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An Unexpected Journey

he train lurched forward, pulling away from
T Oxford station with a screech of metal on metal.
This did little to soothe Olivia's nerves as she stared
out of the window. Her reflection gazed back at her
— hair neatly pinned, crisp blazer, the very image of
a promising Oxford graduate. Yet her eyes betrayed a
storm of doubt.
As the landscape opened up, Olivia cast a last glance
at Oxford's dreaming spires, their gothic silhouettes
etched against the morning sky. Those towers had

represented everything she thought she wanted - a
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life of scholarly pursuit within the hallowed halls of
academia. Now, as they receded into the distance, she
felt a mixture of nostalgia and an unexpected sense of
relief, as if she were being set free from something she
hadn't realised was constraining her.

As the train rattled on towards London, Olivia's
mind drifted back to just two weeks ago. The
memory formed in her mind, as vivid as if it were
happening all over again. The sun had beamed down
on the manicured lawns of Oxford, the air thick with
excitementand the rustle of graduation gowns. Olivia's
heart fluttered as she approached the Sheldonian
Theatre, its classical facade a testament to centuries of
academic tradition.

Inside, the grandeur of the theatre took Olivia's
breath away. Her eyes were drawn upward to the
extraordinary painted ceiling, its beauty and historical
significance adding to the weight of the occasion. As
Olivia took her place among her peers, the names
of graduates began to be called, each one resonating

through the historic hall.



"Olivia Walker," echoed through the theatre.

Olivia's heartraced as she stepped forward. She stood
with her peers before the Vice-Chancellor, Proctor,
and Registrar. She bowed her head, the Latin words of
the ceremony washing over her. When she straightened
and turned to face the crowd, she looked up at a sea of
smiling faces in the galleries. Her parents beamed with
pride from their seats in the front row.

As the ceremony concluded and Olivia joined
the procession of graduates leaving the Sheldonian
Theatre, she should have felt elated. Triumphant.
Instead, a hollow ache spread through her chest.

Outside, amidst the sea of black gowns and mortar
boards, Olivia found herself swept into a whirlwind of
hugs and congratulations. Her mother's arms encircled
her, the scent of her familiar perfume enveloping her.

"We're so proud of you, darling!" her mother
exclaimed, eyes shining. "A first in Classical
Literature—you'll have publishers fighting over you!"

Olivia nodded, mustering a smile that didn't quite

reach her eyes. "Thanks, Mum."



Her father clapped her on the shoulder. "That's my
girl. T always knew you had itin you to excel in a proper
field of study.”

The words, meant as praise, struck Olivia like
a physical blow. She swallowed hard, fighting back
the urge to argue, to explain that this wasn't what
she truly wanted. But she couldn't bear to see the
disappointment in their eyes. Not that day.

The memory faded as abruptly as it had appeared,
leaving Olivia with a familiar hollow feeling in her
chest. She glanced at her watch. Twenty minutes until
her interview at Blackwell Publishing House.

Olivia took a deep breath, trying to summon the
confidence she'd felt on graduation day. But as the train
pulled into another nameless station, all she could feel
was the weight of expectations pressing down on her.

The next twenty minutes passed in a blur of anxiety.
Before she knew it, Olivia was standing before an
imposing desk, facing Mrs Pendleton, a stern woman

with wire-rimmed glasses.



"Your thesis on the parallels between Greek
mythology and modern societal structures was...
interesting,” Mrs Pendleton said, her tone suggesting
otherwise. "But what makes you think you're suited for
a career in serious literature?”

Olivia opened her mouth to respond, but her gaze
caught on a small dragon figurine on the desk. For a
moment, her eyes lit up.

"Well, actually, I've been exploring how classical
themes resonate in modern fantasy. For instance, the
hero's journey in "The Lord of the Rings'..."

Mrs Pendleton cut her off with a raised hand. "Miss
Walker, we're looking for someone to focus on serious
literature, not childish fantasies.”

Olivia's heart sank as she realised once again that she
was trying to fit into a world that didn't truly resonate
with her. The rest of the interview passed in a haze of
rehearsed answers and growing disappointment.

As sheleft the building, rejection settled over her like
a heavy cloak. She had failed—not just to get the job,

but to be the person she thought she needed to be.



The person her parents, her professors and the literary
world expected her to be.

Lostin her thoughts, Olivia boarded the train home,
barely registering the announcements. Hours seemed
to pass as she stared blankly out of the window, the
familiar skyline giving way to unfamiliar countryside.

Ajoltsnapped Olivia back to awareness. She blinked,
suddenly realizing she had no idea where she was. Panic
rising in her throat, she grabbed her bag and hurried off
the train just as the doors were closing.

Olivia found herself on a platform in a small, quaint
town she didn't recognize. Victorian-style buildings
lined cobblestone streets, and in the distance, rolling
hills painted a picturesque backdrop. A sign on the
platform read "Willowbrook,” a name that meant
nothing to her.

"Excuse me," she asked a passing station attendant,
"when's the next train back to London?"

"Not until tomorrow morning, I'm afraid," he
replied with a sympathetic smile. "We're at the end of

the line here."



Olivia's heart sank. She was stranded in an unknown
town, with no plan and nowhere to go. Fighting back
tears, she left the station.

As she descended the worn stone steps, each
footfall felt heavier than the last. The weight of
her disappointment, the sting of rejection, and the
overwhelming sense of being lost — both literally and
figuratively — threatened to crush her. Olivia paused
at the bottom of the steps, taking a shaky breath. The
quaint town before her, which might have seemed
charming under different circumstances, now felt alien
and intimidating. With no clear direction, she stepped
onto the unfamiliar street, her future as uncertain as

her surroundings.



2

Miss Sophia’s Bookshop

livia wandered through the unfamiliar streets
O of Willowbrook. As the sun began to set,
casting long shadows across the cobblestones, she
found herself on a charming lane lined with small
shops. Her gaze was drawn to a quaint storefront with
large bay windows. A wooden sign swung gently in the
evening breeze: "Miss Sophia’s Bookshop.”
Almost against her will, Olivia pushed open the
door. A small bell tinkled overhead, and the scent of
old books and something vaguely spicy—cinnamon,

perhaps—enveloped her.



"Welcome," called a voice from somewhere in the
depths of the shop. "Feel free to browse.”

Olivia moved deeper into the shop, her fingers
trailing along the spines of books. She found herself
in the fantasy section, surrounded by covers depicting
dragons, wizards, and fantastic landscapes. Her heart
quickened.

Almost reverently, she pulled a book from the
shelf—abeloved fantasy novel she hadn't read since she
was a teenager. She opened it, and the familiar firstlines
washed over her:

"In a hole in the ground there lived a hobbit."

Suddenly, Olivia was transported. She remembered
the first time she'd read these words, curled up in
her childhood bedroom, lost in a world of adventure
and magic. She remembered the joy, the excitement,
the way the story had made her feel alive and full of
possibilities.

And just like that, something inside her broke.

Olivia sank to the floor, the book clutched to

her chest, as tears began to stream down her



face. All the emotions she'd been suppressing—the
disappointment, the frustration, the longing—came
pouring out.

"What am I doing?" she whispered to herself
between sobs. "Who am I trying to be?”

Images flashed through her mind: the strained smile
at her graduation, the stilted interview and years of
pushing aside her true passions to pursue what she
thought she should want. She saw herself twisting and
contorting, trying to fit into a mould that was never
meant for her.

An elderly woman appeared at the end of the aisle,
concern etched on her face. "My dear, are you all right?”

Olivia looked up, suddenly aware of where she
was and what she must look like—a grown woman
crying on the floor of a bookshop. But instead of
embarrassment, she felt a strange sense of relief.

"No," Olivia said, surprising herself with her
honesty. "I'm not all right. I've been lying to myself for

so long, I'm not sure I know who I am anymore."
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The woman's expression softened. She moved closer,
offering Olivia a handkerchief. "Perhaps,” she said
gently, "that's the most important story you need to
uncover."

Olivia took the handkerchief, wiping her eyes.

"I'm Miss Sophia,” the woman said, extending her
hand. "Why don't we have a cup of tea, and you can
tell me your story?”

Olivia nodded, allowing Miss Sophia to help her to
her feet. As they moved towards the back of the shop,
Olivia clutched the fantasy novel to her chest. She
didn't know what would happen next, but she knew
one thing for certain—she couldn't keep pretending
anymore. It was time to find her true self again.

The back room of Miss Sophia's Bookshop was a
cosy haven. Olivia found herself nestled in a worn
leather armchair, a steaming cup of tea warming her
hands. Across from her, Miss Sophia settled into her
chair, her grey eyes twinkling with kindness and a deep

calmness that suggested everything was alright.
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"Now then," Miss Sophia said, her voice gentle but
firm. "Why don't you tell me what brought you to my
shop in such a state?”

Olivia took a sip of tea, buying time. Where to begin?
With the disastrous interview? Her years of academic
study? The moment she'd first decided to abandon her
love of fantasy?

"I... I'm lost," Olivia finally admitted, the words
catching in her throat. "I've spent years studying
classical literature, believing it was the key to a
respectable career, to making my parents proud. But
now..." She gestured helplessly. "I feel like I've lost
myself along the way."

Miss Sophia leaned forward, her eyes kind. "What is
it that you feel you've lost, dear?"

Olivia paused, then spoke softly. "The joy. The
excitement I used to feel when reading. I used to lose
myself in fantasy novels, feeling so alive, so full of
wonder. But I pushed all that aside to be 'serious’ and

'respectable’.”
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"Ah," Miss Sophia nodded. "And why did you feel
you needed to push that joy aside?”

"Because... because fantasy isn't serious literature.
It's just... childish stories, isn't it?" Olivia replied,
uncertainty creeping into her voice.

Miss Sophia smiled gently. "Is it? Tell me, Olivia,
what do you love about classical literature?”

Olivia thought for a moment. "The depth of the
themes. The exploration of human nature, of good
and evil, of heroism and sacrifice.”

"And do you not find these themes in the fantasy
stories you loved?”

Olivia opened her mouth to deny it, then closed it
again. "L.. I suppose I do.”

Miss Sophia nodded encouragingly. "Fantasy, like
all great literature, allows us to explore the human
experience. It gives us a different lens through which to
view our world and ourselves. The joy you felt reading
those stories? The joy you felt reading those stories was
far from childish. It was your recognition of something

true and profound.”
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Olivia felta spark of hope, ... but hesitated. "But how
can I reconcile that with my classical studies?”

"Why do they need to be separate?” Miss
Sophia asked. "Your love of fantasy can enrich
your understanding of all literature. It can bring
fresh insights to your classical studies. And most
importantly, it can reignite the passion that drew you
to literature in the first place.”

As Miss Sophia's words sank in, Olivia felt
something shift inside her. The wall she'd built
between her academic pursuits and her love of fantasy
began to crumble. For the first time in years, she
allowed herself to imagine a future where both could
coexist, even complement each other.

"Perhaps,” Miss Sophia said softly, "it's time to
rediscover that joy, and see where it leads you."

Tears welled in Olivia's eyes. "But I've spent so long
trying to be someone else. Someone... respectable.”

"And has that made you happy?" Miss Sophia asked
softly.

Olivia shook her head, a tear spilling down her cheek.

14



"Then perhaps,” Miss Sophia said, "it's time to
rediscover who you truly are. To find the magic
again—not just in books, but in yourself.”

As Olivia met Miss Sophia's gaze, she felt something
stir within her—a fragile hope, a tentative excitement.
For the first time in years, she allowed herself to
imagine a different path, one that embraced both her
academic knowledge and her love of fantasy.

It was terrifying. It was exhilarating. And it felt,

finally, like coming home.
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3
Self Discovery

livia woke to sunlight streaming through lace
O curtains in her room at The Willow Inn. For
a moment, she was disoriented, the events of the
previous evening flooding back to her.

After her transformative conversation with Miss
Sophia, the day’s emotional and physical toll had finally
caught up with her. Seeing Olivia's exhaustion, Miss
Sophia had gently suggested she stay in town for the
night. "The Willow Inn is just up the street,” she had

said with a warm smile. "It's a delightful place, and
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I think you could use a good night's rest to process
everything."

Too drained to argue and strangely reluctant to
leave Willowbrook, Olivia had gratefully accepted the
recommendation. Now, as she lay in the cosy bed,
surrounded by the quaint charm of the inn, she felt a
mix of emotions - uncertainty about her future, but
also a glimmer of excitement about the possibilities
that lay ahead.

Olivia sat up, noticing a small writing desk in the
corner of the room. Miss Sophia's words from the
night before echoed in her mind: "Perhaps it's time to
rediscover who you truly are.” With a sense of purpose,
Olivia moved to the desk, pulled out a sheet of paper,
and began to write.

As memories flooded her mind, Olivia paused to
make herself a cup of tea, grateful for the small kettle
provided in the room. The familiar ritual helped
ground her as she delved back into her past.

The memory came unbidden—she was eight years

old, proudly clutching a story she'd written about
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a young witch discovering her powers. Her teacher's
voice echoed in her mind: "Olivia, dear, while your
imagination is... impressive, perhaps it's time to focus
on more realistic stories?”

Olivia's hand began to move across the page, words
flowing as she recounted the incident. She remembered
the sting of disappointment, the first inkling that her
beloved fantasies might not be "good enough.”

Another memory surfaced. She was thirteen, curled
up on the couch with "The Hobbit." Her father's
voice, tinged with disapproval: "Don't you think you're
a bit old for those fairy tales, Olivia? Why not read
something of substance?”

Olivia's pen flew across the page, tears blurring her
vision. She wrote about hiding her fantasy books,
about forcing herself to read "serious” literature even
when it left her cold. She wrote about the pride in her
parents' eyes when she declared her intention to study
classical literature, and how that pride had become a

cage.
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As she wrote, Olivia felt a complex mix of emotions
washing over her. There was pain in revisiting these
memories, in confronting the ways she had slowly but
surely suppressed her true passions. But there was also
a growing sense of clarity, of pieces falling into place.

Olivia set down her pen, hand cramping from the
furious writing. She leaned back, emotions swirling as
she processed the memories she'd unearthed. Glancing
up, she realised the room was now bathed in golden
morning light. The sun was peeking over the distant
hills, promising a beautiful day.

Feeling the need for fresh air and a chance to clear
her mind, Olivia got dressed. As she made her way
downstairs, she was greeted by a familiar, warm voice.

"Good morning, dear! I hope you slept well?”

It was Mrs Bellamy, the owner of the inn who had
shown Olivia to her room the previous evening. A
stout woman in her sixties, Mrs Bellamy had a round,
kind face that seemed perpetually flushed with good

cheer.
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"Yes, thank you," Olivia replied, managing a small
smile. "The room is lovely."

"Wonderful!" Mrs Bellamy beamed. "Now, how
about some breakfast? You must be famished after
your long day yesterday."

As if on cue, Olivia's stomach growled. She realised
she hadn't eaten since... when? Yesterday's lunch?
"That would be wonderful, actually,” she admitted.

"Right this way, dear,” Mrs Bellamy said, her
outstretched arm guiding Olivia towards a cosy dining
room. "We've got fresh scones, eggs, and bacon. Oh,
and the marmalade is homemade - my own recipe!”

Olivia followed, suddenly aware of just how hungry
she was. The dining room was small but charming,
with sunlight streaming through lace curtains and the
enticing aroma of sizzling bacon and freshly brewed
coffee filling the air.

As she sat down to eat, Olivia felt a wave of
gratitude for this unexpected kindness. The simple act

of enjoying a hearty breakfast in this warm, welcoming
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space seemed to soothe some of the raw emotions
stirred up by her morning's reflections.

By the time she finished eating, Olivia felt refreshed
and ready to face the day. She thanked Mrs Bellamy
warmly and stepped out into the morning sunshine.
The fresh air was invigorating, and she felt a strong
urge to explore the charming streets of Willowbrook.

Olivia set oft with no particular destination in mind,
allowing her feet to carry her where they would.
The cobblestone streets wound their way through the
town, each turn revealing new delights. She passed
quaint cottages with well-tended front gardens, a
patchwork of wildflowers swaying gently in the breeze.
The scent of freshly baked bread wafted from a small
bakery, mingling with the crisp morning air.

As she walked, Olivia found her mind drifting back
to the memories she'd unearthed that morning. But
here, away from the confines of her room, the pain
of those recollections seemed less acute. Instead, she

found herself remembering the joy she'd once found in
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fantasy stories — the thrill of discovery and the wonder
of new worlds.

She paused at a small town square, taking a seat
on a weathered wooden bench. A group of children
ran past, engrossed in what seemed to be an elaborate
game of make-believe. Their laughter and imaginative
chatter brought a smile to Olivia's face. When was the
last time she'd allowed herself to play like that, to lose
herself in a world of imagination?

As she continued her walk, Olivia found herself
outside a small art gallery. In the window was a
painting that caught her eye — a mysterious forest
path, dappled with golden light. Something about it
reminded her of the forests in her beloved fantasy
novels. She stood there for a long moment, lost in
thought, before moving on.

Her wanderings eventually led her to the outskirts of
town. Here, the cobblestones gave way to a dirt path
that wound its way up a gentle hill. Intrigued, Olivia
followed it. At the top, she found herself looking out

over Willowbrook.
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From this vantage point, nestled in a lush valley
embraced by rolling hills, the town unfolded before
Olivia like a scene from a fairytale. Thatched cottages
with wisps of chimney smoke stood shoulder to
shoulder with elegant Victorian houses. Cobblestone
streets wound their way through the town like ribbons,
leading to a quaint town square where a centuries-old
oak tree spread its protective canopy. The church spire,
gleaming in the sunlight, pierced the sky, its weathered
clock face marking time as it had for generations. The
whole scene was bathed in a warm, golden light that
seemed to make the town glow from within, filling
Olivia with a sense of warmth and possibility she
hadn't felt in years.

As she gazed at the view, Olivia felt a sense of peace
settling over her. The world suddenly seemed full of
possibilities again, much like it had when she was
younger and lost in her favourite books. She realised
that in pushing away her love for fantasy, she'd also
pushed away a part of herself that saw the wonder in

the world around her.
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With this new perspective, both literal and
figurative, Olivia made her way back into town. She felt
different somehow - lighter, more open to whatever
might come next. As she rounded a corner, she found
herself on the street where Miss Sophia's bookshop
stood.

Olivia paused for a moment, taking in the quaint
storefront with its bay windows filled with books.
She thought about the conversation from the night
before, about Miss Sophia’s gentle encouragement
to rediscover her true self. Taking a deep breath,
she stepped forward and pushed open the door, the
familiar tinkle of the bell announcing her arrival.

"Ah, Olivia,” Miss Sophia's warm voice called from
the back of the shop. "I had a feeling you might stop
by. Come, let's have some tea.”

Olivia made her way through the maze of
bookshelves, finding Miss Sophia in the cosy reading
nook, a tray with tea and scones already set out.

"How are you feeling, my dear?” Miss Sophia asked

as Olivia settled into one of the comfortable armchairs.
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Olivia gestured to the journal she'd brought with
her. "It's... intense. I didn't realise how many little
moments had shaped my beliefs. How many times I
chose others' approval over my own joy."

Miss Sophia nodded, her eyes full of understanding.
"It's not easy to confront our past, to see how we've
been shaped by others' expectations.”

Olivia picked up her journal, flipping through the
pages. "I've spent so long trying to be what I thought
I should be. I'm not sure I even know who I am
anymore.”

Miss Sophia smiled gently. "That's not true, Olivia.
The real you has been there all along, waiting to be
rediscovered.” She tapped the journal. "She's there in
every fantasy story that stirred your soul, in every
moment of wonder you've experienced. You just need
to give her permission to emerge.”

Olivia felt a flutter of excitement, quickly followed
by a wave of fear. "But what if... what if I'm throwing
away everything I've worked for? What if I'm making a

huge mistake?”
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"What if you're not?” Miss Sophia countered. "What
if this is the first step towards becoming who you were
always meant to be?"

As Olivia met Miss Sophia's gaze, she felt something
shiftinside her. The fear was still there, but alongside it
was a growing sense of possibility, of potential waiting
to be unleashed.

Shelooked down at her journal, at the outpouring of
memories and emotions. For the first time, she allowed
herself to feel compassion for her younger self, for the
girl who had loved fantasy so fiercely and had been
taught to see that love as a flaw.

"I think,” Olivia said slowly, "it's time I got
reacquainted with that girl."

Miss Sophia beamed. "My dear, I do believe you're
right.”

As their conversation wound down, Olivia found
herself looking around the bookshop with new eyes.
The shelves of fantasy novels that had once filled her
with shame now sparked a sense of excitement and

possibility.
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"Miss Sophia,” Olivia said slowly, "would it be alright
if I stayed here for a while? There are some books I'd
like to revisit."

Miss Sophia’s face lit up with a warm smile. "My
dear, nothing would make me happier. The books have
been waiting for you."

As Olivia stood and made her way to the fantasy
section, she felt a flutter of anticipation in her chest. It

was time to rediscover the magic she'd left behind.
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4
A Very Special Book

W hat had started as an unplanned overnight
stay in Willowbrook had stretched into days.

Olivia's first day at The Willow Inn had been a
revelation. The gentle pace of the town, the friendly
faces at every turn, and most of all, the comforting
presence of Miss Sophia and her magical bookshop had
made Olivia realise how desperately she needed this
time and space.

Mrs Bellamy‘s warm hospitality, the town's
picturesque charm, and the sense of peace that seemed

to permeate every corner of Willowbrook felt like
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a balm to her troubled soul. Here, away from the
pressures and expectations of her usual life, Olivia
found herself able to breathe, to think, to explore the
thoughts and feelings she'd long suppressed.

On her second day, Olivia found herself not just
reading the books from Miss Sophia's shop, but
studying them with an intensity that surprised her.
Some books she bought, eager to fill the gaps in
her own collection. Others, Miss Sophia generously
allowed her to borrow, seeming to know exactly which
titles Olivia needed before she even asked.

But it was on the third day that Miss Sophia had
truly taken Olivia's breath away. She presented Olivia
with a book - a very special book that was eerily
familiar to one Olivia had thought lost forever. It
was a stunning hardback edition of C.S. Lewis's "The
Chronicles of Narnia," its cover adorned with intricate
gold leaf illustrations of Aslan, the lamp-post, and the
wardrobe. Olivia's fingers trembled as she traced the
embossed title, memories flooding back of countless

childhood hours spent lost in the world of Narnia.
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This wasn't just any copy - it was an exact match
to the one she'd treasured as a child, the one that
had mysteriously disappeared when she was young.
Olivia had long suspected her father's involvement
in the book's vanishing, a painful memory that had
contributed to her gradual distancing from the genre
she loved.

As Olivia held the book, its familiar weight in her
hands stirring long-buried emotions, Miss Sophia had
simply smiled and said, "I believe this belongs to you,
my dear.”

Later that same day, Olivia sat cross-legged on
the floor of Miss Sophia’s bookshop, surrounded by
open books. Her journal lay nearby, pages filled with
notes and connections she'd been making. Behind
the counter, Miss Sophia sorted through a stack of
new arrivals, occasionally glancing up at Olivia with a
knowing smile on her face.

"I think I'm starting to understand,” Olivia said,
looking up from a copy of "The Lord of the Rings"

with wonder in her eyes. "These fantasy stories...
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they're not just escapism. They're dealing with real,
profound human experiences and emotions.”

Miss Sophia nodded encouragingly. "Go on."

Olivia's words tumbled out faster, her excitement
growing. "Take Frodo's journey, for instance. On
the surface, it's about destroying a magical ring. But
it's really about the weight of responsibility, the
corruption of power, the importance of friendship
and hope in the face of overwhelming odds. These are
universal themes!"

She reached for her copy of Homer's "Odyssey".
"And here, Odysseus's journey home... it's not so
different from Frodo's, is it? Both are epic quests, both
deal with temptation, loyalty, the longing for home."

"Indeed," Miss Sophia said softly. "And why do you
think these themes resonate so deeply, whether they're
explored through fantasy or classical literature?”

Olivia paused, her brow furrowed in thought. Then,
slowly, a light seemed to dawn in her eyes. "Because...

because they reflect something fundamental about the
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human experience. They tap into our deepest fears,
hopes, and dreams."

She stood up, pacing the room as her thoughts raced.
"Fantasy doesn'tignore reality - it illuminates it! It gives
us a new lens to examine our world, our relationships
and ourselves. It's not about escaping our world, it's
about understanding it better!"

Miss Sophia beamed. "And yourself? What has
fantasy illuminated for you, Olivia?"

Olivia stopped pacing, her voice soft with
realisation. "That I've been denying a part of myself.
Thatin trying to be 'serious' and 'respectable’, I've been
shutting out wonder, imagination, the belief that there
could be more to the world than what we see on the
surface.”

She turned to Miss Sophia, her eyes shining. "I
think... I think I've been afraid. Afraid of being seen as
childish, afraid of disappointing others. But in doing
50, I've been disappointing myself."

Miss Sophia stood, placing a gentle hand on Olivia's

shoulder. "And now?"
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Olivia took a deep breath. "Now, I want to explore
the connection between these worlds. I want to show
how fantasy and classical literature aren't opposites -
they're two sides of the same coin. Both are trying to
make sense of what it means to be human."

She looked around the bookshop, at the rows upon
rows of stories waiting to be explored. "I want to write
about this. To help others see what I've seen.”

As the words left her mouth, Olivia felt a shift within
herself. The shame and doubt that had plagued her
for so long began to dissolve, replaced by a sense of
purpose and excitement.

Miss Sophia smiled warmly. "My dear, I do believe
you've found your calling.”

Olivia nodded, a mix of exhilaration and terror
coursing through her. She knew the path ahead
wouldn't be easy. There would be doubts to overcome
and expectations to challenge. But for the first time in
years, she felt truly alive, truly herself.

She picked up her journal, fingers tracing the pages

filled with her discoveries. "I have so much to say,” she
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whispered, more to herself than to Miss Sophia. "So
much to explore."
"Then, my dear," Miss Sophia said, gesturing to the
desk in the corner of the shop, "I suggest you begin."
With a deep breath and a determined nod, Olivia sat
at the desk, opened her journal to a fresh page, and

began to write.
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5
Olivia’s Late Night

he soft glow of the desk lamp illuminated
T Olivia's determined face as she hunched over her
laptop in her room at The Willow Inn. It was well past
midnight, but sleep was the furthest thing from her
mind. Her fingers flew across the keyboard, pausing
only when she reached for one of the many books
scattered around her.
Olivia had been writing for hours, pouring out
her thoughts on the connections between fantasy and

classical literature. Her eyes sparkled with excitement,
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but there was a tension in her shoulders that betrayed
her underlying anxiety.

She paused, reading over what she'd written. A
frown creased her brow. "Is this too fanciful?” she
muttered to herself. "What if no one takes this
seriously?”

The voice of her old professor echoed in her mind:
"Fantasy is all well and good for children, Miss Walker,
but serious scholars deal with reality.”

Olivia's fingers hovered over the keyboard, doubt
creeping in. She glanced at the beautiful edition of
"The Chronicles of Narnia” on her nightstand, then
at her well-worn copy of Homer's "Odyssey” beside it.
Taking a deep breath, she began typing again, pushing
through the doubt.

As dawn broke, Olivia finally fell into an exhausted
sleep, her laptop still open beside her.

Olivia stirred awake, momentarily disoriented by the
sunlight streaming through unfamiliar curtains. As
consciousness slowly returned, so did the memories

of her late-night writing frenzy. She sat up abruptly,
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her heart racing with a mixture of excitement and
nervousness as she reached for her laptop.

Scanning through the document, a smile spread
across her face. The words she'd poured outin the early
hours of the morning still resonated, filling her with an
urgent desire to share her ideas with Miss Sophia.

With newfound energy, Olivia quickly dressed and
made her way downstairs, laptop clutched tightly to
her chest. She found Mrs Bellamy in the inn's cosy
kitchen, busy preparing breakfast for the guests.

"Good morning, dear,” Mrs Bellamy greeted her
warmly. "Are you ready for breakfast?”

Olivia politely declined the offer, her mind focused
on her writing. "Actually, Mrs Bellamy, I was
wondering if I could trouble you to print something
from my laptop? It's rather important.”

"Of course, love. The printer's in the study. Help
yourself.”

Thanking Mrs Bellamy, Olivia hurried to print her
work. As the pages emerged from the printer, warm to

the touch, she felta thrill run through her. Holding the

37



stack of papers, she realised this felt like more than just
some late-night musings - it felt like the beginning of
a manuscript.

Barely able to contain her excitement, Olivia bid a
hasty goodbye to Mrs Bellamy and set off for Miss
Sophia’s bookshop. The printed pages seemed to buzz
with potential in her hands as she walked briskly along
the footpath by the now familiar cobbled street.

Arriving at the bookshop, slightly out of breath
from her hurried pace, Olivia found Miss Sophia just
opening up for the day. "Miss Sophia," she called
out, her voice brimming with enthusiasm, "I have
something I'd like to share with you."

A warm smile of appreciation spread across Miss
Sophia's face, mirroring Olivia's enthusiasm, as she
ushered her inside. "My dear, that sounds exciting
indeed," she said, noting the stack of papers in Olivia's
hands and the eager look on her face. "This seems far
too important for us to discuss standing up. Why don't
we sit down properly and give your work the attention

it deserves?”
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"Why don't you make yourself comfortable in our
usual spot?” Miss Sophia suggested, gesturing towards
the cosy reading nook. "I'll put on a pot of tea — I have
a feeling we might be here for a while." She gave Olivia
a knowing smile that made the young woman's heart
swell with anticipation.

Olivia nodded gratefully and made her way to the
familiar armchairs, carefully arranging her printed
pages on the small table between them. As she waited
for Miss Sophia, she took a deep breath, trying to calm
her nerves and organize her thoughts.

A few minutes later, Miss Sophia returned with
a tray bearing a steaming teapot and two cups. She
poured the tea with practised grace, handed a cup to
Olivia, and settled into her chair. "Now then," she said,
her voice warm with encouragement, "let's hear this
masterpiece of yours."

Olivia began to read aloud from her newly printed

pages, her voice gaining confidence with each word.
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"It's a start,” Olivia said, finally looking up. "But
I'm not sure... Is this too unconventional? Will anyone
want to read this?"

Miss Sophia's eyes softened with kindness. "My
dear, the most important stories are often those that
challenge our preconceptions. But tell me, how did
writing this make you feel?”

Olivia considered for a moment. "Alive," she said
softly. "More myself than I've felt in years. But also...
terrified."

"Ah," Miss Sophia nodded. "And why is that?"

"Because,” Olivia realised, "this matters to me. In a
way my classical studies never did. And if it fails..."

"Then you'll have been true to yourself," Miss Sophia
finished. "Isn't that worth the risk?"

Olivia nodded slowly, a mixture of determination
and fear coursing through her. She picked up her
manuscript, running her fingers over the pages. "I need
to keep working on this. There's so much more to

explore.”
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As she settled at her favourite table at the back of the
bookshop, Olivia felt a strange sense of peace amidst
her anxiety. She was embarking on a journey into
uncharted territory, but for the first time, it felt like she
was on the right path.

The rest of the day passed in a blur of writing and
research. At some point, Olivia gratefully received a
cup of tea and a sandwich from Miss Sophia, offering a
quick smile of thanks before diving back into her work.
As evening fell, the empty cup and plate beside her
were the only evidence of the hours that had slipped
by.

Finally sitting back from her work, Olivia stretched
and looked around, suddenly aware of the dimming
light outside. As the fog of intense concentration
lifted, she realised she needed to make a decision.
Her planned stay in Willowbrook had already
extended far beyond her original intentions. She had
responsibilities back home, expectations to meet - job

applications to follow up on, a potential research
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position to consider, not to mention her parents’ hopes
for her carefully planned career in classical literature.

But as she looked around the cosy bookshop, at
the piles of notes she'd made and the books that had
reignited her passion, she knew she couldn'tleave. Not
yet. This journey she'd started was too important to
abandon. The path she was on, bridging fantasy and
classical literature, felt more real and vital than any of
the opportunities waiting for her back home.

With trembling fingers, Olivia picked up her phone.
A heavy, anxious feeling settled in her chest as she
contemplated the call she needed to make. It was
time to explain to her parents why she wouldn't be
coming home as planned. As the phone rang, she took
a deep breath, trying to quell the nervousness that
threatened to overwhelm her. She steeled herself for
the conversation ahead. Whatever came next, she was

committed to seeing this through.
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6
The Hardest Thing

livia's hand trembled as she held her phone,
O her parents' voices emanating from the speaker.
She had chosen to make a video call, feeling she owed
them the courtesy of seeing her face as she explained
her decision.

"Olivia, darling, we don't understand,” her mother's
concerned face filled the screen. "You've been gone for
days. What about your job applications? The interview
at the publishing house? And weren't you supposed
to meet with Professor Hartley about that research

assistant position? Your father and I have been worried
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sick. We thought you were focused on building your
career in classical literature.”

Olivia took a deep breath, steeling herself. "That's
what I need to talk to you about. I've... I've had a
change of heart.”

Her father's voice cut in, sharp with concern. "A
change of heart? Olivia, you've worked years for this.
You can't throw it all away on a whim."

"It's not a whim, Dad," Olivia said, surprised by
the steadiness in her voice. "I've realised something
important about myself, about what I really want to
do."

She launched into an explanation of her revelation,
her words tumbling out in a rush of excitement and
nervousness. She told them about her rediscovered
passion for fantasy literature, her ideas about bridging
it with classical studies, and her desire to continue this
research. In her enthusiasm, she exclaimed that this
could even turn into a PhD or a book. The moment
the words left her mouth, however, she felt a twinge

of regret. She could almost hear her parents' thoughts
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- that she was being unrealistic, chasing pipe dreams
instead of focusing on her career.

As she continued speaking, her fears were confirmed.
She could see the confusion and disappointment
growing on her parents’ faces. Her old fears threatened
to overwhelm her, the desire to please them warring
with her newfound conviction.

"Olivia," her father said, his voice tight with
suppressed emotion, "this sounds like a child's dream.
You have a degree from Oxford. You can't seriously be
considering throwing that away for... for fairy tales.”

The words stung, but instead of shrinking from
them as she once might have, Olivia felt a surge of
determination.

"They're not just fairy tales, Dad," she said firmly.
"These stories have power. They help us understand
our world and our experiences. They're valuable and
I'm going to prove it."

"But what about your future?” her mother pleaded.

"How will you support yourself?"
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Olivia hesitated. It was a valid question, one she'd
been grappling with herself. But then she thought of
the pages of writing she'd produced in just a few days,
the excitement she felt every time she sat down to work.

"I don't know exactly how it will work out,” she
admitted. "But I know this is what I'm meant to do.
I've never been more certain of anything."

There was a long silence. Olivia could see her parents
exchanging worried glances.

"We just want what's best for you,” her father said
finally, his voice softer now.

"I know, Dad," Olivia replied, feeling a wave of
affection despite their disagreement. "And I love you
both for that. But I need to work out what's best for
me."

As the call ended, Olivia felt a complex mix of
emotions. There was sadness at disappointing her
parents and anxiety about the uncertain path ahead.
But there was also a sense of relief and rightness. She

had stood up for herself and what felt right for her.
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As the call ended, Olivia felt a complex mix of
emotions. There was sadness at disappointing her
parents and anxiety about the uncertain path ahead.
But rising above it all was a powerful sense of relief
and rightness. For the first time, she felt she was truly
following her heart, doing what felt genuinely right to
her

She turned to find Miss Sophia standing in the
doorway of the bookshop, a gentle smile on her face.

"Well done, my dear," Miss Sophia said softly.

Olivia managed a shaky smile in return. "I think that
was the hardest thing I've ever done.”

"Often, the most important choices are,”" Miss
Sophia replied. "But tell me, how do you feel?”

Olivia considered for a moment. "Scared,” she
admitted. "But also... free. Like I can finally breathe."

Miss Sophia nodded approvingly. “"Then you're on
the right path.” She gently placed a hand on Olivia's
shoulder. "Why don't I put on a kettle? A cup of
chamomile tea might be just the thing after such a

difficult conversation.”
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Olivia nodded gratefully, feeling the tension in her
shoulders start to ease at the thought.

As Miss Sophia busied herself with the tea, she called
over her shoulder, "And once you've had a chance to
calm your nerves, shall we get back to that manuscript
of yours?"

With a determined nod, Olivia followed Miss Sophia
into the cosy back room of the bookshop. The road
ahead was uncertain, but for the first time, she was

excited to see where it might lead.
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7

Dreaming Spires

livia stood at the podium in the majestic

Magdalen College auditorium, her heart racing
as she looked out at the sea of expectant faces. The
grand Gothic architecture, with its intricate wooden
panels and high-arched windows, seemed to whisper
centuries of academic tradition. It was surreal to think
that just over a year ago, she had been a lost graduate,
unsure of her path. Now, here she was, about to give
a talk titled "The Eternal Hero Within: Lessons from
Fantasy and Classical Literature,” at one of Oxford's

most prestigious colleges.
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The journey to this moment had been nothing short
of miraculous. It had all started with a small talk
she'd given at Miss Sophia's bookshop, sharing her
budding ideas about the connections between fantasy
and classical literature. By a stroke of serendipity,
Professor Emily Blackwood, a renowned scholar of
comparative literature, had been visiting Willowbrook
that day and had attended the talk.

Intrigued by Olivia's fresh approach, Professor
Blackwood had reached out. What began as a single
meeting soon blossomed into a series of passionate
discussions. Professor Blackwood saw in Olivia not
just a promising scholar, but a kindred spirit who
dared to challenge academic conventions. For Olivia,
the professor became both a mentor and a champion
of her unconventional ideas.

When the annual Literary Bridges conference
at Magdalen College was announced, Professor
Blackwood had championed Olivia as a speaker. "Your
voice needs to be heard,” she had insisted, her eyes

sparkling with enthusiasm. "Magdalen College - where
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C.S. Lewis himself once walked - is the perfect place for
your ideas to take flight."

The significance of speaking at Magdalen wasn't lost
on Olivia. This was the college where C.S. Lewis, one
of her literary heroes, had taught. The very grounds
where he had debated philosophy and faith with J.R.R.
Tolkien. It felt like coming full circle, returning to
Oxford not as a confused graduate, but as a scholar
with a unique vision.

Taking a deep breath, Olivia began her talk:

"In the labyrinth of Minos and the forests of Narnia,
in the journey of Odysseus and the quest of Frodo, we
find the same eternal truths. These stories, separated
by millennia and categorized into different genres, are
more alike than they are different. They speak to the
core of human experience, illuminating our struggles,
our hopes, and our capacity for growth...

"While classical literature often deals with the
human condition through myths and legends, fantasy
literature takes this a step further. It frequently alludes

to the eternal and non-physical nature of human
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existence, inviting us to consider that we are more than
just our physical bodies and temporal experiences.

"Take, for instance, C.S. Lewis's "The Chronicles
of Narnia." When the Pevensie children step through
the wardrobe, they enter not just another world, but
a realm where time flows differently. This suggests
a reality beyond our physical, time-bound existence.
Similarly, in Tolkien's "The Lord of the Rings,’
we encounter beings like elves and wizards who
are essentially immortal, hinting at a conception of
consciousness that transcends physical death.

"These narratives echo ancient philosophies and
religious concepts, much like those found in classical
texts. Plato’s allegory of the cave in "The Republic’
suggests that our physical reality is merely a shadow of
a higher, more real existence. Fantasy literature often
plays with this idea, presenting characters who glimpse
or journey to these 'higher' realities.

"But why does this matter? How can these fantastical

ideas help us in our everyday lives?
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"By engaging with these concepts through story,
we're invited to elevate our perspective on life. When
we entertain the idea that we might be eternal
beings having a temporary physical experience, it can
profoundly shift our priorities and values.

"Suddenly, the daily stresses that consume us might
seem less overwhelming. Our focus might shift from
mere survival or accumulation of wealth to growth,
love, and the impact we have on others. We might
find ourselves more inclined to pursue meaning and
purpose rather than material success.

"Moreover, this perspective can foster a sense of
interconnectedness. If we're all eternal beings sharing
a physical journey, it becomes harder to view others
as fundamentally different or separate from ourselves.
This can promote empathy, compassion, and a sense of
global community.

"In essence, fantasy literature, much like its classical
predecessors, serves as a gateway to contemplating
profound existential questions. It allows us to explore

complex philosophical ideas through accessible,
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engaging narratives. By doing so, it has the power to
expand our consciousness and elevate our approach to
life itself.”

Olivia paused, looking out at the attentive
audience. She noticed several listeners nodding
thoughtfully, while others had their brows furrowed
in concentration. A few were taking notes, their pens
moving steadily across their notepads. In the back, she
could see a small group of professors leaning towards
each other, exchanging quiet words. She hoped that
her ideas might offer a fresh perspective on literature
to the academic community.

"In conclusion,” she said, her voice strong with
conviction, "by recognizing the deep truths embedded
in both classical and fantasy literature, we open
ourselves to a richer, more nuanced understanding
of our existence. We are invited to see beyond the
mundane, to recognize the extraordinary within the
ordinary, and to approach our lives with a sense of

wonder and purpose. This, I believe, is the true magic
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that literature offers us—a magic as enduring as the
dreaming spires that surround us.”

As Olivia finished speaking, a moment of profound
silence hung in the air. Then, as if a spell had
been broken, the auditorium erupted into enthusiastic
applause. She saw several audience members rising to
their feet, their faces alight with appreciation and new
understanding. As the applause began to subside, the
moderator stepped forward, smiling warmly at Olivia.
"Thank you for that inspiring presentation,’ he said,
turning to address the audience. "We'll now open the
floor for questions. I'm sure many of us are eager to
delve deeper into Miss Walker's fascinating insights.

During the Q&A session that followed, Olivia was
challenged with probing questions that she answered
with a confidence that surprised even herself. A classics
professor praised her fresh perspective, while a fantasy
author in attendance thanked her for articulating the
scholarly value of the genre.

But it was a young student's question that touched

Olivia most deeply.
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"Thank you for showing us how much value and
meaning there is in fantasy literature,” the student said,
her voice slightly trembling. "I lost my mother earlier
this year, and I've found comfort in these stories. I love
the idea that we might be eternal beings. Are there any
other examples you could give that give hope that we'll
meet our loved ones again?”

Olivia's eyes filled with warmth and understanding.
"I'm so sorry for your loss," she said softly. "Thank you
for sharing and asking such an important question.
Literature has a beautiful way of offering comfort in
times like these.

"In J.K. Rowling's 'Harry Potter’ series, particularly
in "The Deathly Hallows,” Harry's encounters with
those he's lost offer a touching perspective on the
enduring nature of love beyond death. It's a modern
take on a theme we see in classical works too, like
Homer's 'Odyssey," where Odysseus speaks with the
spirits of those he's lost.

"These stories remind us that love and connection

transcend what we can see and that death is just part of
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the story. Your bond with your mother is part of that
eternal narrative,” Olivia concluded softly.

The moderator stepped forward, a warm smile on his
face. "Thank you, Miss Walker, for that insightful and
touching response. I'm afraid that's all we have time for
today. Let's thank our speaker once more."

A gentle wave of applause swept through the
auditorium, punctuated by murmurs of appreciation.
As Olivia glanced out at the dispersing crowd, she
caught sight of familiar faces in the audience. Miss
Sophia beamed proudly from her seat, while next to
her, Olivia's parents wore expressions of undisguised
awe and pride. The sight filled Olivia with a warm glow
of accomplishment and gratitude.

As she gathered her notes, Olivia felt a tap on her
shoulder. She turned to find Professor Blackwood, her
face beaming.

"Olivia, that was truly wonderful!” Professor
Blackwood exclaimed, her eyes shining with
excitement. "You've exceeded all expectations.” She

paused, her smile growing even wider. "I think we
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might need to discuss the possibility of a PhD
program.”

Overwhelmed with emotion, Olivia could only nod,
her mind already racing with possibilities.

As the evening wound down, Olivia found a quiet
moment with Miss Sophia in Magdalen's beautiful
gardens.

"How do you feel, my dear?" Miss Sophia asked.

Olivia looked out over the moonlit grounds of
Magdalen College, the dreaming spires of Oxford
etched against the night sky. Her heart felt full.
"Grateful,” she said finally. "And... complete. Like I've
found what I am meant to do."

Miss Sophia nodded. "And what will you do now?"

Olivia's gaze drifted to the iconic Magdalen Tower,
standing tall against the night sky. "Keep exploring,”
she said with a smile. "There's so much more to
discover, so many more connections to make. This feels
like just the beginning of a journey that will take me far

beyond these dreaming spires.”
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"Indeed it is," Miss Sophia agreed, patting Olivia's
hand. "Indeed it is."

As they walked back towards the hall, Olivia felt a
profound sense of rightness. She had faced her fears,
challenged her beliefs, and emerged stronger. The
dreaming spires of Oxford, which had once seemed like
distant, unattainable symbols of academic excellence,
now felt like home—a place where her ideas could
flourish and grow. Whatever challenges lay ahead in her
academic journey, she was ready to face them, armed

with the power of stories and the courage to be true to

herself.
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A Message from the Author

Thank you for spending time with my story. I hope
it has brought you a little light and joy. If you'd like
to find more inspiration, wisdom, or perhaps just a
comforting thought, I invite you to visit Miss Sophia’s

Bookshop at www.misssophiabooks.com. There, Miss

Sophia shares more reflections, stories, and gentle
guidance to help you along your journey. And in the

words of Miss Sophia,

“I believe that the right words can often find us when we

need them most.”

With warmest wishes,

Paul
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