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Even with the warm sun shining, the first day of the new term left nine-year-old Ava-May feeling nervous about her new school. The unfamiliar ground was alive with the sounds of children’s laughter and the sight of them running after each other. But this place was unknown to her, as if it was a different country. Even though she’d eaten breakfast, standing alone in the school yard, surrounded by people she didn’t know caused an uncomfortable knot to form in her stomach

She’d recently moved to the small town of Cobbleswood in the Yorkshire countryside. It was a pleasant, cosy town with few residents, one of whom was her Aunt Veronica. She’d met her a few times, and she seemed nice enough, and she looked to go out on walks, and sit out on an evening to watch the sun set. But even though she didn’t really know her aunt, she got the feeling that she was sad or lonely. Her aunt had no children and had might have been married once. Ava had a faded memory of attending a wedding when she was really young. Maybe it was her aunts?

Ava stared at the old building that was her school. Grey, and made from large, stone looking bricks. It looked nice. Plus, the schoolyard looked pretty. 

Behind her, a dark, stony hill sloped upwards to the school. Ava turned, wondering if she could maybe tell someone she wasn’t feeling well and could be let off school for the day, but she knew her aunt was at work, and she couldn’t go home by herself. 

Ahead of her was the door that she had to go through to get to her class. 

As she approached the entrance, a gorgeous green patch of land, covering half the school, caught her eye to the right. Close to her were three tall green trees that swayed in the soft morning breeze. Beautiful, she thought.

As she strolled by the greenery, her mind drifted to her parents. They’d worked all over the world, and she’d never spent long in a single school. At the best of times, she’d spend maybe half a school year at that school, before moving once again. She didn’t know what it was they did, but she knew they worked for the government. Ava had asked her mum once what it was that she and her dad did. Her mum had told her, we help those in charge when they have problems. That was as much as she was ever told. One thing was for sure: her parents met at work, fell in love, and got married soon after. Ava was born in the years that followed. Fast forward several years and Ava was looking at what should have been another brief spell at yet another school. But this was different. This time, she knew she’d be here for a while. Maybe until she started secondary school. 

Her parents had been working in France, and the family nanny had picked her up from school and brought her home. When her parents didn’t show up, the police were notified, and they were reported missing. 

She forced herself to forget the sad memory. She wasn’t willing to give up on them being found. Her mum and dad were somewhere out there.

With a deep breath, she headed towards the school entrance. More children around her screamed as they chased each other. She looked on as mums and dads waved goodbye to their children, marking the start of the new school year. But no one was there to see her off. 

Suddenly, a voice from behind her startled her.

‘Hi,’ a high-pitched voice said.

Surprised, Ava spun around. A girl with tall, slender features and dusty blonde hair stood facing her. Ava didn’t know what to say. She was still surprised that anyone was paying her any attention.

‘Erm, hi,’ she replied.

The girl smiled.

‘You’re new here, aren’t you?’

‘Erm, yeah. I just moved in with my aunt. We live on Thirlmere Drive. I’m Ava.’

The girl smiled again.

‘Cool. I live on Greenwood Road. That’s the road behind Thirlmere Drive. My name is Mollie. I wish I had an aunt. I live with my foster family. They’re cool, I guess. I’ve only lived with them since April.’

Ava was curious why the girl was talking to her, but she probably felt the same way when she was new. 

Mollie continued to talk. ‘I used to live with my grandad, but he’s pretty old to be looking after me now. But he still comes over to visit. He lives on Fairleigh Road, which is just down the road from me, so it’s not too bad.’

‘Okay,’ Ava said, nodding as she spoke.

‘How come you don’t live with your parents?’ Mollie asked.

The question filled Ava with the same sense of sadness she felt only moments ago. The smile on Mollie’s face disappeared as she seemed to realise the question was a stupid one to ask. ‘Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that. Why don’t I show you around the school?’

Ava said nothing, but she nodded in approval.

‘It looks like a small school, but I know all the good spots,’ Mollie said.

Another sensation filled Ava. Perhaps she could make a friend at this school. This girl, Mollie, seemed nice.

‘Come on,’ gestured Mollie and the two of them walked through an old blue door that was the entrance to the school. Inside it looked like any other school that Ava had been to. The floor had a black and white tiled pattern, and the walls were decorated with artwork and drawings made by the children. 

‘So, what class are you in?’ Mollie asked. 

‘Erm,’ Ava said, confused that she’d not even checked the sheets of paper she had in her hand. Looking at the scrap of paper, she read aloud. ‘It says 4JS.’

Mollie’s face lit up. 

‘That’s my class. You should sit with me. Afterwards, I can show you around.’

‘Umm, okay.’

Mollie smiled at Ava and showed her into the school. A long corridor lined with artwork from different years led them onward. The school looked to be a little old, but then the entire village looked just as old.

The two walked into a medium-sized room. Children were already making themselves comfortable in their seats, getting their books ready.

Mollie pulled at Ava’s arm.

‘Over here, I usually sit here.’ She pointed to a square table that had four chairs placed around it. ‘It’s okay. You can pick any seat. No one sits with me.’

Surprised, Ava raised her eyes to meet Mollie’s.

‘Why does no one want to sit with you?’

‘It’s because they think something’s wrong with me.’

The instant Mollie spoke, Ava noticed some of the children staring at them. As if she didn’t feel nervous already. But Mollie seemed kind, and she was the only person who had spoken with her.

She watched as Mollie sat herself in the corner. Ava glanced around and settled beside Mollie at the point where the table changed direction. So, they were pretty much face to face with each other. 

Putting her bag under the table, she watched as Mollie pulled out some books from her bag. Ava blushed, ashamed that she didn’t have any books on her first day. 

Mollie smiled again. 

‘Don’t worry. The teacher will give you something to write in. I got some when I first started. Not that I need them.’

With the ringing of the school bell, more children came pouring into the room. Just like Mollie had said, no one else came to sit at their table. But more children stared at them, as if they’d done something wrong. 

I hope this will get better, Ava thought to herself. 
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Ava’s teacher was a beautiful woman call, Miss Shilling. She had long wavy blonde hair, and a kind face. Ava had to endure the usual first day tradition of introducing herself to her whole class. She done the same at the numerous other schools she’d attended, and this was no different. Although Mollie seemed interested in what she had to say. But as for the rest of the class, no one else seemed bothered. There were a group of boys who were sat in the corner, sniggering away all the time Ava was trying to talk. Miss Shilling had to tell them to be quiet more than once. Ava didn’t know what they were talking about, but she could have guessed it might have been about her. She disliked having to talk at the front of the class, even though she’d done it a lot of times at her other schools. But at least it was done and out of the way.

Like Mollie had said, Miss Shilling provided her with several notebooks for writing. Even though the nervous knot in her stomach continued to bug her, she was beginning to feel a tiny bit of comfort. 

By the time lunch came around Ava was sat in the school cafeteria, looking to see if she could see Mollie. But she couldn’t. She started to worry. Was she ill? Had she gone home? She didn’t know. Ava hoped that she was okay. She’d hate to be on her own for the rest of he day.  

But to her relief, she saw Mollie still at school, and she seemed fine. Odd. How come she hadn’t seen her at lunch?

The afternoon came around and the bell rang throughout the school to signify that the day was over. Ava waited for the class to pile out the door in the mad rush to get out and get home. She noticed Mollie was waiting as well and walked over to her to talk to her.

‘Hi.’

Mollie turned and smiled at her.

‘Ava, the girl who lives with her aunt Veronica.’

Ava smiled at the comment.

‘What happened earlier? I couldn’t see you at lunch and I thought you might have gone home ill or something.’

Mollie shook her head.

‘No, I’m fine. It’s just a thing I’ve got where I don’t have lunch in the cafeteria.’

Ava felt a knot of concern tightened in her stomach. She’d only just met Mollie and throughout the whole day, she was the only person other than her teacher to come up to her and talk to her. She hoped it wasn’t something serious.

‘Oh. It’s not bad I hope?’

‘Not really. Just something I’m trying to deal with.’

The mystery of Mollie’s absence sparked a fire of curiosity within Ava, but she knew better than to pester her.

They walked down the corridor. Children around them screamed in excitement as they ran to get out of the school and back to the freedom of doing what they wanted. 

As they turned into another corridor Ava noticed a large glass case in that end. As they walked closer, through the rushing crowds, Ava saw something in the cabinet. 

As if sensing what Ava was going to say, Mollie spoke.

‘Yeah, this is the school’s trophy cabinet. Of course, the last time the school won anything was about seven years ago.’ 

Mollie pointed at one award. The award, a tall, thin prize, had two golden poles running up for about a foot, with a smaller piece connecting the two. At the top of the trophy stood a large letter A. ‘That was some spelling competition we won about a hundred years ago. Well, maybe not that long ago. Maybe something like ten.’

Ava turned and looked at Mollie as she spoke. She continued speaking. She mentioned sports days and musical competitions. All of them from years ago. As Ava looked, she noticed an empty space on one of the top shelves.

‘What’s happened there?’ She said, pointing to the area in question. 

‘Oh yeah. The Newton trophy,’ Mollie said.

Ava turned and looked at Mollie.

‘What’s The Newton trophy?’

‘It was a prize the school won eleven years ago. Science fair. They named the trophy after Isaac Newton. We won it because of something pretty awesome from what I read. It was a pretty big thing. In the papers and everything. One student, a boy called Daniel Murphy, built and designed a machine that could create diamonds.’

Ava felt a flutter of excitement from what Mollie had just said.

‘Wow. How did he manage to do that?’

Mollie shrugged.

‘Nobody really knows how he did it. Daniel was a genius. He built this science project and had figured some super creative formula to make diamonds. But it also made him famous. People came from all over to interview the kid. He got offers to go to crazy fancy schools.’

‘That sounds amazing,’ Ava said, with excited enthusiasm.

‘It was a first, but then it got bad.’

Ava pulled a face. She figured being famous would be a good thing.

‘Why what happened?’

Mollie turned and looked back into the cabinet where the trophy was and then looked back at Ava. 

‘A load of people came to town. Reporters wanting to get interviews and stuff on what he did. The thing is, Daniel was just a kid, and it was getting too much for him. Then after that, people from these big companies looking to get him to explain what formula he used to make them. They were constantly at his door every day.’

Ava suddenly realised what Daniel must have gone through and that being famous might not be as good as she thought.

‘That sounds horrible,’ Ava said.

‘It was. I even heard that the government was interested in the project.’

The word government seemed to send a shock through Ava. Could her parents have been involved in this?

Mollie continued. ‘Eventually it got so bad that he and his family moved away. No one knows where they went. Some say they moved to Canada, but, like I said, no one knows.’

Ava put the memory of her parents to one side and looked at the cabinet and the space on the shelf. Even though she didn’t know Daniel, she felt a stab of sympathy and sadness in her chest at the thought of what he went through. After all, she’d had to deal with talking to government people and army guys, when her parents didn’t come home.  She felt more sorrow flutter in her heart just thinking about it. However, she returned to the story when she realised it couldn’t have ended there.

‘Hang on. If he won this competition and was pretty much famous for this amazing creation, what happened to the trophy?’

Mollie nodded.

‘Well, the thing is, it was stolen.’

Ava’s curiosity got the better of her.

‘Stolen, by who? Daniel?’

Mollie shrugged.

‘No one knows. The police looked at Daniel, but they searched his house and everywhere he hung out and didn’t find it. Not too long after that, that’s when he and his family moved away.’

‘Then who took it?’

Mollie shrugged again.

‘No one knows. A theory was it was some angry parent who thought Daniel must have cheated and wasn’t deserving of the prize.’

Ava laughed a little. She could picture an angry mum or dad sneaking into a school and stealing the prize, thinking that their child was more deserving of the award than Daniel. Silly, but some people did act like that.

‘How do you know so much about this?’ Ava said.

Mollie pulled a face.

‘I read about it.’

Ava said nothing. She just pulled a face as well. Then Mollie seemed to realise something.

‘Ahh, yeah, I forgot to tell you. I’ve got what they call an eidetic memory. I can remember pretty much anything once I’ve read it or seen it.’

Ava looked at in amazement. She’d never met anyone with a photographic memory. Mollie’s face seemed to drop. ‘You’re going to think I’m some kind of weirdo now? Everyone else here does.’

Ava smiled.

‘No. I think it’s awesome.’

Mollie smiled back, looking like she had received a trophy of her own.

‘Phew. Thanks. I lot of people find it a bit strange.’

Ava turned and looked back at the trophy.

‘What do you think happened to the trophy?’

Mollie stopped smiling as she spoke, this time in a hushed voice.

‘Well, there’s another story. Apparently, before he left, Daniel hid away the details and notes he’d taken when making his science project in the trophy. That’s why they think it was stolen. Maybe by some greedy company looking to make money from this.’

Ava tried to picture this. It wasn’t strange to think a company would act like this, but something didn’t make sense to her.

‘If something’s hid in the trophy, why didn’t whoever stole it just break it open and take whatever was inside? Why take the whole thing?’

Mollie seemed to be taken by surprise by this.

‘Huh. I hadn’t thought of that.’

Ava was deep in thought about the missing award. She felt a rush of excitement. Something she’d hadn’t felt since before her parents disappeared. 

She smiled and looked at Mollie.

‘What if someone didn’t steal it? What if it was hidden, because they didn’t want it to fall into the wrong hands?’

Surprise washed over Mollie’s face. She looked like she hadn’t considered this.

‘Who would do that?’

‘I don’t know. But if this thing had people going crazy and forced a family to leave, I’d want to hide it.’

The two looked in the cabinet at the space. After a moment, someone spoke.

‘What are you two doing?’

The voice was booming, and it made them jump. They turned to see a tall, thin man, who had dark wavy hair, with bits of grey in it. Several strands hung over his forehead. He had a weather-beaten face that wore a look of suspicion.

‘We were just looking at the trophy cabinet,’ Mollie said.

The man looked them up and down, with the look of a police officer questioning a troublemaker.

‘You know, schools finished. You shouldn’t be hanging around here. Go on and get home.’

Both girls nodded and headed towards the exit.

‘Who is that?’ Ava said.

‘That’s the new school caretaker, Mr. Spurious.’ Mollie gestured to the exit. ‘Let’s go.’

And the two of them walked away and out of the school.  
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The sun was still shining, and the walk home was nice. 

Mollie’s enthusiasm was contagious as she painted a picture of the town’s hidden gems, especially a small, sweet-shop with its fifty-pence treats. She also pointed out a cozy-looking cafe not too far from the school. 

Although it was a pleasant stroll, some children from school, older looks ones, maybe in the year above her, shouted and heckled at them as they walked. Ava couldn’t make out what they said, but considering the nasty giggles they made, she assumed it wasn’t anything nice. Because she didn’t know them, Ava assumed their taunts were for Mollie. But she did nothing. She didn’t even acknowledge them. 

They reached the street that led towards Ava’s house. She stopped and turned to Mollie, who had been describing a lovely part of the river that flowed through a nearby park.

‘This is my street.’ She said, turning and pointing at a house halfway down the street. It looked pretty from here. It had two floors and a nice medium-sized front garden that looked beautiful and well-tended to. The garden had a mixture of green and browning leaves on it, due to it being the start of autumn. 

She turned back to Mollie. ‘How far is your house from here?’

Mollie turned and pointed further down the road.

‘I live on the next street down. Hey, that means I might be able to come over and visit you sometimes?’

Ava nodded.

‘Yeah, or I could come over yours.’

The colour seemed to drain from Mollies face.

‘Erm, well...’

A wave of unease washed over Ava; her mind consumed with worry. Had she said something she shouldn’t have?

‘I’m sorry. Have I said something wrong?’

Mollie shook her head. 

‘No, it’s fine. It’s just I’ve got this older foster brother who’s not very nice. He’d probably make fun of you if you came over.’

Ava shrugged.

‘Well, I’ll ask my aunt Veronica if you can come over sometime. I’m pretty sure it won’t be a problem.’

Mollie smiled. 

‘Great. Well, I guess I’ll see you tomorrow at school.’

Ava nodded.

‘Yeah. I’m glad I met you.’

‘Me too,’ said Mollie.

Mollie turned on her heel and carried on down the road. Ava watched her go. She didn’t turn around. Just carried on until she got to the next road and disappeared around the corner. 

Ava walked down the street to her house. A gentle breeze caught her as she went, and she could smell something being baked somewhere. She couldn’t be sure, but she thought it might have been cinnamon buns. She wondered if it were her aunt doing some baking. It certainly made the street smell nice. Another breeze came along and the aroma of baked goods disappeared with the wind. 

Ava entered her new home. The warm glow of the table lamp to the left of the entrance greeted her. It sat on a small, varnished table that was about half her size. A shelf underneath held several well-read and worn books. 

A carpeted staircase was to her left, with the hallway to the right, leading to the back of the house and the kitchen. She saw the light on and heard her aunt moving. She must have heard her as she came trotting into the hallway.

‘Hi Ava,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry, I would have picked you up from school, but I had a busy day at the office.’ Ava wasn’t really sure what her aunt did. She knew it involved her aunt using a computer and working in an office. She seemed to like it, yet Ava didn’t see how working in an office could be fun. ‘Did your first day at school go well?’

Ava shrugged.

‘It was okay. I made a new friend. Her name is Mollie.’

Aunt Veronica’s eyes lit up with glee.

‘Oh, that’s good, Ava. I’m glad you’ve made friends with some children at school.’

Aunt Veronica seemed nice, but Ava got the impression that she sometimes didn’t listen that well. She’d said she’d made a friend at school, not friends, but Aunt Veronica had taken that is being more than one friend. Ava didn’t want to correct her though. There wasn’t any reason to.
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