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1. A theatre producer flies to London to see you. He claims he will take you to America and make you the MOST FAMOUS CIRCUS STAR IN THE WORLD. Do you:

A) Hop wildly about the room and shout, ‘YES! YES! YES!’? 

Or

B) Decline, explaining that you must stay in school because your education is more important?

If you have answered A, proceed to the next question.

If you have answered B, stop pretending. We both know the correct answer is A.

2. Before you leave London, a MI5 agent visits. He warns you that a shape-shifting SUPERVILLAIN is at large and poses a threat to you and your friends. Do you:

A) Ignore his advice? SUPERVILLAINS exist only in Bond films and comic books. Why worry?

Or

B) Cancel the trip to America? It’s better to be safe than sorry, especially if your friends are involved.

If you have answered A, proceed to the last question. If you have answered B … are you mad? Pass up an all-expenses-paid, three-month holiday of a lifetime in New York? The correct answer is A.

3. While in New York, you discover that the RICHEST MAN IN THE WORLD plans to clone the Ancient Incan potion which gave you superpowers and use it to live forever! Do you:

A) Panic, run about madly in circles and plunge head first into trouble?

Or

B) Overcome your fears and work together with your mates to make the world a better place – whatever the cost?

Surprise! Both A and B are right. You can’t go wrong on this one!

My name is Aidan Sweeney – yes, FIRE BOY himself – and I’m back! So buckle up, friend, and take a deep breath before you turn the page. My latest sizzling adventure is here and it is red-hot!
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Mist covered the circus grounds. A cold wind rattled the door and drizzle smeared the round windowpane above my bed. The caravan creaked, its old oak panels and slatted ceiling moaning in the pale daylight.

Did I mention it was a Monday morning?

A wet Monday morning?

In November?

Ugh.

I crawled back under the bedsheets. Three or four blissful minutes passed before my absence was noted.

‘AIDAN!’ Mum shouted.

I poked my head out from under the sheets. At the foot of the bed, Lemon stretched her paws. Her tail flicked once.

‘Come on,’ I said, rising slowly and swinging my feet on to the floor. ‘Let’s get some breakfast.’

Lemon, it seemed, had other ideas. Rolling on to her side, she closed her eyes.

‘Go on. Rub it in,’ I said, turning my back on her.

I slouched into the kitchen.

Alone.

‘Good morning!’ Mum beamed, throwing her arm around me. ‘I was wondering when you’d show your face.’

‘Morning,’ I grunted, nose buried in the folds of her bathrobe. ‘Have you been up long?’

‘Ages!’ Mum said.

I believed her.

Mum was a morning person. Waking at dawn for a run or pottering about the house at sunrise was ‘fun’.

Madness, if you ask me.

If I were Prime Minister, bed-rest until noon would be mandatory, one of the central planks of my government and a certain vote-winner. More pyjama time – that’s the way forward.

I broke free of her grasp and opened the cupboard.

Removing a slice of bread from its packet, I placed it between my palms. As my hands became red-hot, the bread sizzled and browned.

‘I wish you’d use the grill for that,’ Mum tutted.

‘Toast tastes better hand-flamed,’ I said, ‘Crispy, golden-brown and ready to eat in five seconds. You can’t beat that.’ Assuming I didn’t incinerate it, that is. You can go through a loaf of bread in no time hand-toasting it, if you’re not careful.

Mum handed me a plate. ‘Try not to drop crumbs wherever you go.’

As I bit into the crust, Mum expanded on the evil of crumbs (which were, according to her, a welcome mat for mice). An update on her never-ending battle against Dirt and Grime followed.

The war was not going well.

Dirt and Grime were advancing steadily on the floorboards (filthy); infiltrating the curtains (in need of a wash) and had overrun the toilet (disgusting).

I ate my toast in silence.

Contradicting Mum by suggesting that the caravan looked fine was not an option. I had gone down that road in the past and it did not end well. I knew my place. I was, at best, a lukewarm ally in her struggle against Dirt and Grime – not much help and often accused of being in league with the enemy. My job wasn’t to protest. My role was to applaud Mum’s efforts.

So I did.

Toast finished, I tried to sneak back into bed for a quick lie-down before school. Mum, however, was alert to this tactic, so I was forced to retreat to the loo for some ‘alone-time’. Afterwards, I dressed swiftly and, were it not for a missing shoe, might have been on time. While Mum waited at the door with her bike, I conducted a frantic search while carefully avoiding the back bedroom where my grandmother (aka ‘Granny’ or ‘the She-Bear’) was still asleep.

The shoe, I discovered, was wedged under the sofa.

A last goodbye nuzzle with Lemon and I was ready.

Outside, the mist was thinning. Though the drizzle had stopped, the sky remained a milky-grey. The caravan park seemed eerie in the morning light – no performers outside, no music, no noise or laughter.

Beyond the fence, the Big Top was dark too. The maroon-and-gold striped canvas remained shrouded in the mist, its bunting limp and wet. Shorn of their neon glow, the stalls – the Wild West Shooting Gallery, the Whack-a-Mole, Hook-a-Duck and the Wheel of Fortune – appeared drab. No organ music piped. The shuttered carousel didn’t turn.

At the gate, I undid the padlock.

Mum glanced at the sign high above us. ‘I’m going to miss walking past the Big Top each morning.’

The sign said:
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Underneath, there was a gigantic photo of Fire Boy (me) soaring over the circus tent. A trail of yellow flames flickered behind me as I blazed across a blue sky.

I opened the gate.

Pointing her bike south, Mum lifted herself up on to its pedals. ‘I ought to be back before tonight’s show.’

She blew me a kiss.

I waved goodbye.

Mum eased down the path. By the time she hit the road, she was cycling hard.

I closed the gate.

One more week!

I still couldn’t get my head around it. In seven days, Zarathustra’s Travelling Circus would leave London and head north. In a week’s time, they’d be in Manchester, and Glasgow two weeks later. By Christmas, they’d be in Dublin.

And where would I be?

Right here in London.

It didn’t matter how long the queues for Fire Boy were or how famous I’d become. Without Mum’s permission, I was going nowhere – and she wanted me to stay in school. I had tried everything to convince her.

I had begged.

I had sulked.

I had used my little boy’s voice to coax and moan.

I had sent angry plumes of smoke spiralling out of my ears, nose and mouth.

None of it had worked. Mum wasn’t budging.

No circus meant no more caravan.

No more carousel rides and carnival games.

No more Dmitri.

No more Mathilde or Atlas or Krazy Klowns or my other circus friends.

No more Big Top.

No more Fire Boy.

Looping the chain between the rails of the gate, I clamped the padlock shut and took one last long look at the photo of me flying.

What’s the point of having a superpower if you can’t use it?
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Hold on, you say. A boy who burns and flies? What kind of nonsense is this?

Reader, I know it sounds far-fetched, but it’s true.

I can transform my skin, bones, heart, lungs, hair, toenails – the whole lot – into flames and back again in the blink of an eye. Unlike other human beings, fire cannot harm me. I can gargle with gasoline, blow flames out my nose and fart rings of smoke.

Impossible, you say?

Hardly.

A highly entertaining account explaining how I acquired my fiery powers already exists. Penned by yours truly, Aidan Sweeney, it goes by the name of FIRE BOY and is available at all good bookstores. Do buy yourself a copy and remember that all profits go to a worthwhile charity – ME. Until then, a helpful guide for new readers and a reminder for old friends on how I became FIRE BOY follows. It should bring everyone up to speed on recent events in Sweeney-land.

The origins of my flame-tastic powers

Six weeks ago, a parcel arrived in the post with my name on it. Inside was a jar of handmade minty sweets called Nature’s Own, made in the cloud forests of Peru.

Nice, eh?

You don’t know the half of it.

Hidden inside each sweet was a capsule containing a drop of fruit juice from el Árbol de los Dioses (the Tree of the Gods), the sacred tree of the Ancient Incas. Legend has it that fruit from this fabled tree unleashes god-like powers in whoever tastes it.

(Spoiler alert: I tasted it.)

But how did this magical fruit juice get inside a package of sweets addressed to me?

Good question. To answer that we need to travel halfway around the world, and another six months back in time, to when an environmental scientist at Cambio Laboratories named Sloane Sixsmith went hiking near the Ancient Incan stronghold of Machu Picchu in Peru. At the base of a cliff, she spotted an odd little tree. Knots of silvery branches sprouted from its bone-white trunk. Crowning this tangle of twigs was a single green-skinned berry held aloft like a ring on a royal cushion. The curious Sloane decided this strange tree required further study. She took cuttings from its trunk and branches and placed them in the sealed envelopes, which – like the good environmental scientist she was – she always carried with her. The following day Sloane returned to her office at Cambio Laboratories and placed these samples under a microscope. What did she find? Only that this tiny tree resembled NO OTHER LIVING ORGANISM ON THIS PLANET! Its molecular structure was out-of-this-world!

Cambio Laboratories wasted no time safeguarding their remarkable find. They replanted the tree inside their greenhouse and installed a protective perimeter around it. They erected a high fence and hired armed guards. No one was going to nick their discovery!

Staff at Cambio clamoured to see this remarkable tree. Could it be the legendary Árbol de los Dioses? Might its single green-skinned berry grant SUPERPOWERS to whoever tasted it?

Most employees at Cambio Laboratories were like Sloane: inquisitive scientists eager to know more about the origins of el Árbol de los Dioses.

Others saw an opportunity. For them, this odd little tree was a ticket to fame, wealth and power.

Enter Ash Aitkens.

A former British Army lieutenant, Ash Aitkens was the managing director of AA Security. Cambio Laboratories had hired his firm to install CCTV cameras in and around its greenhouse. Aitkens soon heard the rumours about the tiny tree which they kept locked inside. He plotted to steal its fruit by targeting poor, innocent Sloane Sixsmith. Aitkens befriended the lonely scientist and the two soon became inseparable. Aitkens even told Sloane (feel free to look away now, the rest of this sentence is only for those of you with a strong stomach) that he loved her.

I know.

Yuck.

Worst of all, Aitkens didn’t mean it. On the very day Sloane engineered a way to turn the tree’s green-skinned fruit into a serum, he betrayed her. Aitkens set off an explosion inside Cambio’s greenhouse which destroyed the tree and severely injured Sloane. The ten capsules of fruit serum, however, were safe. Smuggled out of South America in a jar of sweets, they were already winging their way across the ocean …

It was a clever idea. By posting the jar of sweets to a schoolboy in London, Aitkens avoided suspicion. If you haven’t already guessed (c’mon, keep up at the back!), that schoolboy was me.

My address wasn’t plucked at random. Aitkens had served alongside my dad in the Army. He knew my father had died in an automobile accident and planned on taking advantage of it. Shortly after the sweets were posted, he rang my mum, telling her a parcel was on its way, containing a souvenir my father had wanted me to have. Aitkens begged my mum not to open it until he arrived in London. He intended to swap packages when he got there – giving me a music box he nicked years ago from my dad, while he walked off with the jar of sweets.

Unfortunately for Aitkens, he never got the chance.

I opened the parcel as soon as it arrived.

Inside, I found the jar of Nature’s Own (yes, the very one mentioned at the beginning of this section), containing ten minty sweets dusted with sugar and laced with liquorice.

Yum.

I ate one. So did my mates, Sadie and Hussein, each of us biting through the jelly coating and puncturing the capsule of serum hidden inside.

Not so yum.

Almost immediately, our bodies underwent incredible changes.

I could burst into flames and fly.

Sadie could move objects – tennis balls, chairs, people – around the room just by thinking about them.

Hussein could mind-meld with machines. Computers or engines would do whatever he wanted, whenever, as long as he was in physical contact with them.

Once our powers developed, we had many INCREDIBLE adventures – I joined the circus; Sadie disarmed a gang of thugs; Hussein drove a clown car – and, more importantly, we managed to defeat Ash Aitkens in the end (though not before he swallowed TWO capsules and found himself transformed into a long-tailed, super- quick man-monkey!).

So, there you have it – my superpowers explained. No radioactive spider bites or exploding planets! Just a bit of science, a legendary Ancient Incan tree and a jar of sweets I was never supposed to open.

Now let’s get back to this story. When we left off, I was on my way to school. I know, hardly promising, but don’t worry. It gets better.
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Secondary schools in London come in all sizes. Some are modern, purpose-built buildings with high ceilings, open-plan settings and state-of-the-art science labs. Some are run-down and in need of a lick of paint, better IT, larger classrooms and more resources.

And then there’s Caversham.

An excerpt from A History of Caversham School:

Caversham School, a mixed comprehensive for 11-18 year olds in the London borough of Camden, has a colourful past. Formerly known as Flaystreet Prison, Caversham once housed London’s most notorious villains. Its thick grey-stone walls and tall iron gate are a reminder of this infamous past. When Flaystreet closed in the 1980s, the Council voted to turn the former penitentiary into a secondary school. Out went the locks and shackles, in came desks and chairs. Walk around Caversham School today and it is hard to believe that its modern classrooms were once prison cells.

Hard to believe?

Think again.

Ruts in the stonework remain from the bars that once sealed each window shut. Rolls of barbed wire are still rooted to the high walls surrounding the grounds, a barricade littered with punctured footballs and plastic shopping bags blown there by the wind. As for housing London’s most notorious villains, take a peek inside the Sixth Form block – if you dare – where you’ll find Camden’s most promising gangsters learning their trade.

It was a ten-minute stroll from the circus grounds to the school gates. Skirting past a herd of 5th formers who were loitering outside the main buildings, I went in search of Hussein. I found him at our usual haunt, outside the railings near D Block. Sneaking up from behind, I blew a gust of steam down his collar.

Hussein shot into the air like he had stepped on hot sand.

Hah!

He hadn’t wriggled his hips like that since last summer’s End-of-Year Disco.

Laughing at Hussein, however, caused a lapse of concentration which I soon regretted. Guard down, I accepted Hussein’s handshake when offered and fell for the old batteries-hidden-in-the-blazer-pocket trick. Redirecting the batteries’ charge with his electro-powers, Hussein zapped me with a bolt of electricity.

Yowza.

If you had stuck my nose into a socket at that moment, I could have lit up Piccadilly Circus on my own. Smoke trickled out of one ear, my hair stood on end and I had to stuff my hand into my mouth to stop the tingling. For some reason, Hussein found this amusing. He fell to the ground laughing.

While I smouldered, a crowd formed around me and Hussein (who was giggling like a deranged hyena). It was led by the King Rat himself, my fellow classmate and sworn enemy, Mitchell Mulch.

‘Well, what do we have here?’ Mulch mocked. ‘Aziz and Sweeney – Caversham’s very own Itchy and Scratchy!’

Hussein’s grin faded.

I removed my hand from my mouth with as much dignity as I could muster and turned to face my nemesis.

Mulch and his gang – a bunch of mean-spirited lemmings impressed by the money Mulch flashed and the car his father drove – advanced. ‘I don’t know whether you two clowns have noticed,’ he sneered, ‘but we’re not in nursery school any more.’

The lemmings jeered.

Did I want to point a flaming finger at Mulch and tell him to buzz off?

Yes, I most certainly did.

Unfortunately, such a course of action was not allowed. Messing about with Hussein with no one around was one thing, but there it stopped. Drawing attention to one’s superpowers in public was off-limits, especially with a blabbermouth like Mulch nearby.

Rule #1 from The BIG BOOK of Superheroes:

A secret identity is vital to the wellbeing of a superhero’s family and friends. Safeguard it at all costs!

If I used my flames on Mulch, the whole world would soon learn I was Fire Boy. Most people believed my powers were an illusion, that Fire Boy was a circus act who fooled the audience into believing he could burn and fly. I intended to keep it that way, though that didn’t mean I had to back down.

‘Isn’t there somewhere else you ought to be, Mulch?’ I snapped.

‘As a matter of fact, Sweeney, there IS somewhere I will be flying off to soon. First class, of course, somewhere VERY special,’ Mulch crowed. ‘But that’s a secret not worth sharing with the likes of you.’

Before I could spell out to Mulch how little I cared, the first bell sounded.

All round Caversham, from the furthest reaches of its bike shed to the inner sanctum of its staff-room, a mighty groan could be heard. It was the start of another school day.

Hussein and I bundled through the doors of D Block. Mulch, his minions and the rest of our English class followed closely behind.

Miss Spatchcock was waiting.
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Miss Spatchcock watched us slouch in, ticking our names off the register as we found our seats.

Four phrases (in no particular order) that best describe Miss Spatchcock:

– A newly qualified teacher, i.e. young, enthusiastic and still fond (for now) of children

– Pale, slim, bespectacled; a champion of creative writing, live theatre and graphic novels; fond of inspirational mottos and/or life stories

– Vastly superior to her older colleagues (most of whom struggle to find the ‘on’ switch) in all matters involving the use of phones, iPads, smartboards, etc. for educational purposes

– Quite possibly the only person in Caversham School (including staff, students, groundsman, etc.) wearing a smile this Monday morning

Miss Spatchcock pressed the palms of her hands together. ‘I am so looking forward to this morning’s lesson! Today marks the start of our new topic on reporting the news. It’s a project I know you will all enjoy!’ Miss Spatchcock chirruped.

I gazed around the room.

Three of the lads in the back row were yawning. The other two had closed their eyes.

In the middle of the room, Freddie Reynolds struggled to undo the zipper of his overcoat.

Four students were staring out the window at cloud formations. Some stared blankly at the board.

Isabella Fink pointed at Freddie Reynolds and mouthed a comment to the two girls next to her.

From her seat in the front row, Maria Vialli raised her hand.

‘Miss! Miss!’ she cried. ‘I knew we were doing newspapers next so I brought some in to share. Should I get them out?’

Those children who were not asleep, studying the sky or tugging on the zipper of their overcoat, turned slowly towards Vialli.

The room became noticeably chillier.

‘There’s always one,’ Hussein hissed, leaning in.

This was a bit rich coming from Hussein, who sucked up to teachers whenever he could. I let it pass without comment, however. Until I was sure how much charge was left in those batteries in his pocket, I wasn’t taking any chances.

‘How thoughtful of you, Maria!’ lauded Miss Spatchcock, adding a wink that left Vialli red-faced and clucking in her seat.

On my left, Hussein scowled. It sounded like he was grinding his teeth.

Recharged batteries or not, winding him up was too hard to resist. ‘Weren’t you thinking about bringing in newspapers too?’ I asked him.

‘I was,’ Hussein huffed. ‘But somebody,’ he said, laying great stress on the word somebody, ‘told me not to bother.’

I shook my head. ‘You missed a trick there, mate.’

He glared at me.

‘Come on, Hussein. Give credit where it’s due.’ I pretended to applaud Maria. ‘Good to see someone puts in a bit of effort around here.’

‘Shut up,’ he snapped.

The overhead lights dimmed and the two of us – like everyone else in the class – stopped speaking. Images of headlines, newspapers and TV ads whizzed past as Miss Spatchcock’s smartboard sparked into life. Photos of politicians, sports stars, floods, beaches and celebrities flew by.

‘Twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week,’ Miss Spatchcock said. ‘The news never stops. Day in, day out, year-round. Information, stories, weather reports, film reviews, football scores.’

The lights came back on.

‘Why do some stories make the front page while others get ignored?’ Miss Spatchcock asked. She paused, dramatically. ‘What makes a story newsworthy?’

Up shot Vialli’s hand.

‘Something that’s current, informative or relevant to society,’ she said. ‘Examples include live reports from protest marches or battlefronts; public debates on health, the economy and education; and regular updates on global concerns such as climate change.’

‘Rubbish,’ Mitchell Mulch sneered. ‘It’s not what the story is about that matters. It’s which stories sell.’

Joe Jackson agreed. ‘Mulch is right, Miss. It’s a business. There is no right or wrong. If people buy a paper because it has a dog on a surfboard on its front cover, that story is newsworthy.’

‘A dog on a surfboard?’ Freddie Reynolds said. ‘I’d like to see that.’

‘Me too! PLEASE, Miss!’ begged Isabella Fink. ‘Find us a video!’

Soon a rousing, Fink-led chant of ‘YouTube! YouTube!’ had everyone banging their desks.

Miss Spatchcock responded swiftly. ‘If you can find a story you consider newsworthy in the newspapers I hand out, we can watch a video of The World’s Best Surfing Dogs before the bell rings.’

Cheers greeted her offer.

‘Any story, Miss?’ Joe Jackson asked.

‘Any story, Joe,’ Miss Spatchcock replied. ‘In groups of two, I want you to pick out ONE newsworthy item that interests you and your partner.’

There were a few questions.

Jackson asked if he could choose something from the sports section.

Maria Vialli wanted to know if she should make notes on the newspaper itself and highlight passages.

Freddie Reynolds asked if he could go to the loo.

Miss Spatchcock handed out a wad of newspapers. Hussein and I split our sections into two, spreading them out across our table. Flipping through the pages, I scanned the headlines for articles worth reading.

PROTESTERS DEMAND ACTION ON 
CLIMATE CHANGE

A contender.

DINOSAUR FOSSIL FOUND IN LONDON 
UNDERGROUND

Like it.

BANK OF ENGLAND PREDICTS INTEREST 
RATES TO RISE

No way.

CHEESE BEFORE BED DOESN’T 
CAUSE NIGHTMARES

Interesting.

CACTUS PLANTS TROUBLE BATHERS AT 
NUDIST BEACH

‘You can stop searching, Hussein,’ I said. ‘I’ve found our story.’

He didn’t answer, too busy reading an article in the bottom corner of his section. Peeking over his shoulder, I scanned its headline.

THEATRE PRODUCER TELLS CIRCUS: 
‘I WANT FIRE BOY!’

‘Gimme that!’ I cried, snatching the paper away from him.
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Negotiations?

No one had mentioned America to me!

Then again, Mum had been acting strangely lately. When she wasn’t stepping outside to take a call, she was checking her messages. Could she—

‘Aidan!’ Hussein hissed under his breath. He ripped the sheet away from me and smothered it with his sleeves.

I had burnt a hand-sized hole through the newspaper.
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The rest of the morning passed by in a blur.

I couldn’t string three words together in English.

Nothing added up in maths.

I hadn’t a prayer in RS and in PE I scored twice – both of them own goals.

True, no one seemed to notice. At Caversham, sleepwalking through a school day was a common occurrence.

At least I had Hussein to fall back on.

Arriving early in the canteen, I found us two seats at the end table. Though dangerously close to the Sixth Formers, we were a safe distance from Big-Ears Mulch and the nosy Isabella Fink. Here, we could talk in private.

I shook my head ruefully. ‘I wasn’t expecting this.’

‘Me neither,’ Hussein said. ‘New York is so far away.’

‘I meant this,’ I said, pointing at the squat brown spud on my plate, moored in a pool of baked beans. A knife slice down its middle revealed two waxy-white halves which looked suspiciously underdone. ‘Monday is macaroni and cheese. Baked potato is Tuesday’s lunch.’

Hussein pushed his tray aside.

His chin drooped. Worry lines furrowed his forehead and it looked like he was locked in a who-will-blink-first duel with his spoon. Come on, mate! I felt like shouting. Missing out on the mac and cheese is a blow, but there’s no need to mope about it.

Or could there be another explanation for Hussein’s gloom and doom?

Might my secret-bearer and comrade-in-arms be against me jetting off to America?

I chewed my undercooked potato and considered why.

The answer was in front of me, right here in all its chair-scraping, ear-busting, cabbage-stinking glory.

The canteen.

Caversham’s lunch hall was a square pit with a kitchen on one side and hordes of students in groups of two or three or more battling for a place at the long rows of tables. A canteen – or a classroom and playground, for that matter – can be a lonely place when you’re sat on your own, and that’s exactly where Hussein would be if I left for New York.

I pushed thoughts of Broadway aside and talked footie and gaming. Hussein brightened and lunch sped past. I tried the same trick in the afternoon, parking my circus daydreams at the door and muddling through science. Before I knew it, the final bell had rung.

Boys and girls piled out of Caversham’s main doors, storming down the steps and out the school gate. Hussein and I followed, parting at the High Street. He headed north to Alexandria Apartments and I marched west towards Hampstead Heath and the circus grounds.

It was a short trek across two playing fields, past a thicket of spruce trees, up one hill and down another and then there it was: Zarathustra’s Travelling Circus.

The maroon-and-gold striped Big Top glowed in the autumn sunlight. Bunting flapped and spun in the breeze and the flag over the circus tent rippled.

And the smells!

Buttered popcorn.

Roasted chestnuts.

The sweet tang of candy floss.

Each afternoon, two of the crew set up stands outside the circus gates and sold nibbles until they were gone. As soon as school was out, children and their parents queued, racing to grab their bag of goodies. The food stands were Dmitri’s idea. ‘I want children to smile when they think of Zarathustra’s,’ he told us. Already this afternoon the line stretched to the street. I waved hello to Gareth the magician and Grandpa Yang, the leader of the Red Arrows, who were manning the stalls as I passed by and waltzed through the gate.

Inside the grounds, Atlas was grunting through a workout, slinging two giant dumbbells left and right. Dead-Eye was hosing down her Wild West Shooting Gallery, spraying water at its rows of ducks and bull’s eye targets.

Near the entrance to the Big Top, stood the carousel. Its waterproof canvas cover had been removed and left folded on the ground. The carousel’s rides – glossy black ponies, tall dragons and long-tailed mermaids – shimmered in the cold November sunlight as if to beckon children forward. I spied three crouched figures aboard the carousel – Dmitri, Mathilde and …

‘Sadie?’ I cried.

‘Aidan!’ she shouted. ‘Come in here! You’ve got to see this!’

I ran forward.

Sadie was my oldest friend. Seeing her was a treat these days. Unlike Hussein and me, she didn’t go to Caversham, so now that Mum and I lived in a circus caravan rather than at Alexandria Apartments I only saw Sadie at Zarathustra’s.

I found her knee-deep inside the barrel of the carousel next to Dmitri. What an odd pair the two of them made! Sadie, tall and slender, had on her Lady Pandora’s school uniform. Dmitri, a stocky bear of a man, was kitted out in a paint-splattered blue boiler suit. Behind them, in ripped denims and a T-shirt was Mathilde, Zarathustra’s young fortune-teller. Arms folded, she was slouched in a carousel bench, her legs draped over the mane of a smiling zebra.
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TELLS CIRCUS:
IWANT FIRE BOYY

The American theatre
producer Max Goldman is
jetting into London this week
with plans to lure

Zarathustra’s Travelling

Circus and its daredevil flying |

sensation, Fire Boy, to
Broadway.-

‘ America is where Fire Boy
belongs,” Goldman told
reporters. ‘New Yorkers will
go crazy for him! Who
doesn’t want fo see d kid
who can burn and fly?’

Goldman, the producer
behind Broadway successes
like Pizza: The Musical and
When I’'m Not Crying; I'm
Singing, believes
Zarathustra’s Travelling
Circus and Fire Boy could
be his biggest hit yet:

‘| guarantee you, people will

walk over hot coals to see

. this show. Fire Boy and

| Zarathustra’s Travelling

Circus will be the hottest
ticket in town!’

Negotiations between

“‘ Goldman and Dmitri

| Medvedev, the ringmaster

and proprietor of

| Zarathustra’s Travelling

Circus, are scheduled for
|ater this week. So far,
Goldman has refused

to comment on who the
mysterious financial backers
for this production are- Ina
related story, Zarathustra’s
refuses to confirm or deny
rumours that Fire Boy will not
be joining them for the
remainder of their four of

Britain and Ireland.
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