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      Hello again. I’m Bubbles, the famous travelling cat. Actually, Sir Bubbles, because I was knighted by Her Majesty the Queen for being the first cat to climb Mount Everest.

      Or I should say, I used to be a travelling cat but after my last adventure in Egypt, I decided to stop adventuring and come home to marry Lily Lollipop, a white, very pretty Persian cat. And really, she could call herself Lady Lily Lollipop, because as the wife of a Sir, she was entitled to call herself Lady. But like me, she never or hardly ever, used her title.

      We had our children, nine beautiful kittens. Three of them, SingSong, Ding-dong, and Ping-pong were ginger with brown stripes down their sides, just like me. Bing-bong, Bung-dung, and Dung-bung were white Persians like Lily Lollipop whilst Thing-me-bob, Ding-me-bob, and Jing-me-bob were either ginger with white patches or white with ginger patches.

      I will have you know that I did not choose those names.

      However, when the kittens were old enough, they were adopted, and went to live with other human families—well, they were no longer kittens but fully grown cats, yet we still called them our kittens. We visited them every other weekend and were all very, very happy.

      Until, that is, the day that Lily Lollipop went out for a walk and did not come back home. Frantically, I looked around the streets for her but could not find her anywhere. I went to see our kittens to find out if she had been to see them that day; however, they had not seen her since our last weekend visit but said they would look for her as well.

      I was getting very worried so I asked Flower, the black dog who lived with us and our humans, if she would use her great sense of smell to track where Lily Lollipop might have gone. Flower came back to say that she could not track the scent very far at all, that perhaps the rain had washed it all away.

      I hurried to the garden fence where all the homeless cats used to meet—Lily Lollipop, Silas, Mingo, and me—and neither Silas nor Mingo had seen her for many weeks, but they immediately offered to help look for her.

      Meanwhile, I ran to the cat shelter to see if she had been taken there again, but none of the cats there had seen her. I tried at the vet’s but the friendly old Spaniel who lived there told me that no white Persian cats had been taken there recently, and the police dogs at the police station also said that no white cats had been brought in.

      The humans we lived with—Carrie, Matty, and their daughter Lily—were very upset that Millie was missing. They call her Millie and me Squiffy. Squiffy? Better than Bubbles, I supposed. Lily picked me up and cuddled me, saying, ‘You will find Millie, won’t you, Squiffy?’

      I meowed to say that I would and jumped down to carry on looking.

      But where else could I search? Who else could help? Then I had an idea and ran into the woods shouting, ‘Molly, Molly, help me! Please help me.’

      After a minute or so, Molly the Owl, whose chicks I had once helped feed, flew down and sat beside me. ‘Bubbles, what is it? Is something wrong?’

      I told her that Lily Lollipop was missing and asked if she would help look for her.

      ‘Of course, I will. I’ll fly all around all day and fly around all night.’

      However, the next afternoon she came to see me and told me that she had not seen any sign of Lily. ‘I will keep looking of course.’

      I could tell that she thought it would be a waste of time.

      Molly came to see me every morning but did not have any news about Lily Lollipop, and neither did the kittens, Mingo, Silas, or Flower. She was nowhere to be found, and I was becoming very concerned. Where was she?

      What more could I do? Where else could I look? Who else was there to ask for help?

      Then I had an idea. Why not ask Santa Claus? When you wanted Christmas presents, you sent a letter to Santa Claus, didn’t you? And if you’d been good, he brought you what you’d asked for and put it in your stocking. So, I needed to ask him to find Lily Lollipop and bring her home to me as a Christmas present.

      But as I was a cat and couldn’t write him a letter, I’d have to go and see him personally. After all, I was a travelling cat, wasn’t I?

      Everybody thought that it was a good idea and so that was what I set out to do.

      I knew that Santa Claus lived in Lapland but that was all. However, I was not concerned; I was a famous travelling cat and knew I would be able to find my way to him.

      I made my way to the airport and walked around, looking for families with excited children. As it was only two weeks to Christmas, I knew that there were bound to be some families going to visit Santa Claus in Lapland.

      I did not have to wait long before I heard two young children dancing around and singing. ‘We’re going to see Santa Claus. We’re going to Santa Claus Village.’ So, when they got up to board their aircraft, I simply followed them. We flew firstly to Helsinki and then on to Rovaniemi before getting a bus to the Santa Claus Village.

      The children, who were called Chardonnay and Charlemagne, loved it, running around excitedly. First, they went on a dog sleigh ride; I had been on one once before when I was in Greenland and had really enjoyed it. Especially since it annoyed the dogs.

      Then they went on a reindeer sledge ride, and I decided to join them. It was a bit slow and bit boring and then after that, they ran off to see the huskies, reindeer, and all the other animals.

      Inside the Santa Claus Village Post Office, Charlemagne and Chardonnay sent Christmas postcards to their grannies and grandads. The postcards had special Santa Claus Village stamps on them, and the children put the postcards in the special postbox to be sent.

      Finally, they went into Santa Claus’ house. There he was, sitting on a chair, surrounded by lots and lots of Christmas presents. He spoke to them, asking what they wanted for Christmas, writing it all down on a computer.

      However, when I went up to talk to him, to tell him about Lily Lollipop, he couldn’t understand me and then I realised that he was not the real Santa Claus at all, just a kindly old man with a false beard. But then it came to me, and I understood how Santa Claus managed to organise everything at Christmas.

      You see, the real Santa Claus couldn’t be everywhere at once, could he? So, he had lots and lots of helpers all over the world who looked just like him. They listened to the children who came to visit him and told him what presents they wanted. At the end of every day, they sent an email to Santa with the children’s requests. Santa then organised all his elf helpers to put the presents together, ready to go into those stockings.

      I was glad that the children had enjoyed their visit to Santa Claus Village. I enjoyed it as well, but I still had to find the real Santa Claus.

      He had to be around here somewhere, didn’t he?
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      I really, really needed to find the real Santa Claus if I was to ask him to find Lily Lollipop. But where to look?

      The husky dogs who pulled the dog sledge, they must know, I thought. So, I ran over to them and talked to the boss dog, who told me his name was Purpleplop, or at least that was what it sounded like. The huskies were all very friendly and eager to help, far more friendly than the sled dogs that I had met in Greenland, but all they could tell me was that Santa Claus lived in the little house in the village. However, we knew he wasn’t the real Santa, didn’t we?

      So, no help at all.

      The reindeer! They’d know where the real Santa Claus lived; after all, they pull his sleigh, didn’t they? I went to talk to one of them, who told me his name was Veryloudfarts, or at least that was what it sounded like. But he was of little help. All he told me was that he thought he had a very exciting life taking the humans around on a sledge. ‘Somedays,’ he said, ‘we go out to the left and then other days we go out to the right. It’s so very exciting, never knowing which way we are going to go.’

      But when I asked him about the real Santa Claus, he didn’t even know about the one in the Village.

      So, no help there either.

      So, where to go next? Who to ask next?

      Feeling a bit depressed at my failure to find the real Santa, I walked out of the village, intending to catch the next plane home, when suddenly I saw Rudolph—Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer. Now, if anybody knew where the real Santa was, it was bound to be him, wasn’t it?

      ‘Hello, Rudolph. I’m Bubbles and I’m hoping that you can help me,’ I said very politely. I had found on my travels that it always paid to be polite.

      I told him that I really, really needed to meet the real Santa Claus and could he please tell me where to find him.

      ‘No, sorry,’ he said sharply. ‘Don’t know any real Santa Claus.’

      I guessed that lots of people probably asked him that and that Santa, the real one, would be far too busy to see everybody who wanted to meet him.

      ‘Ask the Santa in the Village; he’s real enough,’ Rudolph added and turned to walk away.

      I ran after him. ‘Please, please, Mr. Rudolph, won’t you listen to me if I tell you why I truly, truly need to see the real Santa?’

      He looked down at me and gave a false yawn. ‘I’ll give you five minutes,’ he said, and lifted his front hoof as if looking at a wristwatch, which of course he wasn’t wearing.

      So, I told him all about Lily Lollipop, how she had gone missing, and how asking the real Santa Claus for his help was the only hope I had left of finding her.

      He thought for a moment before telling me to jump up on his back. We raced away through the woods and forests, across plains and valleys, over snow-covered mountains and hills, always travelling northwards as the snow clouds gathered. As we travelled, those mysterious green lights, the Northern Lights, glimmered and shivered, dancing across the far distant skyline.

      As the day grew darker and darker and nighttime approached, Rudolph’s nose began to glow bright red, lighting the way before us. How long we travelled I didn’t know for, like Rudolph, I did not have a watch. All I could say was that by the time we reached Santa Claus Mountain (which you wouldn’t find on any maps), it had grown very dark, a darkness that even my cat’s eyes found hard to see through.

      At the base of the mountain, Rudolph said, ‘Jump down now,’ and looked behind us as if to check we had not been followed. He then pressed his glowing nose onto a round button set into the mountain wall, and a big wide door slid open, and I could see a very long tunnel sloping down before me.

      The tunnel seemed to go on forever as we walked down and down and down—as if into the very centre of the earth. The walls of the tunnel seemed to glow with a bright light and long stalactites hung from the roof of the tunnel, glistening and sparkling like diamond necklaces.

      At last, the tunnel opened out into a massive cave, a cave so vast I could hardly see the other side of it. Dozens and dozens of elves, dressed not in green tunics and pointed hats but bright blue overalls, sat in front of an endless conveyor belt upon which there were hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of toys passing before them: dolls and toy cars, trains and aircraft, bicycles and tricycles, and every kind of toy and children’s book you could possibly think of.

      Every elf had a keyboard in front of them into which they typed lists from requests made by children for the presents they wanted for Christmas. The requested toys or books came along the conveyor belt; the elf would pick them up and place them into a large red-and-white striped stocking. When all the requests had been received and the stocking filled, other elves would take it away to go onto Santa’s sleigh for delivery on Christmas Eve.

      So, that was how it was organized, I thought. How clever.

      ‘Where is Santa?’ I asked Rudolph after I had thanked him.

      He just pointed to a large green pyramid-shaped room at the far end of the cavern. I swiftly ran across and walked into the room.

      And there was Santa, sitting at a round table whilst he worked at a large pink computer. To my surprise, he was not dressed in red robes and hat but blue overalls like the elves. But he did have a big white beard and his nose was almost as red as Rudolph’s.

      ‘Hello, little pussy cat,’ he said in a quiet gentle voice. ‘What can I do for you today?’ Patting his thigh, he was showing me to jump up and sit on his lap.

      He began to stroke me, which I very much liked, as he said, ‘Now, tell me, Bubbles, I can see that you are very much troubled.’

      Bubbles? How did he know my name, I wondered, and then realised that Santa Claus knew everything about everybody, didn’t he, whether you’d been good or bad, naughty or nice?

      So, I told Santa all about Lily Lollipop and how she had gone missing. Then, without being told to, I found myself telling him all about my adventures, about my best friend Matty the mouse, the friends I had made, and the animals I had helped on my travels.

      ‘Very good,’ he said, gently putting me down on the floor before working on his computer, his fingers flashing across the keyboard so quickly my eyes couldn’t follow him.

      It seemed an age before he said, ‘Bubbles, ah yes … I can tell you that Lily Lollipop is safe and well.’

      I felt my relief burst all over me. ‘Where is she? Where can I find her?’ I asked eagerly.

      He typed away again and then sadly shook his head. ‘I’m sorry Bubbles. She can’t be found just yet, but I can promise you that she will be located; it just won’t be for quite some time.’

      ‘Why … why can’t she be found?’

      He could see my disappointment and picked me up again, settling me on his lap as he stroked me once again. ‘I can’t tell. The screen goes blank whenever I try to locate her, but she will be found, I promise. What I suggest is that you go travelling again. There is no point sitting at home, brooding, and worrying.

      ‘You are a travelling cat, so go on your travels and when you are able, help other animals, just as you did with Camisha and her cubs, Percy the super-penguin, or Abebe the baby elephant who fell into that bottomless quicksand pit in Africa. This is the job I have for you, and when you return from your adventures, Lily Lollipop will have been found. We will know where she is and where she has been. This I promise because I will send my best detective, Sherlock Gnomes, to go look for her.’

      What could I say? I was happy that Lily Lollipop was safe and well but sad that I would not see her again until after my travels.

      I was Bubbles the travelling cat. But where was I to travel to?
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