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Chapter One

On Atwood Hill

Wilson was Abigail Atwood’s friendliest sheep.

Wilson was Abigail Atwood’s woolliest sheep.

And Wilson was Abigail Atwood’s smartest sheep.

That is a lot for one sheep to be.

Every morning, Wilson waited for Abigail to climb the stony path that led from her little red house to the sheep pen and the pasture at the top of Atwood Hill.

And every morning, Wilson waited for Tippy, Abigail’s faithful and obedient Border collie, who always came right behind her.

“Good morning, Wilson,” Abigail Atwood always said.

“Baa,” Wilson would say, and then Abigail Atwood would open the gate from the sheep pen to the pasture, and twenty-six sheep would crowd through. None of them ever stopped on the way to the thick grass.

Except Wilson, the twenty-seventh sheep.

Wilson always stopped, because he was friendly. He would rub his woolly head against Abigail’s knee. Then—and Abigail Atwood was sure he did this—Wilson would wink at her.

When he did that, Abigail always bent down and patted him.


“How’s my friendliest, woolliest, smartest sheep today?” Abigail would ask.

Wilson would look up at Abigail.

“Baa,” he would say.

Then Abigail would always scratch under Wilson’s chin. And Wilson would always close his eyes with happiness.

“Be a good sheep today,” Abigail would say, and Tippy would touch noses with Wilson, and Abigail would close the pasture gate and check the latch. Then they would walk down the stony path and turn toward the little red house, Abigail in front, Tippy close behind.

And Wilson would watch them and think about Abigail on her front porch, patting Tippy’s black-and-white head before they went inside to the warm woodstove, where Tippy’s tail would thwack thwack thwack on the wood floor and Abigail’s rocking chair would creak creak creak back and forth.

And Wilson would bleat a soft baa that was a little bit lonely.


CHAPTER TWO

Neighbors

Abigail Atwood had one neighbor on Atwood Hill: Jeremiah Jefferson. Jeremiah Jefferson always brought a proper cap with him whenever he left the house. “It is what you do,” he said. And he always carried three screwdrivers, a couple of socket wrenches, and a pair of pliers in his back pocket. “You never know when you might need your tools,” he said. And he needed his tools all the time, because he fixed pickup trucks and tractors and rototillers and lawn mowers and anything else that rolled on wheels—especially if what rolled on wheels had an engine that made very loud noises.

Abigail Atwood and Tippy did not care for very loud noises.

Jeremiah Jefferson did not care for sheep.

“Sheep are stupid as all get-out,” said Jeremiah Jefferson this morning as he pumped a little more air into the plump tires of Abigail’s quiet bicycle.

Abigail Atwood cleared her throat.

“They’d follow each other over a cliff, given half a chance,” said Jeremiah Jefferson as he adjusted the bicycle’s brakes.

Abigail Atwood cleared her throat again.

“And probably get lost on the way down,” said Jeremiah Jefferson as he lowered the bicycle seat a little.
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Abigail Atwood stared at Jeremiah Jefferson. “I sometimes wonder if Wilson might be every bit as smart as you are,” she said.

“Can he grease a bicycle chain?” asked Jeremiah Jefferson.

Abigail Atwood put her hands on her hips. “Wilson cannot grease a bicycle chain because he has tiny hooves. He can, however, grow a thick coat of wool—which is more than I can say for some.”

Jeremiah Jefferson put his cap on his bald head. The air was a little frosty.

“Sheep are ugly,” he said.

Tippy’s ears went up, and she showed some of her teeth to Jeremiah Jefferson.

“Wilson,” said Abigail Atwood, “is not only the friendliest, woolliest, and smartest sheep in the county. He is also the handsomest.”

“That so?” said Jeremiah Jefferson.

“Come see for yourself,” said Abigail Atwood.

Jeremiah Jefferson followed Abigail Atwood up the stony path toward the pasture, Tippy right behind them.

When Wilson saw Abigail open the pasture gate and Tippy waving her tail, he trotted to them and rubbed his woolly head against Abigail’s knee. She scratched him under his chin.

“Isn’t Wilson a handsome sheep?” said Abigail.

Jeremiah Jefferson looked at Wilson. Wilson’s nose was runny. He had dandelion fluff in his wool. He was chewing a long strand of yellow grass that drooped out of his mouth. He was drooling.

“I suppose he’d look handsome to some,” said Jeremiah Jefferson.

If Abigail Atwood hadn’t given Tippy a very stern look, Tippy might have nipped Jeremiah Jefferson in a place that would have kept him from sitting on a tractor for several days.

But she said to Jeremiah Jefferson, “I wonder if something loud needs fixing back at your house.”

“I don’t think so,” he said.

“You should go home to make sure.” Jeremiah Jefferson walked back home to make sure.


Abigail closed the pasture gate, but she and Tippy were annoyed. As they marched back to the little red house, they were so annoyed that they did not hear Wilson’s lonely baa. They did not notice him leaning his woolly head against the gate.

And they did not check the latch.
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CHAPTER THREE

Winter Coming

Tippy knew all about sheep. She knew which ones did what they were told and which ones liked to make up their own minds. She knew which ones stayed with the flock and which ones wandered. She knew which ones she had to bark at and which ones she had to nip just a little to get them into the pen at night.

And she knew Wilson was special.

Tippy remembered when Wilson was a tiny lamb and slept wrapped in a checkered quilt in the box by the woodstove. She remembered how Abigail fed him milk from a warm bottle. She remembered how Wilson grew a little bigger and they would lie back to back at night. She remembered how in the mornings, Wilson followed her all over Atwood Hill. He would try to put his ears up and crouch down low the way Border collies do when they herd sheep.

And Tippy remembered the summer afternoon when she stood with Abigail by the open pasture gate, watching the sheep graze, and Wilson stretched his head toward Tippy, and they touched noses, and then Wilson trotted through the gate to join the twenty-six sheep grazing on Atwood Hill.

Abigail had closed the gate and checked the latch. Then she and Tippy had walked down the stony path back to the little red house, and Tippy was a little bit lonely.

Tippy remembered all of that.

Now, Tippy held her nose up into the wind. She could smell the sheep in the pasture. She could smell Jeremiah Jefferson’s loud machines. She could smell the cooler air of early winter.

Tippy lay down and thought about the woodstove.

Abigail Atwood smelled the cooler air of early winter too, and she thought about long, cold nights, and how quiet they could be, and she tried to hum a song about summer and cuckoo birds and ewes.


“Tippy,” she said, “do you remember that silly song we sang for Wilson when he was just a lamb?”

Tippy cocked her head and looked at Abigail.

“No, I can’t remember it either.”

Tippy barked her helpful bark.

Abigail tried again to hum a snatch or two.

Tippy barked her encouraging bark.

“A piano! What a good idea!” Abigail said. “Why didn’t we think of it before? A piano is exactly what we need for long winter nights.”

So Abigail called the piano store on Sullivan Street. The salesman was very helpful. They had an upright piano in the showroom that would be perfect, the young man said. They could deliver it to Atwood Hill right away. “Would that be convenient?” the young man asked.

“That would be splendid,” Abigail Atwood said. “Wouldn’t that be splendid, Tippy?”

Tippy barked her happy bark.
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