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About the Book

‘If we all read aloud every day, the world would be a better place’ Philip Pullman

Research shows that the act of being read to brings remarkable health and happiness benefits. It stimulates thought and memory, and encourages the sharing of ideas and feelings, hopes and fears. It enriches our lives and minds.

This unique book offers a mouth-watering selection of prose and poetry especially suitable for reading aloud with children. There’s something here for everyone – from Dracula to The Jumblies, Moonfleet to the Moomins, Dickens to Dahl.

Delve into this magic melting pot of poems and stories just itching to be brought to life.

‘Reading aloud is pleasure. Pure pleasure’ Stephen Fry

The publisher is donating all royalties in full from this book to The Reader Organisation, the leading UK agency for reading and health.


A LITTLE, ALOUD FOR CHILDREN

THE READER ORGANISATION exists to bring books to people, and people together. They are pioneering a Reading Revolution – where great literature is enjoyed as a shared experience – taking books and poems to surprising places and to people who may have lost, or never had, a connection with literature.

The charity works across the UK, delivering weekly read-aloud groups through their Get Into Reading project. Commissioned across a variety of sectors, including mental health, criminal justice, social care, education and elderly care, the Get Into Reading model of weekly read-aloud groups provides a wide range of personal, social and economic benefits.

The Reader Organisation’s weekly groups and one-to-one sessions with young people exist to share their love of reading and help them develop their own. Importantly, they offer vital stability for children in the care system, confidence for struggling readers, improved social skills, and a supportive, non-pressured environment for everyone to enjoy reading.

The Reader Organisation believes that reading aloud is not simply a way of getting around reading problems, or something that is only for very young children; it is an experience in its own right, which generates particular and unique responses in individuals and groups, and for people of all ages.

Angela Macmillan is a founding editor of The Reader magazine and has worked at The Reader Organisation since its inception.

Michael Morpurgo is one of today’s most popular and critically acclaimed children’s writers. He has published well over a hundred titles including Why the Whales Came (1985), The Wreck of the Zanzibar (1995), The Butterfly Lion (1996) and Private Peaceful (2003). He is perhaps best known as the author of War Horse (1982), which the National Theatre has turned into a long-running and internationally successful stage play and which, in 2012, Steven Spielberg made into a film. In 2003, Michael was appointed Children’s Laureate and in 2006 was awarded an OBE for services to literature.
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Foreword
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ONE OF MY very first memories is of being read to by my mother. It was a magical time when my older brother and I had her to ourselves at the end of the day. Those are the stories that I remember best and love the most to this day. She gave me a precious gift, handed down to me her own love of stories, of the music in the words.

Left to their own devices, with a host of other distractions, a book is the last thing many children will choose to pick up. Many of them have forgotten – or have never been given the idea in the first place – just how pleasurable reading can be. The people at The Reader Organisation want to rediscover or ignite an excitement about reading in children. They want to get them talking about books they’ve read, swapping and sharing books and stories.

Every week project workers from the organisation go out to read with children and young people in many different settings. Sometimes they read with groups, but often it is simply one-to-one. Their approach is friendly and relaxed with not a hint of a test or an impossible question. Although they go into schools, they rarely sit in a classroom – children need to be shown that first and foremost books are about enjoyment; that learning is a happy, almost effortless by-product.

No one would deny that reading is key to a child’s development and fulfilment in life. The benefits of reading, and in particular reading aloud, have been well researched and documented. Reading is the one ability that, once set in motion, has the capacity to feed itself, to grow exponentially, providing a base from which the possibilities are infinite.

Many young children (though by no means all children) enjoy the experience as I did of being read to at bed-time. For all sorts of reasons it is important to carry on reading to children long after they are able to read fluently for themselves. Reading out loud conjures a precious space and a time that is spent exclusively together. A story or a poem can often open up ways of talking about the troubling or the difficult stuff of life. It is sometimes easier to speak of the things that worry or upset us if we can identify them through the character or emotions of a story. Stories help us to feel we are not alone.

A Little, Aloud for Children offers a starting point – a wonderfully varied collection of stories and poems for all ages. Because they are to be read aloud, there is no recommended age – no reason why a parent or grandparent, sister, brother, or friend should not enjoy them as much as the person they are reading to. Neither is there a reason why a child who can read should not turn the tables once in a while and read to an adult.

You will find stories and poems here written two years ago and a hundred years ago. Some are gripping, some will make you laugh, others might move you to tears. What they all have in common is that they have been tried and tested; read aloud to the delight of children of all ages and backgrounds.

Some of the stories here are extracts from longer novels, which will hopefully tempt the reader to explore the whole work. By reading aloud, you will see how possible it is to embark on great books that might otherwise be considered too difficult for children to tackle themselves.

It is never too early or too late to start. After providing food and shelter, reading to our children and encouraging their own reading is probably the very best thing we can do for them. My own mother showed me that. Reading feeds the imagination, it expands horizons and offers new and exciting ways of seeing and making sense of our lives and of the world around us.

Michael Morpurgo
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I AM LUCKY enough to work for The Reader Organisation, which is all about reading for pleasure. Those of us who work there already know how great reading can be and how amazing it is to lose yourself in the pages of a book. So our job is to go and find the people who don’t know about this or who have forgotten about reading or who aren’t able to read any more, and then we offer to share great stories and poems, and sometimes cake too.

We began with the idea of having weekly read-aloud groups for adults. It was quite hard to get people to come at first because we wanted the ones who thought they didn’t like reading much, and they just said, ‘We don’t like reading so we don’t want to come to your reading group, thank you very much’. But we kept on trying, and even bribed people with tea and cake, and guess what? When we eventually got them to come in and try it, most of them really liked it. I don’t mean the cake, though that was very nice, but they liked listening to the stories. They met other people who were also a bit nervous about ‘literature’, and they made friends. They would say, ‘I didn’t think I was going to like this but my friend said I should give it a try’ or, ‘Once I started getting into the story, I just forgot about my bad leg,’ or things like that.

More and more groups started; some in libraries or health centres, workplaces, even prisons; some in care homes for the elderly, where very often the residents were not well enough to read for themselves but really enjoyed listening to stories and poems read out loud.

After a while we wondered why we were not doing this for children too. Then we discovered, to our dismay, that hundreds of children do not read for pleasure and have hardly ever been read to (outside school), and were therefore missing out on the best fun. The only thing to do was start a Reading Revolution, which means getting more and more people, adults and children, to read stories and poems, not because they are told to at school or college, but because they want to – for themselves.

Lots of children are suspicious of books. They think books are going to be boring or too difficult. Or they think reading is not cool. I expect you know some of them. Turn to the back of this book and read the Afterword if you would like to hear more about how we start children off on their own reading journeys and how it can change lives.

We want everyone to join our Reading Revolution and read to each other. Just because you can read for yourself doesn’t mean that you have to stop listening to stories read by someone else. We want mothers and fathers reading aloud to children, whether their children can read or not; we want sisters and brothers reading together; we want grans and granddads involved, babysitters and family friends. We even want children to read aloud to their friends. Can you imagine that? This anthology is the way to start. It doesn’t matter how old you are – nine and a quarter, twelve in two months, seven and two fifths – you will find that the stories and poems in this book can be shared by all ages.

How then, did we go about choosing what went into this special collection? We wanted to include everybody, even the youngest children. Everyone knows they like picture books, but although it wasn’t practical for us to include things like The Hungry Caterpillar or Where the Wild Things Are, it doesn’t mean that they can’t enjoy stories from this book. A friend of mine has a son of four who is currently obsessed with pirates. His mother is reading Treasure Island with him. Of course he can’t understand most of it, but it is about pirates, and he recognises things in it – parrots; yo-ho-ho; treasure maps; pirate ships, and Long John Silver of course. All this sitting on his mum’s knee with her undivided attention. Wonderful. Another five-year-old girl I know saw the musical film Oliver! and decided she wanted to be the Artful Dodger. Her parents read her all the bits about him from the book, which she absolutely loved, and they ended up making a Dodger costume for her which she couldn’t bear to take off, not even for school or bed.

Next I asked for recommendations from the people in The Reader Organisation who read with children and young people every day, and they told me the books and poems that their readers enjoy best. Then I asked our publisher, David Fickling, and if anyone should know about great books for children, he should. You will find all these great stories and poems in the anthology. Every one of the pieces had to be good for reading aloud, but even more than that, they had to be brilliant at something. Brilliant at making you laugh, or at making you cry, at making you terrified or making you think something interesting. There are stories about underground worlds, parallel worlds, about monsters, vampires, wolves, some about school or friendship, and one about auditions, not quite like the ones in The X Factor, but certainly with the same amount of tears. There are poems about smuggling, convicts, snakes and angels. A few are about feeling sad, lonely or afraid; some are scary and some are joyfully silly.

This book is about sharing. It is full of terrific stories and poems for you to share with someone you like. You can read them by yourself if you want, but sharing a great story out loud can be even better. Try it and see. You could even share some cake too.

Angela Macmillan

P.S. Please will you tell us about how you get on reading to someone or being read to. We would really like to hear about what you read and where, and who shared the book with you and anything else that happened. We have a special website for your messages. Look for www.alittlealoud.com, and when you get there, just click on the ‘for children’ button. We will answer you.


How to Use This Book
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THERE ISN’T A right or wrong way to use this book. It is your book, so you can do what you want, read what you want, in the way that you want. I would just like to let you know some of the thinking behind this anthology of stories and poems for reading aloud. We hope that, if you have got out of the habit of reading aloud or listening to stories, or if you have never really done it before, this book will be a good place to begin.

The collection is divided into reading sessions. Each one has a story and a poem that go together under a loose theme. For example, under the heading EXCUSES, EXCUSES, the extract from Tom Sawyer, which was written more than one hundred years ago, is all about a boy trying to think of ways of getting out of going to school. The poem that goes with it is modern, and is a conversation between a boy and his teacher in which the boy makes up excuses for not doing his homework. When you have read them both, I hope you will find that one makes you think something more about the other.

None of the stories will take longer than half an hour to read aloud, which makes them perfect for reading before bed or when you are travelling, or just in any spare moments of the day. I have given very approximate reading times, but this will depend on how fast or slow you read, and how often you break off to talk about what is going on. You don’t have to keep reading from start to finish. Stopping occasionally to talk to the person you are reading with makes you enjoy it even more.

When you read with someone else, you often end up reading something you would never have read on your own. Say your dad suggests you read White Fang together because it is about wolves and he’s really interested in wolves, but you think you are not really into books about animals. You may find you like it after all, in which case you have gained something new and unexpected. And if you don’t like it that much (but I bet you will) – well, it hasn’t taken up much of your day and you have put your dad in a good mood.

If you feel a bit self-conscious about reading aloud, just remember that you are not putting on a grand performance but simply bringing words on a page to life. Think about what you are reading rather than yourself, and the life in the words will come out in your voice. Remember that when you read aloud, slow is best. You can have great fun with these stories and poems, and don’t worry if you can’t do accents. When I try to do a Scottish accent I usually end up in Wales or Pakistan, and my American accent is rubbish, but it doesn’t stop me giving it a go.

Some of the stories in the anthology are extracts from longer books. Hopefully they will act as little tempting morsels, good to read by themselves but so enjoyable that you have to rush off to the library or bookshop and gobble up the rest of the story.

Finally, at the end of the anthology, there is a list of books that have persuaded older children to get into reading.

Angela Macmillan, The Reader Organisation
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Instructions
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Neil Gaiman


TOUCH THE WOODEN gate in the wall you never saw

before.

Say ‘please’ before you open the latch,

go through,

walk down the path.

A red metal imp hangs from

the green-painted front door,

as a knocker,

do not touch it; it will bite your fingers.

Walk through the house. Take nothing. Eat nothing.

However,

if any creature tells you that it hungers,

feed it.

If it tells you that it is dirty,

clean it.

If it cries to you that it hurts,

if you can,

ease its pain.

From the back garden you will be able to see the

wild wood.

The deep well you walk past leads to Winter’s realm;

there is another land at the bottom of it.

If you turn around here,

you can walk back, safely;

you will lose no face. I will think no less of you.

Once through the garden you will be in the wood.

The trees are old. Eyes peer from the undergrowth.

Beneath a twisted oak sits an old woman.

She may ask for something;

give it to her. She

will point the way to the castle. Inside it

are three princesses.

Do not trust the youngest. Walk on.

In the clearing beyond the castle the

twelve months sit about a fire,

warming their feet, exchanging tales.

They may do favors for you, if you are polite.

You may pick strawberries in December’s frost.

Trust the wolves, but do not tell them

where you are going.

The river can be crossed by the ferry.

The ferryman will take you.

(The answer to his question is this:

If he hands the oar to his passenger, he will be free to

leave the boat.

Only tell him this from a safe distance.)

If an eagle gives you a feather, keep it safe.

Remember: that giants sleep too soundly; that

witches are often betrayed by their appetites;

dragons have one soft spot, somewhere,

always;

hearts can be well hidden,

and you betray them with your tongue.

Do not be jealous of your sister:

know that diamonds and roses

are as uncomfortable when they tumble

from one’s lips as toads and frogs:

colder, too, and sharper, and they cut.

Remember your name.

Do not lose hope – what you seek will be

found.

Trust ghosts. Trust those that you have helped to help you in their turn.

Trust dreams.

Trust your heart, and trust your story.

When you come back, return the way you

came.

Favors will be returned, debts be repaid.

Do not forget your manners.

Do not look back.

Ride the wise eagle (you shall not fall)

Ride the silver fish (you will not drown)

Ride the grey wolf (hold tightly to his fur).
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There is a worm at the heart of the tower;

that is why it will not stand.

When you reach the little house, the

place your journey started,

you will recognize it, although it will seem

much smaller than you remember.

Walk up the path, and through the garden

gate you never saw before but once.

And then go home. Or make a home.

Or rest.




Sailing Away
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The Stowaways
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EXTRACT

Roger McGough

(approximate reading time 10 minutes)

WHEN I LIVED in Liverpool, my best friend was a boy called Midge. Kevin Midgeley was his real name, but we called him Midge for short. And he was short, only about three cornflake boxes high (empty ones at that). No three ways about it. Midge was my best friend and we had lots of things in common. Things we enjoyed doing like … climbing trees, playing footy, going to the movies, hitting each other really hard. And there were things we didn’t enjoy doing like … sums, washing behind our ears, eating cabbage.

But there was one thing that really bound us together, one thing we had in common – a love of the sea.

In the old days (but not so long ago), the river Mersey was far busier than it is today. Those were the days of the great passenger liners and cargo boats. Large ships sailed out of Liverpool for Canada, the United States, South Africa, the West Indies, all over the world. My father had been to sea and so had all my uncles, and my grandfather. Six foot six, muscles rippling in the wind, huge hands grappling with the helm, rum-soaked and fierce as a wounded shark (and that was only my grandmother!). By the time they were twenty, most young men in this city had visited parts of the globe I can’t even spell.

In my bedroom each night, I used to lie in bed (best place to lie really), I used to lie there, especially in winter, and listen to the foghorns being sounded all down the river. I could picture the ship nosing its way out of the docks into the channel and out into the Irish Sea. It was exciting. All those exotic places. All those exciting adventures.

Midge and I knew what we wanted to do when we left school … become sailors. A captain, an admiral, perhaps one day even a steward. Of course we were only about seven or eight at the time so we thought we’d have a long time to wait. But oddly enough, the call of the sea came sooner than we’d expected.

It was a Wednesday if I remember rightly. I never liked Wednesdays for some reason. I could never spell it for a start and it always seemed to be raining, and there were still two days to go before the weekend. Anyway, Midge and I got into trouble at school. I don’t remember what for (something trivial I suppose like chewing gum in class, forgetting how to read, setting fire to the music teacher), I forget now. But we were picked on, nagged, told off and all those boring things that grown-ups get up to sometimes.

And, of course, to make matters worse, my mum and dad were in a right mood when I got home. Nothing to do with me, of course, because as you have no doubt gathered by now, I was the perfect child: clean, well-mannered, obedient … soft in the head. But for some reason I was clipped round the ear and sent to bed early for being childish. Childish! I ask you. I was a child. A child acts his age, what does he get? Wallop!

So that night in bed, I decided … Yes, you’ve guessed it. I could hear the big ships calling out to each other as they sidled out of the Mersey into the oceans beyond. The tugs leading the way like proud little guide dogs. That’s it. We’d run away to sea, Midge and I. I’d tell him the good news in the morning.


[image: images]



[image: images]


The next two days just couldn’t pass quickly enough for us. We had decided to begin our amazing around-the-world voyage on Saturday morning so that in case we didn’t like it we would be back in time for school on Monday. As you can imagine there was a lot to think about – what clothes to take, how much food and drink. We decided on two sweaters each and wellies in case we ran into storms around Cape Horn. I read somewhere that sailors lived off rum and dry biscuits, so I poured some of my dad’s into an empty pop bottle, and borrowed a handful of half-coated chocolate digestives. I also packed my lonestar cap gun and Midge settled on a magnifying glass.

On Friday night we met round at his house to make the final plans. He lived with his granny and his sister, so there were no nosy parents to discover what we were up to. We hid all the stuff in the shed in the yard and arranged to meet outside his back door next morning at the crack of dawn, or sunrise – whichever came first.

Sure enough, Saturday morning, when the big finger was on twelve and the little one was on six, Midge and I met with our little bundles under our arms and ran up the street as fast as our tiptoes could carry us.

Hardly anyone was about, and the streets were so quiet and deserted except for a few pigeons straddling home after all-night parties. It was a very strange feeling, as if we were the only people alive and the city belonged entirely to us. And soon the world would be ours as well – once we’d stowed away on a ship bound for somewhere far off and exciting.

By the time we’d got down to the Pier Head, though, a lot more people were up and about, including a policeman who eyed us suspiciously. ‘Ello, Ello, Ello,’ he said, ‘and where are you two going so early in the morning?’

‘Fishing,’ I said.

‘Train spotting,’ said Midge and we looked at each other.

‘Just so long as you’re not running away to sea.’

‘Oh no,’ we chorused. ‘Just as if.’

He winked at us. ‘Off you go then, and remember to look both ways before crossing your eyes.’

We ran off and straight down on to the landing stage where a lot of ships were tied up. There was no time to lose because already quite a few were putting out to sea, their sirens blowing, the hundreds of seagulls squeaking excitedly, all tossed into the air like giant handfuls of confetti.

Then I noticed a small ship just to the left where the crew were getting ready to cast off. They were so busy doing their work that it was easy for Midge and me to slip on board unnoticed. Up the gang-plank we went and straight up on to the top deck where there was nobody around. The sailors were all busy down below, hauling in the heavy ropes and revving up the engine that turned the great propellers.

We looked around for somewhere to hide. ‘I know, let’s climb down the funnel,’ said Midge.

‘Great idea,’ I said, taking the mickey. ‘Or, better still, let’s disguise ourselves as a pair of seagulls and perch up there on the mast.’

Then I spotted them. The lifeboats. ‘Quick, let’s climb into one of those, they’ll never look in there – not unless we run into icebergs anyway.’ So in we climbed, and no sooner had we covered ourselves with the tarpaulin than there was a great shuddering and the whole ship seemed to turn round on itself. We were off! Soon we’d be digging for diamonds in the Brazilian jungle or building sandcastles on a tropical island. But we had to be patient, we knew that. Those places are a long way away, it could take days, even months.

So we were patient. Very patient. Until after what seemed like hours and hours we decided to eat our rations, which I divided up equally. I gave Midge all the rum and I had all the biscuits. Looking back on it now, that probably wasn’t a good idea, especially for Midge.

What with the rolling of the ship and not having had any breakfast, and the excitement, and a couple of swigs of rum – well you can guess what happened – woooorrppp! All over the place. We pulled back the sheet and decided to give ourselves up. We were too far away at sea now for the captain to turn back. The worst he could do was to clap us in irons or shiver our timbers.

We climbed down on to the deck and as Midge staggered to the nearest rail to feed the fishes, I looked out to sea hoping to catch sight of a whale, a shoal of dolphins, perhaps see the coast of America coming in to view. And what did I see? The Liver Buildings.

Anyone can make a mistake can’t they? I mean, we weren’t to know we’d stowed away on a ferryboat.

One that goes from Liverpool to Birkenhead and back again, toing and froing across the Mersey. We’d done four trips hidden in the lifeboat and ended up back in Liverpool. And we’d only been away about an hour and a half. ‘Ah well, so much for running away to sea,’ we thought as we disembarked (although disembowelled might be a better word as far as Midge was concerned). Rum? Yuck.

We got the bus home. My mum and dad were having their breakfast. ‘Aye, aye,’ said my dad, ‘here comes the early bird. And what have you been up to then?’

‘I ran away to sea,’ I said.

‘Mm, that’s nice,’ said my mum, shaking out the cornflakes. ‘That’s nice.’


The Jumblies
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Edward Lear

THEY WENT TO sea in a Sieve, they did,

In a Sieve they went to sea:

In spite of all their friends could say,

On a winter’s morn, on a stormy day,

In a Sieve they went to sea!

And when the Sieve turned round and round,

And every one cried, ‘You’ll all be drowned!’

They called aloud, ‘Our Sieve ain’t big,

But we don’t care a button! we don’t care a fig!

    In a Sieve we’ll go to sea!’

         Far and few, far and few,

            Are the lands where the Jumblies live;

 Their heads are green, and their hands are blue,

             And they went to sea in a Sieve.

They sailed away in a Sieve, they did,

In a Sieve they sailed so fast,

With only a beautiful pea-green veil

Tied with a riband by way of a sail,

To a small tobacco-pipe mast;

And every one said, who saw them go,

‘O won’t they be soon upset, you know!

For the sky is dark, and the voyage is long,

And happen what may, it’s extremely wrong

    In a Sieve to sail so fast!’

           Far and few, far and few,

             Are the lands where the Jumblies live;

  Their heads are green, and their hands are blue,

             And they went to sea in a Sieve.

The water it soon came in, it did,

The water it soon came in;

So to keep them dry, they wrapped their feet

In a pinky paper all folded neat,

And they fastened it down with a pin.

And they passed the night in a crockery-jar,

And each of them said, ‘How wise we are!

Though the sky be dark, and the voyage be long,

Yet we never can think we were rash or wrong,

    While round in our Sieve we spin!’

        Far and few, far and few,

          Are the lands where the Jumblies live;

        Their heads are green, and their hands are blue,

          And they went to sea in a Sieve.

And all night long they sailed away;

And when the sun went down,

They whistled and warbled a moony song

To the echoing sound of a coppery gong,

In the shade of the mountains brown.

‘O Timballo! How happy we are,

When we live in a sieve and a crockery-jar,

And all night long in the moonlight pale,

We sail away with a pea-green sail,

    In the shade of the mountains brown!’

        Far and few, far and few,

          Are the lands where the Jumblies live;

        Their heads are green, and their hands are blue,

          And they went to sea in a Sieve.

They sailed to the Western Sea, they did,

To a land all covered with trees,

And they bought an Owl, and a useful Cart,

And a pound of Rice, and a Cranberry Tart,

And a hive of silvery Bees.

And they bought a Pig, and some green Jack-daws,

And a lovely Monkey with lollipop paws,

And forty bottles of Ring-Bo-Ree,

    And no end of Stilton Cheese.

          Far and few, far and few,

            Are the lands where the Jumblies live;

          Their heads are green, and their hands are blue,

            And they went to sea in a Sieve.

And in twenty years they all came back,

In twenty years or more,

And every one said, ‘How tall they’ve grown!

For they’ve been to the Lakes, and the Torrible Zone,

And the hills of the Chankly Bore;’

And they drank their health, and gave them a feast

Of dumplings made of beautiful yeast;

And every one said, ‘If we only live,

We too will go to sea in a Sieve, –

    To the hills of the Chankly Bore!’

        Far and few, far and few,

          Are the lands where the Jumblies live;

        Their heads are green, and their hands are blue,

          And they went to sea in a Sieve.
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Be on your Guard
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The Wolves of Willoughby Chase

[image: images]


CHAPTER TWO

Joan Aiken

(approximate reading time 19 minutes)

SYLVIA WAS AN orphan, both her parents having been carried off by a fever when she was only an infant. She lived with her Aunt Jane, who was now becoming very aged and frail and had written to Sir Willoughby to suggest that he took on the care of the little girl. He had agreed at once to this proposal, for Sylvia, he knew, was delicate, and the country air would do her good. Besides, he welcomed the idea of her gentle companionship for his rather harum-scarum Bonnie.

Aunt Jane and Sylvia shared a room at the top of a house. It was in Park Lane, this being the only street in which Aunt Jane could consider living. Unfortunately, as she was very poor, she could afford to rent only a tiny attic in such a genteel district. The room was divided into two by a very beautiful, but old, curtain of white Chinese brocade. She and Sylvia each had half the room at night, Aunt Jane sleeping on the divan and Sylvia on the ottoman. During the daytime the curtain was drawn back and hung elegantly looped against the wall. They cooked their meals over the gas jet, and had baths in a large enamelled Chinese bowl, covered with dragons, an heirloom of Aunt Jane’s. At other times it stood on a little occasional table by the door and was used for visiting cards.

They were making Sylvia’s clothes.

Aunt Jane, with tears running down her face, had taken down the white curtain (which would no longer be needed) and was cutting it up. Fortunately it was large enough to afford material for several chemises, petticoats, pantalettes, dresses, and even a bonnet. Aunt Jane, mopping her eyes with a tiny shred of the material, murmured:

‘I do like to see a little girl dressed all in white.’

‘I wish we needn’t cut up your curtain, Auntie,’ said Sylvia, who hated to see her aunt so distressed. ‘When I’m thirty-five and come into my money, I shall buy you a whole set of white brocade curtains.’

‘There’s my angel,’ her aunt replied, embracing her. ‘But when you are thirty-five I shall be a hundred and three,’ and she set to work making the tucks in a petticoat with thousands of tiny stitches. Sylvia sighed, and bent her fair head over another, with stitches almost equally tiny. She was a little depressed – though she would not dream of saying so – at the idea of wearing nothing but white, especially at her cousin Bonnie’s, where everything was sure to be grand and handsome.

‘Now let me think,’ muttered Aunt Jane, sewing away like lightning. ‘What can we use to make you a travelling-cloak?’

She paused for a moment and glanced round the room, at the lovingly tended pieces of Sheraton and Hepplewhite furniture, the antimacassars, the Persian screen across the gas-jet kitchen. The window curtains were too threadbare to use – and in any case one must have window curtains. At last she recollected an old green velvet shawl which they sometimes used as an extra bed-cover when it was very cold and they slept together on the ottoman.

‘I can use my jet-trimmed mantle instead,’ she said reassuringly to Sylvia. ‘After all, one person cannot be so cold as two.’

By the day of departure, all the clothes had been finished. Nothing much could be done about Sylvia’s shoes, which were deplorably shabby, but Aunt Jane blacked them with a mixture of soot and candle grease, and Sylvia’s bonnet was trimmed with a white plume from the ostrich-feather fan which her aunt had carried at her coming-out ball. All Sylvia’s belongings were neatly packed into an old carpet-bag, and Aunt Jane had made her up a little packet of provisions for the journey, though with strict injunctions not to eat them if there were anyone else in the compartment.

‘For ladies never eat in public.’

They were too poor to take a hackney-carriage to the station, and Aunt Jane always refused to travel in omnibuses, so they walked, carrying the bag between them. Fortunately the station was not far, nor the bag heavy.

Aunt Jane secured a corner seat for her charge, and put her under the care of the guard.

‘Now remember, my dear child,’ she said, kissing Sylvia and looking suspiciously round the empty compartment, ‘never speak to strangers, tip all the servants immediately (I have put all the farthings from my reticule at the bottom of your valise); do not model yourself on your cousin Bonnie, who I believe is a dear good child but a little wild; give my fond regards to my brother Willoughby and tell him that I am in the pink of health and amply provided for; and if anyone except the guard speaks to you, pull the communication cord.’

‘Yes, Auntie,’ replied Sylvia dutifully, embracing her. She felt a pang as she saw the frail old figure struggling away through the crowd, and wondered how her Aunt Jane would manage that evening without her little niece to adjust her curl-papers and read aloud a page of Dr Johnson’s Dictionary.

Then all Sylvia’s fears were aroused, for a strange man entered the compartment and sat down. He did not speak, however, and took no notice of her, and, the train shortly afterwards departing, her thoughts were diverted into a less apprehensive vein as she watched the unfamiliar houses with their lighted windows flying past.

It was to be a long journey – a night and a day. The hour of departure was six o’clock in the evening, and Sylvia knew that she did not arrive at her destination until about eight of the following evening. What strange forests, towns, mountains, and stretches of countryside would they not have passed by then, as the train proceeded at its steady fifteen miles an hour! She had never been out of London before, and watched eagerly from her window until they had left the houses behind, and she was driven to study the toes of her own shoes, so lovingly polished by Aunt Jane.

The thought of the old lady, carefully preparing for her solitary slumbers, was too much for Sylvia, and tears began to run silently down her cheeks, which she endeavoured to mop with her tiny handkerchief (made from a spare two inches of white brocade).

‘Here, this won’t do,’ said a voice in her ear suddenly, and she looked up in alarm to see that the man at the other end of the compartment had moved along and was sitting opposite and staring at her. Sylvia gave her eyes a final dab and haughtily concentrated on her reflection in the dark window, but her heart was racing. Should she pull the communication cord? She stole a cautious glance at the man’s reflection and saw that he was standing up, apparently extracting something from a large leather portmanteau. Then he turned towards her, holding something out: she looked round enough to see that it was a box of chocolates about a foot square by six inches deep, swathed around with violet ribbons.

‘No, thank you,’ said Sylvia, in as ladylike a tone as she could muster. ‘I never touch chocolate.’ All the same, she had to swallow rapidly a couple of times, for the tea which she had shared with Aunt Jane before the journey, although very refined, had not been substantial – two pieces of thin bread-and-butter, a cinnamon wafer, and a sliver of caraway cake.

She knew better, however, than to accept food from strangers, and as to opening her own little packet while he was in the carriage – that was out of the question. She shook her head again.

‘Now come along – do,’ said the man coaxingly. ‘All little girls like sweeties, I know.’

‘Sir,’ said Sylvia coldly, ‘if you speak to me again I shall be obliged to pull the communication cord.’

He sighed and put away the box. Her relief over this was premature, however, for he turned round next minute with a confectioners’ pasteboard carton filled with every imaginable variety of little cakes – there were jam tarts, maids of honour, lemon cheese cakes, Chelsea buns, and numerous little iced confections in brilliant and enticing colours.

‘I always put up a bit of tiffin for a journey,’ he murmured as if to himself, and, placing the box on the seat directly opposite Sylvia, he selected a cake covered with violet icing and bit into it. It appeared to be filled with jam. Sylvia looked straight ahead and ignored him, but again she had to swallow.

‘Now my dear, how about one of these little odds and ends?’ said the man. ‘I can’t possibly eat them all by myself – can I?’

Sylvia stood up and looked for the communication cord. It was out of her reach.
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