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For Janice and Mike






Chapter One [image: A two-story house with a slanted roof, surrounded by trees and shrubs, with smoke rising from its chimneys.] BACK TOGETHER


Ava checked the time on her phone again and sighed. ‘Why is it going so slow?’ she muttered to herself.

There was still half an hour until her cousin, Tom, would be home from school. No matter how many times she checked the time, it wasn’t going any quicker. From her position in the front garden, she glanced back at the little cottage. Its grey stone and white windows made it look like a miniature version of the Whistledown farmhouse. Aunt Kitty had added window boxes, planted with brightly coloured summer flowers, to match the farm ones. Ava smiled at the freshly painted blue front door.

‘Matches the sky,’ she whispered to herself.

She and her parents had moved into Whistledown Cottage on the edge of the farm only a week ago and it was already starting to feel like home.

Ava checked her phone again. Time was going far too slowly – she couldn’t wait to start the weekend with Tom and their friends. She texted Tom.


See you at the den

A x



Ava ran through the little white gate at the front of the cottage and sped along the old brick path. Veering right, she skirted round the stone walls of the house and into the back garden, jogging across the green lawn sprinkled with daisies. Ava reached the stream that trickled through the back of the garden and clattered across the small wooden bridge that arched over the meandering water. An old gate punctuated the fence-line and it creaked loudly on its ancient hinges as Ava flung it open so she could run the short distance into the woods.

Ava’s excitement grew as her wellied feet landed in the well-trodden animal track that led to where she’d meet her friends. She breathed in the scent of summer in the woodland as she ran, taking in lungfuls of warm air – a heady mix of grass and flowers. The bright sunlight trickled down through the thick green canopy of leaves above, falling in dappled patches on the long grass either side of her.

Ava rounded the corner through a gap in the trees as the camouflaged den came into view. Now it was June, the trees were thick with leaves in all shades of green and the bushes were lush and the grass long, all making the den harder to spot. But Ava knew exactly where it was. Her trained eye fell right on it without having to look twice. She slowed as she reached the entrance, an old shed door that had been blown down in a previous winter storm and repurposed for the den. She slid the bolt back and stepped inside. It was just how she remembered it from the last time she’d been there seven months ago. Nothing had changed since she and the rest of the Whistlers had been in it on bonfire night, when they’d made a pact not to use it until Ava was back for good.

The camping chairs were circled round the large central tree stump, with wildlife and bird books still stacked neatly on the camping table in the corner. The edges of the books had begun to curl from the cold damp air of the winter months. Ava opened the lid of the supplies box. It was empty apart from a lonely half-eaten packet of chocolate biscuits that lay in the bottom. They would definitely have to restock for the summer. She went over to the camping table and picked up the binoculars that sat next to the books. She wiped the lenses with the bottom of her T-shirt to remove the film of dirt that had accumulated since they were last used. Lifting off a wooden panel that covered an opening to the outside, Ava put the binoculars to her eyes. She focused them and smiled. Tom was running along the animal trail in his school uniform, tearing off his tie as he went. She watched as he stuffed it in his pocket and sped towards the hidden den. Moments later, the door flung open and he stood in the doorway.

[image: A folding table outdoors, with a cobweb in one corner, holds a stack of nature-themed books, including bird guides and a notebook.]

‘Happy Friday!’ he yelled.

Ava laughed. ‘Happy Friday, Tom!’

Her cousin collapsed into one of the camping chairs and put his feet up on the tree-trunk table. ‘Soon there’ll be no more school for the summer!’ he said with a grin.

‘There’s still about six weeks left!’ said Ava. ‘Anyway, there’ll be plenty to do on the farm, won’t there?’

‘Yeah, but that’s different,’ said Tom with a frown. ‘Farm work is nothing like schoolwork. That’s hard work. Farming is different.’

Ava shrugged. That’s where she and Tom really differed. She didn’t find school hard – she actually loved it. She wondered if secondary school would be different, though. She’d be starting there after the summer, but at least she’d be going with Tom and the rest of her friends and she still had the last few weeks of term at the village primary.

The den door whipped open and four bodies bundled inside, laughing and joking as they came.

‘Ava!’ cried the tall, dark-haired girl at the front of the group.

‘Jas!’ said Ava, running to embrace her.

‘I’ve missed you,’ said Jas, squeezing Ava tightly.

‘We all have – it’s been ages since we’ve seen you!’ said Bella, joining their hug.

‘Finally said goodbye to the city then?’ came a voice from the doorway.

‘Jack!’ said Ava, peeling herself away from Jas and Bella.

Jack leaned forward and reached out to give Ava a fist bump, but Rav dived in front of him to hug Ava too.

‘I’m so pleased you’re here,’ said Rav. ‘I’ve been wanting to add more secret whistles to the ones we already made up but this lot are having none of it. I know you’ll agree with me, though.’

The rest of the group rolled their eyes as Rav looked eagerly at Ava.

Back in the autumn when they’d decided to call themselves the Whistlers after Whistledown woods, they’d come up with a secret code of whistles to use with each other. A whistle low to high to say someone was coming, a series of short sharp whistles to bring everyone together, one that sounded like a police car to warn of danger and even a whistle that sounded like the call of a tawny owl to identify themselves. They’d only come up with a handful of whistles and Rav had always been keen to add more.

‘Well, we did call ourselves the Whistlers, so it’s only right we have lots of secret whistles,’ said Ava, giving Rav a conspiratorial wink.

‘Speaking of the Whistlers, I think we should have our first proper meeting now we’re back together,’ said Jas. ‘Then we can make a plan for the last few weeks ever of primary school and the summer holiday.’

Bella sank into a camping chair. ‘I can’t believe we’re starting secondary school in September. It’s scary.’

‘That’s not for ages yet,’ said Jack. ‘We don’t need to think about it for now.’

‘And we’ve got Ava back!’ said Jas, throwing her arms round her friend again.






Chapter Two [image: A pair of binoculars with an attached strap.] SUMMER PLANS


Ava, Tom, Jas, Jack, Bella and Rav sat round the tree stump in the den.

‘Is there any food in here?’ asked Rav hopefully.

Ava shook her head and Rav’s face fell. ‘We haven’t restocked yet.’

‘We should give the den a proper sort-out this weekend, get it ready for summer,’ said Jas.

‘I can’t do this weekend,’ said Tom with a shrug. ‘Neither can Ava.’

Ava glanced at her cousin. ‘What do you mean? I’ve been looking forward to being back in the den for ages!’

‘We’re busy this weekend, Ava. Remember? The shearer’s coming.’

Ava suddenly remembered what Tom was talking about. ‘Oh, the shearer! Sorry, Tom. I totally forgot that was this weekend, what with moving and everything.’ A wave of anticipation swept through Ava as she thought about helping out with shearing this year. She felt the same familiar mix of nerves and excitement that she always got when she was about to try something new.

‘Anyway, it means we’re both out of action as far as the den is concerned this weekend,’ said Tom.

‘We’ll just have to wait for next weekend then,’ said Jas brightly.

‘So what do we want to do over the summer?’ asked Bella.

‘I’d love to do some birdwatching if any of you are happy to teach me what you know?’ said Ava hopefully.

‘I can teach you!’ Rav leaped up from his camping chair.

‘So can I,’ said Tom.

‘Great!’ said Ava.

‘Well, that’s you three sorted, but what about the rest of us that can’t tell a warbler from a wagtail?’ said Jack, swinging on the back legs of his chair.

‘We could set up Ava’s new wildlife camera – the one she got from Mrs Merrington?’ suggested Jas.

‘Nice!’ said Jack with a grin.

Ava’s parents had bought their cottage from Mrs Merrington, who’d moved away to be closer to her son as she was getting older. She’d lived in the cottage most of her life and had given Ava her binoculars and bird books the first time they’d met. She’d also given Ava a wildlife camera that was set off by movement and took videos and photos of whatever crossed its path.

[image: Binoculars, a camera, bird guidebooks, and an open book with bird illustrations.]

‘Brilliant idea, Jas,’ said Ava. ‘It’s in my room so I’ll bring it the next time we meet up. We can set it up somewhere in the woods and see what comes along.’

‘Anything else anyone wants to do?’ asked Jas.

‘As long as whatever else we do doesn’t involve my little brother, it’s fine with me,’ said Jack, leaning back in his camping chair with a huff.

‘Oh, but Alfie is so cute!’ said Bella.

‘Maybe to you,’ said Jack, folding his arms. ‘But he’s starting to be a real pain. He always wants to tag along with me, and Mum keeps telling me to take him. I’m starting to run out of excuses!’

‘Would it be so bad if he did tag along?’ asked Jas.

Tom tried to hide a laugh.

‘He can’t be that bad, can he?’ asked Ava.

‘I’m with Jack,’ said Tom. ‘Alfie always manages to get into some sort of trouble and then we have to sort it out.’

‘Getting stuck up trees, riding his bike into a ditch, not seeing massive puddles,’ said Jack, shaking his head.

Tom burst into laughter. ‘Alfie riding straight into a huge puddle and falling off his bike was pretty funny,’ he said, wiping away tears as he tried to compose himself.

Jack grimaced. ‘Yeah, it was funny until we had to give him some of our clothes to wear because he wouldn’t stop crying!’

Tom laughed even louder. ‘I had to ride home without a T-shirt and you had to ride home in your pants!’

Rav was wide-eyed as the girls began to giggle.

‘Maybe we should make sure Alfie doesn’t hang around with us after all,’ agreed Bella.

‘Yeah, otherwise, it sounds like we’ll get more than we bargained for!’ added Jas.

[image: A flower with a large bloom, a smaller bud, and leaves on a single stem.]






Chapter Three [image: Three sunflowers with detailed petals, leaves, and stems. ] AN EARLY START


Ava’s alarm buzzed on her bedside table. She opened one eye and squinted against the summer sun shining through her thin bedroom curtains. As she silenced the alarm she felt her stomach flutter, as a mix of excitement and nerves settled inside her. Today would be her first shearing on the farm and Tom had said that, after lambing, it was one of the busiest times. She’d made sure to set her alarm bright and early, so she could get up to the farm to help prepare for the arrival of the shearer.

Ava flung back her covers and smiled as she stared down at her clothed body. She’d decided to go to bed fully dressed to save time in the morning. She leaped out of bed and opened her door, bumping straight into her bleary-eyed mum.

‘Sorry!’

Her mum tucked her dark sleep-messed hair behind one ear. ‘Breakfast?’ she asked, giving Ava a hug.

‘No time,’ replied Ava, stepping round her mum.

‘Not so fast, young lady.’

Ava paused, glancing back.

‘There’s always time for breakfast,’ said her mum with a smile.

‘You sound like Aunt Kitty,’ laughed Ava.

‘Of course I do. We’re not completely different, you know; we are sisters after all!’

Ava sat at the kitchen table and poured herself some orange juice while her mum popped a couple of slices of bread in the toaster. Ava looked around their new kitchen as she took a large gulp of juice. They hadn’t begun decorating in here yet so it was exactly the same as Mrs Merrington had left it, just with all their things in the cupboards and on the worktops instead of hers.

Ava caught her mum staring at her from the corner of her eye.

‘You like it here, don’t you?’ she said, dropping a light kiss on Ava’s head and placing a plate of hot buttery toast in front of her.

Ava smiled. ‘Very much.’

‘Me too,’ said her mum, coming to sit beside her. ‘I think it’s just what we all needed.’

Ava rested her head on her mum’s shoulder and ate her toast. They did all seem really happy. Moving to Whistledown Farm had been a new shiny adventure for the whole family so far. Aunt Kitty had been over the moon to have her sister just minutes away and Ava’s dad had taken to pottering in old Mrs Merrington’s immaculate garden at every opportunity. He’d even been talking about getting a bigger shed, which was something she’d never thought she’d hear her dad say! Her mum and dad were scientists and while they were still continuing to work on their medical research, they’d significantly cut down their hours. For now, they still spent a couple of days a week in the laboratory, overnighting close by to the lab. On those days Ava stayed up at the farmhouse in the bedroom her aunt and uncle had kept for her, and so far it was all working out well – really well. Ava had never been so happy.

‘Come on then,’ said her mum, pulling Ava out of her thoughts. ‘You’d better get yourself to the farm, otherwise Uncle John will be sending out a search party.’

Ava laughed.

‘I’ll pop up later to give you all a hand. I’ve just got a few errands to run first.’

Ava paused in the doorway before turning back to look at her mum, open-mouthed.

‘What?’ said her mum.

‘You’re going to help up at the farm?’

Ava’s mum nodded. ‘Well, shearing is busy! I’m sure they’ll appreciate any help they can get.’

‘But…’ The words faltered in Ava’s mouth. Her mum had never volunteered to help on the farm before.

‘Well, you love it so much, Ava, so it’s about time I tried it out too!’

Ava hopped on her bike and cycled as fast as her legs would take her to the farmhouse. She smiled as she pulled to a stop by Uncle John’s truck, checking her watch. It hadn’t taken her long to get here at all, less than five minutes.

‘What time do you call this?’

Ava turned to see Uncle John standing in the doorway of the farmhouse. He had his hands on his hips. Ava’s heart raced. Was she in trouble already? Moments later, her uncle’s stern face crumpled into a huge grin. Ava’s shoulders relaxed as she realized her uncle had been joking.

‘John!’ said Aunt Kitty, appearing behind him. ‘We haven’t got time to mess around this morning and you must have worried the poor girl.’

Uncle John’s grin didn’t falter. ‘It’s not often anyone falls for my terrible acting!’

‘Mmm,’ said Aunt Kitty, stopping to give Ava a hug. ‘Ready for a busy day, sweetheart?’

Ava nodded. ‘Mum said she’d pop up later too.’

Aunt Kitty’s eyebrows raised ever so slightly. ‘Super,’ she replied, a smile growing on her lips.

‘Morning!’ shouted Tom, appearing beside Ava with his sheepdog Jet. At the sight of Ava Jet immediately rolled onto his back.

Ava giggled as she bent down to tickle his tummy.

‘He’s got you wrapped round his little paw, hasn’t he?’ said Uncle John.

‘Jet knows Ava can’t resist rubbing his tummy,’ said Tom, shaking his head.

‘Well, he might as well have a bit of fuss now as he’s about to have a very busy morning,’ said Aunt Kitty, opening the door to the truck. ‘We’d better get cracking and get the sheep in before the shearer gets here.’

Jet twisted to his feet at the sound of the truck door opening.

‘Come on then,’ said Tom, stepping towards the vehicle.

Jet took a few steps and jumped into the truck before sitting down on the back seat with his head out of the open window, panting gently.

Ava followed Jet in, sliding across to sit next to him, her arm resting lightly round his warm furry body.

Uncle John drove the truck across the farm to the furthest hill fields where the majority of the hill flock were grazing. Ava stared out the window as she snuggled up to Jet. Late June had brought a lushness all around the farm – the hedges were a riot of green leaves and the grass was thick and abundant everywhere. Summer flowers were beginning to pop their heads up here and there too. Ava was sure it was soon going to be very beautiful indeed.

[image: Tom’s pet dog, Jet, with its head out of a car window, tongue out, looking happy.]

Sheep were dotted across the sloping fields, black dots that came into sharper focus the closer they got. Ava smiled – she knew that Hope would be out there with the main flock somewhere. Ava felt her chest tighten a little. Hope was well over a year old now, but it only seemed like yesterday that Ava had nursed the newborn lamb. Ava hadn’t seen her for a couple of months – ever since Hope had moved out onto the hills to make space for the new lambs born this year. Ava tried to swallow down the lump that had begun to form in her throat and cuddled in more tightly to Jet. What if Hope didn’t recognize her any more?






Chapter Four [image: Wide-eyed Jet sitting upright with a smirk.] GATHERING THE SHEEP


The truck came to a stop by the field gate. Ava slipped out of the back with Tom, as Jet waited patiently on the seat.

‘Come on, boy,’ said Tom.

Jet didn’t need telling twice. He leaped down from the truck and sat on the grass beside Tom, his eyes already fixed on the sheep in the field.

‘Here’s the plan,’ said Uncle John. ‘Tom and Jet are going to gather the sheep from the back of the field and bring them down towards us. Aunt Kitty is going to head down to the bottom gate and open it up, so hopefully they’ll just funnel straight through and down towards the sheep pen we’ve already set up by the lambing shed.’

‘Simple!’ said Aunt Kitty with a tiny smile. She turned to make her way down the field towards the gate.

‘And what shall I do?’ asked Ava.

‘You can help me make sure the sheep head in the right direction. If each of us stand either side of where the sheep come down, we can make sure they don’t wander off to where they shouldn’t.’

‘Okay. Sounds easy enough,’ said Ava.

‘If any of them stray off in your direction, just wave your arms about and they’ll soon turn back the other way.’

Ava felt a sudden rush of nerves. It may sound reasonably straightforward but she didn’t want to be the one who messed it up. The shearer would be arriving soon and the sheep needed to be ready and waiting.

‘Shall Jet and I get started then?’ asked Tom, tickling his sheepdog behind his ears.

‘No time like the present,’ said Uncle John.

He nodded at Ava before turning to head across to the other side of the field. Ava strode a few paces the other way and stopped. She shielded her eyes from the early summer sun to gaze up to where the flock were grazing higher up. She heard Tom whistle and a streak of black and white shot across behind her, speeding around the edges of the field. Ava always marvelled at how quick Jet was. When he was working on the farm helping to round up sheep, he was so alert and so fast. It was a complete contrast to when he was ‘off duty’, as Tom called it. Then, Jet loved nothing better than getting his tummy rubbed and having a doze at your feet, but out with the sheep he was always in work mode. She watched him streak round the field, looping behind the furthest sheep in the flock. Tom whistled again and Jet lay down immediately. Another whistle instructed Jet to move slowly towards the sheep. The nearest sheep to Jet had now spotted him and began to move away. More sheep flocked together and began walking down the hillside. As the sheep came closer to Ava, their pace picked up. Jet began moving from side to side to keep the sheep bunched together, expertly ensuring there were no stragglers left behind.





[image: Ava stares, wide-eyed, at Hope, a sheep, standing nearby, followed by a herd of sheep, with Jet at their side and Tom at the back.]



The sheep headed down the field in the direction of Aunt Kitty at the bottom gate. They were right in between Ava and Uncle John and going exactly the way they should be. Ava felt herself relax a little. The sun was warm on her skin now it was higher in the sky and the thin layer of morning clouds had faded away. She closed her eyes and tilted her head upwards – summer felt good. A loud baa snapped Ava’s attention back to the job in hand. The baa sounded again – more insistent this time. Her eyes opened wide and she caught her breath as a sheep stopped a few metres away from her.

‘Hope,’ whispered Ava.

Sheer delight swept through her as she recognized the lamb. Now fully grown, Hope was very much a part of the flock at Whistledown. But Ava’s smile faltered as she realized too late what was about to happen – Hope had changed course and started heading straight towards her. Other sheep around Hope followed, splitting the flock in two. Ava felt the first tingle of panic run up her spine. Hope on her own wasn’t a worry, but a chunk of the flock separating off and heading in the wrong direction was. Jet darted towards Ava and the wayward sheep, but as he did so, the larger section of sheep drifted off course. Panic was now sweeping through Ava. If the flock continued like this, they would miss the gate at the bottom!

Quickly Ava began waving her arms like her uncle had told her, shooing the sheep back towards the rest. The small group hesitated for a few seconds, but Hope didn’t. Ava heard Tom whistle to Jet and the sheepdog went back to the rest of the flock. Ava guessed Tom had decided it was better to get the majority of the sheep to the gate so was focusing on them. At that moment, Hope reached Ava, almost knocking her over as she rubbed against her.

‘Oh, Hope!’ cried Ava.

The handful of sheep that followed Hope stopped a short distance away from Ava. Hope continued to rub against her and some of the panic that Ava felt was replaced with the same warm feeling Ava always had when she was near Hope.

Ava glanced over at the rest of the sheep. Between Jet, Tom and Uncle John, they were safely through the gate and funnelling into the holding pen by the lambing shed. Ava sighed as she looked at the small gathering of sheep she had around her. ‘Not the best of times to say hello, Hope,’ said Ava softly, rubbing Hope’s chin. ‘What are we going to do now?’

[image: Ava kneels in a grassy surface and gently rubs Hope’s chin. They both look happy and relaxed.]

Ava walked a few steps down the hill to see if she could see Tom or Uncle John, sure that they’d know what to do. She felt Hope by her side again. As she glanced back, she saw the other sheep take a few steps towards Hope. An idea formed in Ava’s head. She shrugged to herself, deciding it was worth a try.

‘Come on then, Hope,’ she said, crossing her fingers and starting off down the hill with Hope stuck to her side, steadily making her way towards the gate.
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