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The Moonlight Train
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	Every night before bed, Oliver sat by his bedroom window and watched the moon.

	He liked imagining what happened outside while everyone was asleep. Did foxes explore the empty streets? Did owls visit the rooftops? Did the stars look different after midnight?

	Unfortunately, Oliver usually fell asleep before he could find out.

	One night, he was lying in bed when he heard something unusual.

	Chuff. Chuff. Chuff.

	Oliver opened his eyes.

	Then came a whistle.

	Wooooooo!

	He jumped out of bed and looked through the window.

	A small blue steam train was traveling slowly down his street.

	Oliver stared.

	There were no railway tracks anywhere near his house.

	Yet the train continued toward him, silver smoke curling from its chimney.

	It stopped directly outside.

	A conductor stepped onto the road. He wore a dark blue uniform and carried a silver pocket watch.

	He looked up at Oliver's window.

	“Oliver James?”

	Oliver opened the window.

	“Yes?”

	“Excellent. You're right on time.”

	“For what?”

	“The Moonlight Train.”

	Oliver looked behind him at his bedroom.

	“Where does it go?”

	The conductor smiled.

	“Everywhere that sleeps.”

	That sounded far too interesting to ignore.

	Oliver pulled on his dressing gown and slippers, crept downstairs and opened the front door.

	The conductor held out his hand.

	“Ticket, please.”

	“I don't have one.”

	“Check your pocket.”

	Oliver reached into his dressing-gown pocket.

	His fingers touched something.

	He pulled out a silver ticket.

	MOONLIGHT EXPRESS

	PASSENGER: OLIVER JAMES

	DESTINATION: MORNING

	“How did that get there?”

	“Moonlight Train tickets have their ways.”

	Oliver climbed aboard.

	Inside were soft blue seats and tiny golden lamps. Three other children sat beside the windows.

	A girl with curly hair waved.

	“I'm Maya.”

	“Oliver.”

	“First time?”

	“Yes.”

	“Me too.”

	The whistle sounded, and the train began moving.

	Oliver watched his house disappear behind them.

	They traveled through the sleeping town. Nobody noticed them.

	They passed dark houses, quiet gardens and empty playgrounds.

	Then the train entered a forest.

	Something strange happened beneath the wheels.

	Silver tracks appeared in front of the train and vanished behind it.

	“They're made of moonlight!” Oliver said.

	Maya pressed her face against the window.

	Tiny golden lights floated between the trees.

	“What are those?”

	“Dreams,” said the conductor.

	He had appeared beside them without Oliver noticing.

	“Dreams?”

	“Dreams looking for children.”

	One golden light floated through an open window and landed on Maya's shoulder.

	She immediately yawned.

	“What happens now?” she asked.

	“You might dream about flying tonight.”

	“I hope so.”

	The train left the forest and began climbing a hill.

	Higher.

	Higher.

	Oliver suddenly realized they were no longer on the ground.

	They were traveling across the clouds.

	“We're flying!”

	“We prefer the word traveling,” said the conductor.

	Far below, Oliver could see towns and rivers glowing beneath the moon.

	They passed sleeping birds tucked beneath their wings.

	They passed mountains covered with snow.

	Then the train traveled beside the moon itself.

	Oliver stared at it.

	“Can we stop there?”

	“Not tonight.”

	“Why?”

	“The moon is working.”

	“What does the moon do?”

	The conductor thought for a moment.

	“Mostly moon things.”

	Oliver wasn't sure what that meant.

	The train descended toward a snowy village.

	A boy got off beside a little house.

	“Goodnight!” he called.

	“Goodnight!” everyone answered.

	At the next stop, another child left.

	Then another.

	The carriage became quieter.

	Oliver leaned against the window.

	The gentle sound of the wheels filled the carriage.

	Click-clack. Click-clack. Click-clack.

	His eyes became heavy.

	He quickly sat up.

	“I don't want to fall asleep.”

	“Why not?” asked the conductor.

	“I'll miss everything.”

	The conductor sat beside him.

	“Children often think that.”

	“But I will.”

	“The moon will still shine if you aren't watching.”

	Oliver nodded.

	“The owls will still fly. The stars will still sparkle. The world doesn't need you to stay awake and watch over it.”

	Oliver looked outside.

	“But what happens while I'm sleeping?”

	“Plenty.”

	“Exactly!”

	The conductor laughed.

	“I meant plenty happens to you.”

	“To me?”

	“You rest. You grow. Your mind sorts through everything that happened today. And sometimes you dream.”

	Oliver yawned.

	“So sleeping isn't doing nothing?”

	“Not even close.”

	The train crossed a silver bridge over a perfectly still lake.

	Oliver watched the moon reflected in the water.

	He had never seen anything so peaceful.

	His eyes closed for just a second.

	When he opened them, the conductor was standing beside the door.

	“Your stop.”

	Oliver looked outside.

	They were back on his street.

	He stepped from the train.

	The conductor punched a tiny star into Oliver's ticket.

	“Can I keep this?”

	“Of course.”

	“Will the train come tomorrow?”

	“Perhaps.”

	“Next week?”

	“Perhaps.”

	“You say perhaps a lot.”

	“It's a useful word.”

	The train began moving away.

	“Wait!” Oliver called.

	The conductor leaned from the doorway.

	“My ticket says the destination is morning. But it's still nighttime.”

	The conductor smiled.

	“You'll understand soon.”

	The train disappeared around the corner.

	Oliver crept back upstairs and placed the silver ticket beside his bed.

	He climbed beneath his blanket.

	For once, he didn't worry about what he might miss.

	The stars could manage without him.

	Oliver closed his eyes.

	The next thing he knew, sunlight filled his room.

	“Good morning,” Mom said from the doorway.

	Oliver sat up.

	Morning!

	He looked at his bedside table.

	The ticket was gone.

	Had everything been a dream?

	Oliver checked his dressing-gown pocket.

	There it was.

	The silver ticket now had two new words printed beneath the destination:

	JOURNEY COMPLETED

	Oliver smiled.

	That night, he didn't ask for five more minutes before bed.

	He simply pulled up his blanket and looked once at the moon.

	Far away, a whistle floated through the darkness.

	Wooooooo!

	The Moonlight Train was already on its way to another child.

	Oliver closed his eyes.

	He knew exactly where it was going.

	Morning.

	 

	 


2. The Bear Who Couldn't Fall Asleep
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	Benny Bear had a problem.

	Winter had arrived, snow covered the forest, and every bear in the valley was sleeping.

	Every bear except Benny.

	He lay beneath three blankets inside the family cave.

	His eyes were wide open.

	“Sleep,” Benny whispered.

	Nothing happened.

	He squeezed his eyes shut.

	“Sleep!”

	Still nothing.

	“SLEEP!”

	“Benny?” came Mama Bear's sleepy voice.

	“Yes?”

	“You don't need to shout at sleep.”

	“It's not listening.”

	Mama opened one eye.

	“Try relaxing.”

	“I am relaxed.”

	“You're squeezing your pillow.”

	Benny looked down.

	He was hugging it so tightly that stuffing poked from one corner.

	He released it.

	“Sorry.”

	“Think peaceful thoughts.”

	Mama closed her eyes.

	Seconds later, she was snoring.

	Benny stared at her.

	“That isn't fair.”

	He tried thinking about clouds.

	Then he wondered if clouds ever got lost.

	He tried thinking about snow.

	Then he worried the snow might block the cave entrance.

	He tried thinking about spring.

	What if spring was late?

	Benny sat up.

	“This isn't working.”

	He decided to find someone who knew more about sleeping.

	Outside, moonlight sparkled on the snow.

	Benny walked to an old oak tree.

	“Olivia?”

	An owl looked down.

	“Benny? Aren't you supposed to be hibernating?”

	“Yes. I can't sleep.”

	Olivia fluttered onto a lower branch.

	“Have you tried counting?”

	“Counting what?”

	“Anything.”

	Benny returned toward the cave, counting trees.

	“One, two, three…”

	At forty-two, he forgot which trees he'd already counted.

	He started again.

	That didn't help.

	Next he counted sheep in his imagination.

	One hundred sheep.

	Still awake.

	Then rabbits.

	Two hundred rabbits.

	Still awake.

	Then fish.

	At fish number seventy-six, Benny became hungry.

	He climbed from bed again.

	This time he visited Rosie Rabbit.

	She opened her burrow wearing a tiny nightcap.

	“Benny?”

	“I can't sleep.”

	“Try warm milk.”

	Rosie gave him a little cup.

	Benny drank it.

	“Better?” she asked.

	“No.”

	Rosie yawned.

	“It seems to be working on me.”

	She closed the door.

	Benny sighed and continued through the forest.

	Then he heard crying.

	A tiny mouse sat beneath a bush.

	“What's wrong?” Benny asked.

	“I can't find my family.”

	“Where do you live?”

	“Near the fallen oak.”

	“I know where that is.”

	The mouse climbed onto Benny's shoulder.

	“My name's Pip.”

	“I'm Benny.”

	“I know. Everyone knows the bear who isn't sleeping.”

	“Oh.”

	They walked through the snowy forest.

	Benny forgot all about his problem.

	He concentrated on finding Pip's home.

	They crossed a frozen stream and climbed a small hill.

	Finally, Benny spotted the fallen oak.

	“There!”

	Several mice rushed from a hole.

	“Pip!”

	Pip's mother hugged him.

	An elderly mouse wearing enormous glasses came outside.

	“Thank you, Benny.”

	“You're welcome.”

	She studied him.

	“Why are you awake?”

	“I can't sleep.”

	“What have you tried?”

	“Counting, warm milk, peaceful thoughts.”

	“And?”

	“Nothing.”

	Grandmother Mouse nodded.

	“I know your problem.”

	Benny's ears lifted.

	“You do?”

	“You're trying too hard.”

	Benny frowned.

	“But I'm supposed to sleep.”

	“Sleep is like a shy forest animal,” she said. “If you chase it, it runs away.”

	“So what should I do?”

	“Stop chasing.”

	Benny wasn't convinced.

	“How?”

	Grandmother Mouse pointed toward the forest.

	“Did you think about sleeping while helping Pip?”

	“No.”

	“Were you worrying?”

	“No.”

	“What were you doing?”

	“Helping him get home.”

	“Exactly.”

	Benny thanked her and walked back toward his cave.

	This time, he didn't think about sleeping.

	He noticed the snowflakes drifting through the air.

	He listened to his paws crunching through the snow.

	He watched the moon between the trees.

	Everything seemed quiet.

	When Benny reached the cave, he climbed beneath his blankets.

	He didn't count sheep.

	He didn't squeeze his eyes shut.

	He simply listened.

	The wind whispered outside.

	Mama Bear breathed softly nearby.

	Somewhere deep in the cave, water dripped.

	Benny thought about Pip safely home with his family.

	His paws felt heavy.

	His head sank deeper into the pillow.

	His eyes slowly closed.

	And without even noticing when it happened—

	Benny fell asleep.

	Days passed.

	Then weeks.

	Snowstorms came and went.

	Benny dreamed about rivers filled with fish, sunny meadows and enormous piles of berries.

	One morning, something warm touched his nose.

	Benny opened his eyes.

	Sunlight streamed into the cave.

	Mama Bear stretched.

	“Good morning.”

	Benny yawned.

	“How long did I sleep?”

	“A while.”

	Outside, snow was melting.

	Birds sang in the trees.

	Tiny green plants pushed through the ground.

	Spring had arrived.

	Benny hurried to the fallen oak.

	Pip was playing outside.

	“Benny!”

	Grandmother Mouse appeared.

	“Did you finally catch sleep?”

	Benny shook his head.

	“No.”

	She smiled.

	“Good.”

	“I stopped chasing it.”

	“And?”

	Benny grinned.

	“It found me.”

	That night, Benny climbed into bed.

	He didn't count anything.

	He didn't worry about falling asleep.

	He simply thought about his day and listened to the quiet forest.

	Soon his eyes became heavy.

	Benny smiled.

	“Found me again,” he whispered.

	A moment later, he was asleep.

	 

	 


3. The Secret Garden at Midnight
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	Sophie woke because her bedroom was glowing blue.

	She sat up.

	Her younger brother Max was already standing at the window.

	“Sophie,” he whispered. “You need to see this.”

	Outside was Grandma's garden.

	During the day, it was perfectly ordinary.

	There were roses, apple trees, vegetables and an old stone fountain that hadn't worked in years.

	Tonight, everything was different.

	The roses glowed blue.

	Golden lights floated between the trees.

	And water sparkled in the old fountain.

	Max pointed.

	“Look!”

	A tiny figure ran beneath the apple tree.

	“What was that?” Sophie whispered.

	“I don't know.”

	They should have woken Grandma.

	Instead, five minutes later, they were downstairs wearing boots over their pajamas.

	Sophie opened the back door.

	The garden smelled of lavender and honey.

	A golden light floated toward Max.

	He held out his hand.

	The light sneezed.

	Max jumped.

	“That wasn't a firefly.”

	“Definitely not.”

	They walked toward the fountain.

	“Stop!”

	A tiny voice came from behind them.

	Sophie turned.

	A man no taller than a pencil stood on a flowerpot.

	He wore a green coat, brown boots and a pointed hat.

	“Who are you?” Sophie asked.

	The tiny man looked shocked.

	“I am Barnaby Brambleberry, Senior Night Gardener and Keeper of the Eastern Flowerbeds!”

	Max blinked.

	“That's a long name.”

	“It's a job title.”

	Barnaby climbed down.

	“More importantly, who are you?”

	“We're Mrs. Whitmore's grandchildren.”

	Barnaby froze.

	“Oh.”

	“So you know Grandma?”

	“I didn't say that.”

	“You knew her name.”

	Barnaby cleared his throat.

	Before Sophie
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