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      Hello, I’m Bubbles the Travelling Cat, although I do have very many other names. Almost too many names to remember, in fact. My full title is Sir Bubbles Mwokozi wa Maisha Tembo, Saviour of the Elephant, Squiffy, Cuddleypoo. Bigebee Bade Kaanon Ka Rakshak, Saviour of the Biggie-Big-Ears and Protector of the Tiger Cubs. What a mouthful.

      I’ve also been called Flobbles (as well as some rude names) but that is another story, and I don’t call myself that.

      I have travelled to many places and had lots of adventures. especially when Santa Claus sent me on a mission to travel the world and help animals in danger and distress. Because you see, my wife Lily Lollipop, a very pretty white Persian cat, had gone missing and could not be found anywhere. I had searched all over, everywhere that I could think of. So did the children, our nine lovely kittens, our cat friends Silas and Mingo, Mollie the Owl, and Flower, a very kind dog who lived with us and our humans; they all helped to search for her but without success.

      Finally, in desperation, I had gone to see Santa Claus in Lapland and asked for his help in finding her. He agreed to help look for Lily but sent me on my mission whilst his best detectives searched the world looking for her.

      Without Santa’s help, I could never have found my wife, but eventually I found her in Fairyland and asked her to come home to be with me and our family and friends. However, much to my surprise, she told me that she was very happy there in Fairyland, was best friends with Gloriana the Fairie Queene, and did not want to leave, not even to be with me and our family.

      However, I did eventually manage to persuade her to come home with me after promising that I would never go travelling again as long as we were together.

      And so, we left Fairyland, but it did not take me very long before I realised that she was unhappy. That she was very unhappy. We’d been to see our children on several occasions and, although she was pleased to see them, I could see that her mind was somewhere else. We also spent time with our cat friends, Silas and Mingo but it was obvious that she was still unhappy, however hard she tried not to show it. ‘What’s wrong with Lily Lollipop?’ Mingo asked. ‘She doesn’t seem to be herself since she came back.’

      ‘I don’t know what’s wrong,’ I answered. ‘I’m very worried about her.’ However, I did know what the problem was. Although she did not say it, I could tell that she really wanted to go back to Fairyland to be with her friend Gloriana the Fairie Queene.

      I did everything I could to try and make her happy; I kept my promise not to go travelling again, even though my paws were getting itchy to be on the roads again, to be on the move again looking for adventures. However, I did think that it would be really, really great if she came with me. Think of the adventures we could have together, I thought.

      So, I asked her. ‘Lily, would you like to come travelling with me? We could have so much fun, and I could show you some of the exciting places I’ve been to and meet some of the friends I made. I’m sure you would love to meet Plink and Plonk, the polar bears cubs in Greenland, or Safi and Saka the cheetah cubs on the African plains. Or we could go to India and find Aashi and Aashna the tiger cubs I rescued, and maybe meet their father, Raj the Tiger King.’

      ‘No, thank you for asking Bubbles,’ she replied, ‘but I’m not a travelling cat, I’m a home cat.’

      Which was all very well except that it seemed that it was not my home that she wanted to be in. I could not stand to see her so unhappy. I could not cheer her up. Our kittens could not cheer her up; our friends Mingo and Silas and Flower the dog could not cheer her up; even Lily, the little girl we live with, could not cheer her up.

      ‘Squiffy’—she calls me Squiffy and Lily Lollipop, Millie—‘Why is Millie so sad?’ Lily asked.

      ‘She wants to go back to Fairyland,’ I told her, but I wasn’t sure she understood. I wasn’t sure that I understood myself but I dd think that maybe Lily Lollipop was under a spell. That she had been enchanted by the Fairie Queene. When I was in Fairyland, I felt as though I was under a spell; I had found myself walking towards the queen without being aware that I was doing so.

      But what to do? In the end, I simply asked her. ‘Lily, Lily Lollipop, do you want to go back to be with the queen in Fairyland?’

      ‘Yes, yes, I do. I’m sorry Bubbles but, yes, I do want to go back to Fairyland more than anything else in the world.’

      ‘More than being with me and our kittens, more than being with our friends?’

      ‘Yes, yes, I do. I’m sorry Bubbles. I love you and I love our kittens but I was just so, so happy there in Fairyland. Everybody is happy there. And you would be happy there as well, I know you would.’

      ‘No, I don’t think so. It’s not the life for me. And I don’t think it’s the life for you, it’s just an enchanted dream.’

      ‘No, but even if it is a dream, it’s still my dream. Please Bubbles, please take me back to Fairyland to be with the queen, Queen Gloriana.’

      Sadly, I agreed, but what else could I do? I just wanted her to be happy.

      ‘And then,’ she said, ‘if you can’t stay with me in Fairyland, please my dear, go travelling again. Carry on the good work that Santa asked you to do. That is my wish for you.’

      She said her goodbyes to our children, to Mingo and Silas and Flower, gave Lily a last nuzzle and then, with her head held high, together we walked through the Murky Woods until we came to the fairy door, a tiny round door with writing around the outside of it. This was the entrance into Fairyland.

      With a heavy heart, I knocked on the door.

      The writing around the door lit up as it had before and then we heard the alluring voice of the queen.

      
        
        
        Sad little cat,

        You want to come home,

        But wanting dear Bubbles

        To travel and roam,

        It’s sad that you’ll miss him,

        Many tears they will fall,

        But soon you’ll be happy

        Which is all that you want,

        after all,

        So, enter together,

        You know what to do,

        And the number of knocks

        That will let you come through.

        So, knock three times and one time more.

        Three and one, they do make four,

        But beware dear Bubbles,

        That once you come through this door,

        You must answer a riddle,

        And then one or two more,

        Since time long before

        These are the laws

        If you want to get out

        To go visit far shores.

      

      

      

      If I went in with Lily Lollipop, I would have to answer riddles in order to get out again, that was what the queen was saying.

      I did so hate riddles. I remembered the dream I had had about the Sphinx in Egypt trapping me in her claws until I correctly answered her riddles.

      Taking a deep breath, I knocked three times and then one time more, and that little fairy door swung open. We walked on through and into Fairyland once more.

      But would I ever get out again?
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      We walked, Lily Lollipop and I, down the corridor and into the reception area where a unicorn called Eustace was waiting to greet us.

      He bowed to us—well, more to Lily Lollipop than to me.

      ‘Welcome. Welcome. How absoloobly wondersful to see you both again. I know her majesty is most ankleslushly waiting to greet me … no, no, that is not right, absoloobly not.’

      Eustace then led us down to the inner fairy door without falling over his own feet or getting his horn entangled in the strings of fairy lights that lit our way as he had done the last time I was there.

      Eustace knocked on the door and as before, the writing around the door lit up, and we heard the voice of the queen again.

      
        
        
        Clever young cats

        I’m so pleased you’ve come back

        So welcome, dear Lily

        Or should I say Faye.

        A new life awaits you,

        And do I hope that you’ll stay.

        It’s a life filled with glee

        A life without sorrow,

        A life with much fun.

        And cream buns for tea.

        So, knock three times and one time more,

        And come on though the Fairyland door.

      

      

      

      I knocked on the door and it swung open and, with my heart pounding in trepidation, I ushered Lily Lollipop into Fairyland where Queen Gloriana had given her a fairy name: Faye. I much preferred her proper name.

      A unicorn called Ulysses was waiting and bowed as we approached. ‘Sir Bubbles and the Lady Faye, welcome. Welcome.’

      ‘Her name is Lily Lollipop,’ I said.

      ‘No, dear Bubbles,’ she said. ‘When I’m here, I’m known as Faye; please call me that. And because you have been knighted and are called Sir Bubbles, I am entitled to call myself Lady—Lady Faye. Lady Faye,’ she repeated, her violet eyes sparkling with excitement.

      Ulysses led us both into the enchanted land that was Fairyland, escorting us to the presence of the queen. As I told you before, Fairyland was beautiful. Magical. You would never realise that we were deep underground; it was as if we were outdoors on a fine summer’s morning, when the weather was warm and the sky was blue, the sun was shining, and there was a gentle scented breeze. Everywhere I looked, there were flowers, myriads of flowers of the brightest of colours, of the sweetest of smells, which filled every corner of the land. Bluebirds and skylarks sang, a robin trilled, and tiny fairies on gossamer wings flitted here and there as multi-coloured butterflies fluttered all around.

      Everything was perfect. Too perfect. So perfect that it was unreal. I wanted it to rain. I wanted some leaves to fall from those perfect trees. I wanted it to be not so perfect.

      I wanted it to be real.

      Ulysses led us down the path laid with golden bricks towards the throne where Gloriana the Faerie Queene, seated on her throne, was waiting to welcome us.

      Lady Faye (I hate calling her that and will always call her Lily, Lily Lollipop), ran on ahead in her excitement. As Lady Faye ran up to her, Gloriana stood up.

      The queen was also perfect: tall, erect, and beautiful. Ageless. Perfect in every way, and I hated her for what she had done to Lily Lollipop. For enchanting my wife so deeply that she was willing to leave me, to leave her children and friends to be with this sorceress. For I was sure that was what Gloriana must be, certain that she had put a spell on Lily Lollipop. But how to break that spell, I had no idea.

      ‘Welcome. Welcome my dear friend Lady Faye,’ she said as Lily Lollipop jumped onto the seat beside the throne. The queen reached down to stroke Lily on the head and she purred so loudly with contentment I could hear her from twenty metres away. Then the queen greeted me. ‘Welcome Sir Bubbles, welcome.’

      Although her voice seemed friendly enough, there was a cold gleam in her eye that I had never seen before. It made me nervous, as if something was not quite right. Nevertheless, I bowed to her. ‘Thank you, your Majesty, but please just call me Bubbles. I am not comfortable with my title.’

      ‘As you wish,’ she answered with a smile, a smile that had absolutely no warmth whatsoever.

      I could not understand it. On my last visit to Fairyland, she had been most gracious and friendly. Had I annoyed her in some way? If so, I did not know what I was supposed to have done to so displease her.

      I bowed again. I had noticed that the queen liked, almost demanded, that you bow to her before speaking. ‘Your Majesty, my wife Lily Lollipop, mother of our children, known here as Lady Faye, has returned to be with you. I am sad, most sad, that she has chosen this path, but her happiness is all that matters to me.’

      As I said that, Gloriana nodded her head slightly in acknowledgement but that cold glint remained in her eyes. ‘The happiness of Lady Faye is all that matters to me also. Are you not willing to stay with her and share in her happiness? You would be most welcome.’

      I bowed again. ‘Thank you, Your Majesty, but I consider that this life is not for me.’ Besides which, I felt anything but welcome. ‘I was given a mission by Santa Claus and I feel that I must continue with that task.’ I looked over at Lily Lollipop, hoping for a last-minute change of mind, but the look she gave me was blank and distant—as blank and as distant as an iceberg. She was, I was sure, definitely under a spell and I promised myself that I would find a way to break it.

      ‘As you wish. I know that you have done some good, valuable work for Santa but before you can leave and continue with that work, you must answer three riddles.’

      ‘I know,’ I answered. I hated riddles and why, I wondered, did I have to answer them on this visit but not on the previous one. It could only be that Lily Lollipop had been leaving with me on that occasion.

      ‘It is our ancient law,’ continued the queen. ‘You must answer three … answer three but without mistakes. If you answer two correctly but then get the third one wrong, you must start again. However, if you get one wrong again, then you can never leave. Ever,’ she said and it seemed as though that cold glint in her eyes was even colder.

      ‘I understand.’ But my heart was beating fiercely. If I got the riddles wrong, then I could be trapped here forever. I looked over at Lily Lollipop again but she was not even looking at me, only at the queen.

      ‘Are you ready, Sir Bubbles?’ Gloriana asked.

      I nodded. ‘Yes.’

      ‘The first riddle. I am a bank but have no money. What am I?’

      I thought hard: a bank but no money. What could it be? And then I heard the gentle trickling from the stream nearby and I knew the answer. ‘A river, a riverbank.’

      ‘Very good, correct. The second riddle, Sir Bubbles.’ Why was she calling me Sir Bubbles when she knew I preferred not to use it? Was it to get me annoyed and so lose concentration, I wondered.

      ‘What do you have to break before you can use it?’

      That was easy. ‘An egg.’

      ‘Very good. Correct. The third riddle. A single-storey house has yellow doors, yellow walls, yellow ceilings, yellow carpets, yellow tiles, yellow kitchen cabinets, yellow window frames, and yellow furniture. What colour are the stairs?’

      ‘Yellow,’ I answered without thinking.

      ‘Incorrect. There are no stairs, it is a single-storey house.’

      How foolish I felt. I had fallen into her trap, giving an answer without thinking about it properly.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said sweetly but I was not fooled. She had wanted me to fail. ‘I’m afraid we must start again. The first riddle. What kind of coat is best to put on wet?’

      What kind of coat to put on wet? Could it be a coat to go swimming in? No, that did not make sense. A coat to wear in the bath perhaps? But again, no, that did not make sense either. I racked my brains, trying to think if there was anything I had seen on my travels that it might be, and then the answer came to me.

      ‘Paint. You put on a coat of paint when it’s wet.’

      ‘Correct. The second riddle. What runs all around your garden but never moves?’

      I thought about the garden at the house where I lived with my humans, what was there all around it, what never moved. I could see a picture of the garden in my mind and the answer became obvious. ‘A fence.’

      ‘Correct. And now the third and final riddle. Get it right and you are able to leave; however, get it wrong and you can never leave. So, think very, very carefully before you answer. This is the riddle. I have cities but no houses. I have mountains but no trees. I have water but have no fish. What am I?’

      What! This was ridiculous, I thought. I was just a cat, not a computer. But I dared not make a mistake. I had to think very hard and very carefully. But no matter how hard I thought about it, no matter how hard I racked my brains, I could not think of anything that made sense. Cities but no houses? Mountains but no trees? Water but no fish? What could it be? What on earth could it be?

      I looked over at the queen. She was staring intently at me, a thin smile on her face, that glint in her eye hard and unblinking and I knew, just knew, that she was willing me to fail. To keep me trapped here forever. I looked at Lily Lollipop and I could see from her expression that she wanted me to fail. Not because she wanted me to be with her but because that was what the queen wanted.

      I could think of nothing that might answer that riddle. I knew I was going to fail and then from behind me, I heard a very faint whisper. ‘Bubbles, the answer is a map.’

      It was Ulysses the unicorn that I heard giving me an answer. But how could I trust him? After all, he worked for the queen; he could be giving me a wrong answer to make sure that I failed. But the more I thought about it, the more logical the answer seemed to be. A map! Of course, a map had cities and mountains and water.

      Taking a deep breath, I answered in a clear loud voice. ‘Your Majesty, the answer is a map.’

      Gloriana gave me a furious look. She had expected me to fail, wanted me to fail. Then she gave Ulysses a hard look. Had she seen or heard him giving me the answer? He just stood there impassively, giving no sign that he was in any concerned that he’d been heard.

      ‘Correct,’ she said, almost snarling. ‘In accordance with the ancient laws, you are free to leave. But Bubbles, I strongly suggest that you do not come back. I will make sure you cannot answer any of the riddles should you be so foolish as to come back. Be sure of that. Now, say goodbye to Lady Faye, and be on your way. Ulysses will escort you to the door.’

      I quickly ran over to say goodbye to Lily Lollipop before the queen could change her mind. I gave Lily a goodbye kiss and whispered, ‘I shall come back for you, I will break the spell.’

      But she did not answer, could hardly bring herself to look at me.

      I quickly walked away, feeling terribly sad to leave her, but I could not stay. Something was terribly wrong in Fairyland, I could tell.

      Ulysses led me back to the inner fairy door.

      ‘Thank you … thank for giving me the answer,’ I said to him.

      ‘Think nothing of it. I had to help. Speak to Eustace when you see him, he will tell you all that has been going on. Goodbye Bubbles and good luck.’ And he opened the door, ushered me through, and then door closed behind me with a loud thud.
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