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			The fishermen know that the sea is dangerous and the storm terrible,

			But they have never found sufficient reason for remaining ashore.

			Vincent van Gogh

		

	
		
			THE SUNDAY POST MAGAZINE

			15th JULY 2018

			CATRIONA ROBINSON’S SWANSONG

			Or does Britain’s favourite children’s author still have one last adventure to share?

			Interview by Suzie Johnstone

			Catriona Robinson was one of this generation’s most beloved and best-known authors. Her series of children’s books, about a girl in a wheelchair who discovers a magical atlas that transports her all over the globe, have been read and adored by millions. She has also written several works of adult fiction, most recently Enchantment, which was shortlisted for a number of literary prizes last year.

			A notoriously private person, Catriona spent the majority of her time at her home on the Norfolk coast, but in recent years was also a guest lecturer at the University of Cambridge for their Creative Writing course. It was at Cambridge that I was fortunate enough to meet her. She was giving a lecture to the upcoming Finalists and, from what I have heard, it was both inspiring and humble, with a sprinkle of humour thrown into the mix.

			The hotel in which we met was perhaps not what you would have expected from a woman who, by her own admission, was most comfortable in dungarees and wellington boots. The establishment in question had a double-height reception hall, an industrial spiral staircase and contemporary lighting. There was also a mezzanine library with recessed shelving and plush velvet furniture, which is where I chatted to Catriona over a pot of tea and a slice of her favourite lemon cake. She was wearing a pleated black skirt with turquoise silk blouse and her hair was styled in a loose chignon. She was animated, relaxed and even asked our waiter if she could buy the tea set, which was decorated around the rim with paintings of turtle doves, from the hotel. If I hadn’t known otherwise, I would never have guessed the woman sat across from me had only months left to live. 

			You’re about to give a lecture to the next generation of writers. What is it you’ve enjoyed most about teaching here?

			I never had the opportunity to go to university myself, not least because it wasn’t as commonplace for women back then as it is now. But also because I never believed I was good enough, certainly never thought I would end up here. I am a strong advocate of the fact that all children, irrespective of their gender, race, socio-economic background, should be encouraged to reach for the stars, to be the very best version of themselves they can possibly be.

			But Cambridge is an elite institution.

			It is, but part of the association with places such as Oxbridge, and large corporations, is that unless you fit a certain mould, you may as well never bother applying. I have no degree, no formal literary training, and yet am now teaching at one of the most renowned universities in the world. There is no one pathway to success any more, indeed what does the word even mean? 

			What does it mean to you?

			When I first began to write, it was out of a simple curiosity for the world. A way to put down onto paper all the crazy ideas and characters I kept thinking about. But I never considered it to be anything more than a hobby and certainly never dreamt it would take me on the incredible journey I’ve been fortunate enough to enjoy. Success should never be measured by the amount of money, or things, you have, but more the sense of achievement it gives you.

			How much of your own success do you put down to happenstance?

			One could argue that life is nothing but a series of serendipitous events, both good and bad. I try to adhere to the rule that there’s a balance to this universe, this life, and no matter how much pain and hardship we face, there is always something, or someone, to give you hope.

			There’s a famous quote from Leonard Cohen that I have pinned up on my refrigerator at home, which pretty much says it all: Ring the bells that still can ring, Forget your perfect offering, There is a crack in everything, that’s how the light gets in. 

			What gives you hope?

			My granddaughter, Emily. 

			You’ve spoken before about how the idea for Ophelia came from her.

			Yes. As I’m sure everyone is aware, she was severely injured in a car accident fifteen years ago. I used to tell her stories whilst she was recovering and she liked to draw pictures of the characters. My publisher saw something we had been working on, just for fun, and the rest, as you say, is history.

			It seems to be a real collaborative effort between you and Emily. Does that come with its own challenges?

			(Laughs.) Of course, we’re family, which means we’re always going to have disagreements. But Emily’s real talent is knowing exactly what it is I am trying to describe to the readers and, somehow, she manages to reproduce it in her pictures.

			Did Emily’s own disability influence the stories you wrote? 

			Emily doesn’t have a disability, but people will believe what they want to believe. My books are there to entertain, but also to educate, to inspire. So many people stay in one place for too long, become stagnated by society, by money. But there are all sorts of wonders out there, just waiting for us to find them.

			What made you change direction in your writing, move away from children’s books?

			As a writer I’m always looking to explore new ideas, find new challenges. Ophelia and the world we created became such a huge part of our lives for such a long time that it seemed necessary for me, for both of us, to draw a line under it all. Try something different.

			Enchantment has had mixed reviews from readers, despite its literary success. How much of this do you think is due to the fact it’s aimed at an adult, rather than a younger, audience?

			It doesn’t surprise me, because people come to expect a certain style, a certain subject, from well-known authors. And yet if I’d written another children’s book, it would have been criticised for not being about Ophelia. Life is about experimentation, about exploring the magic hidden within the world. I wanted to look at the links between science and philosophy, about how it affects the human spirit. About the finite amount of time any one of us has on this planet and how, when forced to confront that, we would each change our behaviour, our outlook.

			In reference to the main theme of Enchantment, if you knew this was your last day on Earth, how would you want to spend it?

			You do know I’m dying? Oh goodness, your face, I’m sorry. Death seems to have this effect on me. I forget how hard it is for other people to deal with. 

			What was the question again? Oh yes, last day on Earth. Crikey (more laughter), wherever did I come up with that idea?

			There is a place, on the coast of France, that holds a special place in my heart, not least because it’s where I wrote my first book. There’s something about the light there that is so peaceful. I would wake early, have warm croissants and strong, black coffee for breakfast, followed by a long walk along the beach, with the sea between my toes. Then I would dive beneath the waves and feel the strength of the tide, a reminder of all the power in this world we have no control over. Fresh langoustines roasted on an open fire and champagne drunk at sunset. All with Emily by my side.

			Nothing spectacular, nothing fancy. Because when you wipe away all the layers of spit and polish, all anyone ever has are the relationships, the memories, they forge along the way.

			Do you have any advice for aspiring authors out there, no matter how young or old?

			Say yes to everything. Take the risks, regret only the things you don’t do, because mistakes are more important than success. You can’t write, you can’t connect with people if you haven’t any memories to draw on, no matter how painful they might be. You see, the things I remember most clearly from my life are those I wasn’t supposed to do, but I did them anyway.

			Did any of those things involve men?

			Aren’t all the best mistakes about love?

			Have you been working on anything new?

			There’s always something new. Another idea, another character, another story.

			Is that the reason for this interview?

			I haven’t always been so elusive, so reclusive, as it were, but rather my lifestyle has simply been a result of unfortunate circumstances. This interview is most likely to be my last and, to be completely honest, I no longer feel the need to hide behind the veil of my stories. I only hope that something good can come out of what Emily and I have created, that the end of one journey could perhaps mean the beginning of another.

			Does this mean there’s some truth to the rumours about a new series, featuring a grown-up Ophelia? 

			There’s always an element of truth to every rumour. Let’s just say there is something, but I’m not yet certain it will ever be shared with the world.

			You’re famous for leaving clues in all of your books. Is this another treasure trail, another puzzle, you want your readers to solve?

			Well, that would be telling.

			Catriona Robinson died peacefully at home last month, after a long battle with cancer. She is survived by her only granddaughter, Emily, who has remained unavailable for comment.
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			COCKATOO

			Cacatuidae

			Emily was sat by the back door, sketchbook open on the kitchen table, waiting for something to happen. 

			The shadows on the lawn were slowly disappearing as the sun rose in the summer sky, and next door the church bell-ringers were warming up for their weekly practice. Everything was as it should be on a Monday morning in August, but Emily felt that there was a gap in the day, one which she was trying to figure out how to fill.

			She was stuck, waiting for inspiration to strike, but even a second cup of tea and slice of lemon cake had done nothing to shift her focus back to the task in hand. A selection of inkpots was stood next to the sink, ready for when Emily decided which colours to add to the picture of a cockatoo she had drawn over breakfast. 

			The problem was, the brief she had been given by her publisher was for a lifelike depiction of the bird, with no whimsy or magical elements, but whenever Emily looked at him (for he was most definitely a him, with such a proud crest on his head), she was struck by a desire to paint his feathers with all the colours of the rainbow. Her mind was misbehaving and kept going off on tangents, imagining the cockatoo being able to transform, much like a chameleon, whenever he needed to hide from whomever or whatever he was flying from.

			There was another picture in her head too, of a little girl sat in a wheelchair with the cockatoo perched on her shoulder. She was whispering to him, gently stroking his breast and watching as ripples of colour passed from the bird and onto her skin. For no matter the pictures that Emily was asked to draw, her imagination always seemed to bring her back to Ophelia, the iconic character her grandmother had created all those years ago. 

			‘Cacatuidae,’ Emily sounded out the Latin term for the bird as she wrote it underneath the branch he was perched on. She spoke slowly, feeling her way through each syllable, and realised it was the first time she had said anything out loud for days. 

			The whole point of agreeing to the illustrations was that it was supposed to be distracting her from the fact she was all by herself. Naively, she had thought a new project would be all it took to fill the hours of the day, when she otherwise had nothing in particular to do and nowhere to go. 

			The song on the radio changed, the velvet notes of a clarinet playing Peter and the Wolf, which filled Emily’s mind with a picture of a boy running through the snow, longing to get back home where his mother was waiting with a turkey on the table and presents under the tree.

			I’m sorry, she thought, looking at the cockatoo as she turned the radio off, before closing the sketchbook and tidying away the pots of ink. It would seem you’re destined to be decidedly ordinary after all.

			Emily had spent years creating illustrations that were anything but ordinary. Her pictures were filled with fantasy and make-believe, designed to bring to life the incredible stories her grandmother had written. But ever since her death, Emily had found herself unable to concentrate on anything new.

			She looked across to the room that led off the kitchen, her grandmother’s study. One wall was taken over by shelves filled with dozens of her grandmother’s red notebooks, which contained all the ideas for every book she had written about Ophelia and her pet duck. Ten books in all, no more, no less. But now the whole world seemed to think there was another, one that Emily knew there had never been time to write.

			How could she do this? Emily thought to herself. The doctors had said there was still time. Time to finish her work. Time to seek out another possible treatment. 

			Time to fight. 

			Her grandmother was the one person in the world who understood. Who had shared in the misery of losing both parents in a car crash so many seasons ago and the pain of Emily’s subsequent recovery. She was the only person who had been there throughout the years of cruel taunts, from children who were supposed to be her friends.

			She had promised to love Emily, to take care of her always. But now her grandmother, the famous Catriona Robinson, couldn’t protect anyone. 

			Outside came the sound of footsteps on the garden path, a pause, then a tumble of post that appeared through the letter box and landed in a heap on the doormat. No doubt more notes of comfort, of sorrow, from people Emily had never met. Handwritten notes from grieving fans – all of them detailing how amazing and talented her grandmother had been. Every one packed with personal stories of how her books had helped excite their early imaginations.

			Emily went into the hall and bent down to retrieve the post, began to sort them into piles of letters and junk, catalogues and bills, when the shrill sound of a telephone disturbed the quiet. The answerphone clicked on to record.

			‘Emily, darling, it’s Charlie.’ A woman’s voice crossed the distance from London to Norfolk and Emily could picture the person on the other end of the line, sat in a large, bright office on the twenty-second floor of a skyscraper overlooking the River Thames. ‘Look, I’m sorry to keep asking you the same question, but I’m being pressured by the board to put out a press release about this damn manuscript.’ There was a long sigh and Emily closed her eyes, waited for what she sensed was coming. ‘Are you there? I know you don’t want to talk about this, but at some point you’re going to have to answer all these questions about Catriona, about her life. It doesn’t have to be in person, but you owe it the fans––’

			The room fell silent as Emily pulled the plug from its socket, then threw it to the floor, where it landed on the carpet with a soft thud. She looked down at the letters clasped tightly in her hand, before walking into the living room and over to the fireplace, where she tossed them all into the grate. Next, she went back out to the hall to retrieve a large cardboard box by the front door, taking it back to the fireplace and opening the lid. Inside were hundreds of fan letters, most of them unopened.

			I don’t want your pity, Emily thought as she began to take them out and stack them in four neat piles by the fire. 

			Emily had never before wanted to run away, had in fact done everything she possibly could to stay within the safe confines of Wells-next-the-Sea, a happy little town on the Norfolk coast where life moved at a suitably slow pace and the wider world largely left her alone. That was, until her grandmother had given that interview, telling the world and everyone in it that there was, quite possibly, another manuscript ready and waiting for all to discover. There had been such an incredible frenzy after it was published, with phone calls and emails and strangers turning up at the door, thrusting phones in Emily’s face and asking her if it was true. The kind of chaos Emily had been sheltered from when her grandmother was alive. But she didn’t have any answers, neither then nor now, because she hadn’t asked her grandmother about the unfinished story. It was beginning to feel as if she had never asked her anything of importance, and now it was too late.

			On the opposite wall to all those notebooks hung a small, square picture of two bluebirds. It was so very different in style to all the other paintings in the house, but Emily had never asked where it came from, or why it was right next to the space where her grandmother always worked. It was just one example of how Emily had simply assumed, in that slightly arrogant way of a child, that adults had no real past before their children were born. Now, more than anything, she wanted to be able to talk to her grandmother, to discover everything that had happened before. 

			Emily went over to the mantelpiece, looking at each of the photographs stood on top. She wished she could go back, find at least one answer to all her questions.

			For years, Emily had allowed her life to be decided for her, first by a long series of doctors and then her grandmother. It was always Catriona to whom she had turned whenever she was in need, relied on her to make all the decisions, allowed her to take responsibility for pretty much every aspect of her life. It wasn’t until Catriona had decided to forgo further treatment that Emily was forced to acknowledge how isolated, how dependent on her grandmother, she had become.

			Emily looked across at the piles of letters she had created, thought of what would happen to all those words if she were to set them alight. Imagined them dancing up the chimney and into the sky, where they would mix together and perhaps create something new, or get caught in the beak of a passing cockatoo who would fly across the ocean and deliver them to a boy who dreamt of one day growing up to be a famous author.

			‘What am I supposed to do?’ Emily sighed as she sank to her knees and looked across at her grandmother’s desk, where an ancient typewriter had sat, untouched for months. Twenty-eight years old with nothing to show for her life other than a shelf full of books. What was she, who was she, without the late, great Catriona Robinson?
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			ROBIN

			Erithacus rubecula

			Mr Thomas could see someone moving around inside the house as he approached. The outline of a person who dipped and turned beyond the window. The house itself was tucked away at the end of a long, gravel path next to the church. A blink-and-you’ll-miss-it sign for Meadows Cottage written in the same hand as that on the envelope he’d been instructed to deliver by the woman whose absence he felt each morning when he woke.

			It was his dog Max who’d first brought them together, just shy of one year ago. Running in circles around a pile of belongings, tail thumping in contentment as his bark resonated through the morning air. There had ensued a momentary tug of war as he’d retrieved one end of a belt from Max’s jaws, then he’d crouched down to discover a small gold ring half buried in the sand beside a pile of clothes now wrinkled through with sandy paw prints. He had turned full circle in search of another person, and found a woman jogging towards him, breathless but smiling, with hair slapped in sodden streaks over her face. She was wearing nothing more than a silk slip, soaked through by her swim in the sea. She’d apologised for the confusion, laughing about how it must have seemed to a man who was simply walking his dog and discovered a pile of abandoned belongings. 

			She had introduced herself as Catriona, her hand small and chilled inside his own. A hand he would go on to hold many times as the two of them walked Max each morning, before she returned home to the granddaughter he’d never had the chance to meet, until now. 

			Part of him wanted to walk away, to continue with his morning as planned – a stroll across the beach, followed by a strong, black coffee, croissant and newspaper at the nearby café, then home to continue work on the raised beds in the back garden. 

			But another part of him knew it was folly to ignore a dying woman’s wishes. A woman who had chosen him because he understood that Emily’s world was about to be turned upside down.

			Max nudged his master’s leg, pulling him back to the here and now. The garden was still: petals sleepy under the advancing sun; bees going in search of a late breakfast; a robin perched atop the handle of a garden fork, with a worm held tight in its beak. 

			The dog barked, and the bird took flight as the front door opened. A young woman dressed in a pale green T-shirt and denim shorts appeared in the doorway. Her skin held the beginnings of a tan, all except for a large stretch of scar along her jaw. Stood barefoot, the nails of each toe painted a glossy red, she watched Mr Thomas from under a heavy fringe that stopped just shy of her hazel eyes. 

			There was something unsettling about her gaze, Mr Thomas thought. The way it drew him in to look at her a moment more, to recognise the curve of lip so like her grandmother’s, and the freckles across her nose.

			‘Are you Emily?’ he asked. 

			A single nod of reply as she bent down to rub behind the dog’s ears, a smile that broke through the scar when she was rewarded with a lick.

			‘I have something for you,’ he said as he held out the envelope he’d kept safe for six long weeks. ‘It’s from your grandmother.’

			She considered the offering a moment before taking it, then turned to walk back inside, a small wave of her hand inviting him to follow.

			The dog pulled free of its lead, trotting behind the woman who disappeared into a room at the rear. Inside, the cottage was cool, its stone walls clinging to the remnants of night, with a small living room to the left and a narrow staircase straight ahead. A cuckoo clock ticked away in the corner and he was forced to duck his head to avoid a beam as he passed through to the kitchen. The scent of toast and coffee drew his eye to a table by the back door, where an empty plate and cup sat next to a sketchbook open to a blank page.

			Emily was stood by the butler’s sink and he watched as she turned the envelope over in her hand, looking at it from one side then the other. She held it up to the light, then tossed it in the sink, where it landed atop a slowly disintegrating tower of bubbles, dark tendrils of ink beginning to soak through the paper. 

			‘Ah yes,’ he said, with fumbling fingers that betrayed his exterior of calm. ‘There’s also this.’ Out of his pocket came a fountain pen, with bottle-green marbling and gold lid. Emily took the pen, held it in her palm, then suddenly cried out, bashed her fist against the porcelain and slipped down to the floor. 

			‘Are you OK?’ he asked, rushing to her side, only for her to dip her head, try to hide her tears. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he continued, reaching out a hand, then bringing it away. ‘Do you know what this means?’ Catriona hadn’t told him. Asked him only to deliver the letter and pen. 

			Emily nodded, then shook her head, a low moan escaping her lips. Max came over and lay a paw on her leg. The dog seemed to understand her pain, emitting a soft whine as she wrapped an arm around his neck and buried her face in his fur.

			‘Is there anyone who can help?’ Mr Thomas asked, looking around the kitchen for some kind of sign of what he was supposed to do. His eyes skimmed over the obvious, the everyday items so commonplace to all. A laptop, a coffee machine, a collection of keys hanging from a row of hooks on the wall, two pairs of wellington boots stood side by side by the back door. A framed cover of a children’s book, written by one of England’s best-loved authors. 

			Emily was still sat on the floor, one hand absently stroking Max’s ears, the other turning the pen over and over.

			All of a sudden, he felt the full weight of his intrusion. Of witnessing something he should not, and it made him agitated, annoyed at his decision to come here, to play the hand of fate when it really was none of his concern.

			‘I really am so very sorry,’ he muttered as he took hold of Max’s collar and lifted him away from the woman. ‘Please accept my apologies for barging in on you like this. It wasn’t my intention to cause you any distress, only I made your grandmother a promise and, well, it’s not something I felt I could ignore.’ He was rambling, a nervous habit of his, all the more obvious in a room so silent, apart from the tick of a clock and the click of Max’s claws on the floor as they left.

			She gave him no more than a cursory glance as he left, and it wasn’t until he closed the door behind him that he realised, for all his blathering, for the shock of what he had passed on, she hadn’t said a single word the entire time he was there.
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			MAGPIE

			Pica pica

			The man was gone. The dog too. It made Emily feel sad and relieved all at once. To have someone give her a message from the grave was so very typical of her grandmother. Planning it all down to the person who would deliver the news, with a dog no less, as if that might somehow soften the blow. 

			She picked up her cup, around the rim of which were tiny paintings of turtle doves, and poured herself another coffee. Cradled the warmth in her palms and tapped her pen against the side, tried to think when her grandmother could have taken it. Perhaps she had hidden it away in the pocket of her cardigan, or inside a packet of tobacco, knowing it was somewhere Emily would never look. Emily had searched all over for the pen, tossing cushions aside, even removing books from the shelves in the study and going into the greenhouse to see if it had mysteriously ended up next to the tomatoes.

			‘Look for the signs,’ her grandmother would always say. ‘Don’t forget to look for all the clues and miracles tucked away in every corner of the world.’

			But what sort of clue was this? Emily unscrewed the lid, raised the nib to her nose and breathed deep. It always made her think of the tube of Germoline, all pink and sticky, sitting at the back of the cabinet above the bathroom sink. A left-over cream from childhood with such a distinct smell. The pen had been a present from her grandmother, something to help Emily have confidence in herself, her drawings. Told her she shouldn’t ever think of rubbing something away, that all the images she created were there for a reason and she should treasure them all. Ever since, Emily always sketched in black ink, never pencil. 

			A long sigh, because all of the memories only served to remind Emily that she was alone. She closed her eyes, tried to remember the look on her grandmother’s face the last evening she had been alive. Tried to recall the exact words spoken before she had kissed her goodnight and Emily had turned back to her work, away from the sound of footsteps on the narrow stairs. The creak of floorboards overhead as the old woman settled down to sleep.

			Emily blew into her cup, let the steam rise and cover her face. Felt tears on her cheeks, grief tangled up with anger at being left all alone. 

			 There was a sudden cackle of magpie and Emily opened her eyes, sought out the culprit sat in the apple tree at the edge of the lawn. Two sharp whistles and the bird swooped down from the branch, hopping across the grass, then in through the door and up onto the kitchen table.

			‘Hello Milton,’ Emily said in a small whisper. 

			The bird pecked at the toast crumbs on offer, then went over to tap at a biscuit tin placed high on a nearby shelf. Emily reached up to bring the bird back down, leant in close to whisper a reprimand, which made Milton cock his head in response. 

			Two black eyes regarded her for a moment, then he leapt over to the sink. Head down, tail up, the magpie went, its beak investigating a saturated envelope that Emily snatched away and dropped on the table.

			‘No,’ Emily whispered, a slam of cup on wood before she stormed out to the garden.

			She couldn’t look at it. Certainly couldn’t open it, or read her grandmother’s final words. Because that would make it real, make this more than just a passing distraction from the monotony of life. Make her grandmother’s threats and promises come true: that one day soon Emily would be on her own. 

			If she read the letter, she had the strangest feeling that everything would change, and she wasn’t ready for that. Not yet. 

			Toes on grass, curling through the damp to feel the earth below, and the tiny stems of daisies scattered all around. Daisies she used to make into chains, then drape over the outstretched branches of all the trees that ran around the garden’s perimeter. A shield to stop the outside world from looking in.

			Always looking, always staring. Always wanting to know about the famous author and, perhaps even more so, about the silent child.

			Emily leant against the rough trunk of the apple tree, looked down to where Milton was waiting at her feet. He had been joined by a robin, who sang out his greeting, then fluttered up to land close to her ear.

			A soft breeze stirred the feathers at his breast, bringing with it the scent of honeysuckle and spun sugar from the vicarage next door. The vicar had a notoriously sweet tooth and Emily would sometimes sit with him as he wrote his sermons, accompanied by a plate of biscuits or Danish pastries that his wife would bake. Perhaps she could pop in, let him read the letter instead?

			No matter who read it, she would need to admit that her grandmother, and her legacy, were gone.

			But admitting was impossible. Admitting would make it true.

			Her throat began to close as the truth settled in her heart and she let out a low sob that pierced the garden’s calm. 

			Milton shook his head, then scuttled back across the lawn. The robin sang out his own note of remorse and Emily imagined a chorus of birds landing in the apple trees at the back of the garden, a mismatched group of magpies and wrens, crows that perched up high, and swallows that dipped and turned through the brightening sky.

			She knew she was doing it again – escaping inside her own imagination, never allowing herself to acknowledge the reality of what she had lost. Because she had lost so much and she didn’t want to have to start again. 

			Emily took a long, slow breath, wiped her eyes and went back to the kitchen, where Milton was pecking at the last remaining crumbs on the breakfast table, her grandmother’s letter unopened by his feet.

			‘OK,’ she sighed as she slipped her finger through the seal. Out came a single sheet of paper embossed with her grandmother’s neat, black script:

			117a East Quay

			No more, no less. Just a few letters on a page. Was it some sort of breadcrumb trail she was expected to follow? 

			Emily tore the paper into ever smaller pieces, as one by one they fell to the ground, and she scuffed them away with her feet, wanted them gone.

			She had no need to keep the piece of paper intact to find the source – Emily knew the address by heart. It’s what was waiting for her there that made her hesitate. Made her look to the table, where her sketchbook lay waiting, offering up an alternative.

			As she smoothed the pages flat, Emily traced her fingers over another drawing she had been working on, of a girl now grown, cycling through the countryside, with all the possibility of life right in front of her. A girl she had created in this very room when she was no more than a child herself. When she was battered, broken and unable to talk, but who found another way to give voice to what was inside her soul. Pictures of a tiny heroine who had been stitched into the imaginations of millions of children all around the world, accompanied by the extraordinary words of her grandmother. A girl whose adventures only existed in the mind of someone who was gone. Really gone, leaving behind nothing more than some stupid clue. 

			But if she didn’t go, if she didn’t follow the demands her grandmother had left, she could pretend it wasn’t so.

			Except for the man who’d delivered the letter. He would know. Before long he would figure it out. She had seen the way he looked at her. His mind processing the physical similarities between her and her grandmother. He had seen the framed cover of the first edition, a cover instantly recognisable the world over. It wouldn’t take long for all those dots to be connected.

			Once more her grandmother had pre-empted how Emily would react, knew she would try to hide, to protect herself from the reality of what had happened. She’d made sure there was a witness, who would eventually force Emily’s hand.

			In those last days before she died, her grandmother had spoken of something left behind from long ago. A secret kept safe, that she wanted Emily to find. It was a game of sorts; a hide-and-seek puzzle so beloved of Catriona Robinson. Follow the clues to find the prize. A chocolate egg, or a tiny wooden door nailed to the side of a tree that she claimed belonged to a fairy. Except this time Emily wasn’t sure if she wanted to play.

			The magpie tapped his beak against the biscuit tin. He seemed to be waiting for Emily to make up her mind. Either that or he simply wanted another treat. A swift roll of eyes, a final slurp of caffeine, then back outside Emily went. 

			Leg tossed over the saddle of her bike, bare feet on pedals, she rode through the village as the wind whispered secrets through her hair. Tiny speckles of pollen touched her skin as she sped along the road.

			She felt them staring, heads turning as she went. The bird lady. The silent one. The stranger in their midst, who stood at the back of the church so no one could hear her sing.

			Overhead Milton flew: her chaperone, her minder, a streak of black and white who seemed to know where Emily was headed. To a bookshop in the neighbouring village. Not the main one, sat in the centre of the High Street, surrounded by hairdressers and charity shops. This particular shop was hidden away down a side alley, a chalkboard sign hanging above a painted door. Emily had spent much of her childhood there, protected by the make-believe words of people she had never met. Including those of her grandmother, who wrote stories about a girl named Ophelia whose only friend was a pale, grey duck. The two of them travelled all over the world in search of fairy tales and adventure. They had been adventures Emily had never dared to know in real life.

			As she cycled close, Emily saw that the door was open. The air around its frame speckled with light that trailed to the floor then seeped inside. It was Thursday. The shop would normally be shut up tight, all a-slumber. Only today was not a day like any other – Emily could sense that now. 

			With her bike propped against the wall and Milton keeping watch, she crossed the threshold, felt the air settle on her skin as the door swung to, sealing her in.

			The space was both familiar and strange. Every surface was covered with books. Shelves that stretched to the ceiling, side tables and chairs that sagged under the weight of all those words. The comforting scent of paper and ink hung in the air. 

			But there was something else as well, something Emily couldn’t quite put a name to. At the far end of the shop, a trio of steps led down and through an archway to a small space dominated by an ancient leather chair. On either side stood a tower of books that looked sure to topple if ever they were bumped. Sat still was the bookseller, a paperback open on his lap. His hair was the colour of winter’s frost, his buttercup waistcoat undone and one finger traced over the letters as he read, thin lips moving in silent recognition. 

			His head raised only a fraction as she approached. 

			‘Ah, Emily,’ he said, blinking through the smudged lenses of his spectacles. ‘I was wondering when you were going to show up.’
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			In her lap, Emily held two documents that the bookseller had procured from a drawer and handed over with a flourish, like a magician lifting the rabbit from his top hat. One was the Last Will and Testament of Catriona Robinson, the other was a letter from her grandmother’s solicitor. Both were typed on thick, embossed paper with an elegant signature at the bottom of the final page. 

			But neither of them made any sense.

			‘You are the sole heir,’ the bookseller said, seemingly oblivious to the way in which Emily’s hands were shaking. ‘All you have to do in order to inherit your grandmother’s estate in its entirety is follow the clues.’

			‘The clues,’ Emily whispered, looking back down at the pieces of paper, thinking of the envelope delivered by a stranger and his dog. 

			‘It says so right there,’ he pointed to the Will, to a paragraph that Emily had read twice already but was having trouble understanding. ‘The books, the rights and every single item within the house.’

			‘But not the house.’ Emily’s lips began to tremble, the last word coming out as nothing more than a whisper. Because the accompanying letter clearly stated that the cottage in which she and her grandmother had lived for the best part of fifteen years did not, in fact, belong to them but had been rented from a businessman named Frank.

			‘But good news, my dear,’ the bookseller said, smiling across at Emily. ‘If you complete the trail before the lease is up, then you will be given first refusal to buy the cottage. And at fair market value.’

			Fair market value. Emily repeated it to herself. Nothing about this was fair. Her grandmother had lied to her, let Emily believe she was safe.

			‘Which means,’ the man continued with a swift glance at his watch, ‘by my calculations, you have exactly ten days to complete the task.’

			His words were forming in the air. Words Emily recognised but did not know how to respond to. Because the letters and sentences that flowed from this man’s lips were about a trail, a test of sorts, at the end of which was the prize her grandmother had spoken of before her death.

			They’re like the notes of a wretched symphony, Emily thought to herself, imagining his words transforming into notes, wishing there was actual music to drown out the sound of his voice.

			She began to tap her foot on the ground in sync with the rhythm of his words. Imagined herself spinning around like a dervish, faster and faster, until she disappeared inside one of the books that held up the walls of this ancient shop. Could see herself dancing through fields and over streams heavy with fish, looking for the scarecrow and a road made of yellow brick.

			Emily stood, dropped her grandmother’s Will on top of a pile of books and went to the door that led to the small patio at the back of the shop. It contained nothing more than a few porcelain pots and a watering can in the shape of a frog, one of its painted eyes staring up to the heavens.

			‘This is your first clue,’ the bookseller said, holding out a book for her to take.

			She knew what it was before he slipped it into her hands. Before she turned it around to reveal a picture of a handsome peacock, his tail spread wide so that dozens of eyes were winking back at her. It was a copy of the book that made her grandmother a household name just shy of fourteen years ago. Reprinted only last year in hardback, with a peacock replacing Emily’s original drawing of a little girl and her duck.

			Emily had first sketched the bird last spring, during a visit to a National Trust garden. Her grandmother had wandered around the gardens, chatting with the gardener about what best to plant in her garden in order to attract more butterflies. Emily had watched the proud bird strut along the edge of the croquet lawn, as if it were master of the house. 

			They don’t start growing their fancy tail feathers until they’re three. Emily had picked one up off the lawn, spun it between her fingers and watched the colours blur. The head gardener had commented on how, despite their beauty, peacocks actually tasted pretty foul. Her grandmother had laughed at his terrible joke whilst all Emily could do was muster up half a smile, turn away and back to her drawing.

			The garden. Her grandmother’s garden. What would happen to it if the cottage were sold? It’s what had provided Catriona Robinson with comfort, especially in the last few months when the pain was too much for her to venture even to the village. It was what kept Emily grounded, connected to her grandmother somehow, whenever she felt the sadness lurking. That and the birds who came every morning for their breakfast crumbs and would sit with Emily whilst she sketched in the late summer sun.

			What would happen to all those memories if the cottage were to be home to someone new?

			And what about me? Emily suddenly realised. Where was she supposed to go?

			The idea of starting again was terrifying. So many years spent in one place, with one person, only for it all to be taken away from her at once. The books they had written together had been her constant, her way of coping with the life she had been dealt. The partnership forged between an unlikely pairing, which gave them both so much joy. The letters and pictures sent by readers from all over the world, telling them how much they loved the books with all the secrets hidden within each picture.

			Clues Emily and her grandmother would come up with together, laugh about the strangeness of some, talk about the links back to folklore or simply an object from her grandmother’s life, before.

			‘Open it,’ the bookseller said, and Emily noted the anticipation, the excitement, in his voice.

			‘You,’ she replied, handing back the book with trembling fingers. Afraid of what more was about to come.

			He regarded her for a moment, then set the book down on a nearby trestle table and slipped his forefinger inside the first page, easing the spine apart to reveal the dedication.

			For Emily.

			If you don’t try, you’ll never know.

			Emily stepped closer to peer at the typed words that she knew didn’t marry up with the actual dedications in each and every book in the series. Ten in all, written in the back room of her grandmother’s cottage, typed up with a clatter of keys through hailstorms, heatwaves and everything in between.

			She turned around, walked through the shop to the children’s section, to where row upon row of books by Catriona Robinson sat. Emily removed one, flicked to the dedication page, saw the same two words as had always been – For Emily – then put it back again. She took out another, this one whose cover had a picture of a girl swimming under the sea, a bright pearl clutched tight in her hand. 

			For Emily.

			Another, with the same little girl soaring on an enormous swing through a starry sky. 

			For Emily.

			Each and every dedication was the same – apart from the one she had just been given.

			It was a clue. A clue to the next part of the puzzle her grandmother had put together in secret, that she’d kept hidden from her. But why?

			‘The first one is my favourite,’ the bookseller said, pointing at one of the books Emily had discarded on the floor. ‘The idea of a magical atlas, transporting a little girl with a disability all over the world. Teaching her about people and places she could never hope to know. I only wish I had that kind of imagination.’

			The stories had been their way of escaping, of pretending that the real world wasn’t there, if only for a little while. But life, Emily knew, had a way of creeping up on you, even when you were doing everything you possibly could to pretend it wasn’t.

			‘I can’t,’ Emily whispered, leaning against the bookcase and closing her eyes. She could see herself as a girl of thirteen, sat in a wheelchair beside a lake. Her legs were wrapped in a tartan blanket with tassels she liked to twist into plaits. Her face was bandaged tight so that only her nose and one eye peeped free, and, overhead, nightingales called out their evening song. By her side, just like every night since the accident, was her grandmother, with a flask full of hot chocolate and a red leather notebook, open on her lap.

			Would it have come to this if not for that twist of fate, when her grandmother’s publisher had come to visit and asked if she had been working on anything new? Emily was sat in the back garden, quietly reading, and Catriona had decided to show her friend the outline of a children’s book, along with Emily’s illustrations. If she had never discovered the book, would Emily still be stood in a tumbledown shop, being asked from beyond the grave to complete a ridiculous treasure hunt in order to claim her inheritance?

			The scent of tobacco, laced through with vanilla, pulled Emily from her thoughts and she opened her eyes to see the bookseller drawing deep on a curved wooden pipe. Tendrils of smoke made their way up and out of the back door, mixing into the sky without a trace. He looked like a character from one of her grandmother’s books: all waxed moustache and twinkly eyes.

			Emily allowed the scene in front of her to shimmer at its edges, began to imagine the world in which such a character would exist, or at least the world they would have created for him. A grassy hillock hidden deep in the forest, where he lived with only the trees for company. Or an underground network of caves, ruled by a dastardly gang of moles, who paid him to keep the humans away.

			Emily could see it all in full technicolour: the perfect shade of emerald green for his front door; a rocking chair in which he sat and smoked his pipe in front of the fire when the winter’s evenings closed in; circular miner’s lamps worn by all the moles as they excavated a kingdom underground. A whole world no one knew anything about, until a little girl and her pet duck came knocking one day, seeking shelter from a storm.

			‘She said you would know where to go next,’ he said, with a small nod in Emily’s direction. ‘She said all the clues were right in front of you.’

			Of course they are, Emily thought. Her grandmother had always taught Emily to look closer, to see what others would not. But what was it she wanted Emily to see? And what if she chose not to?

			‘How many books?’ Emily spoke slowly and with care, her mouth stretching over each syllable.

			‘I’m afraid I have no idea,’ he replied. ‘Nor if all the clues will be books.’

			Ten, Emily thought as she bent down to collect an armful of books and began to place them back on the shelves. Surely she can’t be sending me off to find them all?

			‘What if I say no?’ Emily sighed with the effort of all the words at once, turned her face away so the bookseller couldn’t see the clench of her jaw, the flushed skin on her neck.

			‘Well,’ he replied, drawing deeply on his pipe. ‘There was no mention of what would happen were you to refuse. But, well, I for one would be rather disappointed if you didn’t find the rest of the story.’

			‘What story?’ Emily turned to see the bookseller holding out a red leather notebook, identical to those her grandmother had always written all of her ideas and early drafts for each story in. 

			‘She brought it to me a couple of months ago, along with the other book and documents,’ the bookseller said, a clear note of excitement in his voice. ‘Told me to keep it a secret, which, I must say, has been particularly difficult ever since that newspaper interview was published.’

			Emily opened the notebook to the first page, recognised it as the beginnings of another story about Ophelia, but one that her grandmother had never quite been able to get right. It was about the ghost of a boy who was asking Ophelia for help to solve a crime he had witnessed, but Catriona had been concerned the topic was too dark for the children it was aimed at. 

			Flicking through the pages, Emily’s eyes scanned the mind maps, random words and snippets of conversation that often made up the opening pages of her grandmother’s notebooks. But then the pages simply stopped, because someone had ripped them from the spine, leaving behind thin lines of paper, like crocodile teeth grinning back at her.

			‘She told me she hid the rest,’ the bookseller said as he stepped closer and pointed to the missing pages. ‘Somewhere only you would be able to find it.’

			But, as far as Emily was concerned, Catriona Robinson had never finished this book. Or had she? Because the months before she died were spent in her study, supposedly setting her affairs in order, and Emily had naturally assumed this was the case. Could it be that this is what she had spoken of before her death? Had she spent that time writing another story, one that Emily was now being sent out to find?

			‘Why hide it?’ Emily muttered, looking from the notebook to the rest of the books on the floor. Bending down, she picked them up one by one and put them back on the shelves in chronological order.

			As she went to return the last book to its rightful place, Emily paused, the words of the new dedication swirling through her mind and bringing with them the memory of that very first story. A reminder of what happened to the little girl and where she discovered the magical atlas in the first place.

			‘No,’ she gasped and the book she was holding dropped to the floor with a soft thud, its cover facing up to show a little girl and her pet duck skipping through a snow-covered forest.

			‘Emily?’ The bookseller looked over to see Emily’s face riddled with panic. He moved towards her, but she backed away, hands raised.

			‘No,’ she said once more, turning to flee from the shop, not stopping to collect either legal document or her grandmother’s book. The spokes of her bike wheels blurred as she disappeared along the street, wind whipping back tears from her face, a magpie following in the sky.

			Emily wanted to scream. She wanted to rip the thought from her mind and go back to before, to when all was as it should be. Too many memories. Too much she didn’t want to remember hidden within those walls. And yet it was exactly where her grandmother was trying to send her back to.

			It felt so unfair. Like a cruel, manipulative trick that Emily wanted no part of. Perhaps she could simply stay at home and refuse to give in to her grandmother’s demands? After all, it was not as if Catriona could force her to do anything any more. But the curiosity in her had already been aroused. Emily understood this was exactly what her grandmother had wanted – had predicted would happen. She felt something in the pit of her stomach then – the strange idea that today had only just begun. There was something about the twitter of birds in all the trees she cycled past, as if they knew something she didn’t.

			The scent of summer rain hung in the air, and church bells called out the hour as Emily came to a halt at the edge of the path which led to her home. Propped up against the garden gate was a young man wearing oxblood cowboy boots, a tan leather jacket, frayed jeans, with a guitar looped over one shoulder. The same man who, as a boy, was too afraid to duck his head under the water on their shared holidays, who she had eventually teased and cajoled into jumping from the jetty into the icy blue.

			‘Tyler,’ she whispered as she watched him lift his head and smile as she approached. 
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