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The Tin Cat

Chapter One


Ann woke with a start very early on the morning of her seventh birthday.


“Oh, Tinker!” she said crossly, as she felt a movement at the bottom of the bed. “You are a naughty cat.”


That must have been what had woken her. Sometimes Tinker clawed open the door of the kitchen, where she was supposed to sleep, and prowled round the house in search of a warm bed. She was not really allowed upstairs. But Ann couldn’t be cross with the cat for long. She remembered – it was her birthday!

It was still rather dark, and the house was quiet except for the breathing of Ann’s younger sister beside her in the bed. Outside in the garden the birds were just beginning their song of greeting to the daylight.

Ann didn’t feel a bit like going off to sleep again. She had been sent to bed immediately after tea the day before, as a punishment for being untidy.

“I’ll have no more mess on the floors today,” her mother had said. “Just look at all those toys, thrown about everywhere! Clear them all up, pick up all the bits of paper, and then off to bed.”

So Ann had gone to sleep early, and felt now she had slept quite long enough.

A sudden idea made her sit up and peer round the room. If it was her birthday, surely her presents should be by her bed. She looked at the table by the bed; there was nothing there. The chair? No, that was empty too. And there was nothing under her pillow either.

It was getting lighter now, and Ann could see dimly all round the room. There was no sign of a parcel anywhere. Had everyone forgotten? What a terrible thought!

Then Ann saw something that made her forget all about presents. Her bed room had a fireplace next to the large wardrobe. Or, at least, it should have had a fireplace. That was the peculiar thing; the grate had gone, and in its place was (can you guess?) ….. a small door about three feet high.

Ann had seen a door like that once before, though in a very different place. She had forgotten all about it till now; but on her previous birthday she had found just such a door at the bottom of the garden.

“It looks just the same,” Ann said to herself, “except that it’s bigger. But of course – how silly of me! – I’m bigger because I’ve grown since this time last year. And as it’s my door it must be bigger.”

She lost no more time in thinking, but jumped out of bed, struggled into her dressing gown and slippers, and pushed open the magic door into Birthday Land.

Chapter Two


Ann found herself in what seemed to be a tunnel which sloped gradually downwards. It was
darker than her bedroom, but in the distance she could see a bright circle of daylight, and towards this she made her way, wondering what she would find at the end of the tunnel.

Everything was certainly quite different from what she had seen in Birthday Land before.. The tunnel led her out into a large park, with flower beds, lawns and gravel paths. It was quiet and lonely, with not a soul in sight or even a bird in the sky. And as Ann paused at the end of the tunnel and gazed around her, she remembered the friend she had met last time in Birthday Land.

“David will be here somewhere,” she thought to herself. “But how can I find him?”

In the centre of the park was a fish pond with a small fountain in the middle of it. Ann ran up to it and leant over to see if there were any fish in there. Yes. There was one, but only one – a large goldfish, swimming round just below the surface.

“It’s all on its own,” said Ann. “I wonder if it can talk. I know the birds and animals can, so I don’t see why the fish shouldn’t.”

She bent her head down to the water, waited until the fish came swimming towards her, and then said loudly, “Goldfish, beautiful goldfish, please help me. Tell me where I can find David.”

She thought at first it was going to swim by, but at the last moment it turned with a smart flick of its tail and thrust its nose out of the water almost into Ann’s face.

“Ask the Tin Cat,” it said. “Happy Birthday.” And before Ann could reply, it had dived deep into the water and swum away.

“Well!” said Ann. “I’ve heard of Tom Cats – they are He cats. And I’ve heard of Tin Cans – they have food in, like fruit or beans. But I don’t think I’ve ever seen a Tin Cat. Goldfish, do come back to tell me where I can find it?”

But no matter how much she pleaded and shouted, the fish took no more notice of her; and soon Ann gave up and looked about her for further help. Just at that moment she heard a noise strangely like the sound made by her clockwork train when it was rattling round the track on the floor at home. Only this was louder, and in the open air.

It seemed to come from outside the park, on her right, so she ran down a path in that direction, towards a high hedge. The path led to a gap in the hedge where there was a gate, and from there she could look down a grassy slope to the valley below.

Across the valley, glinting in the early morning sun, ran the lines of the railway track, and immediately below her there was a level crossing and a station platform, both rather grubby and the worse for wear. As she looked the train noise grew louder, and a big brown engine, with only a tender attached, came tearing towards the station. It showed no sign of slowing down so as to stop. Instead, just as it reached the platform, there was a loud CLICK, a tremendous jerk, and the engine suddenly stopped dead, the tender shooting up into the air and its wheels landing on the lines again, only, it seemed, by a remarkable piece of good fortune.

Ann was delighted, but rather puzzled.

“It’s just like my clockwork train,” she said, “but it’s as big as a real train. Why, I could even ride in it. That would be fun. And why shouldn’t I?”

No sooner said than done. Off she ran, down the hill to the level crossing, along by the side of the track and up on to the station platform.

Chapter Three


As this was Birthday Land, Ann was not so very surprised when the clockwork brown engine spoke as she panted along the platform towards it.

“Happy birthday,” it said. “Where are you for?”

“Happy birthday to you,” said Ann, “Though I didn’t know trains had birthdays – “

“And why not?” the engine interrupted, indignantly. “The day we’re made is just as important to us as the day you’re made is to you.”

“Yes, of course,” said Ann slowly, “but ….”

“Where are you for?” snorted the train. “I’ve asked you once already.”

“But ….. what do you mean?” stammered Ann, completely at a loss. “Where are you for?”

“Where do you want to go to, ninny? You might not be for my line at all. Hurry up and make your mind up. I’m expecting to be started any minute now.”

“Well, I am looking for a tin Cat,” began Ann, rather doubtfully, “but – “

“Tin Town next stop. Jump up into my cabin if you want a comfortable journey – that tinder of mine’s not safe for passengers.”

It certainly didn’t look very smart – there were dents all over it and one side looked as if it had been trodden on by some enormous foot. For that matter the train itself could have done with a fresh coat of paint; and the wheel pistons were so badly bent it seemed a miracle they drove the wheels around at all.

“Why do you call it a tinder?” asked Ann as she pulled herself up into the driver’s cabin. “Isn’t it a tender?”

“Made of tin isn’t it?” grunted the engine. “That’s why it’s a tinder, ninny. Where’s that Station Master? He knows he should start me off but he’s never here on time. I think you’ll have to do it. Think you can?”

“Oh, yes,” cried Ann eagerly, “if you tell me how.”

“Well, of course, there should be a knob on the starting handle, but that’s been pulled off so you’ll have to manage without that. You see, that’s the trouble with us clockwork trains – people just can’t be bothered to look after us. Now, pull the handle out as hard as you can, and then hold tight.”

Ann did as she was told, and with a sudden jerk the train began to move –but backwards instead of forwards!

“Stop me,” shouted the clockwork engine. “I’m going the wrong way and the tinder will come off the rails at the first bend. Pull the other lever up.”

Quickly Ann turned to the second lever and heaved it upwards. There was another CLICK, another terrible jerk, and slowly the train began to move once more towards the station, upon reaching which it stopped again near its original position. “Smart work that,” puffed the brown engine thankfully. “That lever’s always dropping down when it shouldn’t. Ought to have been seen to, of course, but there you are – nobody bothers. Try again – and watch that lever this time.”

So once again Ann started the train, and she was so busy making sure the other lever stayed up she didn’t notice that one of the gates at the level crossing had come unlatched and was slowly swinging open.

CRASH!  The train hit the end of the gate, rocked alarmingly on its wheels, then steadied itself and rattled on out into the country. Ann jumped to the side of the cabin and was just in time to see the gate, swinging madly, go past the latch and back into the road beyond with all the engine’s force behind it. The hinge was too weak to stand the strain, and the last Ann saw of the gate, as she craned her head out to see behind, it lay flat by the side of the road, broken and useless.

“Oh dear!” said Ann. “Whatever will happen next. Nothing seems to work properly and there’s always something going wrong. It’s worse than my toy railway at home. I do think someone ought to be more careful and … and … look after …. Oh, stop!” Now she was shouting. “Look. There’s a truck in front on the line.”

There was indeed – an empty goods wagon all by itself on the line. And they were speeding towards it so fast that it seemed three must be a terrible accident. There was only on chance – Ann must stop the train. She sprang to the ‘start’ lever, hoping with all her might that if she pushed hard enough the train would stop. But it was very stiff, and at first she thought she would never manage it. Every moment she expected to hear the crash and to feel the train toppling off the lines.

She pushed frantically, and at last the bar shot in, and she heard the familiar CLICK. She hardly dared to look out, and when she did, she saw that the train had come to rest just in front of the truck with barely an inch to spare.

“Phew.” The big brown engine sighed with relief. “That was near. Lucky I gad an intelligent passenger with me. But it’s all right now. You can start me up again and I’ll push the wagon slowly the rest of the way. It’s not far to Tin Town.”

Sure enough, a station soon came into sight, as dirty-looking as the last one but a good deal bigger, with two long platforms. Sitting on one of the platforms, just by the place where the train came to its usual sudden clicking halt, was the largest cat Ann had ever seen. It was as big as Ann, perhaps even bigger – A positive Giant of a cat. And instead of its eyes moving to watch the train, it turned its head with a strange jerky motion.

“Of course,” thought Ann. “This must be the Tin Cat.”

Chapter Four


So severe was the look on the Tin Cat’s face that Ann at once put on her most polite manner.

“Good morning,” she said with a timid smile. “Many Happy Returns of the Day.”

“Happy Birthday. You’re late,” snapped the cat, all in one breath.

“But how could I be late?” cried Ann, always quick to defend herself. “I didn’t even know I was coming – and it was the train’s fault anyway.”

“Miaow, of course, the train’s fault! And whose train is it, might I ask?”

“What do you mean?” stammered Ann. “How should I know whose train it is?”

“You ought to – miaow – seeing that it’s yours. I should have thought that you recognised it, even though it is full size when it’s in Birthday Land. After the way you’ve treated it the past three years the wonder is it got you here at all. But there’s no sense in talking here when Tin Lizzie’s outside. Come on.”

Leaving Ann no time to ask further questions about either the train or the mysterious Tin Lizzie, the cat led the way down the platform and out of the station. Parked just out side the entrance was one of the largest, oldest and oddest cars Ann had ever seen. It looked very much as if it would fall to pieces if anyone stepped into it. Indeed, when the tin cat opened a door for Ann to take a seat in the front, and then banged it shut, there was a loud clatter as something tinny hit the pavement. Looking rather sheepish, the cat opened the back door and threw inside a battered mudguard, which landed with much further clattering on top of a collection of bits and pieces of the car. Then a large key was used to wind up the clockwork; the cat settled down in the driving seat; and Tin Lizzie, with much jerking and rattling, moved off into tin Town.

For a while, Ann was much too interested in looking around her to talk. Most of the houses were like large dustbins, and in the streets there was the strangest mixture of humans, animals and toys. The humans were mainly tin soldiers, marching along in groups and looking much the same. Of the others, the spinning tops fascinated Ann most, humming along, their bright colours blurred by the speed with which they turned. Then they passed through the part of the town where tin whistles and trumpets and tinkling carillons strutted about on tiny, tinny, legs.

“There’s Tin Pan Alley,” shouted the cat above the clatter of the car and the general din outside. “Noisiest place in the town.”

“Where are we going? asked Ann. “Is it far?”

“No, we shall soon be there. We’re going to the largest and most important building in Tin Town, where all humans who visit us are taken.”

“Oh, does that mean that David’s there? cried Ann in delight.

“Yes, indeed, I took him there myself earlier today. But whether you will find him in the palace …”

“Palace!” broke in Ann excitedly.  “Is there a king there?”

“No. no,” snapped the cat, with a touch of its old peevishness. “We call it the Palace of the Little Tin Gods. And there are no Gods there either,” he added quickly as Ann opened her mouth to interrupt. “No one lives there at all. It’s open only for human visitors.”

“But who are the ….. the Little Tin Gods then?” stammered Ann, quite puzzled by this time.

“You, of course – and the others,” cried the cat, once again in high good humour. “You humans all think you are Little Tin Gods, especially when you’re young. It simply means you think that you know everything and can do what you like. Sometimes you are spoilt by grown-ups who always let you have what you want. Sometimes, especially if you’re the eldest, you get bossy and swollen-headed because none of your brothers and sisters are old enough to be able to do things as well as you can. Sometimes you get so lazy you can’t be bothered to look after your own toys, and so selfish that you can’t even keep your bedroom tidy, expecting mother to clear up after you all the time. Oh, we get all kinds here. They’ve got your record, of course, and there’ll be a Play Room waiting for you.”

Before Ann could ask who “they” might be, Tin Lizzie wound herself down to a gentle stop, and they stepped out before the entrance of the Palace of the Tin Gods. 

Chapter Five


Whatever Ann might have imagined, she certainly had not expected that “they” should be a pot and a kettle. That is what she found, however, after having walked up an impressive number of white steps and through an open door into the entrance hall. Both the kettle and the pot were made of tin and were very, very black. They were sitting at a table on which was a large open book. Its pages covered with thin spidery handwriting. But they were paying no attention to the book as Ann came through the door. They were obviously in the middle of a furious argument.

“The trouble with you is that you’re colour blind,” the kettle cried in a high shrill voice. “Anyone else will tell you I’m grey, not black. Now your colour is quite definitely black – just like soot.”

“Soot indeed,” snorted the pot. “You’re a fine one to talk of soot when you’ve spent most of our life on smoky fires that have made you as black as ink.”

“If you think that all ink is black,” replied the kettle angrily, “all I can say is that’s another of your tin pot ideas. Now …”

But a loud miaow interrupted him.

“Gentlemen,” the tin cat said,” allow me to introduce Miss Ann.”

The pot and the kettle suddenly sat up as straight as they could, looking very solemn, and spoke together: “Happy Birthday. Glad to see you.  Shan’t keep you a moment.”

They began vigorously turning the pages of their book.

“Here we are,” said the kettle. “Room 73. Give her a card, pot.”

The pot found a blank card in a table drawer, wrote “Room 73” on it very carefully, and handed it to Ann.

“The cat will show you the way. What colour do you think I am?”

“Why, black, I should say,” Ann replied, “just like your friend here.”

“There you are,” cried the kettle triumphantly. “Now you must admit you’re black, old pot. She obviously hasn’t seen you in a good light yet, but if I take her outside …. Oh, they’ve gone.”

The cat had indeed taken Ann by the hand, and they were almost out of hearing down one of the long passages that led away in all directions from the entrance hall.

“Do they always quarrel like that?” asked Ann in bewilderment. “Surely they know they’re both as black as black could be.”

“Oh yes, they know. But they are just like you humans – always wanting to be different, better than everybody else. So they won’t try to see themselves as they really are. And then they start calling people names, when they’re just as bad themselves – like the pot calling the kettle black.”

“I see what you mean,” Ann said slowly. “I shouldn’t call someone ‘Dirty Face’ if my own face is just as grubby.”

“Exactly,” said the cat. “I can see there’s hope for you yet. But here we are at your Play Room, and this is where I leave you.”

They had come to the door marked 73. The tin cat turned the handle, pushed hard on the door, which seemed difficult to open, and then stood aside for Ann to enter. The room was about the size of the large bedroom at home used by Ann and her sisters. But it had no bed, no fireplace and no windows. There was no electric light, and yet it seemed as bright as day. What made Ann stop and stare, however, was not the brightness but the appalling untidiness. If she had not checked her step just past the door, she would certainly have tripped and fallen over a large trolley of wooden bricks that lay right in her path. The reason why the door had been so hard to open was now clear: a doll’s dress had been caught beneath it. The room was littered with dolls, toys, games, cards, shoes, clothes, sweet papers, books that had lost their covers, papers of every kind, and pages torn from painting books, tracing books, drawing books, scrap books and plain exercise books. There were even some half chewed sweets and toffees stuck to the floor. It was a horrible room.

Ann wheeled round in dismay: she would not stay here, on her own. But the cat had gone, the door had closed, and the handle would not turn. She tugged at the handle and cried for help, but the door would not open, and no-one came. In despair, she ran across the room to the only other door, the upper part of which was made of glass. This door also seemed to be locked, but she could just see through the glass into the next room.

It was a room very different from No.73, large, spotlessly clean and neat, furnished with all that a child might wish for to play with. But it was not the huge doll’s house, the train set laid out all ready for use, the tidy book shelves, the model blackboard and desks, the miniature tea service, not even the aquarium with its wriggling tiddlers and straggling weeds, it was none of these that caught Ann’s eye.

“David,” she cried, beating on the glass with all her might. “David, open the door.”

But it seemed that David could neither hear nor see her. Ann sank to the floor in tears. She had come so far in search of him, she had come, indeed so near to him. Yet here she was, alone and a prisoner.

Chapter Six

Ann might well have cried for some time but for the fact that when she groped for a handkerchief and opened her eyes for a moment she saw something very familiar lying on the floor near to her.

“Ted Wool,” she gasped in surprise. “What are you doing here?”

Ted Wool had been given to her when she was a very small baby, and she had loved him more than all the fine dolls she had had later. He was now a slightly grubby teddy bear, but he was still her favourite.

She began to look round at the other dolls and toys. Yes, she recognised every one of them. They were all hers. And the room, she slowly realised, was in just the same untidy state as her bedroom so often was.

She began to think of all that the tin cat had said to her, of the Little Tin Gods who did as they please, and of the record book kept by the pot and kettle. She suddenly knew why she had been brought here: at home she was always untidy and careless with her play things, leaving dolls in the garden and books on the floor, never clearing up her toys and papers, the despair of her parents. This was the room she deserved for her birthday. And David? David lived in an orphanage, and that, she supposed, was rather like living at school, where, of course, one had to be tidy. David had always left his playroom as he would wish to find it, so that others could use it and enjoy it as he did. He too had been brought to the room he deserved.

Some girls might have cried all the more after having thought this out. The effect on Ann was different: she dried her eyes and set to work. She’d show them that record book was wrong. She began to clear up the mess, tidying the books, putting sweet papers into the waste paper basket, dressing the dolls, putting bricks and toys in their boxes.

Soon it was possible to walk across the room without any fear of stepping on a marble or tripping on a toy. Ann paused to look round for anything she might have missed. When her eyes came to the glass door they widened with joy and astonishment. The door was open. She was free.

“David, “she cried as she ran through the door. “Can I play in here with you? You remember me, don’t you?”

“Of course I do,” said David, smiling with pleasure. “Where have you been? I’ve been waiting years.”

Any other time Ann would have told him not to be silly as he couldn’t have been waiting all that long, but she had such an exciting story to tell - about the fish, and her adventures on the train, and the tin cat and Room 73 – that she had to let him know all about it, and then listen to his story, before they could do anything.

Then David showed her round that wonderful Play Room. She found out that the train was an electric, not a clockwork, one, and David showed her how it worked. Each room of the doll’s house had to be examined and re-arranged. Ann was just starting to count the tiddlers in the aquarium, when David, peeping behind a curtain he had not noticed before, found another glass door opposite the one by which Ann had entered. It opened easily, revealing a garden bathed in brilliant sunshine.

“Ann, come quickly,” shouted David. “Look what’s out here.”

The two children gazed in delight at the scene before them; for it was by no means an ordinary garden. There were swings, slides and roundabouts, a sand-pit, hoops and nets, a tricycle and a scooter; and in the distance, across the bottom of the garden, they could see what looked like a stream and a paddling pool. It was the kind of children’s playground that children dream about in their nicest of dreams. And the two of them had it all to themselves!

They played till they were tired out and then lay down, breathless, on the warm grass.

“It’s been such fun,” Ann murmured drowsily.

“Such … fun … David.” But David didn’t answer. He was so very sleepy. And soon Ann too fell asleep …

She woke with a start.

“Oh, Tinker! She said crossly. “You are a naughty cat.”

Then she remembered – it was her birthday! She sat up in bed excitedly and saw parcels on the table.

“Look Tinker, my birthday presents. How clever of you to wake me up early! I think I was dreaming about you – or was it another cat I wonder? But you wouldn’t know, would you, if it was my dream?”

Tinker said nothing, but he looked very old and very wise.

_______________________

THE           END

