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For Mum and Dad, without whom I’d be lost;
And for Joely, my favourite storyteller.









‘No, you are all wrong,’ said the little man meekly. ‘I have been making believe.’


‘Making believe!’ cried Dorothy. ‘Are you not a Great Wizard?’


…‘Not a bit of it, my dear; I’m just a common man.’


L. Frank Baum
The Wonderful Wizard of Oz
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The Journalist


The sign was askew. Rebecca noticed this as soon as she arrived in the new office: the company’s name was drooping downhill. Who had hung it up? More importantly, why hadn’t they done it properly? She prodded the transparent plastic, trying to nudge it straight, but it was screwed in too tight. 


It was all very well for everyone else, she thought, edging past the boxes stacked around her reception desk; they wouldn’t have to stare at it all day. From here, though, there was little else to look at, aside from a weeping fig tree, a line of grey tub chairs and the water cooler that had been delivered the previous afternoon. Even the glass front door only offered a view of a gravel courtyard, where, every once in a while, a besuited employee of a neighbouring office strolled in and out of sight, like an actor crossing the stage in the world’s most tedious play.


After checking the company’s emails, Rebecca resolved to ignore the crooked sign and instead began to restock her desk drawers from a box marked RECEPTION. Mostly, it contained stationery, but there were a few personal knickknacks too: her spare running sunglasses, two lip balms, a metal Eye of Horus that had lost its keychain. She was tracing a finger along the lines of this pendant, trying to remember where she’d bought it, when the phone rang. 


‘Sudworth and Rowe Surveyors.’


‘Yeah, hi – morning.’ The male voice on the other end of the line sounded scratchy from sleep. ‘I was wondering if I could speak to Rebecca Chase?’


She considered the mobile number on the display screen. ‘Who’s calling?’


‘It’s Ellis Bailey, I’m a journalist from SideScoop. I’m following up on an email I sent her last week …’ 


Rebecca’s stomach gave a little lurch, though she kept her voice steady: ‘Just a moment, please.’


With the exactitude of someone setting down a brimming cup of tea, she hung up the phone. As it bleeped, the display screen cleared, but her insides still felt knotted. She needed to find out how to retrieve and block that number. 


When she looked up, Gerry Rowe was letting himself into the building. He was a portly man with a short white beard and a seemingly endless collection of novelty ties – today’s was stamped with sailing boats. Tucking his access card back into his shirt pocket, he bade Rebecca good morning, noting, ‘You’re in early.’ 


‘Lots to do,’ she said, indicating the boxes behind her.


‘Indeed, indeed – sign looks good, at least.’


‘Mm-hmm.’


‘Knew that drill would come in handy … I don’t suppose we have internet yet?’ 


‘We do. New password’s SudworthRowe2016. All one word, capital S, capital R,’ she said, her mind still on the journalist. Would he call again? What if he spoke to someone else? The email had been bad enough, but phoning her at work … 


‘Doesn’t seem to be connecting,’ Gerry murmured, frowning down at his phone.


‘Capital S, capital R,’ Rebecca repeated, glancing down at her lengthy to-do list, then adding block journalist right at the top.


‘Ah, yes.’ Satisfied, Gerry started towards the main office, but was distracted by the new water cooler. ‘Here we are …’ He patted its plastic bulk, as though greeting a dog. ‘Didn’t get a chance to look at it last night – very nice. Now, how do you get a cup out?’ 


‘There’s a lever on the—’ 


But Gerry had already stuffed his arm into the top of the adjoining tube and, after a few seconds of straining, he withdrew a paper cup. 


‘Not the most practical of contraptions, is it?’ he muttered.


He helped himself to water, then, seemingly unsure what to do with it, raised his cup in a sheepish toast. ‘Well, to the new office – and a new era.’ 


Rebecca’s attention had returned to the phone – she was half-expecting the journalist to ring back at any moment – but she waved her empty mug in Gerry’s direction. 


‘Speaking of new eras …’ he continued, inching towards her desk. ‘Have you had a chance to sign that contract yet?’


‘Um – no, not yet,’ she said. The document had been lying on her coffee table for over a fortnight. ‘I will, though.’


‘No rush, of course,’ Gerry assured her. ‘It’s just—’ he chuckled, smoothing down the little boats lining his paunch, ‘—we want to keep you, that’s all.’


She managed a smile. ‘Thanks, Gerry.’


When he eventually departed, Rebecca succeeded in recovering and blocking Ellis Bailey’s number, but banishing him from her mind was proving more difficult. No matter how hard she tried to concentrate on the morning’s tasks – fielding further requests for the Wi-Fi password, restocking the printers with paper, claiming shelves for files and a cupboard for stationery – the journalist kept returning to her thoughts. What if he called again from a different number? Should she respond to his email, make it clear she couldn’t help, or would that just encourage him?


By midday, Rebecca was unpacking a box of ancient ring binders when Chris Fenton, the only member of the surveying team remotely close to her in age, sauntered over to reception, reeking of aftershave. 


‘All right, Chaser? Oi oi, this looks fancy.’ He pushed at the water cooler, like he was trying to provoke it, before groping the cylinder of cups. ‘How does it work, then?’


‘On the side, there’s a—Never mind,’ she sighed, as he wrenched at least four cups from the bottom of the tube. 


‘Not great, is it?’ Chris said, examining the crush of cardboard in his fist.


He balled it up and threw it towards the door, missing all three recycling bins, then leaned against the edge of the reception desk, watching her. They had friends in common outside the office, so Rebecca tried to tolerate him, though he tested this resolve on an almost daily basis. 


‘Coming to The Crown tonight?’ he asked.


‘Can’t,’ she murmured, trying to decipher a binder’s faded label. 


‘Go on, everyone’ll be there. And there’s a pool tournament – you can be on my team.’


‘I’d rather be on the winning team …’ 


Chris snorted and gave her a smile that was probably meant to be appealing, only it exposed his protruding front teeth, which – along with his dedication to hair gel – gave him the look of a damp rodent. The previous year, after a similar Friday evening at the pub, Rebecca had made the mistake of going home with him, and now always had the impression he was angling for a repeat performance. Dispirited by the thought that nothing remotely romantic had happened to her since, she returned to her binders.


‘You won’t even come out for a bit?’ Chris wheedled.


‘It’s my grandmother’s birthday.’ 


‘Ooh, wild night for you!’ 


Rebecca, however, felt slightly cheered by the prospect of seeing Lillian; even if she’d wanted to join Chris at the pub, she never would’ve missed her grandmother’s dinner. 


Chris began to kick at a leg of the desk, making the entire tabletop shudder. Rebecca readied herself to send him away, but was distracted by the bleat of the intercom. 


‘Oi oi – first visitor!’ 


As far as Rebecca knew, no external meetings were booked in today – which was just as well, because the office was in no fit state to receive anyone. She turned to the monitor to get a better look at the unexpected guest, but Chris reached over her head.


‘Don’t,’ she snapped, too late: he’d already jabbed the button to unlock the door.


The man who wandered into reception a few seconds later had a mop of sandy-coloured hair and horn-rimmed glasses, and was wearing jeans and a wrinkled green T-shirt. A cycle helmet was clipped to the strap of his canvas messenger bag, the underside of which bore a dark blue stain, presumably from a leaky pen. Clearly, he wasn’t a client, and Rebecca might’ve assumed he was a student at the university, only something about his unhurried manner – his self-assurance, maybe – suggested he was closer to 30 than 20. 


Chris straightened up, eyeing this newcomer with suspicion. ‘All right, mate?’ 


The man, who’d paused to study the wonky sign and crumpled cups on the floor, said, ‘Yeah, thanks … I’m looking for Rebecca Chase?’ 


His gaze slid over the desk, and Rebecca tensed as they both realised – perhaps in the same instant – who the other was. 


‘Ah – Ellis Bailey,’ he said, offering his hand.


She ignored it and stood up, demanding, ‘What are you doing here?’ 


He flipped his palm, turning his rejected handshake into a gesture towards her phone. ‘I did try and call to tell you I was passing, but,’ he shrugged, ‘I must’ve got cut off.’ There were faint dimples in his cheeks, as though he were repressing a smile. Rebecca gripped the edge of her desk.


‘Anyway, I’m here now, so maybe I could buy you a coffee?’ the journalist suggested, while Chris made a spluttering noise. ‘I just have a couple of questions about your—’


‘I don’t have anything to tell you,’ Rebecca blurted out. ‘I haven’t …’ She checked herself in front of Chris, who was watching them both intently, his arms folded. She wished he’d go away. ‘Look, this isn’t a good time.’ 


Ellis nodded like he’d expected this and backed towards the tub chairs lining the wall. ‘I can wait until you’re on your lunch,’ he offered. ‘Or we could talk here?’


He flicked at the lever on the side of the water cooler, looking pleasantly surprised when it dispensed him a paper cup. Rebecca glared as he fiddled with the taps, sending plump bubbles swarming through the bottle like jellyfish. 


‘All right,’ she snapped, ‘there’s a meeting room – we can go there now.’


‘But—’ began Chris.


‘You can mind things here for five minutes, can’t you?’ she told him, before adding in a chilly undertone, ‘You already know how to work the intercom …’ 


The meeting room only made her more irritable. It was gloomy, but when Rebecca adjusted the metal blinds by their knotty cords, the space looked even worse: daylight illuminated the dust suspended in the air, the rectangular shadows on the walls where posters had once hung and the stains on the carpet, which was grey and speckled like ash. Eyeing the table, chairs and floor, which were cluttered with a miscellany of objects that hadn’t yet found a home – a stack of measuring wheels, a tangle of extension cords and old phone chargers – Rebecca couldn’t imagine a less welcoming space. Although perhaps, in this instance, that was no bad thing. 


The journalist seemed unfazed by the mess and pushed aside a plastic clock and a pile of rolled-up site plans to make space at the table. Rebecca resented this, just as she’d resented him playing with the water cooler; she was still finding everything its place in the new office, yet this thoroughly unwelcome visitor had already made himself at home. 


‘Do you mind if I record us?’ asked Ellis, when they’d sat down.


‘Actually, yes.’ 


‘Fair enough.’


Unperturbed by her sharp tone, Ellis tugged his grubby bag onto his lap and searched its depths until he’d located a spiral-bound notebook and biro. Rebecca eyed these objects with scorn: what did he think he was going to write about? 


‘Well,’ he said, flicking through several pages of notes, ‘as I said in my email, I’m a staff writer at SideScoop – you know SideScoop?’


She nodded. ‘So you write those online lists and quizzes?’ she asked, hoping to embarrass him. ‘Twelve Cats That Look Like Household Appliances? Can We Guess Your Age Based on Your Favourite Pizza Toppings?’


‘I have done,’ he said, with a smile.


‘That’s some pretty highbrow journalism.’


‘You know, most people are quite excited by the name SideScoop,’ he remarked, although her derision seemed to interest him. ‘And to be fair, we’ve been branching out into serious news stories lately: investigative stuff, big think-pieces … You know, to complement the quizzes and pictures of baby animals.’


Rebecca said nothing. She was already familiar with SideScoop’s content, given she often scrolled its pages at her desk, but wasn’t about to admit that to one of its so-called journalists. 


‘Anyway, we also like nostalgia,’ he continued, ‘and that’s why I’ve been working on this feature about children’s TV stars from the 90s, which I’m hoping will turn into a bit more than just a fluff piece. I’ve already interviewed Arnie Hooper from Can you Capture the Castle?, a couple of the guys who were in The After School Club and most of the cast of The Wishing Well. But the person I want to talk to most of all – the person I can’t imagine this article without – is the Stowaway himself, Leo Sampson. Only, I’m having trouble tracking him down …’ 


Having read and deleted Ellis’s email the previous week, Rebecca was prepared for this and able to keep her expression blank. But it was harder than she’d anticipated, especially as that name had prompted a tingling between her shoulder blades; it’d been so long since she’d heard it, Leo Sampson sounded unreal, even mythical. The journalist might’ve been searching for Robin Hood or Merlin. 


‘I’m guessing you might know where he is, though?’ asked Ellis.


‘I’m afraid you guessed wrong.’ 


He scanned her impassive face for a few seconds, his eyes narrowed behind his glasses: he didn’t believe her. ‘You don’t ever see him or speak to him?’ he persisted.


‘No.’


‘You’ve no idea where your dad is?’ 


‘None at all.’


Her spine still felt shivery, but she was using her work voice, which was light and brisk.


‘Huh.’ Ellis rolled his pen over the blank page of his notebook, re-evaluating. 


‘I said I didn’t have anything to tell you,’ she reminded him, pleased he now seemed stumped. ‘Unfortunately, you’ve had a wasted journey.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I assume you came from London?’


‘Oh – yeah. But I’m heading to Cornwall anyway, to see a cousin.’ The dimples reappeared in his cheeks. ‘I didn’t come all this way for you, you know.’


To her annoyance, Rebecca felt herself blush. Of course he hadn’t journeyed all the way to Exeter on the off-chance she would answer his questions. 


‘Well, good,’ she decided, ‘because I can’t help you.’


Growing serious again, Ellis asked, ‘When was the last time you saw him?’ 


‘I don’t know.’


‘Ten years ago?’


‘More like twenty,’ she admitted, with an unexpected sting of humiliation. ‘He left when I was little.’


If this surprised the journalist, he didn’t let on, but scribbled a note down on his pad. ‘Was that before or after The Stowaway?’


‘I’ve no idea.’ 


Ellis started to ask another question, but Rebecca cut across him.


‘Really, that’s it: he left when I was little, end of story.’ She made a show of checking the clock beside them – which had stopped – and, trying to conclude the conversation, added, ‘But I’m sure that if you can track me down, you’ll have no problem finding him.’


‘Tracking you down was easy,’ Ellis said. ‘Two minutes online threw up all sorts of stuff: your old school, your profile on the Sudworth and Rowe website, your social media – which you should make more private, by the way. It’s not difficult to find people these days. That’s what makes this so strange …’ He stared at his largely blank page, murmuring, ‘Where is Leo Sampson?’


This almost sounded like a headline, and though Rebecca’s body tensed, like a runner poised on starting blocks, she remained in her seat. 


‘If you search for him online, there’s tons of stuff about The Stowaway, as you’d expect,’ Ellis continued, ‘and a few bits and pieces about some of his other acting jobs. But after ’97 there’s nothing. It’s like he vanished.’


‘Maybe he’s dead?’


The journalist looked taken aback and Rebecca, too, felt a prickle of unease at the flippancy and finality of her own suggestion. Then she shrugged: what difference would it make to her now, whether or not Leo Sampson was alive?


‘But then you’d have heard about it, surely? And there’d be a record of his death, and an obituary – he was the Stowaway!’ Ellis frowned at the windows, apparently seeing something far beyond their grimy blinds. ‘It’s almost like the show itself, isn’t it? When he used to disappear?’ 


Something about this comment caused Rebecca’s heart to twitch. Trying to ignore the feeling, she reached out to neaten the rubber band securing the nearest roll of site plans. The snapping noise returned Ellis to the room. 


‘You don’t agree?’ he said.


‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, I never watched it.’


‘You never—Really?’ He seemed more thrown by this than anything she’d said so far. ‘Leo Sampson’s daughter never watched The Stowaway?’ 


‘Like I said, he left when I was little.’


Ellis either missed or ignored the edge in her voice. ‘They’re all online now, if you’re interested. I’ve been watching a few episodes here and there – purely for research, of course. It stands the test of time, when not many of those old shows do. And Leo Sampson, he was something else … You don’t look like him, by the way.’


Good, thought Rebecca. 


‘You’re more …’ Ellis straightened his shoulders and clasped his hands together, mimicking her rigid posture. ‘I never would’ve known you were related. Although, I suppose there’s something … Maybe it’s your eyes.’ 


He leaned back, tilting his head as he studied her. Rebecca felt her insides writhe with discomfort, although whether this was because she was being scrutinised by this stranger or compared to her father she didn’t know.


‘Do you remember him?’ 


She shook her head, not in answer to the question, but because he’d fired it at her so suddenly, as though to catch her unawares. When Ellis’s expression turned sceptical again, she wanted to clarify this – but then, there was no need to explain herself; not to him, not to anyone. 


‘I should be getting back to work,’ she said, standing up.


‘Yeah,’ said Ellis, unsurprised. ‘Sure.’ 


They walked back to reception in silence, and it felt to Rebecca like they’d been away much longer than a few minutes. Not that anything had changed in the interim: the sign was still squint, the paper cups were still lying on the floor, the boxes were still towering around her desk. Among them, Chris was slumped in her swivel chair, so engrossed in a noisy game on his phone he didn’t notice them return. 


Rebecca accompanied Ellis all the way to the entrance, pressing the door’s release button on his behalf. Sunlight flared against the glass as it swung open, and a slight breeze plucked at the wisps of hair around her face. She glanced up at the sky; it was endlessly blue.


‘If you remember anything that might help me find him, perhaps you could drop me an email?’ said the journalist. ‘Or maybe someone in your family has an idea where he is …?’


He still doesn’t believe me, thought Rebecca, frustrated; she’d been almost completely honest with him. 


Ellis threw his empty cup into the recycling bin and offered her his hand again. This time – because it was goodbye – Rebecca shook it, but as soon as he’d stepped out into the courtyard something compelled her to call him back. ‘Hey?’ 


As Ellis turned, the automated door began to close between them, so she jabbed at the button again. What was she doing? He was finally leaving, and she didn’t care about any of this, not really. But maybe, after all his questions, she wanted to ask one of her own. 


‘What did you mean before, that he used to disappear?’


‘On the show?’ The journalist had unfastened his cycle helmet from his bag; he bounced it from hand to hand a few times, like a basketball. ‘At the end of each episode, after the Stowaway had finished the week’s adventure, he’d crawl into a rabbit hole or a serving hatch and then the credits would roll. But the next episode he’d spring out from somewhere completely different, like a tree house or – I don’t know – a ship’s cabin.’ Smiling, Ellis began to back away across the gravel. ‘As a child I always used to wonder where he went, how he got from one to the other …’ He shrugged. ‘I guess I’m still wondering.’


Again, something tugged in Rebecca’s chest, even stronger than before. But when the door started to shut for a second time, she pushed at the edge of the glass, striving to close it quicker than it wanted to go.
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Lower Morvale


Halfway to the village, Rebecca abandoned the motorway for the more meandering countryside route, where sun-drenched lanes were striped with the shadows of surrounding trees. She had learned to drive on these back roads, and usually it was satisfying to anticipate their every bump and bend. This evening, though, the journey’s familiarity meant her unchecked thoughts kept straying back to her conversation with Ellis Bailey – the conversation she’d been trying to ignore all afternoon – until her musings snagged on one question in particular: Do you remember him? 


Of course she did. Leo Sampson might’ve been exiled to the back of her mind long ago, but it was still so easy to conjure him: his wide blue eyes and dark tangled hair; his tuneless singing and booming laughter. She could even recall the smell of him – fresh and green, like grass clippings. Yet there was no point in all this remembering. He had left. He was gone.


The church bells were tolling seven when she finally dipped down a steep track and emerged into Lower Morvale. Her foot hovered over the brake pedal as she continued to slide through the village, winding past dozens of thatched cottages until she splashed through the copper-coloured water at the ford. There were children playing by the war memorial, and every one of the picnic tables outside The Three Tors was occupied by locals or ramblers done with Dartmoor for the day. After waving to her grandmother’s yoga teacher outside the village hall, Rebecca steered down the track that led to Primrose Cottage, her body tensing as she caught sight of her childhood home. 


Her mother was upon her the moment she parked the car. 


‘There you are! I was about to arrange a search party!’


This evening, Rosalyn Chase was wearing a sleeveless peach-coloured dress with a lacy collar. It complemented her slender figure and long auburn hair, yet Rebecca thought she looked pale and oddly old-fashioned, like a figure on a cameo brooch. 


‘I took the back route,’ Rebecca explained, ignoring her mother’s accusatory tone and submitting to her embrace. 


‘Whatever for?’ 


‘I don’t know, it’s a nice evening?’ 


Rosalyn tutted, motioning Rebecca towards the vanilla-hued cottage. ‘I was going to ask you to help me finish the cake, but I’ve had to do it all myself now …’


In the porch, Rebecca was struck by the inimitable aroma of home, which was woody and sweet, save for a lingering suggestion of bleach. To her mother’s cries of, ‘Shoes, shoes, shoes!’, she kicked her ballet flats towards the rack beside the front door and trailed after Rosalyn into the kitchen. Most of the ground floor of Primrose Cottage had been made open-plan, although the sparkling marble worktops and state-of-the-art cooking appliances were offset by dark beams overhead and a wall of original stonework that included a fireplace.


‘Now, something to drink?’ said Rosalyn. ‘We’ll be plied with wine at Daffy’s, so let’s be virtuous for now. I’ve some rather nice elderflower fizz in here somewhere …’ 


She disappeared behind the fridge door and Rebecca, disappointed alcohol was not yet an option, pulled herself up onto a stool at the breakfast bar. There was a hiss from Brontë, her mother’s monstrous tortoiseshell cat, who was glaring at her from the window, her flanks drooping over the side of the sill. 


‘Aren’t you going to compliment me on my cake?’ Rosalyn called.


Rebecca glanced over at the towering confection on the counter. She hadn’t realised it was a cake, because whatever sponge it contained was almost entirely obscured by a mound of summer berries.


‘I thought Nana asked for chocolate?’ 


‘What?’ Rosalyn popped back into view clutching a narrow green bottle. ‘Oh – you!’ she huffed, catching sight of Rebecca’s smile. ‘Silly!’


She poured out two glasses of the fizz, and Rebecca was just beginning to relax when her mother cast a disapproving glance at her blouse and cropped trousers. ‘Are you wearing that tonight? Obviously, you look lovely, but do you think a dress might be better …?’


‘I’ll change in a minute,’ muttered Rebecca, once again wishing her drink was stronger. ‘Give me a chance, I came straight from work.’ 


‘Of course you did.’ Rosalyn beamed. ‘Oh, I’m just so pleased to see you, Becca-Bell! It’s been weeks and weeks!’ 


She wound her arms around her daughter’s shoulders and Rebecca, who was used to these sudden surges of affection, patted her on the bony elbow. This evening, after the upheaval of the office move – and especially after that unexpected encounter with the journalist – the predictability of Primrose Cottage was almost comforting. 


‘I ran into Debbie Jarvis in the tearoom the other day,’ continued Rosalyn, her chin digging into Rebecca’s collarbone. ‘Do you know, she’s hardly seen Amy since she moved to London.’


‘No?’ At the mention of her oldest friend, Rebecca experienced a pang of sadness. Amy felt so far away now. 


‘Debbie’s quite distraught, Amy being the last to leave the nest and so on,’ continued Rosalyn. ‘It made me feel very lucky to have my girl so close. Very – lucky – indeed.’ She emphasised her final sentence by squeezing Rebecca’s shoulders on every word. 


Rebecca, deciding enough was enough, unpeeled her mother’s arms, and Rosalyn returned to the other side of the breakfast bar, where she picked up her navy leather-bound address book, which was stuffed with Post-it notes. 


‘You’ve remembered Nana and I are away from Sunday? For her little birthday trip?’ 


‘Yes.’ 


As her mother flipped through the address book, the rustle of the pages returned Rebecca to that messy meeting room and Ellis’s spiral-bound notepad. What else had he written about her father in there?


‘I’ve asked Carol to pop in every day to feed Brontë and keep an eye on the plants, but I’m not entirely sure I trust her.’


‘Carol?’ repeated Rebecca, trying to focus on the subject of Rosalyn’s innocuous old neighbour. ‘Why not?’


‘She’s been quite forgetful lately, and twice given me the wrong change at the shop. I think she might be going a bit, you know –’ Rosalyn lowered her voice, —‘gaga. So I’ve told her if she can’t get hold of me, she can call you.’ 


‘Right,’ said Rebecca, now wishing she’d got a proper look at the journalist’s notes.


‘I’m sure she’ll be fine. I’ve marked out all the numbers she could possibly need; the plumber and so on. We’ve decided on North Devon, did I tell you that?’ 


‘Um, yes.’


‘Ilfracombe. Nana’s not been for years. We’ll go to Clovelly too, I expect – well, it’s more picturesque, isn’t it? – and then there are those gardens on the way …’ 


While Rosalyn chattered, Rebecca continued to mull over her meeting with Ellis – who would also be on holiday this weekend, she remembered. He hadn’t come all the way to Exeter for her, but he’d stopped off there because, long ago, Leo Sampson had disappeared. 


If anything, it was strange she didn’t think of her father more, in this place he’d once lived. But Leo had been scrubbed from Primrose Cottage years ago, and so thoroughly that Rebecca couldn’t recall ever finding any trace of him: no scuffed shoes hiding at the bottom of a wardrobe, no dregs of aftershave lurking in the bathroom cabinet. 


Of course, this must’ve been her mother’s doing. Had they talked about it at the time, this erasure of Leo? Rebecca couldn’t remember – she’d been young, and the circumstances of her father’s departure were foggy – but she doubted it. On the few occasions she’d mentioned him since, her mother had clammed up, until, as a teenager, Rebecca had finally summoned the nerve to ask about her father outright. Even now, it was excruciating to recall Rosalyn’s tearful accusations of insensitivity, her wails of: Aren’t I enough? The conversation had left Rebecca feeling cross, confused and guilty – which was why, she supposed, in the intervening years, it had been easier to emulate Rosalyn and pretend he’d never existed. 


But he had existed, and if Rebecca put her mind to it she could see him, seeping back into this house like smoke. Here in the kitchen, they’d attempted to bake cupcakes together; behind her, between shabbier sofas, they’d built a den out of sheets and clothes horses; and in the doorway, they’d created a puppet theatre with little cardboard cut-outs sellotaped onto sticks from the garden. Rebecca had forgotten the plays, but could still see those hastily painted figures bobbing across the space: birds and fairies, pirates and sea monsters, woodsmen and witches … 


Do you remember him?


Recalling how the journalist had flung out that question, like something hot she might catch before she realised it would burn, Rebecca eyed her mother, who was unloading the dishwasher. Perhaps it would be easier to ask about Leo now she was an adult, now even more time had passed. She twisted the stem of her glass, daring herself to speak.


‘Mum?’


‘Hm?’


Rebecca took a steadying breath. ‘Do you know where my dad is?’


Knives, forks and spoons clanked as Rosalyn dropped them into the compartments of the cutlery drawer, one by one. Had she heard? After a moment, Rebecca began to doubt she had even asked the question out loud; perhaps she’d simply tested it out in her head. But after shutting both the drawer and dishwasher with a little more force than necessary, Rosalyn spun around, her expression hard. 


‘You’ve been contacted by that journalist, haven’t you?’ 


Rebecca hadn’t expected this, but, of course, Ellis would’ve tried to talk to her mother too. 


‘I told him — I warned him to stay away!’ continued Rosalyn, her voice rising, her pale face now oddly flushed. 


‘When was this?’ 


But her mother wasn’t listening: ‘It’s harassment, that’s what it is – a gross invasion of privacy! Although I don’t know why I’m surprised, when you hear about all the phone hacking and goodness knows what else these people get up to … You didn’t email him back, did you, Rebecca? You didn’t speak to him?’


It was easier to lie: ‘No.’ 


‘Well, you mustn’t, it’s none of his business – it’s nobody’s business! I’ve a good mind to make some sort of complaint—’


‘Mum, it doesn’t matter,’ Rebecca cut in, anxious to curb this tirade. ‘I just ignored him.’


Rosalyn returned to the breakfast bar, twisting her dainty watch around and around her wrist. When Rebecca held her gaze, she seemed to relax.


‘Of course you did. I knew you would.’ She attempted a smile, then pinched the face of her watch between finger and thumb. ‘Petal, it’s almost twenty-past – I really think you should go and change, don’t you? Daffy will harp on if we’re late, and carrying that cake along the road will slow us down. In fact, I need some sort of tin …’ 


While she started opening cupboards and clattering through their contents, Rebecca slid from her stool and headed back to the car for her overnight bag. It was only after she’d returned inside, and was trudging up the stairs towards her old room, that she realised how neatly Rosalyn had sidestepped her question. 
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As she leaned closer to the cake, Lillian Chase tucked her short silvery hair behind her ears, a galaxy of beads and buttons glittering on her indigo cardigan. She directed a few weak breaths towards the candles, before gesturing to the twins – who were still shouting the final ‘ooo’ of the Happy Birthday song – and they generated a lot of noise and spit as they blasted lungfuls of air at the tiny flames. 


Rebecca’s Aunt Daphne led the applause from the other end of the table. She was a younger, softer version of Rosalyn, radiant tonight in a floral tea dress and pearls. Ignoring her young sons, who were now poking at the heap of berries, Daphne cried, ‘Oh, Rozzy, that looks magnificent! What a treat!’ 


Rosalyn didn’t respond. She was glaring at the twins, her lips thin. 


Suppressing a smile, Rebecca switched on the main light, illuminating her grandmother’s dining room once again. The solid oak table had been extended to seat seven, but there was barely enough room for the crockery and crystal glassware among all the frothy flower arrangements – which, Daphne had informed them, were fresh from the garden. 


‘Is there any ice cream?’ asked Uncle Morton, eyeing the cake with distrust.


‘If you want to spoil it,’ huffed Rosalyn.


‘Ice cream!’ gasped Daphne, as though he’d asked for ketchup. ‘Morty, it’s covered in real cream!’


Morton made a grab for the decanter of claret. Unlike his sisters, he was thickset and dark-haired, with prominent eyebrows lodged in a near-permanent scowl. 


‘Shall I dish up?’ suggested Lillian, before her children could start sniping in earnest.


In the end, though, it was Rebecca who cut up most of the cake, keenly observed by her mother, who then rejected her slice in favour of one half the size. 


Once everyone had been served, and Rosalyn’s baking abilities roundly praised, Daphne cast around for another conversation topic. So far, Rebecca – whose mind was still turning over that meeting with the journalist – had managed to zone out while her aunt had updated them on her husband’s unfathomable work in finance and spoken at length about Thomas and Daniel’s adventures at summer school. Now, though, Daphne’s attention landed upon her. 


‘So, Becca, how’s it all going?’


‘Um – fine, thanks.’ 


Rebecca braced herself, conscious she hadn’t been subjected to: Are you seeing anyone? in a while. Really, it had almost been worth enduring Adam and his arthouse film obsession for a year and a half, just to swerve moments like this. 


Daphne, however, had a different query in mind: ‘How’s your job? Are you still working for those surveyors?’


‘Yes,’ said Rebecca, after wincing at the word still. ‘It’s fine – I mean, it’s good.’


She began to nudge a blueberry around her plate, hoping the discussion would move on. To her right, Morton refilled her wine glass. 


‘Becca’s office manager now,’ announced Rosalyn, who had probably been waiting to say this all evening.


‘Oh, fab!’ cried Daphne.


‘Well, not yet,’ said Rebecca, grimacing as she pictured the contract she’d discarded on her coffee table, unread and unsigned.


But Rosalyn wasn’t about to pass up an opportunity to engage in some competitive bragging with her sister. ‘All right, maybe you’re still waiting for the job title, but you’ve been managing that office for years – I expect the place would fall apart without you.’ 


Rebecca tried to feel flattered but couldn’t quite manage it. She wished her job was as important as her mother was implying, and that her colleagues were as admiring of her efforts. After everything she’d done to facilitate the office move, all anyone had talked about since was that wretched water cooler … Did Rosalyn, who adored her own job at the library, realise how dull it could be at Sudworth and Rowe? Did she remember that Rebecca had once had bigger ambitions? Perhaps none of that mattered to her, not when her daughter had a decent job – a soon-to-be stable job – and remained close by.


To Rosalyn’s obvious irritation, the conversation soon degenerated from Rebecca’s promotion to local gossip. Rebecca, though, was pleased she was no longer the focus of attention. After finishing her cake, she yawned into her palms and turned her watery gaze on her eight-year-old cousins, who were sitting opposite. Clearly, they didn’t care that the landlord of The Three Tors was having another affair – this time with the girl from the stables – so were taking it in turns to swipe at the flame of the nearest tealight.


Their grandmother tapped at the tabletop to gain their attention. ‘Watch this,’ she said, licking her thumb and index finger and then pinching out the flame. Thomas and Daniel looked briefly disappointed, until Lillian pulled one of the taller candles from its bracket and held it several centimetres above the smoking wick, causing it to blaze back to life. 


‘Woah!’


‘Nana, how d’you do that?’


She smiled as she replaced the candlestick in its holder. ‘Magic.’ 


Rebecca, who’d seen her grandmother perform this trick before, asked, ‘Isn’t it something to do with the vaporised wax in the air?’


‘If you say so, dear.’ 


‘So it’s science.’


‘Only once you know,’ said Lillian, nodding towards the twins, who were now inspecting the tealight as though it were somehow different from the others on the table. ‘And until then, there’s nothing wrong with a little magic, is there?’


Perhaps this was the sort of thing Leo used to say, because at that moment he popped back into Rebecca’s mind, as vividly as the tiny flame. 


It was more difficult to picture him here than at Primrose Cottage, yet he would have come to this house; he would have sat down to countless birthday and Christmas dinners at this very table. When had she last seen him? She had no recollection of their parting. Perhaps he hadn’t even bothered to say goodbye. 


At this thought, Rebecca tried to dismiss him again – this evening was about Lillian, not Leo – but looking between her grandmother, Morton and Daphne made her wonder: did they know where he was? He’d once been part of their lives too, so they were all complicit in erasing him from their shared history. And so am I, realised Rebecca, who, somehow, had always known she wasn’t to mention him. 


Finally, she contemplated her mother, who was spearing a strawberry with her cake fork. It seemed unlikely Rosalyn was ignorant of the whereabouts of her ex-husband, the father of her only child, yet what reason could she have for keeping it secret? And what right? Rosalyn had said it was nobody’s business, but surely Rebecca was entitled to the truth. 


‘Penny for them?’


Rebecca blinked, realising her unfocused gaze had been boring into a stout vase of yellow roses. 


‘It’s not like you to be off in a daydream,’ continued Lillian.


‘Oh – no.’ Carefully, so as not to smudge her make-up, Rebecca rubbed below her eyelids. ‘It’s been a bit of a busy day, that’s all.’ 


‘Is everything all right?’


Rebecca turned, studying her shimmering grandmother, who was small but straight-backed. Lillian had a round, girlish face and dark eyes that curved into crescents when she smiled, although now she looked serious. If anyone else had asked, Rebecca would have insisted she was fine, simply tired, but her grandmother was difficult to deceive.


‘Nana, can I ask you something?’


‘Of course.’


After checking Rosalyn and Daphne were still happily gossiping, Rebecca bent closer to her grandmother and, in an undertone, asked, ‘Do you know where my dad is?’ 


It took Lillian a few seconds to react, but when her face slackened it wasn’t from shock, as Rebecca had expected, but something closer to sorrow. 


‘Leo?’ she whispered.


She was probably just stalling, but, like earlier, when Ellis had explained who he was looking for, Rebecca felt as though something momentous had been uttered; she couldn’t remember Lillian even alluding to her father before, let alone saying his name. 


The table creaked as Morton leaned forward on his elbows. ‘What about him?’ he grunted.


Rebecca and Lillian froze like a pair of schoolgirls caught passing notes in class. 


‘What about who?’ called Daphne.


‘Le-o …’ said Morton, grimacing as he dragged out the name’s first syllable. 


‘Oh!’ 


With a nervous giggle, Daphne looked at her sister. Rosalyn was sat very still, her gaze darting between her mother, brother and daughter, as though they were an opponent’s chess pieces and she was trying to work out which posed the greater threat. 


‘What about Leo?’ Morton insisted. 


Rebecca forced herself to meet his glare. She couldn’t help feeling a little betrayed; she and her uncle were usually on the same side, whether they were scoffing over the village newsletter together or exchanging weary looks when the twins started scrapping. But it always irritated her when Morton became overbearing – as though, just because he was a man, he considered himself head of the family. 


‘I’ve been wondering where he is,’ she said, remaining defiant.


‘Why?’ Morton demanded.


Rebecca wasn’t sure. Because she’d been goaded by some journalist? Because Rosalyn had refused to tell her? Or, deep down, had a part of her always wondered what had happened to Leo, and why he had left her? 


‘Because he’s my dad,’ she decided.


‘Not much of a dad,’ her uncle muttered. ‘Not much of a man, really.’


‘Morty …’ Rosalyn’s voice held a warning.


‘Well he wasn’t, was he?’ Morton glowered around the table, daring any of them to contradict him. ‘What sort of man behaves like that? What sort of man just gives up on his wife and little girl? He was a coward. I told him so the last time he was here, and wherever he is now, I’ll bet he’s still a selfish, spineless—’ 


‘Morton, that’s enough.’


Perhaps it was the effect of her sparkly cardigan, but authority seemed to crackle off Lillian like electricity. Morton shrugged and reached once more for the decanter of wine. Rosalyn inhaled, as though to speak, but Lillian shook her head.


‘Enough.’


There was a long silence, save for the guttural ticking of the grandfather clock, which seemed unusually loud and slow. Then the twins began to snigger. Daphne shushed them and declared she wanted more cake, though there was still half a slice on her plate. 


Rebecca felt slightly stunned. Morton was usually monosyllabic and Lillian always stayed out of squabbles, while she herself was rarely the cause of any upset – yet one mention of Leo had been enough to transform the family’s whole dynamic. Then she caught sight of Rosalyn, who was blinking rapidly, as though repressing tears, and a lump of regret began to thicken at the back of Rebecca’s throat. Lillian patted her hand, which made her feel worse. She was no better than that journalist, trying to ambush her family into answers they could or would not give. To avoid her mother’s distress, Rebecca glanced down and realised she’d been dragging the end of her fork around her plate, for there were three parallels lines running through a smear of cream, like tracks in fresh snow. 
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Seven Tales


‘Nana? We’re heading off soon.’ 


Rebecca nudged open the door to discover Lillian propped up against two pillows on the right side of the bed. She was wearing a polka dot nightdress and purple reading glasses, and frowning down at the tablet Daphne had bought her for Christmas, tipping it from side to side like a steering wheel. 


‘Becca, what’s an e-card?’ she asked.


Grateful to delay the moment she’d be alone with Rosalyn again – her mother had been subjecting her to dark looks since dinner – Rebecca perched on the edge of the bed and helped Lillian navigate a link in an email from her godson. They both gave a start as music blared from a bunch of cartoon balloons. 


‘Well,’ said Lillian, once Rebecca had switched off the device, having established there was no other message but HAPPY BIRTHDAY GODMOTHER!! ‘I suppose it’s the thought that counts.’ 


She wriggled into the centre of the bed, towards the side once occupied by Grandpa Archie, and patted the space she’d just created. Rebecca moved up until they were sitting next to one another and she was breathing in her grandmother’s scent, which was warm and lightly floral, like an expensive candle. 


‘How’s everything downstairs?’ asked Lillian.


She’d slipped away shortly after the cake, so had missed an uncomfortable hour of Rosalyn aggressively tidying, Morton rattling about in the drinks cabinet and Daphne and the twins growing increasingly bored and shrill. 


‘Yes, fine,’ Rebecca lied, aware that her mentioning Leo at dinner was at least partly to blame for the evening’s tension. ‘I think Mum wants us to go in a bit, though.’ Again, she winced at the thought of the long and likely silent walk back to Primrose Cottage.


‘Before you do, may I ask you something?’ Lillian removed and folded up her glasses.


Rebecca, anticipating gentle chastisement, said, ‘I didn’t mean to ruin your dinner.’


‘I happen to think you’re perfectly entitled to ask about your father. I’m just curious about what made you do so tonight.’ 


After Rosalyn’s reaction, Rebecca was reluctant to mention the journalist, even to her grandmother. ‘I guess I just think about him sometimes, that’s all.’ 


This was true, though she’d never admitted it before. No matter how hard she tried to forget him, Leo had a habit of bounding back into her head around her birthday, at Christmas, every Father’s Day. And, occasionally, something smaller and more unexpected would bring him back: certain nursery rhymes, the taste of lime cordial, the lengthening of her shadow on a summer evening … She couldn’t remember the details of these associations, exactly, but the surprise cameos they prompted felt raw, until, regardless of how long it’d been and, in spite of her feelings of abandonment, she even wondered whether she missed him. 


Like before, the thought of Leo seemed to trouble Lillian, and Rebecca was tempted to change the subject. But, as she fiddled with the edge of the quilt, she wondered whether she was being presented with a second chance. 


‘You don’t know where he is, then?’ she asked.


Lillian shook her head. ‘I’m sorry.’


She seemed sincere, but Rebecca began to consider what else her grandmother might be able to tell her. Before she’d thought of a question, however, Lillian asked, ‘Would you fetch me something, dear?’


Almost relieved, Rebecca rose from the bed. 


‘In the wardrobe, on the shelf at the top, there’s a box …’ 


Rebecca, who’d been anticipating a request for a novel from the bookshelf or perhaps a hot chocolate from downstairs, turned the ornamental key in the wardrobe door. Inside, Lillian’s perfume was stifled by a musty, cupboardy smell, and all her brightly coloured blouses, dresses and jackets looked curiously dull when dangling, disembodied, from a row of hangers. Feeling slightly awkward, Rebecca stood on her toes and began to search along the top shelf, her fingers brushing past the brims of hats and heels of shoes. 


‘Are you sure it’s here?’ she asked, worried Lillian was getting muddled. 


‘Yes – it’s wooden, with a little latch on the front.’ 


Rebecca’s hand made contact with something solid, half-hidden behind a stack of scarves. It was about the size of a shoebox, but far heavier and, as she slid it from the wardrobe, she saw it was made of a dark, mottled wood, possibly walnut. When she brought it over to the bed, Lillian threw open the lid and began to rummage through a random assortment of objects: handwritten letters, a man’s wedding ring, an envelope marked M’s first tooth. 


As she sat down again, Rebecca picked up a photograph depicting a surly dark-haired boy of around ten, next to two red-headed girls in matching dresses, the taller thin and pensive, the smaller gap-toothed and sunny. 


‘They haven’t changed much,’ she remarked.


Lillian didn’t respond. She was now tossing aside keepsakes – a christening bracelet, a square of embroidery – as though they meant nothing. 


‘Nana, are you all right?’


‘Of course, dear – ah, here we are!’


From the very base of the box, she withdrew a book. It was small and narrow, with a faded olive-green cover, and would’ve been unremarkable – the kind of volume lost to the shelves of a second-hand bookstore or junk shop – had it not been for the gold lettering of its title, which was glinting in the lamplight: 


Seven Tales. 


A little bewildered by this choice of reading material, which was not in keeping with the cheesy romance novels her grandmother usually favoured, Rebecca started tidying the other mementoes back into the box, asking, ‘Do you want me to put this back now?’ 


‘I want you to stop fussing and look at this.’ 


‘Hm?’


‘It’s yours.’ 


Rebecca turned to find Lillian offering her the book, which she assumed was a volume of fairy tales or fables, and her puzzlement turned to concern: her grandmother wasn’t often mysterious, nor prone to strange bequests. Hopefully this wasn’t anything more serious than post-birthday exhaustion.


‘Nana, I’m almost twenty-six,’ she said, trying to laugh it off. 


‘Meaning?’


‘Meaning …’ Rebecca reached for the book and skimmed through its pages, catching sight of a few titles: The Voyage to the Edge of the World; The Enchanted Lute. ‘Meaning I’m a little too old for children’s stories.’


‘Actually, I think you might be exactly the right age,’ her grandmother said. ‘It’s long overdue, anyway – I should’ve passed it on years ago.’


Rebecca, who was growing impatient with these cryptic comments, decided to be more direct: ‘Nana, you’re not getting confused, are you?’


Lillian shot her an arch look. ‘I assure you all my marbles are accounted for, thank you.’


‘Then why are you giving me this?’ 


‘Because it’s yours,’ Lillian said again, now sounding a little impatient herself. ‘Because he left it for you.’


‘Who did?’


‘Leo.’


Rebecca looked down at Seven Tales, suddenly acutely aware of how it felt; its scant weight, its downy clothbound cover. Balanced on the tips of her fingers, the book seemed to hum, like something sentient. She wished she’d known it was from him; now, she felt tricked into taking it. 


‘I shouldn’t have kept it this long,’ Lillian was saying. ‘But I didn’t realise you still thought about him, you never mention him, and Rozzy said—’ 


Rebecca wrenched her attention from Seven Tales. ‘What?’ she asked, more sharply than she intended. ‘What did Mum say?’


Lillian squirmed, as though the pillowcase at her back was filled with needles. ‘After he left, she told me you didn’t want anything to do with him.’


Rebecca’s impulse was to deny this but, again, she couldn’t remember his departure, let alone any conversation she and Rosalyn might’ve had about it at the time. 


‘Back then, holding onto it seemed the right thing to do …’ Lillian continued, her eyes growing filmy.


‘It’s fine,’ Rebecca said, relenting in the face of her grandmother’s distress. ‘It doesn’t matter. It’s only an old book.’


‘But you’ll keep it?’


‘If you want.’


‘And you’ll read it?’


‘Um, maybe …’ 


Rosalyn’s voice floated in from the hallway: ‘Becca?’


‘I’m with Nana!’ 


Lillian gripped at Rebecca’s sleeve. ‘He wanted you to have it. If you read the stories, you’ll understand, and then we can—’


‘What are we all doing in here?’ 


As Rosalyn swept into the room, her cheeks pink, Rebecca slipped Seven Tales under her cardigan. She doubted her mother would acknowledge what had happened at dinner, especially in front of Lillian, yet it seemed unwise to flaunt this book of Leo’s in her presence. 


‘I thought we were going, Petal? Morty’s out for the count in his old chair – as usual – and Daffy’s threatening to wake him, which will only end in tears.’ Rosalyn spotted the wooden box on the bed. ‘What’s that?’ 


‘I was just showing Becca some old photographs.’


‘Oh.’ Rosalyn wrinkled her nose as Lillian held up the picture of her, Morton and Daphne as children. ‘Well, are you all right, Mum? Do you want me to make you a cocoa before we go?’


‘I’m fine, my love, thank you.’


While Rosalyn went to plump pillows and smooth down the quilt, Rebecca slid from the bed and retrieved the memory box. She poked down its contents so everything would fit inside again, and only then did she see what was neatly stitched into the square of embroidery she’d noticed earlier: Rebecca Adeline Sampson 03.09.90. This unnerved her a little – she had no recollection of ever having his surname, the keepsake could’ve been meant for a stranger – so she quickly shut the box’s lid and slid it back into the wardrobe, out of sight. 


‘Night night, then.’ Rosalyn kissed Lillian on the cheek. ‘And happy birthday, Mum.’


‘Night, Nana,’ Rebecca added, turning the key in the wardrobe door.


Lillian blew her a kiss. ‘Keep your eyes peeled for badgers on the way home,’ she advised. ‘I saw two by the Websters’ farm the other night.’ 


‘Will do, will do,’ said Rosalyn.


As Rebecca followed her mother to the door, she felt a dig to her side, like someone had nudged her in the ribs. Automatically, she glanced back at her grandmother, but Lillian was still nestled in the bed, her dark eyes on Rebecca, her expression imploring. It was Leo’s book, Rebecca realised, remembering she’d bundled it under her cardigan. She wished she’d given it back. In spite of her curiosity, she didn’t want anything of his. She should’ve returned it to that box when Lillian wasn’t looking. But it was too late now – Rosalyn would see – so Rebecca fastened her arm more tightly to her side, securing the hidden book in place.
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Rebecca’s old room in Primrose Cottage was a perfectly preserved shrine to her teenage tastes. Along with magazine clippings featuring once beloved celebrities, the walls were still dotted with postcards of ancient ruins: Pompeii, Ephesus, Angkor Wat. A map of the world as imagined by a 16th century cartographer remained pinned above the chest of drawers and black-and-white photographs of Mary Leakey and Gertrude Bell on their respective dig sites still hung on either side of the door.


Now, Rebecca lived in a neat new build in Exeter, whose interiors were sleek and largely unadorned, and perhaps this was why she felt like an imposter whenever she came back here, as though the room belonged to someone else. She needed to clear it out: take down the pictures and donate all the old clothes, trinkets and school textbooks to charity shops or Higher Morvale’s monthly jumble sale. It was childish, holding onto this rubbish, retaining these reminders of the unworldly little person she’d been before university. Yet at the same time, Rebecca envied the girl who’d grown up here, dreaming of discoveries; at least she’d known what she wanted. 


Sitting cross-legged on the single bed, her eyes sticky with fatigue, Rebecca contemplated Seven Tales. She was still tempted to sneak it back to her grandmother somehow, or even throw it away – she wanted answers, not a load of children’s stories – but now, studying it more closely, she saw it was an unusual-looking book. There was no barcode and nothing to indicate a publisher or even an author, other than a symbol at the bottom of the cover, embossed in gold like the title; a circle and a squiggle, which looked to Rebecca like the outline of a bulb that had briefly sprouted before wilting. 


She found this motif repeated on the second page, under a dedication of just two words: 


For Birdie


Rebecca stared. The little black letters were dwarfed by the expanse of blankness around them, and the longer she looked the more they seemed to be retreating from her, dissolving into cloud. She traced them with the tip of her index finger, pinning them in place. 


She had forgotten the nickname. Now, though, as she whispered it to herself, she could hear him calling it, calling her: Birdie! Like the room and its clutter, the name seemed to belong to a different person. 


He hadn’t just left her this book, Rebecca realised, her pulse ticking in her throat as she turned over the page; he’d written it. These stories were for her. 
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The First Tale: The Collector and the Nixie


Once upon a time there was a boy with no family. He lived in a gloomy orphanage, where he was forced to wash in icy water, dress in sacking cloth, and eat cold and lumpy porridge for every meal. Until, one day, a man known only as the collector visited the orphanage, on the hunt for a young cleaner. The boy was frightened of the collector, who wore a long dark cloak and a hat that was pulled low over his eyes, but he was more afraid of staying in the orphanage for the rest of his days, so agreed to work for the sinister-looking man.


The collector lived on the outskirts of town, in a house so grand it was almost a castle. When the boy was shown around, he soon learned the reason for his employer’s mysterious name, for the house’s huge study was crammed with jars, cases and cabinets of magical specimens. The boy, who had never seen such creatures, gazed in wonder at the shimmering wings of fairies, the nimble limbs of pixies, and even the glittering scales of a baby dragon. The collector had trapped them all behind glass, and the boy didn’t know which unnerved him more, the ones that were dead, their bodies floating in chemicals, or the specimens still alive.


The house had a vast garden which was full of fragrant flowers and tangled thickets. The collector declared this garden out of bounds, but because he was often away, hunting for new specimens, the curious boy began to sneak out to this forbidden place. One day, he wandered so far into the tall trees he found a clearing surrounding a great green pond, and next to it the biggest fishing net he had ever seen. In the hope of finding some frogspawn or a newt, the boy dipped the rod between the lily pads and began to drag it through the water, until he felt something heavy catch in the net.


He assumed he had trapped a big fish, and with great excitement began to pull at the rod. But when the net emerged from the water, the boy realised it was not a fish he had captured, but a woman. She thrashed against her bindings, wailing with fear, and he was afraid, too, for he knew this was no ordinary woman. With trembling hands, he tugged at the net, and together they succeeded in untangling her.


The boy expected the strange woman to dart away at once, but instead she stood there, watching him. She was dressed in a gown of waterweeds, and her long hair was threaded with green, but she was very beautiful and her skin shone like light on the water. 


‘I thought you were the collector,’ she said, in a voice that rippled through the clearing. ‘I see I am fortunate.’ 


The boy explained who he was, and that he had been looking for frogspawn. 


‘Well, you have caught a nixie instead,’ she told him, ‘which means you are fortunate too. For if a nixie is caught, she must grant her captor a wish.’


Delighted, the boy began to pace around the pond, wondering what to wish for. But before he could decide, a shriek of fright tore through the air, and he turned to see the collector throwing the net back over the nixie. She screamed and struggled, but the collector was too strong and stomped back to the house with her bundled over his shoulder. 


The boy, who had witnessed this from the opposite bank, ran after them, his heart drumming. He couldn’t bear the thought of the nixie becoming another specimen, but was afraid that if he confronted his master, he might end up in a glass case himself. So he paused at the door of the study, his ear to the keyhole. 


‘Grant me my wish, nixie!’ the collector was snarling. ‘Grant me my wish!’


But no matter how much he raged, the nixie gave no answer. 


The next morning, after the collector had set out for his day’s hunting, the boy snuck into the study. The nixie was imprisoned in a large tank of water, its lid fastened with many bolts and padlocks. 


‘If you grant him a wish, perhaps he will free you?’ said the boy.


‘The wish is yours,’ she replied. ‘Tell me, what do you desire?’ 


Still, the boy didn’t know. What did he want most in the world? A hot meal every night? A home to call his own? He considered asking for piles of gold, for that would buy him both. 


‘I need more time to think about it,’ he told her, ‘and while I am thinking, I will find a way to free you.’


Yet over the next few days, although he searched the whole house, he could not find a single key that would fit any of the locks on the nixie’s tank. Meanwhile, the collector gave up his hunting trips in favour of remaining in his study, where his demands for a wish mingled with the nixie’s eerie cries.


Before long, she grew thin, and her skin started to lose its shine, as though she were permanently cast in shadow. Every night, the boy crept downstairs to the study, and although there was little he could do to help her, she was comforted by his presence. He told her tales of the orphanage, she sang him songs about the enchanted world beneath the water, and sometimes he would raise his small hands to the tank while she pressed her long, webbed fingers against the other side of the glass. 


Once, he grew frustrated with her: ‘If you can do magic, why don’t you free yourself?’ he asked.


In response, the nixie simply shook her head, now almost too weak to speak. The boy’s heart ached for her, this curious creature he had come to love, and at last he understood what had been lacking from his life. 


‘You have decided,’ she whispered through the water. ‘Before it is too late, tell me what you desire, and I will make it so.’ 


The boy put his hands to the glass, and in his mind’s eye he could see them: his mother, his father, perhaps a brother or sister too; the family he should have had. Then he looked into the nixie’s sad green eyes and said, ‘I wish for your freedom.’


For just a moment, she matched her fingers to his, and then she was gone. She had vanished from the tank, and the only sign she had been there at all was a trail of watery footprints leading from the study to the garden. 


When the collector learned of her escape, he took a hammer to the empty tank until the floor was flooded with water and broken glass. He never guessed she’d had help, but this did not ease the great loneliness that seized the boy’s soul after the nixie left. As the years went by, and he dreamed of a day when he had saved enough of his scant wages to leave the collector’s service, he would often return to the pond at the bottom of the garden. But no matter how many times he trailed his net through the water, he never caught the nixie again.


 


Rebecca didn’t read much fiction. On the rare occasions she deviated from biographies or history books, she would usually pick up a detective story, although secretly she enjoyed trashy Tudor-set novels now and again, despite their inaccuracies. It had been a long time since she’d read a fairy tale, and she was a little embarrassed even to have skimmed this infantile story of wishes and water spirits. 


Embarrassed and disappointed, too, because she’d hoped Seven Tales would contain more than this. While everything about its appearance suggested it was a book of children’s stories, there had to be a reason Lillian had chosen to pass it on tonight, right after Rebecca had asked about Leo for the first time in years. It had to contain more of him. 


She flipped back to the beginning, certain she must have missed something – an introduction, perhaps, or an author’s note – but all she could find were a few small words on the inside cover:


Fletcher & Sons, 1999


What had Ellis Bailey said? After ’97 there’s nothing. It’s like he vanished. Was this book the only proof of her father’s existence beyond that date, or had the journalist not been thorough in his research? 


Again, she tried to remember when she’d last seen Leo. She was fairly sure he’d bolted from the village in the mid-90s, when she’d been about five, so assuming he really was the author of Seven Tales, he’d tried to get these stories to her long after he had left. 


Did anyone else know about this book? Rosalyn definitely didn’t, otherwise Rebecca was sure it would have been destroyed. She wished she’d asked her grandmother more questions: when, how and why had Leo passed this on? But if Lillian had held onto it for so long, what else might she be keeping back? 


Rebecca flicked through 30 or so pages to the end of Seven Tales; perhaps there was some kind of afterword. But aside from a small black-and-white illustration inside the back cover – a collection of trees with keyholes in their trunks, a detail Rebecca assumed would feature in a later tale – the volume contained nothing but stories. She even turned it upside down and gave its spine a shake, but no note or letter tumbled out. It was just a book of fairy tales. 


‘Stupid.’


She clapped its covers shut and dropped it onto her bedside table, where it knocked against a plastic statuette of Anubis. Maybe Lillian had just wanted to get rid of it. Most likely, she’d passed on Seven Tales as a distraction, just as Rosalyn had diverted the conversation from Leo earlier, and now Rebecca felt annoyed at herself for even contemplating – for even caring – that the book might have some greater significance. 


After reaching out to steady the wobbling jackal-headed god, she switched off her lamp and flopped back against her pillow. When she closed her eyes, the pages of Seven Tales remained imprinted on her vision, their words now muddled, meaningless. Impatiently, she waited for them to disappear, to melt into the darkness like the statuette, the posters and all the other junk that belonged in her past. 


[image: Paragraph break image]


On the screen, the cursor blinked in anticipation. It reminded Rebecca of a clock radio she’d once had. She started to count its flickers while her fingertips traced the edges of her laptop keys, resisting the urge to check over her shoulder. Her spine felt taut. Though she lived alone and knew her flat was empty, she couldn’t shake the suspicion that she was being watched. Or maybe she just felt guilty. 


I don’t have any other choice, she told herself for the fifth or sixth time that afternoon. She’d rather have questioned her grandmother further but she hadn’t managed to speak to Lillian since the night of her birthday – and by now she and Rosalyn would be halfway to Ilfracombe. Rebecca might’ve tried her mother again, but it hadn’t seemed worth upsetting her; the morning after the family dinner, Rosalyn had been back to her usual bustling self, as though Leo had never been mentioned. So Rebecca supposed she was forgiven, especially as, by the time she’d left Primrose Cottage, her mother had used all her normal ploys to delay her departure: making a fresh pot of coffee; exhibiting her latest watercolours; pretending she couldn’t find the bits of Rebecca’s post that still came to Primrose Cottage. 


Upon returning to her flat, Rebecca had thrown these envelopes onto the coffee table, along with Seven Tales, which she wasn’t sure what to do with. The post, however, was now much more appealing than staring at the now-blank screen of her laptop, so she began to open bank statements for an account she no longer used, coupons for shops she rarely visited and the latest alumni magazine from the University of Exeter, whose previous editions had never made it out of their shrink-wrap. 


Under this debris, she discovered the contract for the office manager position at Sudworth and Rowe. Rebecca considered signing it now – it would only take a few minutes to read through the document, check her details and scribble her name – but halfway through the first paragraph her attention began to wander. It was too dull; she was too preoccupied. 


Her mind kept circling back to Seven Tales. Leaving it in Primrose Cottage for Rosalyn to find had seemed unwise, but neither did Rebecca want it here in her flat. Against the magnolia walls and pale laminate flooring, the dusky green book looked too bright; it didn’t belong. There wasn’t much point reading the other stories – she wasn’t a child anymore – she should probably just throw it away. Only, when she pictured tossing the small volume in the kitchen bin, on top of potato peelings, oily packaging and balls of used kitchen roll, something – For Birdie, perhaps – caused her fingers to tighten around its spine. 


In the end, Rebecca bundled the book under the coffee table along with her unsigned contract. Then she returned her attention to the laptop screen, and – with mounting trepidation about what she might find – finally typed her father’s name into the search bar.


Predictably, most of the relevant results concerned The Stow-away. Ellis hadn’t exaggerated about the programme being a cult classic: it already featured in a number of existing SideScoop articles, including How Many of These 90s TV Shows Do You Remember? and 21 Reasons TV Was Better When You Were a Kid. Rebecca found links to a DVD, The Stowaway Series One and Two: 10th Anniversary Special Edition, released in 2005, and most of the episodes had been uploaded to YouTube, just as the journalist had said. The programme also had a Wikipedia page, and even a few fan sites, many of which hadn’t been updated in several years. 


When Rebecca clicked on Images, her heart gave a disobedient judder at all the stills and publicity shots of Leo in character as the Stowaway. She was surprised by how familiar he was. There were no photos of him in Primrose Cottage, yet this was almost exactly how she remembered him: wide smile, bright blue eyes, dark hair – its messiness exaggerated for these pictures, backcombed around his head so he resembled a sunflower. There were only a few details she’d forgotten, or perhaps not noticed as a child: the crooked front tooth, the off-centre nose. Again, she was thankful she looked nothing like him. 


Promptly clicking back, Rebecca typed in leo sampson daughter. Once again, all the results related to The Stowaway: … In episode four, the Stowaway (Leo Sampson) encounters a miller’s daughter, whose father has boasted she can spin straw into gold … 


Searching for leo sampson family produced much the same outcome, although one fan site seemed to have a little more biographical insight than the others: … In the early 90s, Sampson took a break from acting to spend more time with his family … 


After flexing her fingers over the keyboard, Rebecca typed leo sampson 2016 and, a few minutes later, was forced to conclude Ellis had been right: there was no trace of him after 1997, which was apparently when he’d left The Stowaway. Rebecca wasn’t sure what to make of this – especially as the fairy tale book was dated two years later – although when leo sampson death and leo sampson obituary produced only a memorial to an old Texan, she felt a tiny flutter of relief. 
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