t stop. Following the Fink, they zoom up the road, and disappear around the corner.


    Whew! My forehead’s sweating. I can’t believe my luck. I’m still congratulating myself when I start to turn the same corner and spot a bike. Those ratbags haven’t gone anywhere; they’re waiting for me.


    I lurch to a stop, and the aliens fall into a furry heap behind me. ‘Danger! I smell dogs up ahead!’ I say. ‘Quick, run up those trees.’


    Ratsnif untangles his legs from sixteen other struggling limbs. ‘Trees? What are trees?’


    I point. ‘Those tall things; the dogs can’t climb them, but you can. Run up the trees and stay there until I tell you it’s safe to come down.’


    The aliens all race for the same tree. The Pussumses clamber over the Smileys; the Smileys snarl and spit. Ratsnif yowls about ‘team work’, but no one takes a bit of notice. Amazingly, they make it into the branches and then kind of hang there, like wobbling overstuffed birds.


    Clenching my fists, I walk right around the corner. The gang’s made a line across the road, and they’re leaning over their bikes and sniggering. What a bunch of scrawny little weasels, but they know they’ve got the numbers and all I’ve got are cats.


    Except I haven’t.


    ‘Where’s them cats?’ the Fink says, staring.


    ‘Yeah,’ Spiffy says. ‘What’a’ya done with ‘em, Gatsby?’


    ‘Yeah, Gatsby?’ the others parrot.


    ‘Cats?’ I say. ‘What cats?’


    ‘Them … them cats!’ the Fink insists, but he’s looking puzzled.


    I look all around as if I’m puzzled too by the strange lack of cats. ‘Where? I don’t see any cats.’


    ‘Ya – ya had cats with ya! We saw ‘em!’ Akka shouts. He stares at the Fink. ‘A line a cats …’ but doubt has got the better of the Fink and the others, ‘A … long … line …’ Akka trails off.


    The Fink’s eyes are tiny slits of frustration and disappointment. ‘C’mon,’ he says to the gang, and climbs on his bike. Without Big Bricey to tell them what to do, they’re not any good; Big Bricey is the brains of that outfit, although that’s not saying much. He has about two brain cells in his head; the gang has about two brain cells between the four of them.


    Once I’m sure the morons have gone, I head back to the tree. I peer up into the leaves. Remembering Smiley, the other day, I just hope the aliens know how to climb down a tree. They got up there all right, but it was the panic that lit the fire under their tails.


    ‘Danger over, you can come down now,’ I say.


    Weeell, they manage to make it to the ground, and it’s not too bad if I put my fingers in my ears to block out the yowls and the desperate screeeeek of claws raking down the tree trunk. Commander Ratsnif’s slit-eyed glare isn’t too bad either, as long as I don’t look at it.


    ‘Okay, we’d better get going,’ I tell them once they’ve pulled themselves together.


    But, for some strange reason, they sit down and stare past me. Are they mad or what?


    ‘Come on!’


    ‘A People is standing behind you,’ Ratsnif says.


    ‘Huh?’ A shiver runs up my spine. Slowly, I turn around…

  


  
    


    TWENTY-THREE -Catzzzzzz


    


    Amanda looks at me with her head on one side. Her hands are on her hips and she’s smiling a strange little smile that’s kind of creepy.


    ‘Well, well …’


    Immediately I know I’m doomed. When someone says ‘Well, well …’ like that to me, I know I’m in trouble. When Amanda says it, I know I’m in big trouble.


    All that comes out of my mouth is: ‘Er …’


    She sizes up the cats. She shakes her head. ‘Where are you and your little … friends … off to?’


    I gulp. She’s heard me talking Fizzwivellian, I’m sure of it. She must think I’m a nutter! ‘Um …’ is all I can manage this time.


    ‘So …’ Amanda strolls in a circle around the six of us then comes back to stare at me. ‘Which zoo did you escape from … Mister Lion?’


    My eyes fall out of my head. Really, they do! Right onto the ground!


    I squawk: ‘How …?’


    ‘I went to your house. I was actually missing you, you know,’ she says accusingly. ‘Then, suddenly, those friends of yours come tearing out of the yard screaming “Lion!” They reckoned a lion had eaten you.’


    ‘You … you weren’t scared too?’ I ask.


    ‘I don’t believe stuff like that; I thought they’d gone crazy. They ran away, so I went in.’ She folds her arms. ‘And then what did I see?’


    ‘Um, I – I can explain,’ I mutter hastily.


    ‘Good.’


    ‘Meowan! What’s going on? Who is this People?’ Commander Ratsnif’s voice cuts in.


    ‘Excuse me a sec,’ I say to Amanda, and swing round. In my desperate mind ideas are tripping over themselves to get noticed. Some of them are really dumb.


    Grabbing at the sanest one, I say: ‘Er, this is, um, Professor Pussums, the other Meowan you copied?’


    The three Pussumses nod wisely, but Ratsnif says: ‘So, pray tell, why is he now a People?’


    Boy, that alien is one sarcastic blob of mashed potato.


    ‘Because he’s helping me, of course. That’s his job,’ I state pompously. ‘Please just wait a minute while I and the Professor confer.’


    I turn my back on the aliens. Amanda is watching me like a hawk. I know that all she’s heard pouring out of my mouth is a stream of Fizzwivellian gobbledygook. And all the aliens will hear is another load of what they’ll think is the gobbledygook Meowans talk. So I’m good for it.


    ‘I’m waiting,’ Amanda says, tapping her foot.


    I am good. I look her straight in the eye. ‘You remember, when we were at the movie set, I told you about some magic bubblegum …?’ And then it all comes tumbling out: Eleanor Everheart; the wishes; the bubblegum competition; all the stuff that happened to me then. And now all this: the wishes; the mind-reading; the aliens; all the stuff that’s happening to me now. And she has to believe me; there’s no way she can’t. With her own actual eyes she has seen the impossible truth.


    ‘Show me,’ she says, when I finish.


    ‘Show you what?’


    ‘The bubblegum.’


    I pull the bag out of my pocket. ‘See.’


    She inspects it. Reads the label and everything.


    ‘When can I have a go?’ she says.


    ‘Oh …’ Now I have to explain how the wishes work and that they’re mine.


    This doesn’t go down too well, but when I describe my scam to get the aliens to go back to Fizzwivel, her eyes narrow and her mouth turns up in a smirk. ‘That’s diabolical,’ she says.


    I know it is. ‘You’ll help me?’ I say hopefully. I think I may have got my girlfriend back!


    ‘Just try and stop me, Terry Gatsby,’ she says.

  


  
    


    TWENTY-FOUR -Good Morning, Movieland!


    


    Okay, I haven’t told you where I’m going to operate my scam on the aliens; however, you read the chapter title, so you’ve probably guessed. Yep, we’re off to the movies. To a movie set, actually. I’ve got big plans for the Fizzwivellians, but they don’t know it yet.


    We roll up to the set of ‘Slime’, and everybody’s there. Unfortunately. By everybody I mean the people I wish were anywhere else but at the set: Amanda’s friends, and her sister, who’s off duty and trying to look cool and Hollywood-ish in wrap-around sunglasses. That’s a bummer. Constable Gabrielle is a risky person to have around; she’s sure to rat on me to my dad. Dodge and Pies are missing, and I know why. They’re at the police station, trying to make the sergeant believe that an African lion has made itself at home in his backyard and has probably eaten his kids.


    Big Bricey’s gang is at the set, too; but I already guessed that was where they’d gone. They’re elbowing other people out of the way to get to the rope. They’ve come to watch their leader perform. Big Bricey is playing a weed monster.


    There he is, smothered from neck to toe in a vomit-green fake seaweed costume and carrying the head under his arm.


    ‘Look at him,’ Amanda mutters. ‘He thinks he’s a star.’


    ‘Yeah. He thinks he’s gonna be famous; but it’s only a bit part.’


    ‘The twat. Once he puts that monster head on, nobody will see his face,’ she points out.


    I smirk. I hadn’t thought of that. And neither has Big Bricey, by the look of him. He’s grinning at anyone who’ll notice him. Not that they do; they’re all too busy to take the slightest bit of interest in a twat.


    The aliens sit in a fidgety group behind Amanda and me. I can feel them getting impatient. We’ve kept back from the crowd, and none of the people I’m worried about have seen us arrive, mainly because they’re all pressed up to the rope and staring at the movie set. Filming hasn’t started but there’s a lot of activity to watch. The film director is flapping his hands at two riggers who are attacking a fake brick wall with glue guns. The DOP fiddles with his cameras and talks to the sound guy. The lighting guy is trailing leads to a set of floodlights.


    Where, oh where is the Hollywood Hunk? He appears suddenly at the door of his caravan, and girly squeals rise from the crowd. I sneak a glance at Amanda. She didn’t squeal so is it too much to hope that she’s lost interest in that conceited ham? Bummer! She must be squealing inwardly. Her mouth is turned up and her eyes have glazed over, and her expression reminds me of Samantha drooling over Mum’s famous chocolate mud cake.


    The Hunk seems as if he doesn’t want to leave the caravan. I could be imagining it – or is it because I know? – but from where I’m standing his fabulous honker looks big and ripe. Has the volcano on the end of it erupted, or is the zit still waiting for the perfect moment to explode? Whatever; the Hunk turns around and vanishes inside the caravan. People – girls I mean – groan.


    The graceful, alluring Kylie Moran is stretched out on her especially reserved banana chair, eating a sandwich. She’s got a plate of them on her knee but she doesn’t look pleased with life. I can’t read her thoughts but I guess the sandwiches are peanut butter. And she’s probably thinking about the awful prospect of getting up close and personal with Zit Man Luverly. Her other co-star, Roger Del Blanco, is tottering around by the food wagon. Maybe he doesn’t like peanut butter either, although I’m sure he couldn’t care less about the zit because he doesn’t have to kiss it.


    Amanda taps my arm. ‘There’s Mr Gibson’s ewes, over in the paddock next to the picnic ground.’


    I count them – eleven extremely relaxed sheep that don’t know they’re going to be in a movie. Mr Gibson’s in the paddock, too. He’s watching the film set from his four-wheel drive. So is his sheepdog, a nice kelpie named Jack, and they’re fighting each other for the best position at the window. There’s also a trailer at the back, with a stock cage on it, and standing in the cage is a massive ram.


    ‘Rambo,’ I say.


    ‘What?’ she says, looking at me strangely.


    ‘Mr Gibson’s ram – on the trailer. It won Supreme Champion Ram at last year’s Royal Easter Show.’


    Amanda laughs. ‘He called it Rambo?’


    ‘Yeah. That reminds me, my dad said the movie people brought a trained sheep from Sydney to be in the movie,’ I add. ‘Where is it?’


    ‘There?’ Amanda points.


    A girl with plaits – one plait’s orange and the other one’s blue – is tugging a sheep from behind one of the trucks. It looks a bit reluctant, but you can tell it’s a star. For one thing its wool is snowy white – sheep who aren’t stars are normally a yellowish dirty-beige colour – but the real giveaway is the purple satin coat with the gold embroidered letters on the side.


    ‘That must be its name.’ Amanda squints at the gold letters. ‘What’s it say?’


    I can’t quite read it; then the girl brings the sheep nearer. ‘It’s called “Bubbles”.’


    ‘Whoa,’ Amanda says. ‘Is that a weird coincidence or what?’


    We haven’t forgotten about the aliens. They won’t let us, and cluster around our ankles.


    ‘Please explain this odd activity, here, Meowan,’ Ratsnif says.


    ‘The People are making a film for their Human masters,’ I tell him.


    ‘What is a “film”?’


    I have to think at the speed of light. ‘Um, a form of religious worship.’


    ‘Ah, we come across religion a lot,’ the Pussums who I think is Snaffle says. ‘What is the god’s name?’


    ‘Er …’ I look frantically to Amanda; but since she can’t understand Fizzwivellian she’s no help. This time I think at twice the speed of light. ‘It’s Fox!’


    ‘Where are these Humans you promised?’ Ratsnif demands. Here’s an alien who knows how to keep his mind on the job. The girl with the sheep is on her knees, painting red dye on its head. I point at her.


    ‘There’s one. See, that People is worshipping a Human, right now. With the holy red paint.’


    ‘The round thing is a Human?’ Desplotter says. ‘We must get closer so we can pattern it.’


    ‘I give the orders around here,’ Ratsnif snaps. ‘We must get closer so we can pattern it.’


    ‘Hang on a minute,’ I advise. ‘That’s a Very Important Human – a VIH. You can tell by the purple robe. It’s not smart to pattern a VIH in front of all these People; you’ll cause a riot.’


    Now I point to the paddock. ‘Look over there. See, a whole bunch of not so important Humans waiting to be worshipped.’


    The aliens turn and stare obligingly at the paddock. At least I think they stare obligingly; with cats it’s hard to tell. But this is great. It looks like these dumb aliens will believe anything I say, and the scam will work like a dream.


    I’m so busy patting myself on the back that I forget what it was like to be ‘Cat Boy’…

  


  
    


    TWENTY-FIVE - "Cat-astrophe": The Movie


    


    Big Bricey waves an enormous seaweed arm. ‘Hahaha, look, there’s Gatsby! Aaah … wook at his widdle puddytats.’


    All the spectators turn and stare. The director scowls, but the DOP and the sound guy laugh. Kylie sits up, and looks across. Though I can’t hear her, I see her mouth shape a word. It’s ‘Aaah …’ (but like she really means it). This is too much. The Big Bricey gang cracks up. They point at me and at the cats, and hoot hysterically. I realise that Amanda has sort of edged away, and wish I was dead.


    Great Gumballs, what am I wishing? It’s lucky there isn’t a bubble floating around. But this is no time to think about personal tragedies. I have to save the world from invasion, and now, by the look of it, I have to do it alone.


    ‘Nevertheless, Meowan, we could make a closer inspection of the VIH,’ Ratsnif says. ‘Survey Team—’


    I put my hand out. ‘No! Don’t do—’


    But I’m too late—


    In a flash the two Smileys and three Pussumses dodge through the spectators’ legs and under the rope.


    Big Bricey, the seaweed ‘I walk like a dork in this costume’ lump, waddles after them, roaring.


    The startled movie people leap in all directions.


    The aliens are startled, too. They skim across power cables and fly over chairs. They slide between legs and under fold up tables. As the sensational Kylie sits up in her banana chair, one of the Pussumses soars over her. She squeals. Her morning tea rockets into the air. Sandwiches rain down like bombs; one drops on her head.


    The Hunk has heard the commotion and rushes from the caravan to see. He takes one look at Kylie with peanut butter in her hairdo, and howls with laughter.


    ‘You ratbag,’ she yells at him. ‘Don’t you laugh at me.’


    Brad Luverly is an American; I don’t think he knows what a ratbag is. He’s killing himself, laughing at poor little Kylie. What a skunk.


    ‘Baaaa,’ says the Very Important Sheep. ‘Baa-aa-a-a-a.’ It takes off in fright, but the makeup girl has managed to grab its lead. The sheep drags her along behind it.


    ‘Hold the bloomin’ thing,’ the director bellows.


    ‘It’s too strong,’ she cries, lets go the lead, and falls on her bottom.


    The director makes like a duck and flaps his arms and races after the sheep.


    ‘Wow, this is so cool,’ Amanda says to me.


    ‘Yeah,’ I say bitterly. ‘Better than Slime, anyway.’


    The aliens stop slithering about, and regroup. I wish I could get control of them again. Maybe I should blow a bubble. But I’m too scared to. There’s too much confusion, and I might make a thoughtless wish and stuff everything up.


    ‘Baa-aa-aa-aaa … baa-aa-aa-aaa.’ The demented sheep is lumbering all over the place. ‘Baa-aa-aa-aaa.’ It blunders head first into the fake brick wall.


    ‘Ooh … my wall,’ the director moans as it tumbles into a heap. The riggers try to catch the sheep, but this Very Important Woolly is light on its hooves. Head down, the maddened beast runs straight at the Hunk, who performs an athletic leap to get out of the way.


    Unfortunately, he lands in Kylie’s squishy morning tea. His foot skids in the peanut butter. ‘Aiieee …!’ his scream follows him as he sails through the air a second time. When he lands again it’s in the middle of the aliens, and the heel of his cowboy boot comes down on someone’s tail.


    ‘Yeeowwwl!’ screeches the injured cat.


    ‘Yowl!’ screeches the Hunk. He does a forward flip, and falls flat on his troubled nose.

  


  
    


    TWENTY-SIX -The Truth about Bradley


    


    You know how in the movies they make time stand still? Then everything begins again, in slow motion? Slowly, slowly, in slow-mo, the Hunk rises, like a Vampire, from the grave. His face is white with rage and pain. But the world-famous honker isn’t red any more; it’s grass green.


    Bellowing like an angry bull, the Hunk pats his battered protuberance. ‘Stupid, stupid cats! Stupid sheep!’ he yells. Then he follows this up with a bunch of very rude words that I won’t repeat, and mentions throttling and skinning and the ripping out of entrails, and other horrible practices that he wants to perform on poor little helpless animals.


    I’ve never heard such cruel, twisted things, ever. Neither, I reckon, would’ve the R.S.P.C.A.


    A shock wave runs like an earthquake through the crowd. The adoring Bumbalong worshippers can’t believe their ears. Their charming Hollywood hero is not a nice person.


    ‘Oh … yuk!’ Amanda says. ‘He’s a monster!’


    I just smile.


    The Hunk’s voice rises to a hysterical shriek: ‘I can’t do it! I can’t do it! I can’t act here! I can’t act in this unbelievable country! They’re all crazy … crazy!’


    ‘Then go home, ya ratbag!’ someone shouts from the crowd. It’s all very embarrassing. The film people start self-consciously picking up overturned chairs and other stuff, and the spectators shuffle about.


    Like little streaks of furry lightning, the cats have flown back to me. Ratsnif is ready to go off pop! – it was his tail Brad Luverly stood on. He lets rip at me: ‘You allowed that ugly great People to attack us. Is this how Meowans help their allies?’


    ‘It’s your own fault,’ I say. ‘You got in the way of the worship. I told you not to go near the VIH.’ I’m speaking Fizzwivellian out of the corner of my mouth so no one else will hear; otherwise everyone except Amanda will think I’m insane. ‘If you think you can manage by yourselves without my help then forget what I tell you,’ I say. ‘But I warn you, you’re biting off more than you can chew. This is one crazy place to get lost in.’


    Ratsnif sulkily licks his throbbing tail. ‘All right,’ he concedes. ‘We will go to the other Humans.’


    Amanda nudges me. ‘What did he say?’


    ‘They’ll go over to the paddock now.’ I wink at her. ‘It’s scam time.’


    ‘I hope it works.’


    ‘It has to.’


    Someone must have noticed the cats coming back to me, and I don’t need to be a genius to know who. ‘It’s all Gatsby’s fault,’ Big Bricey shouts to the director. He points at me, his evil face twisting with anticipation. ‘He’s the one who started it.’


    ‘You know that saboteur? That wrecker of my movie?’ the director yells. He starts to run for the rope and finds he is in a race with the Hunk, who’s trying to get to me first. Both of them want to murder me.


    The entire film crew drops tools, and charges after them. The riggers look enraged; they want to avenge their wall. Even the spectators surge towards me.


    Time to leave.


    ‘Come on,’ I order the Fizzwivellians. ‘Let’s make ourselves scarce. Quick, Amanda.’


    ‘Get him!’ Big Bricey screeches.


    The next thing I know I’m on the ground and the Fink is trying to pummel me. The rest of the gang cheers. Amanda’s about to jump on the Fink and risk a pummelling, when a commanding voice shouts out: ‘Stop it! Stop it or I’ll arrest you! I am the Police,’ and Gabrielle shoves her way through the crowd.


    The Fink hesitates and I push him off me and leap to my feet. Here come the Hunk and the director, with murder in their eyes. They’re too famous to care about police and want their revenge. The Hunk’s athletic legs pound across the grass; he should be in the Olympics. He’s nearly on top of me. Then Amanda sticks her foot out—

  


  
    


    TWENTY-SEVEN -Bury Terry


    


    We turn and run like crazy, with the aliens scampering after us, heading for the paddock with the sheep. We reach the paddock fence and squeeze between the wires, while the cats shoot underneath. Hastily I turn my head. Big Bricey’s gang is after us, and so are nearly all the movie people. Even Kylie! Big Bricey lurches along in his seaweed suit. He keeps falling over, and screaming, ‘Get him!’ from the ground. The Fink and the others are cackling insanely. They think this is the funniest day of their lives.


    Yelling ‘Come back, you idiots!’ Gabrielle runs behind them, with her mobile phone stuck to her ear. Damn, I know who she’s phoning. Amanda’s friends, Jodi and Jenny, and the spectators that don’t mind a bit of exercise, bring up the rear.


    About two hundred metres away, the eleven ewes stop cropping the grass to watch the circus. They’ve got no idea that it’ll soon involve them. The aliens are way ahead of Amanda and me, running like the wind.


    In shock, because a pack of mad shouting maniacs has followed me over the fence and is now charging towards his four-wheel drive, Mr Gibson winds down the window enough to stick his head out and yell: ‘What are you doing? Go back. Tell those people to get off my land. They’ll frighten my sheep.’


    I don’t have the energy to reply. I’ve seen plenty of chase scenes in movies, but this is the first time I’ve ever starred in one.


    ‘Ter … bubble … gum …’ Amanda pants. ‘Do … bubble.’


    Desperately I dig a gumball out of the bag, and toss it into my mouth. I chew as I run. The cats have reached the sheep. If my plan is going to work, I need to be there before those Fizzwivellians turn themselves into imitation woollies.


    I’m too late. The cats have disappeared, and now there are sixteen sheep. And who is the copy and who is the real thing?


    Sixteen fidgety, worried sheep that all look more or less alike. They eye me and eye Mr Gibson, who’s just won the battle with Jack, the kelpie as to who could escape quickest, and has leapt out of his four-wheel drive. Mr Gibson waves his arms at the approaching pack and yells at them to stop. The pack doesn’t take a blind bit of notice. They’re still out to get me, even if it kills somebody.


    But they all come skidding to a halt.


    ‘Where the blinkin’ eck is all them cats?’ the film director yells. The stress has done something to his accent and his grammar. ‘They’re blinkin’ vanished,’ he goes on. ‘Ow?’


    Mr Gibson counts the sheep. After he reaches eleven, he scratches his head and counts them again. ‘One … two … three … four….’ and so on, to eleven ... and then he speeds up … ‘twelve, thirteen, fourteen, fifteen, SIXTEEN!’


    Everyone looks at me.


    As if I should blinkin’ know who is what!


    I wish I did; but I haven’t blown a bubble yet.


    A so sudden evaporation of cats is too much for the stunned human brain. It’s like something out of Z Files and people can’t understand it much less take it all in. And it’s more than the Hollywood Hunk can bear. He sobs into a hanky and cradles his disfigured nose. That honker’s been bounced twice already; I don’t think it can take much more.


    ‘Madness. It’s madness,’ he sobs. ‘I’m going mad.’


    ‘Maybe we all are,’ the director says helpfully. He shoots me a poisonous glare; then he leads the Hunk away. The other movie people shrug their shoulders, and trudge after them.


    ‘I can’t go on. I want out of my contract,’ I hear the Hunk moaning. ‘I need a long, long rest. I need darkness. I need peace. I need surgery on my nose.’


    I watch them leave. I don’t feel the slightest bit guilty. After all, I’m about to save them all from being sucked dry by aliens. As she walks off, the glamorous Kylie turns briefly and gives me a look. I’d swear it’s one of gratitude.

  


  
    


    TWENTY-EIGHT -Baa Wars


    


    Amanda thumps me on the arm. ‘Bubble … now.’


    ‘Okay.’


    I’d planned to be alone with the Fizzwivellians when I did this, but now I have her and an audience of about twenty interested people. It doesn’t matter, because I can wish them all to the moon, if I want. I can make them forget everything they see.


    Before I can position the bubblegum for a nice controlled blow, my little woolly flock gets fidgety. The problem is the real sheep can spot the phonies, even if we can’t. They know they’ve been infiltrated, and they’re not going to put up with an alien invasion. No way.


    ‘Baaaa ...’ one fat ewe butts another. The rest of the Gibson sheep join in and it’s great for a while – you can tell who is who – until the aliens strike back.


    The wool flies as hostile baaaa-ing fills the air. Little hooves pound the grass and dirt, and the sheep leap into the chaos, kicking and butting like rugby players on Grand Final day. Mr Gibson runs back to the four-wheel drive to fetch Jack. Barking insanely, the frustrated sheepdog is bouncing around the cabin and almost killing itself trying to squeeze through the gap at the top of the window.


    Then Mr Gibson is roaring at the top of his lungs. We all turn to see why.


    Minus a bit of seaweed, some of which is dangling from the barbed wire fence, Big Bricey has finally made it into the paddock. While everyone was distracted by the vanishing cats, he and his morons snuck up to the stock trailer and let the prize ram escape.


    ‘You nitwits!’ Mr Gibson jumps up and down. ‘Hooligans!’ He throws open the truck door, and the barking Jack soars out like a ballistic missile. Scared of being bitten by a mad dog, the gang stumbles off, dragging Big Bricey with them.


    But Jack isn’t interested in them; it’s Rambo he’s after. The ram charges straight for the sixteen ewes; he thinks it’s Christmas and he’s Santa Claus. And, boy, can he run. He’s so eager to meet the girls; he could just about win the Melbourne Cup.


    Mr Gibson grabs a halter from the truck, and races after the sheepdog and ram. ‘Rambo, you wretch, come back,’ he yells. Rambo takes no notice, and bounds into the middle of the ewes. Then the dog’s in there, leaping at everything that moves. Seeing that Jack is only making things worse, Mr Gibson calls him out of the scrum.


    That Rambo is one determined woolly. The sheep all run about like crazy while he chases them. I know what he’s after and so does Amanda. She’s splitting her sides, laughing.


    But the aliens have no idea. I don’t think they’d like it if they knew.


    ‘Bubble, bubble, bubble.’ Amanda dances on the spot. ‘Do it, do it, do it,’ she chants. I pucker up and blow. I’ve just about chewed this bubblegum to death.


    Out comes the bubble, elegant and round and green – the bubble that will save the world. It sits on my shoulder, like the parrot of a pirate king. No one else has noticed it yet; they’re too fascinated by the sight of Rambo chasing the girls.


    I make my first wish: ‘Let me hear what the aliens are thinking and talk with them, using mental telepathy’—see I’m not a total idiot; I can be smart when I have to.


    It only takes a second to make contact. The aliens come in loud and clear. They have gone bananas. And they’re blaming me.


    ‘This isn’t right,’ Ratsnif screeches. ‘Meowan, this isn’t right. What have you done?’


    ‘You wanted to be a Human,’ I say mentally. ‘Don’t you like it?’


    ‘Ooh, what’s that monster doing? Get it off me,’ Brindigl shrieks.


    ‘I don’t like this place,’ Desplotter moans. ‘I want to go back to Fizzwivel.’


    Swooz comes in with: ‘Earth is horrendous. Ouch! Stop butting me, you stupid Human.’


    ‘No, that’s me, you dimwit,’ Snaffle replies.


    ‘Be quiet,’ Ratsnif orders. ‘We are being made fools of.’ The hysteria has vanished from his tone and his thoughts are cold as ice. ‘By you, Meowan.’


    Uh oh, the commander is on to me. I have to keep my nerve. ‘You’re right,’ I tell him. ‘You came here to invade, didn’t you? You thought it would be easy. You thought Humans didn’t care about their planet.’


    ‘They don’t,’ Ratsnif asserts, while he rushes around, avoiding Rambo. His thoughts are sounding breathy. ‘Our Intelligence says they are despoiling … wasting … using it up.’


    Sad to say I can’t deny that this is true. I wish it wasn’t, but it is. ‘A lot of them are,’ I concede. ‘But some do care, and I’m one of them—’


    ‘You?’ Ratsnif and the other aliens gasp.


    ‘Yes, me. I’m a Human. I only pretended to be a Meowan. And I know all about you. I can read minds, and I read yours even when you were on Fizzwivel.’


    ‘No. That’s nonsense,’ Ratsnif insists.


    ‘It’s not. It’s fact,’ I say, and tell them about Plan 53Z–39(c) and how they signed the official Wavers of Responsibility.


    This convinces them, so I put in the boot harder. ‘Humans can do lots of things, especially the ones like me who are in charge,’ I say. ‘We can shape-shift when we want. Do you think you can take us on? Remember, you signed the wavers. If it all goes wrong, who’s going to get the blame?’


    No one answers. Even their thoughts have gone quiet.


    And that’s not the only thing that’s stopped. Mr Gibson has sent Jack back into the game with orders to separate the love-crazed ram from the flock, and the dog has succeeded. Mr Gibson lunges at Rambo and gets a halter on him, then drags him away, and locks him in the trailer. ‘You lot,’ he yells at us. ‘Get off my land. Leave my poor beasts alone.’


    He calls the dog, and he and Jack jump into the four-wheel drive. Off he rumbles, over the paddock. I think he’s decided to forget how he came to have five extra sheep and is counting himself lucky to have got them for nothing.


    Now that the fuss is over, the ewes – the real ones – wander off and chew the grass as if nothing had happened. The aliens just stand there, in a sheepish line, glaring at me from their little slotted eyes. Their silence comes to me like thunder. Like the sound of doom approaching.


    Their doom, I hope, not ours.

  


  
    


    TWENTY-NINE -Alien vs. Terry and Amanda


    


    I tell Amanda what I told the Fizzwivellians.


    ‘I wonder what they’ll do,’ she says. ‘Do you think they’ve got any sense?’


    ‘They’re not very bright, but their commander’s smarter,’ I say. ‘As long as he isn’t stubborn.’


    ‘Try telling them to go back to where they came from,’ she suggests. ‘See how that works. But be convincing.’


    ‘You’re the survey team. You can tell the Boss this planet isn’t right to invade,’ I say to the Fizzwivellians. ‘This is why they sent you here, isn’t it, to find out? Tell them it’s no good, and it’ll save you a lot of trouble and embarrassment later on.’


    Ratsnif makes a grumbling noise that doesn’t sound like agreement. The others whinge at him. I get the feeling that they’d go home in the blink of an eye; but he’s the one in charge.


    The twenty or so other people have got bored with sheep and are straggling back to the movie set to see if the Hunk will really toss in the towel. There’s only me and Amanda, Gabrielle, Jodi and Jenny left. Gabrielle is hanging around in case she can arrest someone for something – maybe a sheep – and Amanda’s friends are just their normal nosy selves.


    Well, that’s what I thought, at least—


    ‘Yah, Gatsby, what’s on ya skinny liddle shoulder?’


    Big Bricey and his bunch of ratbags are back.


    ‘Oh, shut up, moron,’ Amanda says.


    My shoulders aren’t all that skinny. If only the aliens would get a wriggle on and make up their minds. I hope I’ve convinced them to give up and go in peace.


    ‘A bubblegum bubble,’ I say. ‘Why don’t you slither off back to your movie, Cutter?’


    ‘Wot?’ Stumbling over bits of floppy seaweed, Big Bricey lurches towards me. Bubblegum is an unpopular subject with him on account of a certain embarrassment he suffered a while ago. ‘I’m gunna biff you,’ he threatens.


    Like Wonder Woman to the rescue, Amanda jumps between us. ‘No, you’re not. My sister will arrest you. Won’t you, Gabs?’


    Gabrielle makes her narrow-eyed and frowning official police officer face. But I don’t think she’d really arrest him. Jodi and Jenny stand with their hands on their hips, like schoolteachers about to give the Bricey gang a year’s detention.


    ‘Yah, Gatsby’s hiding behind girls,’ Big Bricey sneers. The Fink and the others carry on like a pack of cackling chooks. I’ve got one eye on Big Bricey and another on Amanda, and another eye and an ear on the alien sheep.


    Hang on, that’s three eyes. Well … you know what I mean.


    ‘I don’t need to hide,’ I say. ‘In that dumb costume you couldn’t biff anything. Anyway, you wreck the costume and they’ll toss you off the movie.’


    ‘Na …’ Big Bricey says, but he glances over to the movie set. Since he has only two functioning brain cells, ideas sink into his head slowly.


    ‘The director will make you pay for the damage,’ I add.


    That sinks in. ‘Er, later …’ he says.


    ‘We’re not in a movie,’ the Fink says slyly. ‘We’ll biff him now.’


    ‘Terry,’ Amanda says to me. She prods the bubble with her finger. It shoots into the air and hovers above my head. Then it drifts down again, and nestles against my shoulder.


    Everybody stares, drop-jawed.


    Ratsnif’s thoughts burst wildly into my head. If I’d believed that the aliens would accept defeat and give up gracefully, I was mistaken. I hadn’t counted on them turning nasty.


    But this is exactly what they do.


    ‘Drat you, Human,’ Ratsnif says. ‘But you are just puny creatures. We will crush every one of you to dust.’


    In a flash, five of the sheep explode. They blow out like balloons; the wool flies; they mushroom into the sky. The Gibson ewes run away down the paddock, baaing fit to bust.


    The humans don’t do anything at all; they’re dumbstruck and frozen to the spot. It’s not every day you see exploding sheep that turn into three-metre-tall blobs of mashed potato. Mean and nasty mashed potato, too, and it’s sloshing towards us. Their giant shadows fall across our terrified upraised faces.


    What am I doing, being scared? I pull myself together. I’m the one with the magic wishing bubble, aren’t I? ‘Bubble,’ I say, ‘I wish you would capture the aliens.’


    Lightly, the bubble skims off my shoulder and flies into the air. As it flies it grows larger and larger, until it’s an enormous size and huge enough to imprison the five Fizzwivellians.


    ‘Gotcha!’ Amanda says as it engulfs them.


    Trapped inside, the aliens batter themselves against the bubble skin. We can’t see them because the bubble isn’t transparent, but it’s bulging everywhere as they writhe.


    ‘They won’t get out, will they? They won’t break it?’ Amanda asks nervously.


    ‘No way, Mand. These bubbles are tough. You could go all the way to the moon in one, and this one is off to a galaxy far, far away. At least I hope it’s a galaxy far, far away.’


    ‘Okay,’ I say to the bubble,’ I wish you would take the aliens back to Fizzwivel, so they or anyone from that planet will never return to Earth.’ For a moment the bubble does nothing, and I panic. But it’s only making a decision about how to obey the wish.


    Rapidly it shrinks. Soon it’s the size of a car. Then it’s about as big as Rambo; then a small balloon. It shrinks further, to the size of my fist. It spins in front of me triumphantly.


    Again it shrinks. Now it looks like a floating pea. And now a … a really, really small floating pea.


    Then – puff – it’s gone.

  


  
    


    THIRTY -Monsters Stink


    


    That’s a problem solved. But now I have another one because everybody has just unfrozen. Well, almost everybody, the ones with a complete set of brains, that is.


    ‘What were those giant things?’ Jenny says.


    The girls all look at me expectantly. Amanda’s face lights up.


    ‘Tell them …’ she says.


    I sigh. ‘Oh, all right, then. They were aliens. They wanted to take over the Earth.’


    ‘Aliens,’ Gabrielle repeats. ‘Oh, Terry …’ Is she remembering when I came to the police station?


    ‘Well, you saw them,’ I insist. ‘You can’t tell me they weren’t real.’


    Her face turns red. ‘Where did they go to?’


    ‘To their planet. And they won’t be coming back. I got rid of them.’


    ‘Wow!’ Jodi’s eyes have stars in them. ‘Real aliens! We should tell the TV people. We could be world famous.’


    ‘Yeah, world famous!’ Jenny parrots.


    We could be world famous? I think someone is having themselves on. Amanda must agree with me. ‘But the aliens have gone,’ she reminds the girls. She smirks. ‘And who never thought to use their phone?’


    ‘Damn.’ Gabrielle thumps her forehead. ‘I had my phone in my hand; it was actually switched on! And I never even took a photo. Damn!’


    ‘But we can still tell people,’ Jodi says desperately.


    ‘I don’t think it’d be a good idea,’ Amanda says. She gives me a Look. ‘Terry, why don’t you blow another bubble?’ Her eyebrows go up and down. ‘Soon?’


    Okay. I know what she means. I fish out a blue gumball and stick it in my mouth. I chew furiously. And I know that the wish will have to be for everybody in this paddock, except Amanda and me, to forget about aliens and that they saw cats turn into sheep into mashed potato, etcetera, etcetera. I get the bubble out fast, and it floats in front of my face.


    Yowzers – big, BIG mistake. Blowing bubblegum in the presence of Big Bricey is the same as waving a red rag in front of a bull. In a flash he and his gang beam down from whatever galaxy far, far away they had drifted off to in their mindless daze.


    His big mouth flaps open. ‘Gatsby, ya bubble head. Are you weird or what? And where’s them dumb cats?’


    Amanda and the girls laugh.


    I’ll say. Talk about dumb: if Big Bricey stood next to a fencepost, you’d be hard put to know which was the most intelligent.


    ‘They were the aliens, that turned into sheep,’ I reply. ‘Don’t you pay attention to anything, you dope?’ I must be currently insane saying things like that to Big Bricey Cutter.


    ‘What?’ he shouts, blobbing forward. Balling their grubby mitts into fists, the other five morons come with him. He mightn’t be able to do much damage in that stupid suit, but they can, and they want to do it to me.


    That’s when I think: If only you idiots were clumsy weed monsters like Big Bricey. I really wish you were—


    Right. Oh, yeah, I just wished, didn’t I? Wish Number One for the bubble that’s floating around my head.


    The Fink, Spiffy, Gordo, Beebs and Aka turn green and sprout lake weed all over. It’s slimy and dripping, and grows on their stomachs and crawls from their shoes. Their feet disappear under it; their hands vanish. Great bunches of weed erupt from their chins, and long gluey strands hang out of their noses and ears.


    ‘Yow! Stop it! Stop it!’ they yell.


    But the weed takes no notice. It keeps growing until they look like Big Bricey, except that they pong like a hot day when the tide’s out. This is because their weed isn’t rubbery pretend stuff; this is the real – the ultra-smelly – slimy thing.


    ‘Terry, you didn’t …’ Amanda gasps. The other girls are killing themselves. Even Gabrielle is in fits. She keeps trying to dial her phone but stuffing it up.


    ‘Ooh … you boys pong,’ Jodi squeals.


    ‘Weed-boys, weed-boys,’ Jenny chants.


    Big Bricey is staring like he can’t believe it. His mates have turned into weed monsters. ‘Nooo,’ he moans. ‘Nooo … you can’t be in the movie too.’


    ‘What?’ The Fink yells wildly. ‘We don’t care about a stupid movie. Look at us. We’re … we’re …’


    ‘Stinky?’ Jodi says.


    ‘On the nose?’ Jenny puts in.


    ‘Putrid?’ Amanda offers.


    Gabrielle looks up from the phone. ‘Boys, you are definitely foul.’ Somehow she’s managed to dial a number, and there’s no prize for guessing what number it is. She turns her back on us when someone answers the call.


    The new weed monsters glare at Big Bricey as if everything’s all his fault. Dumb as he is he works this out, and off he goes blob-blobbing back to the movie set. The weed monsters start to chase after him, but then appear to change their minds and go howling away in the opposite direction.


    We watch them vanish into a clump of trees. ‘Where do you think they’ll go, looking like that?’ Amanda says.


    ‘I wonder what they’re gonna to do,’ Jodi replies.


    ‘Hide,’ Jenny suggests. ‘They pong so bad, nobody will want to go near them.’


    ‘Right,’ Gabrielle says. ‘I rang the station to talk to the sergeant; but Ron said he’s out with Clancy, hunting a lion. Whatever that means. So I suppose it’s down to me to do something about those boys.’ Her head swivels round. ‘Where’d they go?’


    ‘A lion?’ Amanda snorts. ‘Is there a circus in town?’


    ‘No … just here,’ I tell her. And then I make the wish I’d have made if Big Bricey hadn’t interrupted me, but with a few additions.


    ‘Bubble, I wish that everybody in this paddock, except Amanda and me, will forget they saw cats turn into sheep and then into aliens and that I made a magic bubble that sent the aliens to Fizzwivel. And let them forget the aliens were even here and that I turned Big Bricey’s gang into weed monsters. But it’s all right if Big Bricey and his gang remember what happened to them, for about an hour at least, and then the gang can go back to normal. And, bubble, from now on I want you to be invisible to everyone but me.’


    (Readers, I hope you’re paying attention. If you are, you’ll notice that at no time have I wished for anyone to forget the cat-astrophe on the movie set. Amanda was right, I really am diabolical. See, I’ve even got the mad laugh: Aha-haha! Aha-hahahah!)


    The wish works a treat. Gabrielle is staring everywhere. She has a kind of I’m a confused detective expression on her face. ‘Er, why are we standing around in a paddock, with a bunch of sheep?’ she says. ‘Can anybody tell me?’


    ‘Beats me,’ Jodi says.


    Jenny just shrugs.


    ‘Mand …?’


    ‘No idea,’ Amanda says.


    ‘Terry …?’


    I shake my head. I’m a picture of bewildered innocence.


    ‘Oh. Oh well …’ Gabrielle shrugs. ‘I think I’ll go home now.’


    ‘Good idea.’ Amanda grins. ‘Before you step in any more sheep poo.’


    ‘Where?’ Gabrielle looks wildly at the ground and her shoes. ‘Oh, damn and blast!’


    ‘Don’t you want to watch Brad Luverly act in the movie?’ I ask her.


    ‘No.’ She makes a face while she’s scraping her shoe on the grass. ‘Not really.’


    Jodie and Jenny wrinkle their noses.


    ‘He’s mean,’ Jenny says. ‘He’s cruel to pussycats.’


    ‘That’s right!’ Jodi agrees. ‘There was … cats and …’ she looks a bit puzzled as if she can’t quite work things out … ‘Let’s go to the shops.’


    ‘Yeah,’ Jenny says. ‘It’s boring here.’


    Awesome! They hate the Hunk. I am awesome!


    Amanda and I are the only ones left in the paddock. ‘Where’s the bubble?’ Amanda asks. ‘I thought you got three wishes not two.’


    ‘It’s here,’ I tell her. ‘Only I asked it to be invisible.’


    She nods. ‘The film set’s a total wipe-out. I wonder what the movie people are thinking.’


    ‘About who to blame, I reckon.’


    ‘The cats?’ she says.


    ‘Probably. And Bubbles.’


    Startled, she gapes at me. ‘What?’


    ‘The Very Important Sheep.’


    ‘Oh yeah, “Bubbles”.’ She bursts out laughing. ‘Poor thing.’


    ‘Want to go down to the beach?’ I say. I’ve dreamed of this moment ever since the Hunk and that rotten movie rolled into Bumbalong.


    ‘Okay.’


    ‘Great,’ I reply. But when we’re climbing through the fence something starts nagging at me in some corner of my brain. It makes me uneasy. What is it?


    Oh no! Now I remember. Samantha’s still in the mouldy pram. Still punishing her tiny lungs no doubt; although there’s no point, because nobody can hear her.


    ‘Um, I can’t go. I’ve gotta do something else,’ I tell Amanda.


    She folds her arms. ‘Like what?’


    ‘Like …’ I sigh, ‘I made this wish earlier, at home, before um … everything. I have to fix it up.’

  


  
    


    THIRTY-ONE -Down the Wishing Well (and into the mud at the bottom)


    


    ‘You turned your sister into what?’ Amanda says as she jogs next to me.


    ‘Sort of like a doll. Well, not a doll, she’s just the size of one,’ I try to explain.


    ‘You must really hate her.’


    ‘No. Well, she’s a brat. But I didn’t mean to shrink her, it was an accident. She was torturing Smiley and I just wanted her to know what it felt like to be little and helpless, and the wish just popped into my head.’


    ‘I bet you succeeded. Where is she, at the moment?’


    ‘Stuck in a doll’s pram, in her cubby.’


    ‘Haha.’ Amanda grins while she runs. ‘Sounds more fun than the beach. Can’t wait to see this.’


    ‘I can,’ I say miserably.


    ‘Well, why don’t you use the third wish to turn her back?’ Amanda says. ‘You could do it right now, without going home.’


    I’d like that—


    ‘But I’m supposed to be minding her,’ I moan. ‘Mum said I had to. Mum’s worried about her. She thinks Sam might be mentally disturbed.’


    ‘Is she?’


    ‘No more than usual.’


    ‘Then why does your mum think that?’


    I hesitate. This feels like it’s turning into an interrogation. Maybe Amanda will follow in Gabrielle’s footsteps and become a cop.


    ‘You wished something else on her, didn’t you? What was it?’ Amanda says knowingly. ‘Accidentally, of course,’ she adds sarcastically.


    Bumbalong is full of hills and we’ve stopped to catch our breath. Reluctantly I tell her about sticking Sam to the floor and then the chair. She looks at me. It’s a very long look that I can’t work out, and I wish I could know what she’s thinking—


    !!!!!!!! Her thoughts beam into my brain: I wonder what it’d feel like, being able to wish things and they come true … you’d have to be soooo careful. He’s not very careful with those bubbles, although he did get rid of the aliens; but he really is a disaster waiting to happen. I just hope he doesn’t do anything dumb with that third wish.


    Mustering every gram of my strength, I prevent myself from protesting aloud. Now what am I going to do when we get home? Blow another bubble, of course, to turn Samantha back to normal, and then try to explain to Amanda what I did with the third wish. I am seriously, seriously doomed!


    When we arrive at my place there’s Mrs Darby standing at her front gate with three huge suitcases and Pussums in a plastic carry cage. Her eyes bug out when she sees me and she shouts: ‘I’ve ordered a taxi. I’m going to Townsville. I need a holiday.’


    Pussums peers at me through the wire mesh. He tries to back away but doesn’t have the room. His eyes are big and terrified; he’s remembering the alien invasion. I wonder if Smiley thinks about it, too. As soon as I’ve fixed up Samantha, I’ll have to do something about those cats.


    Amanda bends down in front of the cage. ‘Hi, moggy. What’s the matter with you?’ Pussums replies with a yowl.


    ‘Excuse me,’ Mrs Darby yells, ’My cat is a pedigree. He is Shah Xerxes Romulus the Third; he is not …’ she shudders, ‘a moggy.’


    Shah Xerxes Romulus the Third cringes. I think he prefers being ‘Pussums’.


    ‘Sorry,’ Amanda says. ‘You’ve got weird neighbours,’ she whispers to me. ‘Doesn’t that fat ball of fur look like the aliens?’


    ‘Yeah. They copied it as well as Smiley.’ I don’t tell her I pretended to Ratsnif that she was that fat ball of fur in disguise.


    We escape from mad Mrs Darby and go into the back yard. Before I can stop her, Amanda makes a bee-line for the cubby house. I race after her. Samantha may look like a little doll but she’s got a monster temper.


    Amanda pokes her head inside the cubby door. ‘Hey, she’s kicking and screaming; she’s yelling like crazy but nothing’s coming out.’


    ‘I know.’


    ‘Suppose you’d better wish her out of here,’ Amanda says, although from her thoughts I know she’s enjoying the situation. I’m not. I’ve got to blow a bubble to do it, and either I make up a lie about how I used the third wish, or tell I Amanda the truth.


    Which is it gonna be?


    ‘Go on,’ Amanda prompts, straightening up. ‘Can’t keep your sister a doll forever.’


    Tough. It wouldn’t be a bad idea. I fumble around in the bubblegum bag for another gumball. This time I pull out a pink one.


    ‘But you still have a wish on the last one,’ Amanda says.


    ‘Er … well, actually, um, I already used it.’ I sit down next to the cubby and stare at the gumball in my hand. This is the first time I’ve ever wished I’d never heard of magic bubblegum.


    ‘No, you didn’t, otherwise I’d have noticed,’ she says unhelpfully. Then she glares at me, suspicious. ‘What did you wish?’


    I. AM. DEAD. I am so dead I’m Brad Luverly in a weed monster suit playing an extra in the worst movie ever made. I could win an Oscar for being a corpse, that’s how dead I am. Miserably I pop the gumball into my mouth and start to chew.


    ‘Terry …?’


    Furiously I chew. ‘Oi worsht a cud nomwom yor marm ninging.’


    ‘Pardon?’


    ‘Oi wirsht acud nom wa yor arninky.’


    Amanda folds her arms. ‘Take the gum out this time.’


    Doomed, I obey. Bubblegum drool runs out the corner of my mouth, and I rub it away with the back of my hand. ‘I wished – I made a wish that I could know what you were thinking,’ I say in a tiny embarrassed voice.


    Amanda looks at me for a second. ‘Oh,’ she says, and her arms stay folded. ‘You were reading my mind? You made a wish so you could read my mind?’


    ‘Er, yes.’


    ‘You were reading my mind,’ she repeats. She’s so calm it’s frightening. ‘And the wish is still going. This means you’re still reading my mind, so you know what I’m thinking right now?’


    I sure do, and I don’t dare nod or anything. Her thoughts are like a battering ram…


    TERRY GATSBY, YOU ARE SO DEAD!


    See, I told you.

  


  
    


    THIRTY-TWO -Hooray for Bubbles


    


    Amanda doesn’t say a word when I suggest we should go into the house to blow the bubble and make the first wish, but she follows me in there. Even though I’m going to make sure Samantha doesn’t remember being in the pram, I don’t want her suddenly returning to full size and seeing us gawking at her.


    ‘Bubble,’ I say, ‘I wish Samantha would return to normal, and let her forget she was tiny and trapped in a pram.’


    We’re in the kitchen, and I realise how hungry I am. ‘I can make lunch,’ I suggest. ‘Is that all right?’ I’m waiting for Amanda to look at me, but she hasn’t yet. Boy is she mad!


    ‘Look, I’m sorry,’ I keep on. ‘I was only wondering what you were thinking about me, and I just wished I knew – without meaning to make a wish. You had this funny look on your face, and I didn’t know what it meant, and—‘


    ‘Shut up, Terry. The more you say the worse it is.’


    ‘But I am sorry, really. I didn’t mean it.’


    After about a millennium she finally nods. ‘Yeah, all right, I believe you.’


    Relieved, I wash my hands then start to make chicken sandwiches for three. Pitiful meowing comes from the laundry. I gasp. ‘Smiley’s still in there! I’d better let him out.’


    ‘I’ll do it,’ Amanda says. When she opens the laundry door, a black and white tornado rushes out, complaining loudly. Smiley sees her and immediately sucks up, purring around her legs and kissing her sneakers.


    ‘Hey,’ I tell him, ‘I’m the one with the chicken. Here—’


    He snatches the chicken leg and runs under the table with it, growling melodramatically; he’s very territorial when it comes to food. I wonder if he’s suffered any lasting ill effects from his close encounter with the aliens. Poor old Pussums is an emotional wreck. I suppose I’d better use a second bubble wish to make certain the cats are okay, especially that frightened fat fur ball on its way to Townsville. I tell Amanda this in the hope that she’ll see how I am actually a warm, sensitive and caring person and not the sort who’d deliberately read their girlfriend’s mind.


    The pink bubble is bouncing around the room; it seems to be enjoying itself. I tell it my wish: to make Smiley and Pussums forget about being scared by aliens. The back door slams – it’s the sawn-off tyrant, out of her pram. I grab the bubble and shove it under the table, hoping it’ll stay there.


    Samantha is kind of red and green. That is, her face is red and fuming and there’s green mould in her frizzed-out hair. I try not to laugh. I don’t even crack a smile.


    ‘Where have you been?’ I say.


    Samantha glares at me. She glares at Amanda. ‘Don’t know,’ she growls. ‘Where’s Smiley? I wanted to play with him, but he ran away. Rotten cat.’ She’s so cranky she hasn’t noticed him hiding under the table. She tosses her frizzy hair and stalks off up the stairs.


    With a puzzled expression Amanda watches her go. ‘Does she actually hate the poor cat?’


    ‘I don’t know. She’s a natural grouch. She’s never nice to Smiley; that’s why he runs away. She thinks animals don’t have feelings. She thinks they’re just toys to play with.’


    ‘That’s pretty awful,’ Amanda says.


    Now Sam is gone Smiley comes out from under the table. He’s playing football with the bubble, batting it with his paws, chasing it around our feet. We laugh. Smiley can’t damage the bubble because it’s too tough.


    ‘He’s a really nice cat,’ Amanda says.


    ‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘I wish Samantha would realise that and treat him with respect.’


    Pop! Smiley searches everywhere for the bubble – but it’s disappeared!


    ‘There goes the third wish,’ Amanda says. ‘At least it was a good one.’


    I nod. Then I have an amazing idea. ‘Mand, what if I blow another bubble and we use it to have some fun?’


    Her eyes light up with excitement. ‘Like what sort of fun?’


    ‘Like … well, we could do anything. We could go flying. We could go … anywhere.’


    ‘Really? Wow! That’d be great.’


    We both grin, and my hand goes to the pocket where my bag of bubblegum is.


    But there’s nothing there.


    ‘The bag’s gone!’ I wail.


    Amanda puts her hand on her mouth. ‘You couldn’t have lost it! You had it ten minutes ago.’


    ‘It’s gone for good. Eleanor’s taken it back,’ I explain. ‘That’s how it works. When it’s over it’s over. When it’s finished it’s finished.’ I can’t help thinking how great it was to be able to tune-in to animals and plants, and how Amanda would have loved that, too. All the wonderful stuff we might have seen and heard and learned. The magic stuff that nobody ever gets to know.


    ‘What a bummer,’ she says calmly, but I can see she’s disappointed. She starts playing with Smiley to pretend she doesn’t care.


    I’m disappointed, too; but to tell the truth I know that those bubbles weren’t for me. They were for putting things right. They were about me doing the right thing for the world, and that’s all they were for.


    I guess I know that. I guess I always knew it.


    Amanda glances up at me. ‘It’s okay. It doesn’t matter,’ she says. ‘We can have fun anyway.’


    ‘Yeah, we can.’


    I lean against the sink and shove my hands in my pockets and watch her play with Smiley. The tip of the middle finger of my right hand touches something, then. I reach deeper and curl my fingers around the something. A something that is smooth and round.


    I take it out and look at it: the single gumball of bright red.


    I’m laughing hysterically, inside.


    ‘Hey, Mand, look. She’s left us one. Would you believe it? She’s given us one on the house!’

  


  
    


    THIRTY-THREE -Movie Goss


    



    The director of 'Slime' finally got the Hunk to come out of his caravan and finished filming the movie. The director has taken a vow on pain of death never to work with Brad Luverly again.


    'Slime' went twenty million dollars over budget and was a box-office flop.


    Kylie Moran's promising career survived the shame of the movie's failure. She earned a fortune making TV ads that had nothing to do with peanut butter or any sort of stuff you spread on bread. Then she starred in a big-budget remake of 'Gone With the Wind'.


    Roger Del Blanco gave up show business two days after the final shooting of 'Slime'. He's now ending his days in the Happy Acres Rest Home for Retired Actors. It is an idyllic setting in the Lincolnshire countryside of England.


    Brad Luverly went on to greater things, and remains, to this day, a hot property in Hollywood. Women still swoon at the sight of him. During interviews he never mentions 'Slime' and forbids any questions that might involve cats, sheep or surgery on his nose. Currently, all five of his ex-wives are suing him for all of his worldy possessions.


    The Very Important Sheep scored a major part in a barnyard epic.


    After his first movie role as a weed monster, Big Bricey got bitten by the acting bug. It was a very painful bite and his head swelled up to nearly the size of Brad Luverly's.


    



    Other (not movie) goss


    Since that confusing day in Bumbalong the aliens from Fizzwivel have never been seen or heard of here on Earth. However, even though they didn't know it, their short visit still changed things.


    For example:


    Samantha is now a lot nicer to Smiley, although he doesn't feel the same about her.


    Pussums returned from his holiday in Townsville a changed cat. After paying $300 to an animal psychiatrist for feline therapy and $700 to a psychologist for human psycho-analysis, Mrs Darby thought it was money well spent. If only she'd known she could've got bubblegum therapy for free.


    Amanda took down all her posters of the Hunk from her bedroom wall and stuffed them into the recycling bin.


    Gabrielle took her posters of the Hunk from under her bed (where she'd been hiding them so nobody would know) and put them through the office shredder (while she was minding the cop shop on her own).


    Sergeant Gatsby finally got a bright idea of what to do for Mrs Gatsby's birthday. He took her to see a movie called 'Springtime in Paris'. It was very romantic (and a lot cheaper than going there).


    Terry and Amanda had fun with the last three wishes; they learned quite a lot, too. Sometimes Terry has dreams about the Fizzeivellians, although not very much; but he's gone off mashed potato for life.
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