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I had a Blue when I was twelve.
 Her name is Shadow.
 I could have swapped her
 many times but I never did.
 She now works as my organic lawn mower.
This book is for her.
Many thanks to the students at Ogilvie High in
 Hobart for their enthusiastic and diligent
 contributions to 'Stupid and Dangerous'
 and 'Winging It'.
 Special thanks to Paul and Michelle Becker.



1 The Dumb Trophy
It was the Pony Club Christmas Party slash Awards Night and Shelby had won 'Most Improved'. It was a slap in the face really – 'Most Improved' meant you used to suck, but now you're slightly better.
Hayley Crook's dad was in charge of the barbecue. Erin's mum was buttering bread and squeezing too much sauce on the sausage sandwiches as she handed them out in red and green Christmas serviettes, so that everybody who was eating them had to lean over, dripping sauce and sausage fat on the ground.
Tubs of soft drink cans floating in icy water lined the side wall of the clubhouse. Someone, probably the Club President, Mrs Hockings, had decorated the kitchenette with old tinsel, bald in patches and matted with sticky tape.
Erin had won 'Rider of the Year', which was a complete joke. Shelby thought it must have been because Erin's parents had bought her a fancy new dressage saddle. It wasn't even a real one. If it was real, it would have had the brand name on a badge somewhere, but it didn't. Shelby had checked.
The awards were supposed to be for the whole year, and Erin had only got her copy saddle two months ago. Before that she used to flop around like a bag of potatoes in an old all-purpose saddle the same as Shelby's.
Shelby thought that she'd won 'Most Improved' as some sort of consolation prize. The committee felt sorry for her because she always came on her own. Everybody else's parents came along to Pony Club with fold-out tables and chairs, thermos flasks, plastic containers of coleslaw and plates of homemade slice. Shelby usually had to make do with a packet of home brand chips from the Pony Club tuckshop.
The Christmas Party slash Awards Night was worst of all. Even parents who didn't make it to the normal Club days came along. A few parents brought video cameras, as though this night might be worthy of revisiting some time in the future. Not Shelby's parents, though. They'd sent her along by herself with a plastic-wrapped Madeira cake, bought from the supermarket.
'Are your mum and dad here?' Hayley's mum asked her, looking around at the crowd.
When Shelby shook her head, Mrs Crook raised an eyebrow towards Mrs Hockings.
Shelby spent most of her time with Erin's family, but after Erin had won 'Rider of the Year' people crowded around to congratulate her. Shelby wandered away from the others, down to the empty yards, munching away on her sausage sandwich. Behind her she could hear the happy hum of conversation and laughter, and the hiss of burning fat on the barbecue. A large blob of sauce slipped from the edge of her soggy serviette and onto her shirt. Shelby rubbed it into the fabric with her thumb.
Erin's copy saddle had elevated her from beginners to advanced as well. That had been a greater humiliation to Shelby than winning 'Most Improved', because Shelby had been riding for three years, and yet there she was on the flat grassy area behind the clubhouse, going over boring cavalletti poles on the ground with a bunch of little kids, some of whom were still being led by their mothers. Meanwhile, Erin, who'd only been riding for one year, was in the real arena with the guest instructor.
It wasn't fair. It wasn't even close to fair.
To make matters worse, Mrs Hockings had pulled Shelby aside after the ceremony and told her that she was only allowed to take her trophy home after she'd paid her membership fees, which were overdue. Then she'd waited with her hands on her hips for Shelby to answer.
'I forgot,' Shelby had stammered. This was partially true. She'd forgotten on purpose because she didn't want to ask her mother and see that strained, despairing look that she always got when Shelby asked for money.
At the end of the night Shelby left her little silver you-used-to-suck trophy next to a plate of Mrs Hockings's dried-out lamingtons. Let them keep it.
Erin's parents dropped Shelby home. Erin sat next to her in the back of their four-wheel drive clutching her giant gold trophy and grinning.
When she climbed out Shelby thanked Erin's parents for the lift and mumbled congratulations to Erin, even managing to plaster a passable smile on her face. 'How was it?' Shelby's mother asked as she walked into the house. Her mother was standing against the kitchen sink washing dishes. Her shoulder-length hair was frizzy and the fluorescent kitchen light shining through it made it look like a halo. Her face was shiny. She brought an arm up to wipe it and then plunged her gloved hands back into the scalding water.
'OK,' Shelby replied, shuffling up the hallway into her room. There was no point telling her mother about the dumb trophy. It was embarrassing. Besides, then she would have to explain about the membership fees.
She pulled on a pair of tracksuit pants and an old tee-shirt. 'I'm going out,' she said, scuffing past the kitchen.
Her mother called out to her before she got to the front door. 'Have you thought about what you might like for Christmas?'
Shelby tilted her head to the side. 'Not really.'
Every Christmas and birthday was the same. It was a time for Shelby to get something she really needed for riding. For her birthday she got a winter combo rug, and last Christmas it was a saddlecloth embroidered with the Pony Club emblem.
Most of the other girls at the Pony Club didn't have to wait for their birthdays – they got things when they needed them, and sometimes when they didn't. Hayley Crook had jodhpurs in every colour imaginable, and matching saddle blankets to go with them. It didn't make any sense at all, because Shelby's father went to an office all day, just the same as Mr Crook did, and yet the Crooks lived in a big fancy house with a pool area, and a gardener, and a cleaning lady three days a week, while Shelby's family (as her dad was always telling her) didn't have two pennies to rub together.
Maybe if I lived in a parallel universe I would have been born into Hayley's family, she wondered. If she had, her life would have been way better.
The screen door slammed behind Shelby, and she walked along the road. Loose gravel crunched underneath her shoes. It was almost dark now, but the summer air was still dry and warm. Streetlights arced over, lighting her way. She could see families inside their new brick bungalows and the flickering blue light from their televisions.
Maybe for Christmas she could get a new saddle like Erin's? That might get her out of the beginner's ring. Perhaps she could ask for a few lessons? There was an instructor at the stables where Erin and the others kept their horses. She could just ask for her Pony Club membership fees. That was the most boring present ever.
At the end of the block she turned left. There were only two houses on this cul-de-sac, but new blocks were zoned, with thin pickets and fluttering tape marking their proposed location. Shelby trudged along with her head down, her arms folded, and when she looked up again, what she saw made her pause for a moment. There in the gloom stood the skeleton of a house, its pale pine beams glowing. It hadn't been there that morning – only a flat grey concrete slab.
She knew it would happen sooner or later – new houses springing up, one after the other, in a slow procession towards her paddock. Of course, it wasn't her paddock, and that was the problem. She didn't know who it belonged to. When she and her father had patched up a ramshackle fence of wire, wood pallets and baling twine around a nice flat piece of vacant land, nobody had said a word. They were squatters – that's what her dad called it. Now the land around it was being sold off, piece by piece, and one day soon her paddock would be sliced up and marked with pickets and tape. Then what would she do? She couldn't exactly keep a horse in the back yard. It wasn't big enough for starters, and there was Dad's precious vegie patch.
Shelby's dad got a bit cross when the kids went near his vegies. That might have been because her little brothers had taken to 'helping' and squashed a whole row of his beloved tomatoes.
The only thing he got more cross about was his car. He wouldn't let anyone eat in it and he always opened the doors for the kids so they wouldn't get greasy marks on the windows. Shelby's parents had two old-fashioned Alfa Romeo Spyders. One of them worked, but the other one, the one her mother drove when it was working, was really just a spare that her dad had bought for the parts. Half the time her mother's car was in pieces all over the garage floor. Neither of the cars were worth much because they were very old, but her father loved them. Shelby's mum said that owning a Spyder was a dream that Shelby's father had had since he was young.
Blue's shaggy paint face stared out at her over the wooden sliprail that served as a gate. He whickered to her in his deep voice. Shelby smiled. He was always pleased to see her.
'Hello there, lovely boy,' she said to him, sliding under the rail. Blue nibbled at her fingers, and nosed around her pockets.
'No treats tonight, I'm afraid.' In her glum mood she had forgotten to bring him any.
Shelby bounced twice so she could land on her belly over Blue's back, scrambled across until she was astride, and then leaned forward, resting her face against his wiry mane.
'Of course I'm a good rider. I have to ride you,' she said to him, patting a drum roll on his chest.
Blue was horrible to ride. He had short stubby legs and struck his hooves hard on the ground, so that every stride was sharp and jangling and made her teeth clatter, and yet she managed to sit still and balance. He was forever tossing his head around, so her hands had to be supple and forgiving. She had no choice.
'I'd like to see Erin try to win "Rider of the Year" on you,' she grumbled into his mane.
He put his head down to graze and Shelby slid off his back and crouched on the ground beside him, watching him eat.
Blue looked like he had been made from leftover bits of other horses. He had a short blunt face, and blue eyes – which is where he got his name. He had a long thin ewe-neck and a disproportionately large round rump. The only part of him that was any good was a thick, flowing tail, so long that it dragged on the ground. His brown blotches on white added to his patchwork appearance.
That's when it struck her. It wasn't her poxy old all-purpose saddle that was holding her back. It was ugly Blue. If the Pony Club committee saw her on another horse – something delicate and smooth – they'd see a world of difference.
'It's you,' she said. His ears flickered towards her voice. She crept forward and wrapped her arms around his neck.
Shelby knew what she wanted for Christmas.



2 Lost and Found
'Absolutely out of the question,' Shelby's mother said.
'Aren't you even going to think about it?' Shelby protested.
'What's to think about? You should be grateful that you have one horse. Lots of girls don't have any at all.'
'I might as well not have one,' grumbled Shelby. 'Blue is hopeless. He was good while I was learning, but now I need to move on to something more advanced.'
Her mother leaned against the kitchen bench and sighed. 'Then we'll have to sell him.'
Shelby's mouth dropped open. 'But you can't. He's one of the family!'
Her mother shook her head. She took a cloth from the sink and began wiping down the benches, collecting crumbs in her hand. 'Those are your options, honey.'
Shelby couldn't sell Blue. He was her best friend.
'I'll get a paper run.'
'That's a good idea,' said her mother, washing out the cloth under the tap.
'You'll let me have another horse if I get a paper run?' she asked.
'No, but it would help you get all the things you want,' replied her mother. She wrung out the cloth and began wiping around the stove hotplates.
'It's so unfair,' Shelby said, stamping her foot.
Shelby's mother stopped wiping and stared at her. 'Unfair? I don't think so, young lady. You have two little brothers who don't have hobbies that are even half as expensive as yours. You get more than your fair share.'
'What about Dad? He has two cars!'
'Yes, and when you bring in as much money for the family as he does, then you can have two horses.'
'Hayley Crook has three horses,' countered Shelby.
'Well, she hasn't got three bottoms, has she? She can't ride them all at once. Maybe she'll lend you one?' suggested Shelby's mother.
The next morning at the stables Shelby related the conversation to Erin in full.
'I tried to explain to Mum that people don't lend out their horses. It's just not done.'
Erin was sweeping out her storeroom with a threadbare broom, deftly flicking dirt and wisps of hay from around the drums of feed.
'Yes they do,' she said. 'It's called leasing.'
Shelby, sitting on a bale of hay, lifted her feet up so that Erin could sweep under them. It irritated Shelby when Erin talked about horses as though she knew more than Shelby did. She didn't know anything about them before she started hanging around with Shelby at school.
One Monday morning when they were sitting in the playground and Shelby was telling Erin about what she had done with Blue on the weekend, Erin had said, 'If I get a horse too, we can ride together,' as if she'd only just thought about it. Then, hey presto, Bandit turns up at the stables. The next weekend, Erin's family had arrived at Pony Club and started talking to the Crooks and Mrs Hockings and all the other parents as though they had known each other for years. It was so easy for Erin. Shelby had had to beg for one whole year.
'But leasing is different. You have to pay.'
'Not necessarily. Some of them are free.' Erin leaned her broom against the wall, the handle fitting neatly into the galvanised groove. 'Look, I'll show you,' she said, reaching into her bag to pull out a horse magazine. She flicked through the pages, and then sat down next to Shelby, handing her the magazine.
Lease/option to buy. Thoroughbred gelding. Off the track.
Free lease. Pretty black mare going to waste in paddock.
'That one looks good,' said Shelby.
Erin shook her head. 'It's in Victoria. You'd have to pay to bring her up here. You might as well buy one.'
Another advertisement caught Shelby's eye.
For sale or swap. Eye-catching brown pony. Fully educated. Royal quality. Consider swap for beginner's mount.
'Look at this one,' said Shelby, pointing. 'It's a mobile number, but it might be in Sydney.'
Erin took the magazine from her. 'Sounds perfect. It could be a bit of a handful though.' She turned to face Shelby. 'Would you really swap Blue? He's not the best-looking horse in the world but he's quiet and great on the roads. It's good to have a horse you can trust.'
Shelby scuffed her feet across the rough brick floor. 'If he's in Sydney then I can go and visit him on weekends. They might let me ride him sometimes, and I'd make a rule that we have to swap back whenever I want.'
Erin licked her thumb and flicked through the magazine. She stopped and spread it out across her lap. 'Have you seen this page? It makes me so sad, but I always look through it, just in case.'
The page was for 'Lost and Found', dedicated to people trying to track down horses that they'd sold, or looking for information about horses that they'd bought. Erin and Shelby leaned forward with their heads close together, poring over the page.
Seeking info on Caesar, bought from sale yard. Possibly from Central Coast. Timid.
Stolen. Grey mare. Greatly missed by owner. Please send our girl home.
History for Lara. Appaloosa mare. Crescent moon brand. Any information good or bad appreciated.
Stolen from Southern Highlands, black Shetland mare in foal. Dearly loved family pet.
'Isn't that the saddest thing?' asked Erin, pulling the magazine towards her face for a better look at the photo. 'I can't imagine it.'
Shelby mumbled in reply. She wasn't thinking about lost and found horses. She was thinking about the eye-catching brown pony for sale or swap. 'Can I borrow this?' she asked.
'You can have it,' said Erin, standing up and adjusting her jodhpurs. 'I've got to get ready for my lesson now. Are you going to watch?'
Shelby nodded. At fifty dollars each, Shelby's family couldn't afford lessons, so the closest thing for Shelby was to watch, and then apply what she'd learned on her own. Each weekend she rode Blue across the gully to the stables, leaving him in one of the spare yards. She would perch herself on the railing of the arena while the other girls had their lessons.
Hayley Crook, who had her lesson earlier in the day, joined Shelby at the side of the arena. She was eating an ice-block.
'Where'd you get that?' Shelby asked.
'Mum's put a bar fridge in our tack room,' she replied.
Typical, thought Shelby. Her family didn't even have ice-blocks at home, let alone in a spare fridge.
'How are your horses going?' Shelby asked.
Hayley nodded. 'Good. We sent Scamp up the gully.'
Shelby inhaled sharply. Up at the end of the gully there was an abattoir.
Hayley let out a bray of tinkling laughter. 'No, silly, to a trainer up there. He'll only be gone for a month.'
'Phew,' said Shelby. She couldn't imagine sending Blue away for a month, but Hayley had other horses, so she might not miss him. Hayley's life was so different from her own. Shelby always felt a little bit shy around Hayley – she never really knew what to say. She wondered whether she would feel more confident if she had a better horse.
Erin came around the far side of the arena, and for a minute she was in profile. Her leg closest to the instructor was firmly against the saddle, with her heel pushed down, but the one the instructor couldn't see was flapping in the breeze. Erin saw Hayley and gave a little wave. For a second she lost her balance, tipping slightly to the side.
'Concentrate!' shouted the instructor, Miss Anita.
Erin rolled her eyes at Hayley, and Hayley smiled back.
'I saw that!' warned Miss Anita.
At the end of her lesson Erin rode over to where Hayley and Shelby were standing.
'Are you coming out again tomorrow, Hales?' asked Erin, patting Bandit on the neck.
Hayley nodded.
'Do you want to go out on a trail?'
Hayley had finished her ice-block now and was chewing on the stick. She shrugged. 'OK.'
Erin looked at Shelby. 'Want to come?'
Shelby grinned. 'Great.'
Shelby rode Blue home across the gully on a loose rein. Above her head a flock of cockatoos screeched to each other in their raucous voices, crash-landing in a nearby tree like kamikaze pilots. She had tucked Erin's magazine into the waistband of her pants, and it dug into her back as she rode along.
She was looking forward to the ride tomorrow, but she was also a bit self-conscious. She'd never been out on a ride with Hayley before. Hayley's horses were beautiful. Even Erin's Bandit, while nothing out of the ordinary, was respectable-looking.
Blue seemed oblivious to Shelby's daydreaming. He put one foot in front of the other all the way home, stopping square in front of the sliprail, where he waited patiently for Shelby to make up his evening meal.



3 Pikers
The downhill section between Blue's paddock and the stables was rocky and covered with sharp pebbles that slipped easily, but towards the bottom of the gully was a long sandy patch, occasionally dipping into shallow puddles.
This was Shelby's favourite place to push Blue into a gallop. He enjoyed it too, flicking his tail, flattening his ears, and stretching out that little bit more than he was asked.
At the very bottom of the gully was a causeway that dried up by mid-January, but for now it was swollen with recent rain, and the water spilled over it noisily – sounding like distant applause. Blue slowed down a fraction as he splashed through it, but picked up the pace again as soon as he hit the drier ground on the other side.
Their sudden appearance surprised an elderly man out for an early morning walk with his dog. Blue skipped a beat, changing his leading leg. Shelby waved in greeting and urged Blue on to the top of the hill. There they stopped. Blue's sides expanded and contracted, but he stood still with his ears pricked, looking back the way they had come. She could see the whole gully stretched out in front of her. She took a deep breath, enjoying the fresh morning air that smelt like eucalypt, earth and mineral water.
Shelby slapped Blue on the shoulder. 'Good boy,' she said. She pressed her calves to his sides and he walked down the shallow slope that led to the back gate of the stables.
As she rode down the laneway between the two stable blocks she could see the three stables that Hayley's family hired. Erin had Bandit in the yard that usually held Scamp. Mrs Crook was brushing Ditto while Hayley sat in the doorway pulling on her boots.
'Morning,' Shelby said, swinging her leg over Blue's back. She slid the reins over his head.
'Do you want a halter?' Hayley asked, reaching into her storeroom and holding out a halter for Shelby.
'Not that one,' Mrs Crook said. She turned to Shelby with a big smile. 'That's a good one. We don't want to get it dirty.'
Blue's not dirty, Shelby thought, but when she looked at him she could see the grimy sweat stain around the edge of his saddle blanket.
Hayley reached into the storeroom again, pulling out an old ragged halter. Its buckles were red with rust.
'Thanks,' Shelby said, slipping off Blue's bridle.
Hayley's tack room was the fanciest Shelby had ever seen. It had the same rough brick floor and corrugated iron walls that Erin's had, but it was much more spacious, because Hayley had three rooms in a row. The feed was kept in large clear plastic bins and not the corroded forty-four gallon drums that everybody else used. There were four saddles, all wrapped in cloth covers, and bridles in proper leather bridle bags. In the corner was a small table and Hayley's bar fridge. Two fold-out chairs stood against the side wall. Bales of hay were stacked in the corner and filled the air with their musty sweet smell.
On the back wall, draped across coathangers and enclosed in plastic dry-cleaning bags, were masses of ribbons piled on top of each other, some purple, some green, but mostly red, white and blue striped with a gold fringe – Champion ribbons.
Shelby looked out into the sunshine where Blue was standing with his ears drooped. He looked like a donkey. She thought again about the ad she had seen. Fully educated. Royal quality. Blue was hardly even Pony Club quality. He was definitely a beginner's mount. Still, he was her beginner's mount.
Mrs Crook stepped through the doorway, lifted one of the saddles off its peg on the wall and carried it over her forearm to where Ditto was tied in the yard. The saddle was old, but its leather was soft and smooth – not rough and rigid like Shelby's.
Hayley rubbed her face with sunscreen carefully, so as not to smudge her mascara. She handed the tube to Erin, who squeezed a small amount into her hand.
Shelby watched as Hayley's mother saddled the horse and wrapped his legs in protective bandages. The idea of her own mother trying to get a horse ready for riding made Shelby want to laugh. She wouldn't know which end was which.
'Have you got your vest?' asked Mrs Crook.
Hayley rolled her eyes. 'Do I have to?'
'Yes, you do,' replied her mother.
'It's so ugly,' Hayley complained. She disappeared into the tack room for a few seconds and came back pulling her arms through a dark blue padded body protector.
Hayley led Ditto out into the laneway while her mother gave last minute instructions.
'Watch out for snakes. Don't let him drink from any of those dirty puddles. Don't jump over anything – you never know what's on the other side. Keep on the sand where you can. You shouldn't really be taking him out there. We have to be ready for the next show, and we won't qualify for anything if he spends half the season lame.'
'Yes, Mum.'
'Just be careful.'
The three girls led their horses to the end of the laneway where it opened out into a paddock. Mrs Crook boosted Hayley onto Ditto's back and held the stirrup steady while she pushed her foot into it.
Shelby led the way towards the gate. Once she was out of earshot, she asked, 'Is your mum always like that?'
'Like what?' asked Hayley.
Shelby hesitated. 'Kind of . . . protective.'
'I guess so,' Hayley replied with a shrug.
'My mum wouldn't know the front of a horse from the back,' Shelby said, giggling.
Hayley flicked her eyes at Blue, but she didn't say anything. 'So did you watch McLeod's Daughters the other night?' she asked Erin.
Shelby had watched it. It was one of her favourite shows, and the only one she made an effort to watch every week. She was glad that she and Hayley had something in common.
'Yeah. That's such a cool show,' said Erin.
'You should come and watch it at my place,' Hayley said. 'Some of the others usually come over. Do you know Monica and Kim? They have the stables opposite mine. A few of the others from Pony Club come too.'
'That would be fun,' said Erin.
Shelby wondered if she was included in the invitation. Hayley hadn't actually looked at her while she was speaking. She decided to test the waters.
'What time?' she asked.
Hayley blinked. 'It's on at seven thirty.'
That didn't make anything any clearer.
They made their way through the back paddock of the property. The grass was tall and yellow, and whispered as the horses stepped through it. Scraggly eucalypts were clumped together here and there, dappling the ground with shade, and providing relief from the hot morning sun. There were about fifteen horses congregated around the dam – mostly broodmares and long-limbed racehorses being spelled between racing seasons.
In the distance Shelby could see the riding school ponies trudging along nose to tail, the beginners on them clutching onto the front of the saddles. Lindsey, the girl who lived on the property and was about Shelby's age, was in the lead. Erin and Hayley waved to her.
'Race you to the top of the hill,' said Shelby, gathering up the reins. She and Erin usually raced up this hillside.
'No!' said Hayley. 'Ditto's not warmed up yet. Mum would kill me if he stretched a muscle.'
'What about you?' Shelby asked Erin.
Erin and Hayley exchanged a glance. 'Maybe in a minute,' she responded.
'OK,' Shelby said. 'Meet you up there.' She leaned forward and Blue bounded up the slope.
She heard a little yelp from behind her, and when she looked back she saw Ditto hopping up and down on the spot. Hayley tugged on the reins, trying to contain him.
'What are you doing, you idiot?' Hayley yelled. 'You can't just go galloping off up the hill.'
'Why not?' asked Shelby, turning Blue around and waiting for them to catch up. She looked at Erin, but Erin looked away.
'Because it makes the other horses go berserk. Don't you know anything?' Hayley snapped.
'Sorry,' said Shelby. She was surprised. She'd seen Hayley compete at the Pony Club gymkhanas. Horses ran around each other all the time there, but that never seemed to worry Hayley. It was almost as though out here she was scared.
They made their way at a sedate pace across the paddock towards the far side, where it joined the trails through the gully. Shelby didn't know what to say so she kept quiet. She saw several logs on the ground that normally she would have jumped, but now she was worried about what the other girls might think.
Erin and Hayley rode side by side, talking about different movies that they had watched and about the horse show that was coming up in a few weeks' time.
'I was hoping to take Scamp, but I don't think he'll be back,' Hayley said.
'I'll have to get Bandit's mane pulled before then,' Erin said, flicking at it with her hand.
Shelby hadn't decided whether to go to the show. She'd gone a few times and been humiliated – coming home without a single ribbon. Erin had consoled her by telling her it was because Blue was a paint. 'It's not your fault. You know that judges never even look at coloured breeds.'
She listened to their banter, but she was disappointed. She'd thought that going out with superior riders – the Pony Club's 'Rider of the Year' even – would have been more fun, but it was boring. She was also still smarting from Hayley calling her an idiot.
They reached the back gate and Shelby drew Blue alongside it, reaching through to unclasp the latch. 'Come on,' she said, manoeuvring him through the gap. The other two passed through.
The trail narrowed as the scrub crept up on either side. They walked single file with Hayley in the lead.
'Shelby's thinking about getting a new horse,' Erin said.
'Yeah? What are you going to get?' Hayley asked, turning around. She rested her hand on Ditto's rump.
She might be excellent in the show ring, but she's not good on the trails, Shelby thought. Anything could jump out of the bush – a kangaroo, or a lizard – or there could be a low-hanging branch. When you were in the lead you needed to watch where you were going.
Shelby shrugged. 'Not sure yet. I was thinking of leasing something.'
'Are you going through a broker?'
Shelby shook her head. 'I was going to swap Blue for something a bit more . . .' She trailed off.
Hayley nodded. 'Getting rid of your first horse is really hard. I cried for ages when we sold my first one, but after a while you get used to it.'
'How many have you had?' asked Shelby.
'I don't know,' said Hayley, smiling. 'Ten, maybe?'
'Wow,' said Shelby.
'At first I just had one, and then we decided to get two so I could compete in different classes. Then we sold the first one and got two more, and so on, and now we have these three. I don't mind any more, as long as they go to good homes. We'll probably end up selling Echo soon.'
'Maybe you could buy him, Shel?' suggested Erin.
Hayley shook her head. 'He's not really for trail riding. He'll probably go to someone who'll show him.'
'I'm thinking about getting into showing,' said Shelby. 'How much do you want for him?'
Hayley curled her lip. 'About ten grand.'
'Ten grand!' Erin let out a low whistle. 'Are you serious? That's way out of your price range, Shel.'
'Not necessarily,' said Shelby, tossing her head.
'What do you mean not necessarily? Ten grand! If your parents had a spare ten grand lying around they'd get a car that actually worked – or two new cars. They'd get a new house!'
Shelby frowned. 'Dad would never sell his car. He loves it.'
'Yeah, but what about your mum's heap of rubbish?'
Sometimes she wished Erin would shut her trap. 'Is Ditto warmed up enough for a trot yet?' she asked, changing the subject.
Hayley nodded and primly pushed him forward into a trot. Erin and Shelby followed. Blue threw his head up, straining at the reins.
'Cool it,' Shelby said, and he settled down behind the other two horses.
As they came around the bend the trail widened out again. Shelby could see a long, thick tree trunk had fallen across the path. It rested about fifty centimetres above the ground and she could see daylight underneath it. She pushed Blue forward, past the other two horses. He tucked his feet up and skipped over it. Erin and Bandit popped over too, but Hayley reined in Ditto just shy of the trunk.
'Are you coming?' asked Shelby, wheeling around.
Hayley looked left and right, trying to find another way around, but there was nothing but thick scrubby bush on either side.
'Just jump it. There's nothing on the other side,' Erin said.
Hayley shook her head.
'You're not going to get around it,' said Shelby.
'I might go back then. You two can go on ahead if you want.'
Shelby raised an eyebrow at Erin, who sighed and jumped Bandit back over the other side. 'You go, Shel. I'd better be getting back anyway.'
'No, I'll come with you guys.'
They walked all the way back to the stables. When they reached the laneway, Mrs Crook came out of the tack room and helped Hayley with Ditto's saddle.
'Do you want to go for a real ride now?' asked Shelby, lowering her voice so the Crooks couldn't hear.
Erin shook her head. 'I'm going to have some lunch. How about later in the week?'
Shelby said goodbye and took Blue home. She went the long way, around the edge of the gully past the Pony Club grounds, and looping back again, but still arrived home in the early afternoon. Her father was lying on the driveway under the car.
'Want to give me a hand with this?' he asked, sliding out from under the bonnet on his little trolley.
'Not really,' Shelby replied.
'Well, I hope Blue's pulling-trained. We might have to hitch him up to the front of the Spydey.'
'You mean harness-trained, and I don't think he is, so you'll just have to figure it out for yourself,' Shelby said.
'Oh, I don't know. He might be good in front of one of those sulky thingos. You kids could take him to school when you miss the bus, or Mum could take him to the supermarket. It's about time he earned his keep.'
'Oh, hardy, ha, ha,' Shelby said.
'I didn't expect you back so soon,' said her mother as she folded washing on the dining room table.
'Yeah. I went riding with a couple of pikers,' she grumbled.
'Didn't you go with Erin?'
Shelby grunted. 'She's under piker-power now.'
'Well, it's nice to have you home, anyway.' Her mother handed her a pile of clean clothes.
'Chores!'
'I'm only asking you to put your clothes away. It will take you two minutes.'
Shelby snorted and made her way up the hall, dragging her feet. She dropped the clothes on the end of her bed and sat down on the floor flicking through Erin's magazine. She had folded down the corner of the page with the for sale or swap ad and turned to it, spreading the magazine flat with the heel of her hand.
It couldn't hurt just to inquire.



4 The Inquiry
The man picked up the phone more quickly than Shelby anticipated, with a brusque, 'Yep.'
'I'm inquiring about the ad,' said Shelby. She was nervous and her voice faltered, like when she had to do a speech at school.
'Yep,' said the man again.
'The one that says for sale or swap.'
'Do you want to buy or swap?'
'Swap.'
'What have you got?'
Shelby cleared her throat before she replied. 'A paint gelding. He's about thirteen hands.'
'How old?' asked the man.
Shelby paused. 'Sixteen.'
'Getting on then. Is he sound?'
'Yes, he's fine.' She bit on her knuckle and, looking down, saw the white arcs it had made in her flesh.
'Temperament?' asked the man.
'Oh, he's lovely. A real angel. I learned on him.'
'Why are you giving him up then?' asked the man.
Shelby hesitated. 'Well, I'm getting a bit better now and I'm looking for a horse that I can compete on. Something that's educated – that I can show.'
She wasn't really going to show. To do that you had to have a squillion dollars. You needed to have all the right gear, and a float too, but the ad said 'royal quality' and she wanted the man to think she was serious.
'Hmm,' said the man. 'I'll come and have a look at him. How's tomorrow morning – first thing?'
Shelby was surprised that it would be so soon. 'Tomorrow? Yes, I suppose that will be OK.' She gave him the address for Blue's paddock, then hung up the phone. It was just an inquiry. Nobody had made any decisions yet. The man mightn't even like Blue. Still, she should probably tell her parents.
During her first attempt her mum was in the kitchen starting dinner. Shelby leaned against the counter. 'I was talking to Erin yesterday and she said that sometimes people do let you ride their horses. It's called leasing.'
Her mother opened the fridge door and disappeared out of Shelby's view.
'She showed me this magazine,' Shelby continued.
'Honey, is this a long story?' her mother asked.
Shelby hesitated. 'Yes.'
'It's just that I need you to run down to the corner shop and get some milk. Can you tell me about it after?'
When she came back from the shop her mother was in a flurry – mashing potatoes, straining peas and turning sausages on the grill. The kitchen was hot with steam and noisy from the clattering pots and pans.
'Erin showed me an ad in a horse magazine,' Shelby said, picking up where she'd left off.
Her mother interrupted. 'Can you call the boys in for tea? It'll be on the table in a minute.'
She tried again during dinner, but her little brothers, Connor and Blake, disrupted things.
'In Erin's magazine there was a section on horses for lease,' said Shelby.
'Use your fork, Blake,' said her father.
'Connor's not using his,' complained her youngest brother.
'Why don't you both use a fork? Look, you've got mashed potato all up your arm,' her father said, plucking at his son's sleeve.
'I was reading about horses for lease,' Shelby continued. 'Some of them were from out of the state but there was one –'
'Can I have some more sauce?' said Connor.
His mother reached across the table and passed it to him. 'Can I have some sauce please,' she corrected.
'OK,' Connor said, handing it back to her.
Blake laughed with his mouth open, and a mushy pea slid down his chin.
'Blake!' warned her father.
'There was one . . .' said Shelby, trying again.
Connor twisted the lid from the sauce bottle and tipped it upside down. The sauce flooded out onto his plate. Blake started to laugh again. Connor's face screwed up and he began to cry. He dropped the bottle and it hit the table with a thump, rolling across and leaving a trail of sauce and pink mashed potato over the tablecloth.
Shelby's mother and father pushed their chairs back at the same time. 'I'll get it,' said her father, standing to get the cloth from the sink.
Shelby's mother picked up the sauce bottle. 'Here, you can scrape most of it to the side,' she said, using a fork to try to rescue Connor's dinner.
'I'm not eating that!' protested Connor.
'Anyway, there was a horse for sale or swap advertised in the magazine,' Shelby said, raising her voice over Connor's crying and Blake's laughing.
Shelby's father wiped up most of the mess from the table.
'Here, Connor, you can eat the sausage,' said her mother. 'That hasn't got too much sauce on it.'
'Has too,' he whined.
'When I came home this afternoon I thought I would inquire about it.'
Just when she thought it was hopeless, it seemed her mum was listening after all.
'I've already told you that you can't have another horse,' her mother said. 'You have to think about selling Blue if you want another one.'
'That's what I'm saying,' replied Shelby. 'The ad said for sale or swap.'
Shelby's mother moved sideways and the back of her arm knocked the sauce bottle over. It rolled off the side of the table and smashed on the floor, spreading red blobs over the tiles.
'Oooh,' said Blake.
'Stay where you are, boys,' said her mother.
'I decided to ring the number in the ad – just to inquire,' Shelby continued.
Connor slid down from his chair onto the tiles.
'Didn't your mother just tell you to stay in your chair?' her dad said, lifting Connor by his underarms. 'You'll cut your feet.'
'So I talked to the man about it, and he said that . . .'
Her mother looked up for a moment. 'Honey, this isn't the best time.'
Shelby tried to tell them, but something else kept getting in the way.



5 Brat
Shelby wasn't quite sure what time the man thought was 'first thing', so she arrived at Blue's paddock at around six, which was her 'first thing'. Before she left the house she took a whole loaf of bread, eating it fresh and giving the leftovers to Blue.
While she was waiting she decided to teach Blue some tricks. She would teach him to count by getting him to paw at the ground when she gave a signal. At first he looked at her blankly – not understanding why she wasn't just giving him a treat like she normally did – and then he got bored and grumpy. She gave up and sat on the ground, where she could watch the street, passing Blue slices of bread over her shoulder.
The man arrived in a big white horse truck at half past six. He hopped down from the cab, looking left and right as he strode over to where she was standing. He was a thickset man with dark hair, and bushy eyebrows set wide apart. He grinned at her, and straight away she knew he wasn't going to be one of those adults who would talk to her as though she was a little kid.
'This is your little fellow, is it?' he asked.
Shelby nodded.
'Hello there,' he said, scratching Blue behind the ears. 'Where are your mum and dad?'
'They're at home, round the corner,' she explained, pointing.
'Well, I'd like to see you on him, if you don't mind.'
Shelby vaulted onto Blue's back. She grabbed a handful of mane and drummed his sides with her heels. Blue cantered to the end of the paddock and back again, stopping square in front of the man.
The man blinked. 'Fair enough,' he said. He bent down to lift up Blue's lip, peering into his mouth. 'How old did you say?'
'Sixteen,' said Shelby. 'I think.'
'Hmm.'
Shelby couldn't tell whether his 'hmm' was good or bad. The man stood up straight and wiped his hand on his jeans. 'Do you want to have a look at this little pony then?' he asked.
'You mean you brought it here? Today?'
The man nodded. 'She's on the truck. Shall I get her out for you? You can have a ride if you like. You might need some gear though, she's not as quiet as your little fellow.'
Shelby went to her tin shed in the corner of the paddock to get her saddle and bridle while the man unloaded the pony from the truck. As she hauled the saddle over her arm she was embarrassed about the state it was in. It wasn't exactly 'royal quality' equipment.
Back outside the shed she stopped and stared. The pony that the man was holding was perfect. She was slighter than Blue, with a small neat head and large doe eyes. Shelby's gaze followed the curve of her neck and across her back to a rounded rump. Her legs were delicate and straight. She looked like something out of one of Erin's magazines.
As Shelby drew closer she frowned. The pony was an odd colour. She was brown all over – no facial markings or socks, but she did have striking white eyelashes and a fawn nose.
'Is she very old?' she asked.
The man shook his head. 'Nine. That's not too old.'
'Her . . .' Shelby didn't want to sound rude. 'Her nose is a funny colour, and her eyelashes.'
'She's had her face in a bucket of bran all the way up here,' he explained, giving her nose a stroke. Some of the powdery bran came off in his hand. 'It's just a bit of dust, that's all. Do you want to hop on?'
The man helped Shelby saddle the pony, adjusting the straps of the bridle so that they fitted. Remembering what Hayley had said about wanting her horse to go to a show home, she said, 'This is just some old gear I've got. All my good stuff is at home.'
'Is that so?' murmured the man. He grabbed Shelby by the calf, hoisting her onto the pony's back.
Shelby walked her around in a large circle. The little pony arched her neck over, the way the fancy horses did at Pony Club. Shelby smiled, squeezing with her calves, and the pony moved into a trot, bending her body around Shelby's leg.
'Let's see what you've got,' whispered Shelby, squeezing a little harder.
The mare tossed her head and lifted her back legs in the air in a mighty kick. Shelby was thrown forward, but managed to keep her seat.
The man cupped his hands around his mouth. 'You might want to give her a minute before you get into it. She's been cooped up in that truck all morning with a belly full of breakfast.'
Shelby slowed to a walk and then asked the pony to halt. She stopped, chewing at the bit.
'What do you think?' asked the man.
'She looks wonderful. I haven't really had a chance to see what she can do yet.' Shelby patted the pony on the shoulder. 'What's her name?'
'Maxshine Celtic Copper,' said the man. 'But I've been calling her Brat.'
A three-barrelled name. Ever since she first started learning about horses she had dreamed of having one with a three-barrelled name.
'Does she have papers?' she asked. She'd always wanted to have a horse with papers. She had no idea what was on the papers, but it sounded important.
'Yep,' said the man. 'Do you like her?'
Shelby didn't know how anyone could not like her. 'She's gorgeous. How can you give her up?' The man stroked the pony gently on the neck. 'I'm looking for a beginner's horse. I've got to tell you that Brat can be a bit of a handful at times, which is fine if you're capable.' He peered at Shelby from beneath his bushy eyebrows. 'Do you think you're capable?'
Shelby nodded. 'I can try.'
'So do we have a deal?' said the man.
She tilted her head to the side. She hadn't talked it through with her parents yet.
'You mean, right now?' she asked.
The man nodded. 'No time like the present.'
'I think I should talk to my mum about it first,' she said.
The man bit his lip and frowned. 'I tell you what. We'll have a trial. You keep Brat for two weeks and if you're not happy with her, ring me and we'll swap back. What do you say?'
'And you'll take Blue?'
The man nodded. 'If you're not satisfied with her, you can call me. Does that sound fair?'
Shelby didn't like the idea of just sending Blue off without seeing where he was going. 'Can I visit him?'
'Of course,' said the man, smiling. 'You've got my number. Give me a tinkle and we'll arrange it.'
'Can I come over tomorrow?'
'No problem,' said the man.
That sounded fair. Besides, he'd come all this way with the truck, and Brat looked to be in good shape. If he were a bad owner then she would look unhealthy. Still, Shelby wasn't sure.
The man looked at his watch. 'I've actually got someone else who wants to look at her this morning. I can take her over to them, and when you make up your mind, you can phone me. I have to say, though, if you want her, you'd better be quick. I've had a lot of calls.'
Shelby knew that if somebody else saw her, they'd want her. At least if she took the trial she'd stop Brat going to somebody else while she decided.
'OK,' said Shelby. 'We can have a trial.'
'Good,' said the man. 'Do you want to say goodbye to your little fellow?'
Shelby threw her arms around Blue's neck. 'I love you very much,' she whispered into his ear. 'I'll come and visit tomorrow. I promise.'
Blue rubbed his face against Shelby's side and all of a sudden she felt anxious. It was all happening so quickly. She hadn't really had time to think it through. Then again, she could visit him whenever she wanted. The man had said so. In the meantime she would need to settle Brat in.
'You can put him up on the truck for me,' said the man.
Shelby took Blue's lead and walked him to the bottom of the ramp.
Blue had always found a float to be a dark and scary place. It was like walking into a small black hole, and for horses, which survive by flight in wide open spaces, walking into a black hole was a completely unnatural thing to do. Blue sniffed at Shelby suspiciously.
'It's OK, little man,' she said, stroking his nose.
Blue put one foot in front of the other all the way up to the barrier at the top of the truck. He stood still while Shelby tied him to the U-bolt in the wall. She gave him another hug and kissed him on the end of his nose. 'You're a good boy, Blue.'
She hopped out of the truck and moved out of the way while the man lifted the tailgate up and, just when he did, Shelby saw Blue's anxious face as he strained against his lead, his blue eyes wide, trying to catch one more glimpse of his mistress. The door slammed shut with a hollow clang.



6 A Civil Matter
'Let me get this straight,' said Shelby's father. 'You swapped your horse.'
Shelby nodded, putting her hands over her face. 'I'm not sure that it was the right thing to do.'
'Let's call the police,' said Shelby's mother.
Her father put his hand up. 'Not just yet, Marie. We still might be able to resolve this. Tell me again from the beginning.'
After the man had driven Blue away in his big truck, Shelby had spent a little while getting Brat settled in. She made sure she had fresh water and that everything was neat and tidy in the shed. Then she sat on the ground for half an hour, watching Brat graze.
As she was sitting there, a couple of questions occurred to her. When was the last time Brat had been wormed? Had the man been rugging her? What was Brat used to eating, and how much? When had he last had her teeth looked at? She should have asked all these questions, and answered them about Blue too.
Brat seemed fine, so Shelby left her to graze. Back in her room she looked up the man's number in the magazine. The man answered after one or two rings, just as he had before. Yes, Blue was fine. He had arrived safely and was relaxed and happy. Indeed, they were good questions, but he couldn't answer them right now because he was expecting another call. Could she ring back in an hour or so? Shelby said she could and hung up.
Exactly an hour later she had rung, but there was no answer – just a computerised voice mailbox. Your call cannot be answered at present. Please leave your name and number after the tone.
Shelby had left her name and number – not once, but three times at fifteen-minute intervals. The man hadn't rung back. That's when she had decided to talk to her mum and dad.
Shelby's dad was sitting next to her on the lounge. 'I'll try again,' he said. Shelby handed him the phone and he dialled the number, pausing to refer to the ad in the magazine.
He listened for a moment and then his face blanched. He handed the phone to Shelby, and she pressed it to her ear.
The number you have dialled is not connected. Please check the number and try again.
Shelby dropped the phone and wailed. 'I've changed my mind! I just want to know where he is.'
Shelby's mum picked the handset up from the floor and punched in some numbers. 'Hello? My name is Marie Shaw and I'd like to report a stolen horse.'
Two police officers arrived at Shelby's house an hour later. Constable Bidgood was a stocky middle-aged man with a moustache, and the other was Sergeant Everard – an athletic-looking young woman with her hair in a tight bun. Shelby sat on the couch, squeezing her hands together in her lap while she told them the story from the beginning.
Constable Bidgood was taking notes in a little book rested on his knee.
'And the man's name was?' he asked.
Shelby chewed on her lip. 'I don't know,' she whispered.
'What about the number plate on the truck?'
Shelby shrugged.
'Any other things you can recall about the truck? Did it have something written on the side?'
Shelby shook her head. She tried to think of something useful to tell them. 'It was white. It had a cab at the front. There were windows on the sides . . .' She trailed off. That was all she'd noticed.
'What was he wearing?'
That she could remember. 'Blue jeans and a grey tee-shirt with a collar.'
The two police officers exchanged a glance.
'So, we're looking for a man in jeans and a tee-shirt driving a white truck with windows,' said Constable Bidgood.
Shelby blushed.
Sergeant Everard shifted on her feet and took a deep breath. 'Even if we could find him, I'm afraid there's not much we can do about this,' she began.
'Why not?' asked Shelby's mother.
'Well, Mrs Shaw, from what your daughter has said, she's entered into a verbal contract. It's not like the man came along in the middle of the night and took the horse. Your daughter agreed to an exchange, and actually led her horse onto his truck. It's not criminal. It's a civil matter.'
Shelby felt a lump wedge into her throat.
'But what about the phone calls?' protested Shelby's father. 'Hasn't he broken the contract by not answering?'
Sergeant Everard smiled. 'We'd need a much bigger police force if we had to arrest everyone who didn't answer their phone, Mr Shaw. My suggestion is that you wait the two weeks. From what your daughter has said, she's ended up with the better part of the deal.'
'In the meantime you might want to see a lawyer,' suggested Constable Bidgood, as he stood up. 'And I'd start scouting around to see what you can find out about this fellow. Ring that magazine of yours. They might have taken down more information.'
Shelby's father saw them to the door.
'I'm sorry we couldn't be more help,' Sergeant Everard said, looking Shelby in the eye.
Shelby felt her lip wobble and her eyes fill with tears. 'Thank you anyway,' she whispered.
After they left Shelby sat with her parents on the lounge.
'What were you thinking?' asked her father.
'I did try to tell you about it. It happened so quickly. He was nice. It all seemed like a dream come true. I thought I could see Blue tomorrow. The man said I could visit.'
Her mother rubbed her knee. 'It might still be OK. Perhaps he's just late paying his phone bill? Why don't we wait and see?'
Shelby shook her head. 'No, I want to see a lawyer today.'
Shelby's mother and father looked at each other. Her father rubbed his eyes. 'Shel, lawyers are very expensive and we're stretched as it is. I don't think you should panic. Didn't you say he had taken very good care of this Brat pony?'
'But that's not the point,' blurted Shelby. 'I don't know where Blue is! I want him back right now!'
'Honey, why don't you give it the two weeks? If this horse is as good as you say, then he'd be mad to let it go. If you're still unhappy in two weeks then we'll go to a lawyer to see if we can straighten it out.'
Shelby wanted to argue, but there was no point. Her parents had made up their minds. Besides, maybe they were right. Maybe it would turn out all right.



7 A Disturbing Idea
The next morning Shelby rode Brat up to the stables to visit Erin. Miss Anita was standing at the fence as she walked past the arena.
'That's a nice-looking pony,' Miss Anita said.
'Thank you. Her name is Maxshine Celtic Copper,' said Shelby, smiling. Saying a three-barrelled name was every bit as satisfying as she had dreamed it would be. She pulled up next to the fence and patted Brat on the shoulder.
'How does she go?'
'She's OK,' Shelby replied.
They'd had a sedate trip across the gully. Brat shied away from the slightest thing, so Shelby hadn't risked going any faster. Brat wasn't as sure-footed as Blue either. She'd never had to steer him along the trails. Brat seemed to always pick the most difficult way, stumbling over rocks and pressing up close to the bushes on the side of the trail so that Shelby constantly had her arms up moving branches out of the way.
'Can I have a ride?' Miss Anita asked, cocking her head towards the sandy arena. Miss Anita never would have asked to ride Blue. Shelby didn't think Miss Anita had ever even looked at him.
'I can't pay you,' Shelby said.
Miss Anita shaded her eyes with her hand. 'It's a freebie. I've got ten minutes spare.'
Shelby slid off Brat and walked her through the arena gate. Miss Anita took the reins and vaulted on.
Miss Anita's legs were much longer than Shelby's, but instead of adjusting the stirrups, she flipped them over the front of the saddle so they settled against Brat's shoulders.
'All right, little lady, let's see what you can do,' Miss Anita said, gathering up the reins.
Shelby watched as Miss Anita took Brat through her paces around the arena. Brat looked even better once she got going. Her strides were bold and flowing, and she responded to everything Miss Anita asked of her. Shelby admired Miss Anita's riding too. She sat perfectly still, and her instructions to Brat were almost invisible.
'Very tidy,' said Miss Anita, wheeling Brat back to where Shelby was standing. 'Somebody's done a nice job with her.'
'Thank you,' said Shelby, and then she blushed. It sounded as though she was claiming to have trained the pony herself.
Miss Anita ran her hands down Brat's legs. 'I haven't heard of Maxshine before. Where does she come from?'
Shelby didn't want to get into the whole story, so she shrugged. 'Not sure.'
'Very tidy indeed,' Miss Anita murmured. She ran her hand across the pony's face. 'Interesting colouring,' she said. 'Almost dun, isn't she?'
'She's just dirty,' Shelby explained.
Miss Anita held out her hand. It was lightly coated in a layer of dark brown powder. 'Yes, I see what you mean. Better get her in a bath before Mrs Crook sees,' she said with a wink.
Shelby grinned.
'I'm sure you'll do well on her.'
'Thanks,' said Shelby. She led the pony down the laneway between the two stables and stopped outside Erin's yard. Bandit was tied to the rail with his saddle on. Erin popped her head out of the doorway. Her eyes widened as she caught sight of Brat.
'Who's that?' she asked.
'Eye-catching brown pony for sale or swap,' Shelby replied, grinning.
'You're joking,' squealed Erin. She ran across the yard and threw her arms around Shelby's shoulders. 'How exciting! You've really hit the jackpot. She's gorgeous. Do you think they had a clue what they were swapping? I mean – no offence – but Blue was the ugliest creature.'
Shelby frowned. She loved Blue, despite his faults. 'We're having a trial. Actually, I'm thinking about swapping back.'
'No way! Are you serious? I mean, when the ad said royal quality, I thought it was an exaggeration, but this is a great horse – sooo good-looking.' Erin looked around and lowered her voice. 'I reckon she's better-looking than Ditto, don't you?' Erin walked all the way around Brat. 'Her feet are a bit long, though. You'll need to get them done before Pony Club on Saturday.'
Shelby inspected them and nodded. She'd only just had Blue's feet trimmed. She wondered what her mother would say when she asked for the farrier to come back again so soon.
'So, where do you want to go today?' Erin asked, tightening Bandit's girth.
Shelby tilted her head to the side as she thought about it. She wasn't sure that she wanted to go on a trail. If she had been riding Blue it would have been her first choice. That was what he was best at – scampering up and down the hills all day. What if Brat shied and Shelby came off? It would be best if they rode somewhere fenced – somewhere safe.
'Do you want to do some jumps?' she suggested.
'Cool,' said Erin.
They took the ponies over to the practice arena, where several jumps of multicoloured barrels and bars had been set up.
Brat was much more sensitive than Blue. At the slightest touch she'd veer off in another direction. She also jumped a little higher than Shelby expected and a couple of times Shelby lost her stirrup and landed in the saddle with a thump.
As Brat made another soaring leap that Shelby hadn't anticipated, she jerked the reins in an effort to keep her balance. Brat put her ears back and tossed her head in protest.
'I'm sorry, little one. We just have to get used to each other,' she said. She pulled up near the fence while she waited for Erin and Bandit to finish a round.
Shelby missed Blue terribly. Every time Brat skipped a beat she thought, Blue wouldn't have done that, but she had decided not to think about it. She was going to put it out of her mind for the next twelve days and twenty-two hours. She only hoped that he was safe, wherever he was.
After a few hours of fierce concentration Shelby was tired. 'I might take her home and give her a bath,' she said.
'Cool,' said Erin. 'I'm very proud of you, Shel, and jealous too! Brat is a beautiful horse. I think you've really progressed.'
Shelby thought that was a bit patronising coming from someone who'd only been riding for a year. Besides, she was exactly the same rider that she'd been the day before.
Shelby arrived back at the paddock midafternoon. The sun was hot on her shoulders and the air was dry. As she unsaddled the pony she could see that the saddle blanket was absolutely filthy – coated with brown grime. She laid it across the sliprail to take home for her mother to wash.
'You certainly do need a bath,' she said.
Brat was not happy to see the hose. She skipped around, rising up on her back legs and straining against the lead. Once she was wet through, Shelby started to scrub with shampoo. As she worked her way across Brat's shoulder she could see the suds on her fingers were a dirty, muddy colour.
'You mustn't have been washed in a year!' Shelby said.
Brat's face was worst of all. Shelby wet down a towel, squeezed shampoo on it and gave Brat's face a good long scrub. Brat seemed to enjoy it, rubbing her head up and down inside the towel. It was the first time that Brat had showed anything like affection and for brief moment Shelby forgot about Blue.
When Shelby pulled the towel away she saw that it was caked in coffee-coloured grime. Then she looked at Brat. What she saw confused her. Brat had grey patches around her eyes and straight down her nose.
'Hang on a second,' Shelby muttered. 'You've got a stripe.'
She rubbed again with the towel. It was murky and indistinct but it was there. Shelby sat on the grass, watching the pony dry. At first Shelby thought that she had been in the sun too long and wasn't seeing properly, but there was no doubt. Brat's face was a different colour; in fact, all over she was duller, much lighter and with a definite wide white stripe right down the middle of her face.
Shelby didn't know why the man had given her a brown horse that was actually a chestnut horse with a stripe, but she had an idea.



8 Like Grandpa's Hair
Shelby didn't tell her parents about Brat's peculiar change of colour. They hadn't seen the pony yet, so they wouldn't know the difference. They were both scared of horses, anyway. Whenever Shelby had asked either of her parents to hold Blue, they always clutched the very end of the rope nervously and told her to hurry.
When she walked into the house that afternoon, plonking the dirty saddle rug on the kitchen bench, she asked her mother whether she could call the farrier to have Brat's hooves attended to.
Her mother was sitting at the dining room table with a pair of Connor's school shorts on her lap and was threading a needle with grey cotton. 'Can it wait?' she asked.
Shelby's father was on the lounge room floor wrestling with her brothers. 'So does this new one pull a sulky?' he asked. 'Maybe you could get a milk run like they used to in the old days?'
Shelby ignored him. 'She's almost tripping over them. I have to get it done by Saturday or I won't be able to go to Pony Club.'
Her mother sighed. 'I suppose so.'
Shelby was very anxious to see the farrier. She had some questions for him. Fortunately, he was in the area the next day, and could drop by in the afternoon.
Erin rang in the morning to find out if Shelby wanted to ride, but the farrier's visit gave her a good excuse not to go. She didn't tell Erin about Brat's surprising new appearance. She wanted to know more first.
The farrier's name was Clint. He drove a big red ute with all his tools in the back. Shelby knew him quite well because he had come to see to Blue every six weeks for the past two years. Clint was a small wiry man with a broad leathery face that crinkled when he smiled. He could have been twenty-five or forty-five. Shelby couldn't tell.
'Hello, Shelly Shoes. Where's my best buddy Blue?' he asked, leaning his elbow out the window as he pulled up outside the paddock.
'He's . . . with a friend,' Shelby said.
'Who's this?' Clint asked, running his eyes over the pony.
'Her name is Brat. I'm looking after her for the time being,' Shelby said.
'Brat, eh? Sounds like fun for me,' Clint commented. He climbed out of his ute and strapped his leather apron around his waist.
'Can you tell me how old she is?' Shelby asked.
'Not a problem.'
This would confirm Shelby's suspicions. Brat was perfect, but she must be much, much older than the man had said. She might have been closer to twenty, or even older. That's why she was greying around the face.
Clint took Brat's chin in his hand, squatting down so that he could get a good look inside her mouth.
'I'd say she's somewhere around eight or nine.' Clint ran his hand down Brat's face from forehead to lip, pausing to pass his fingers gently over her eyes. Then he stroked her down the neck. He stopped and ran his hand up, against the grain. He looked at Shelby with a raised eyebrow, and then turned on his heel to haul his tools out of the ute's tray.
'She couldn't be older?' Shelby asked.
'Well, it's not an exact science, but I don't think so.'
One by one, Clint lifted Brat's hooves, tucking them between his knees, and filed them down with his long rasp.
'She's got nice little feet. Not too flat, not too hollow. They're a bit long now but they've been well looked after not so long ago,' he commented. He tapped at the side of them with his rasp.
'So, who's your friend?' he asked, giving her a wink.
'I beg your pardon?'
'You're looking after this horse for a friend. Who's the friend?'
'Just this guy,' she answered.
'A boyfriend?'
'No!' Shelby blushed.
'You keep away from those bad boys, Shel, they're nothing but trouble.'
'What are you talking about?' she asked.
'Do you take me for a goose, Shelly Shoes?' he asked. 'I see five, maybe ten horses every day of the year. This is a grey horse. Grey, like clouds and Grandpa's hair. And there's only one reason that you dye a grey horse brown.'
Shelby's heart started to race. 'What do you mean?'
Clint cupped his hand over his mouth and whispered. 'Stolen!'
Shelby's mouth dropped open. 'Really? You think she's been dyed? How?'
Clint shrugged. 'Henna would do it – maybe Condy's crystals. These days you could pretty much use those hair dyes you get at the supermarket. You'd need a lot though. The face is the trickiest part. You can see he hasn't been able to do the eyelashes. The rest was probably done with a bit of boot polish. How did it come off?' He rubbed his fingers together. 'Was it grimy and slimy in your hands?'
Shelby nodded.
'That'd be my bet then,' Clint said. He picked up his rasp and dropped it into his toolbox. 'I never had you picked for a rustler, Shelly Shoes.'
'I didn't! I wasn't!' she protested.
'You're secret's safe with me,' he said, depositing the toolbox into the back of the ute.
'Stolen,' said Shelby, bewildered. 'Does it happen often?'
'Often enough,' replied Clint. 'Why do you think people still brand their horses?'
After Clint had gone Shelby had to sit down and think. She ran back over what the man had said. One phrase stuck with her. I've been calling her Brat. It was a funny way to say it – as though he'd only had her for a short time and had to make up a name to call her. Why hadn't she wondered about it at the time?
Then there was the fact that Miss Anita had never heard of Maxshine. She'd been judging, training and brokering in ponies for years. It must be another made-up name.
It made sense. Nobody would give up a horse like Brat for Blue. She loved him, but he was next to worthless in comparison. But what did that mean? Shelby ran through the scenarios.
Horse theft was definitely a criminal matter. She could call the police. Brat must have been reported missing. They would be able to find Brat's real owner and give her back.
What about Blue? The man had no incentive to bring him back now. Would this make him stolen too? How would the police track down the man who took him away? They didn't seem very confident when she had talked to them before. If he was a thief, he might be actually trying to hide. What if they couldn't find him? Would Shelby be left with no horse at all?
And where was Blue? He might be a brown horse too, by now.
She could see, running like a movie through her mind, Blue's face looking out at her anxiously as the truck door slammed shut. It sent a shiver of butterflies through her stomach.
She had visions of him tied up tight in some dingy shed, or squashed in a round yard with twenty or thirty other ponies – dirty, thirsty and distressed. It made her sick with worry.
When she got home, Shelby tried the man's telephone number one more time. It was still disconnected. She looked at the classifieds in the magazine. There was a number for placing ads. Shelby rang it and talked to a lady named Ruth.
'You have an ad in your latest magazine, but when I rang, the number had been disconnected,' she told the lady at the other end of the line.
'That's not uncommon, I'm afraid,' said Ruth. 'Better luck next time, eh?'
'You don't understand,' Shelby said. 'The number used to work. It was a swap ad, and we swapped.' Shelby thought about Blue, how exhilarating it felt when he splashed through the causeway, how he waited for her at the gate in the morning. She had a vision of him collapsed on some muddy shed floor, bony and dehydrated, taking his last gasping breaths. Her lip wobbled and tears welled in the corners of her eyes.
'Now I've changed my mind and I can't find the man who has my horse.'
'Ah,' said Ruth. 'I'm sad to tell you that's not particularly uncommon either.'
'Is there anything you can do to help me?' Shelby asked, biting her lip, trying to keep her voice steady.
'I'm not supposed to. Advertisers give their details in good faith. We can't just give them out to anybody who calls.'
'Please?' implored Shelby. 'I just want to know that my little guy's OK.'
There was silence on the other end. 'I'll see what I can do.' Shelby could hear the lady tapping at a keyboard. 'Which one is it?' Ruth asked.
'For sale or swap . . .' started Shelby.
'Eye-catching brown pony?' finished Ruth.
'That's the one,' said Shelby. It sounded as if she was finally getting somewhere.
'Hmm. Text came in by email. Payment by direct debit from a company account – you can't trace that. He did give a name though – you're going to love this. Ben Hall.'
Shelby scribbled it down on a piece of paper. 'That's great. Thank you so much.'
'Don't you get it?' Ruth asked.
'Get what?'
'Sheesh!' said Ruth. 'Do they teach you anything about Australian history these days? Ben Hall. He was a bushranger – a horse thief, amongst other things.'
'I don't suppose that's his real name then.' Shelby wanted to cry.
'It would be a co-inkydink. Tell you what I will do, and this is completely against the rules, but I'm a horsewoman myself, and can't even imagine the agonies you must be going through – if Mr Hall should place another ad, I'll give you a ring and you can look out for it when it comes out in the magazine. How does that sound?'
'Thank you so much,' Shelby said, her voice breathless with relief.
'I wouldn't put money on it, though.'
Not long after Shelby had finished talking to the magazine lady, Erin rang.
'So how's your princess today? Hooves all done?'
'Yep,' Shelby replied, trying to sound confident. For the last hour she'd been having horrific visions of Blue suffering some slow and painful death. Each time it prickled her skin and made her face slick with sweat.
'Are you going to bring her up to the stables tomorrow? I was telling the Crooks how beautiful she is and they want to have a look.'
'I . . . I don't know,' Shelby said.
'Everybody will love her. Don't you want to show her off?'
Not so long ago Shelby had thought that it was what she wanted most in the world, but what was she going to do now that Brat's grey was showing through? Besides, she didn't feel like seeing anyone. She just wanted to crawl into bed and stay there all day.
'I might just stay here tomorrow and do a little work in the paddock. That way Brat will be all fresh for Pony Club.'
'Hayley and I will come to you then.'
'No!' said Shelby. 'I mean, I don't think that's a good idea. It's out of your way. Besides, everybody will be able to see her on Saturday.'
'Don't be silly. We can drop by. Mum won't mind. You don't have to be there if you don't want to. I'll get Mum to drive past tomorrow morning on our way to the stables.'
Shelby was mortified that Hayley would see her ramshackle arrangement, and more horrified still that Erin would see Brat in her current condition.
She had a thought. 'She won't be able to see much, though, with Brat's rug on.'
'That's OK. I'll take it off,' Erin said.
There wasn't any way of getting around it. Erin was determined to see Brat tomorrow.
Shelby sighed. 'All right. I'll see you in the morning.'
After she'd hung up the phone, Shelby covered her face with her hands. What was she going to do? How would she explain it? She needed more time to think. In the meantime, there was only one thing she could do.
She tipped the contents of her piggy bank on to the floor. Thirty dollars. She had been saving up for Christmas presents for her family, but that would have to wait.
Shelby ran down the road to the chemist. Once inside, she let her eyes wander over all the packets of hair dyes available. Down the bottom a brand name almost leapt off the shelves. She snatched up the packet and read the label again – Maxshine Celtic Copper. 'I'm so stupid!' she groaned.



9 Hayley's Verdict
Hayley inspected Brat from every angle. She ran her hands down the pony's shins just like Miss Anita had. Shelby held her breath waiting for the verdict.
It had taken three packets of Maxshine Celtic Copper and half a bottle of shoe polish to return Brat to a brown. Shelby felt mean rubbing the polish across the delicate skin around her eyes and nose, but it couldn't be helped. Besides, it was only for a few hours. As soon as Hayley and Erin left she would wash her off again and have a good long think about what to do.
'It's a shame she's so small,' Hayley said.
Shelby let out her breath in a whoosh. She had half expected an experienced horse person like Hayley to find her out as quickly as Clint had – but then he had the advantage of seeing Brat all washed out.
'She's the perfect size for Shelby,' Erin said.
'Yes, but for how long? You'll be too big for her next year. If I were you I would have gone for something bigger.'
'Beggars can't be choosers,' commented Erin. 'No offence, Shel. She looks more chestnut than she did the other day.'
Shelby blushed, wondering if she should have used four packets of hair dye.
'I washed her . . . but then she rolled in the dirt. And the light's not the same today. Maybe you just remember her different?'
'I guess so,' said Erin. 'Are you going to give her a workout today?'
'Later,' said Shelby. She had decided not to ride Brat any more. If something were to happen to Brat then she would have to give her back to the owners damaged, and that would be terrible. More importantly, though, she didn't want to call a vet out unless she absolutely had to.
'Why not now? If I had a horse like yours, I'd ride it all the time,' Erin said. 'You should see her, Hayley, she goes like a dream.'
'You can see her tomorrow at Pony Club,' Shelby said. She had already decided not to go to Pony Club. If anyone asked she'd say she hadn't been feeling well – not that she thought anyone would. Nobody would miss her.
Hayley folded her arms and ran her eyes over Brat again. 'Are you going to put bandages on her legs?' she asked.
'I wasn't going to,' Shelby replied. How could she? She didn't own any.
'There are a few marks on them already. You should protect them. I wouldn't ride her without bandages. It's not worth it.'
'Yes, I'll do that,' Shelby lied.
'It should be an excellent day tomorrow,' said Erin.
'Why?' asked Shelby.
'Haven't you heard? Calvin Protheroe is the guest instructor. Can you believe it? He's only the best dressage instructor in the whole country.'
Erin's mum, who had been waiting in the car, wound down the window and called out. 'Come on, girls, I haven't got all day.'
'We've got to go,' said Erin. 'See you tomorrow.'
Shelby nodded.
Erin and Hayley walked towards the car. Hayley turned around at the gate and smiled at Shelby. 'She's a great little horse. Don't forget McLeod's Daughters at my place next week.'
Shelby grinned. 'I wouldn't miss it.'
After they had gone Shelby started to unravel the hose. Halfway through she stopped. Brat was turning out to be a lucky charm. So far she'd caught Miss Anita's attention, and now Hayley had asked her over. None of that would have happened when she had Blue. More than that, she was never likely to get a lesson from Calvin Protheroe for free – certainly not when she got Blue back.
Brat seemed to have survived being brown the first time around. What was one more day? She would go to Pony Club the next day, have her lesson, and the minute she got back she would wash Brat off and call the police.
There. It was decided. Shelby coiled the hose up and tucked it in its spot next to the shed.
Since she was going to ride Brat tomorrow anyway, she might as well ride her today. In fact, she reasoned, she should ride her today. It would stop her being frisky in the morning on the ride across the gully to the Pony Club grounds.
Shelby saddled Brat and rode her around the paddock to warm her up. They still hadn't got used to each other, and at one stage Brat backed up so fast that Shelby was sure she was going to rear up. She gripped the saddle with her knees. For the first time ever, Shelby felt a shot of fear run through her stomach.
'Maybe that will do for today,' she said, sliding out of the saddle.
She scratched the horse on the forehead. Brat leaned against Shelby for a rub.
'No!' said Shelby, pushing Brat's face away. She couldn't let her do that. She would rub her Celtic Copper off.



10 Irresponsible
The weather report had forecast rain, but it was a beautiful mild morning. Shelby hummed as she got dressed into her Pony Club uniform. Out in the lounge room her brothers were watching cartoons. She could hear the TV blaring.
Her father helped her with her tie. 'You're chirpy this morning,' he said, flipping and rolling the tie in a complicated knot around his own neck. He slipped it over his head and passed it to her.
'I'm moving up to advanced this morning,' Shelby explained.
'So, this swap has turned out for the best after all,' he said.
Shelby concentrated on straightening her tie. She had slept through the night before, not waking in a slick sweat of panic about Blue as she had on the previous nights. She wondered if Hayley would still want her to come over to watch McLeod's Daughters when she no longer had a beautiful pony – or any pony at all. Still, it was a beautiful day and Shelby was going to enjoy it. She would start worrying again tomorrow.
Brat wasn't waiting for her at the gate like Blue used to. She was at the very back of the paddock next to the fence and hardly raised her head when Shelby slid through the sliprail.
'Come on,' called Shelby. 'Breakfast.' She opened up the shed door, scooped chaff into Brat's feed bin and placed it on the ground outside, then she disappeared back into the shed to get her tack ready. She rubbed down her saddle and boots with an old towel, and shook out her Pony Club saddlecloth. Some of Blue's long white hairs floated to the ground. She reached out to grab one of them in midair, but it slipped away from her, dancing in the sunlight.
Peering out the door, she noticed the feed bin was exactly where she had put it. No Brat. Shelby put her hands on her hips. 'Come on,' she called out. Brat hadn't moved from the very back of the paddock.
Brat skipped once on her back legs. She jumped sideways and then Shelby heard an alarming metallic twang. Shelby gasped. Brat was caught in the fence.
She ran towards the pony. Brat panicked. Shelby could see the whites of her eyes and her nose flaring in distress. As Brat jumped up and down in fear, Shelby could see the entangled foot twist, and the wire in which it was caught biting into the flesh.
'Whoa,' Shelby said. 'Settle down.'
Far from settling, Brat writhed all the more. Shelby's heart beat faster and faster as the wire got tighter and tighter around the pony's limb. She leaned forward, trying to catch hold of the flailing leg. A thought, eerily calm, crossed Shelby's mind – she's going to rip her hoof off. And then, snap! The wire broke, ricocheting fast towards Shelby's face. Shelby shut her eyes and the loose wire whipped her cheek. Shelby put her hand to it. It stung so much that she was sure it had slashed her face open, but when she looked down, there was nothing on her palm but perspiration.
Brat lifted her tail and fled at a gallop down to the other end of the paddock. Shelby watched as she approached the sliprail.
She's not stopping. She's going to sail right over the top of it and onto the street.
Shelby started to run. Maybe she could stop her. But how?
Brat galloped closer and closer and then tucked her back legs underneath her.
She's going to jump.
Less than a metre before the sliprail, Brat skidded to a stop, her hooves churning up the soil into four long channels. She stood still, snorted, and then limped over to the feed bin, where she buried her face in the chaff.
Shelby bent over, leaning her hands on her knees, and exhaled. She stayed that way until her heartbeat, hammering against her ribs, slowed down to normal. Shelby put her hand to her stinging face and felt a long line of raised flesh, like Braille, on her cheek.
That was close, she thought. The paddock had been fine for Blue, who had never shown any desire to escape, but the wobbly pickets and loose strands would not hold Brat if she was bent on breaking out. The fences had always been ugly, but now they were dangerous too.
Shelby watched as Brat picked up her injured leg and put it down again. As she walked over to where the pony was standing, Brat skipped away, snorting, and Shelby's heart started beating again.
'It's OK,' Shelby said, holding out her hand. 'I won't hurt you.'
Brat sidled away from her and then nosed at the feed bin from the opposite side, eyeing Shelby.
'It's not my fault you hurt yourself,' she said. 'I was only trying to help.'
She edged closer and squatted down to have a closer look at Brat's leg. It wasn't marked at all. The hair was scruffy around the top of her hoof, but there was no blood.
If it had been Blue she would have left him at home and gone to the Pony Club to learn what she could from the sidelines, but since it really was her last chance to ride a horse with a three-barrelled name, even if it was only a pretend one, and especially to be instructed by the Calvin Protheroe, Shelby decided to go anyway. Brat would have ample chance to rest when she got home. After today Shelby was never going to ride her again. After today Shelby would report her to the police.
Shelby saddled the pony and they set off across the gully. Brat was the most subdued she had ever been and Shelby enjoyed it, relaxing into the saddle and letting the reins loosen.
On the way Shelby amused herself with a little daydream. Everyone at Pony Club would ride around in circles and Calvin Protheroe would call her into the centre. He would reveal to her that his real purpose for coming was to scout out very special riders who had the talent to make it to the top.
'Have you considered going professional?' he would ask her. Shelby would smile self-consciously. 'Not really.' All the parents would be watching at the fence, hearing what he was saying. The committee would be embarrassed that they'd made her stay in the beginner's group for so long – especially Mrs Hockings, the Club President, who was the most snobby of them all. 'I think you've got what it takes,' Calvin Protheroe would say.
She would have to give up school and travel around in a big convoy of trucks from city to city doing demonstrations. The other special young riders would become her best friends, and they would all train together, laughing, joking and cheering each other on. One of the young riders would be a boy who would secretly fall in love with her from the moment they met.
Companies would sponsor her, and she would have so many riding outfits that she could give most of them away to young girls who couldn't afford their own. She could start 'The Shelby Shaw Foundation' and one day win a humanitarian award for it.
Then when she was seventeen, a rich old man would be watching her training one day and he would tell her that he had a beautiful warmblood stallion worth a million dollars, and he wanted Shelby to ride him in the Olympics. 'He deserves the best,' the old man would say. Shelby would talk it over with her friends, and three of them would have received similar offers, including the boy, except their horses wouldn't be quite as good.
They would make a pact to only go in the team events so that they wouldn't have to compete against each other, because their friendship was more important than anything in the world.
The team would win gold, of course, and afterwards they would be asked to do ads for apple sauce and laundry detergents.
By the time she reached the Pony Club grounds Brat was quite warm, and not limping in the slightest. Her arrival attracted a bit of attention. Hayley and Erin were sitting on the picnic seats with some of the other girls, and they all turned as she and Brat walked up the road.
A few of the adults congregated at the door of the clubhouse to watch her ride past. One of them was Calvin Protheroe himself, nursing a cup of coffee. He was wearing real leather top-boots like a professional. Shelby touched her hat as she rode past the clubhouse and Mr Protheroe smiled.
Shelby felt a little murmur of disquiet as they lined up for parade. With all the excitement this morning, she had forgotten to check that Brat was still properly brown. What if she had rubbed during the night and some of her boot polish had come off? From Brat's back, Shelby couldn't tell what state the pony's face was in.
Shelby watched Mrs Crook escort Mr Protheroe down to the arena. Shelby groaned. Mrs Crook was such a stickler for cleanliness.
When it was Shelby's turn for inspection, she felt her pulse rise. Mrs Crook frowned as she looked over Shelby and her gear.
'What happened to your face?' she asked.
Shelby put her hand to her cheek and remembered. 'Oh. Just a bit of wire.'
Mrs Crook chastised her. 'Your boots are a mess. Don't you ever polish them?'
Shelby peered down. 'Yes, it's just that they're old.'
'Old, my eye,' said Mrs Crook. 'You should invest in a bit of boot polish, young lady. It would make a world of difference.'
Shelby nodded. Calvin Protheroe didn't say anything at all. He just scanned Brat for a moment and then smiled again.
After the parade, the members were divided into two groups. Group B, mostly younger children on led ponies, moved around to the flat grassy area behind the clubhouse. They were to go over poles under the supervision of Mrs Hockings, who was wearing, as she always did, a pair of lemon-coloured jodhpurs almost up to her underarms, with her jumper tucked in. Shelby didn't know why she wore them, since she never actually rode.
Group A, to which Shelby found herself elevated, moved in single file into the arena.
Just as she reached the gate Mrs Hockings stepped forward, blocking her path.
'Did you remember to bring your membership fees today?' she asked.
'Oh.' She hadn't even thought about it. 'No, I forgot.'
'Well, I'm sorry, Shelby, but you'll have to sit this one out.'
Shelby looked around desperately at the other parents. This couldn't be happening. One day was all she was asking for. Erin's mother stepped forward. 'Let her go, Joy. I'm sure she'll remember next week, won't you, Shelby?'
Shelby nodded. 'Yes, I promise.'
Mrs Hockings sniffed and folded her arms. 'I'll let it go this time, but that's it. This isn't a charity, you know.'
'Of course, Mrs Hockings, I understand.'
Shelby joined the others in the ring. She could hardly keep from grinning. It was so good to finally be where she belonged. She looked over at the edge of the arena where the parents were lined up. Erin's mum gave her the thumbs-up sign and Shelby responded with a little wave.
Calvin Protheroe had them all walk around in a circle, and then move into a trot. He made a few comments here and there about the placement of people's hands and heels, but he didn't single Shelby out. She thought that must mean she was riding well.
Once all the horses were warmed up Mr Protheroe divided them into two groups. She waited at the side with Erin while the first group had their lesson. He was quite severe on Hayley, telling her that she had stiff arms and shoulders, and that this was restricting the movement of the horse. He called one of the other girls into the centre of the ring and took her stirrups away, crossing them over onto the horse's shoulders the way Miss Anita had when she rode Brat.
Erin whispered that he was being mean, but Shelby thought it was good. He only had an hour to make an impression on their lives. Shelby preferred him to be honest with them, even if it was hard to hear. She was listening carefully. In the background she could hear Mrs Hockings's high, strident voice. That sound used to go through Shelby's head like an icepick. She indulged in another smile.
A little while later it was the second group's turn. Erin and Shelby climbed on their ponies and joined the others around Mr Protheroe. Shelby had barely completed half a circle when the instructor called her into the ring. She felt the blood drain from her face. It was happening exactly as she'd imagined.
'Hop down,' he said, holding one of Brat's reins.
Shelby dismounted. She looked around at the other riders and smiled, trying to keep the smugness out of her eyes.
'Your horse is lame,' Mr Protheroe said, pointing. 'She's got a bit of swelling in the near fore.'
'She'll be OK when she warms up,' Shelby said.
Calvin Protheroe stared at her.
'I've really been looking forward to your lesson,' Shelby said. 'I think I can learn from you.'
'The first thing you can learn is that when I say your horse is lame, it's lame. It needs rest. I suggest you put her on your float and take her home.'
Shelby didn't want to tell him that she didn't have a float.
'Can I put her in a yard and watch the rest of the lesson?'
He shrugged. 'Suit yourself, but I think it's irresponsible.'
Shelby was ashamed. She wanted to explain that she was a responsible owner – if it had been Blue she wouldn't have brought him at all. But Mr Protheroe had already turned his attention to the other riders. She led Brat, now limping noticeably, out of the arena and towards the yards.
Erin's mother fell into step with her. 'What's happened?'
'Brat's got a sore leg,' Shelby said.
'That's a pity,' she said. Then she walked back to the other parents to report. Shelby could feel their eyes on her back. She wondered if they were saying that she was irresponsible too. She wished she hadn't come. Shelby led Brat past the yards and down the road. She didn't turn back.
Once they were out of the Pony Club grounds Brat's limping seemed to lessen. They came to an intersection on the dirt road. Shelby headed left, taking the shorter route that led to the trail home. Looking right, she could see the traffic rushing along Gully Way.
Shelby had thought that this day would make everything better – that she would be the star and that the committee would see what a good rider she really was. She had imagined that the other girls would accept her as an equal – even admire her. Now their opinion of her was worse than ever.
'Stupid horse,' she said, tugging at the reins.
None of it mattered now anyway. Who cared what they all thought? She would report Brat stolen as soon as she got home, Brat would be returned to her real owners, and then she would have no horse at all.



11 Cat and Mouse
It was around noon and the cicadas shrieked from the trees above her. Heavy clouds were creeping across the blue sky, making the day duller. Her boots slid across the stones, and a couple of times she nearly lost her footing. Brat trudged along behind her with her head down.
Blue would never have stuck his foot in the stupid fence. The whole time she had owned him he had never so much as put his head through the railings. He would have made quick work of this trip home too – picking his way along the path, jogging along the flat and breaking into a canter up the hills.
Maybe if she'd had the lesson on Blue, Mr Protheroe could have taught her how to stop him tossing his head? He might have shown her some way to make his movement more supple. He would never be a fancy show horse, but he was useful for what she wanted.
Who did she think she was kidding with this dream of showing? She wasn't like Hayley. Her parents would never be able to buy her all the things she would need. If she wanted to show, she would need a float at the very least, and for that they would need a car that could pull it. Her dad would never give up his Spyder just for her hobby.
The whole thing was crazy. She hadn't thought it through, and now she was never going to see Blue again – trusty Blue, who was, after all, everything that she needed in a horse: faithful, affectionate, sensible and practical.
A tear welled in her eye, and she blinked it away. She'd thrown him away like garbage, and for what? Ludicrous daydreams.
She heard a crashing noise through the undergrowth ahead and she stopped, automatically drawing Brat's loose reins tighter. Brat skipped sideways, startled, jerking Shelby's arm. Her ears were pricked towards the noise. There was a scratching sound, and Shelby saw a goanna crawling up a tree through the bushes ahead. She waited until it stopped, gripping the tree with its claws, its closest eye watching them warily, and then she tugged at the reins. 'Come on.'
Brat snorted, stepped forward, and then stopped.
She clicked with her tongue, but Brat resisted, lifting her head up and taking two steps backwards. Shelby felt that surge of fear through her stomach again.
I'm scared of this horse – scared like Hayley. I don't want a fancy horse if it's not going to be my best friend.
The goanna lifted one leg from the trunk. A piece of bark dislodged from the tree and fell to the ground, hitting a branch on the way down and scattering some leaves. It didn't sound frightening to Shelby, but to Brat it was terrifying. She lifted up on her back legs and surged forward, stumbling a little as her hooves hit a rock.
Shelby felt the reins slide through her fingers. She tried to grip them, but they whipped through her hand, burning the skin on her palm. As the buckle whisked through her curled fingers the reins flicked sideways. She reached out to grab them, but Brat leapt away and trotted ahead down the trail. She stopped and turned, watching Shelby over her shoulder.
Shelby stood still, trying to think what to do. Should she rush at her and try to grab the reins, or creep up on her slowly, cajoling, to gain her trust first? If only she knew this horse better.
'Steady, girl,' she said, taking one step forward. Brat stepped out of her reach. The loose reins snagged on a rock. Now was her chance. Shelby took two quick steps forward.
Brat flung her head in the air, lifted her tail, and took off down the trail. The reins swung wildly from side to side, smacking the pony on the shoulders.
Shelby slapped her hands to the sides of her face. 'No, you stupid horse!' she called after Brat, running behind her along the trail. Brat had picked up the pace, her legs moving powerfully underneath her. She took the corner sharply, flicking gravel into the bush, and disappeared from view.
'Whoa, girl,' Shelby called out. Her voice sounded feeble and pathetic. She ran faster, her arms swinging at her sides, but skidded as she hit the corner. Her ankle twisted underneath her and gave way, sending a sharp pain up the side of her leg. She put out her hand to stop herself from falling and her palm hit the gravel. She felt the sharp stones biting into her skin. Shelby pushed hard against the ground and started running again. Each step sent a jabbing pain through her leg, but she didn't stop.
She ran on and on, up the hill and down the gentle slope on the other side. She splashed through a puddle and the muddy ground beyond it sucked at her boots. There was a flat slab of rock exposed out of the hillside, whittled away in layers like terraces. Shelby leaned forward, clambering up it. Her smooth boots slid, scattering small pebbles, and she grabbed at a nearby bush to steady herself. The sharp serrated leaves stuck into her raw palm.
At the top was a level sandy patch. Shelby looked down and could see the sharp arcs of hoof marks going every which way. Most were dry and worn but one set was fresh, uncovering the moist soil beneath. They were widely spaced and deep. Brat must have still been galloping when she reached this point.
Shelby stopped running and listened for the rumbling, clattering sound of Brat's hooves somewhere up ahead. All she could hear was the cicadas, and her own panting. She put her hand to her chest and her heart beat fast underneath it.
She started to run again, this time more slowly, every now and then skipping a step to rest her injured ankle. Here and there along the trail bare rock jutted out of the hillside. Water seeped from it, fed by natural springs, and formed puddles underneath. There the air smelt moist and coppery. Shelby splashed through the puddles. Her boots were soaked, rubbing uncomfortably against her skin.
She kept her eyes to the ground and followed Brat's hoof prints along the trail. From time to time Shelby would cross a flat section of rock, or a part of the trail that was deep with small gravelly stones, and here Brat's engraved hoof marks would be indistinct from all the others. Shelby would search on ahead until she found them again.
After a while it seemed to her that Brat might have slowed down. The prints were not as deep, nor so wide apart. Shelby reasoned that if she ran a little faster, she might just catch up. She made herself run, even though her ankle was screaming, her lungs were burning and she could feel a blister forming where her heel rubbed against the back of her boot. She comforted herself with the idea that when she finally caught up with Brat she could rest her aching feet.
When I catch you, I'm going to ride you home – lame or not. I don't care.
In the distance she heard the buzzing sound of a trail bike. She frowned. The trail bike and equestrian communities in her neighbourhood often disagreed about the space out here that they shared.
Further along, the trail branched off in a Y shape. Shelby stopped to catch her breath. The ground beneath her was gravel and she couldn't tell which tracks were Brat's.
Which way would she have gone? Shelby wondered. The left side wound down around the hillside, while the right curled away uphill. She knew if she followed the right-hand trail it would loop around in a loose figure eight, heading back towards the Pony Club grounds, and ending up at a T-intersection on Gully Way. The left-hand trail sloped downward for a way, and then snaked up the hillside, finishing on a dirt road near the cul-de-sac and Shelby's paddock.
She would have gone uphill just to make it that little bit more difficult, Shelby decided. She took another deep breath and jogged up the hill. About halfway up the incline she saw a round smudge in the dirt and smiled. She had been right, but she also had a sinking feeling. What if Brat hadn't slowed down and was now heading straight for the busy roadway?
About a hundred metres ahead the trail curved away to the right. There was a branch hanging down across the trail and it swung gently, although there wasn't any breeze that she could feel. Shelby slowed and looked up through the trees to the sky. It was now quite grey overhead and the air was still. From the bottom of the valley she could hear the chattering of water flowing over rocks in the creek, and the intermittent buzz of the bike.
The branch could have been swinging because something had recently brushed past it. She had either gained on Brat much more than she realised, or the trail bike that she could hear – more loudly now – had recently come this way.
Shelby leaned to the side to peer around the corner. She caught sight of something moving ahead. She started humming so as not to startle the horse, although she suspected that Brat would have already heard her running along the trail.
As she came around the bend she saw Brat standing in the middle of the trail facing her. She must have stepped over the reins, because they were now hooked around one of her legs. She held up the injured hoof. Shelby could see how swollen it had become. She discarded any idea of riding her home. Brat was lame.
It had started to sprinkle light feathery raindrops, like a mist. Shelby blinked as the droplets settled on her eyelashes.
'Settle down, little one,' Shelby said. She cupped her hand and held it out, rubbing her fingers together. 'You know what's in my hand, pretty girl? Molasses and oats and carrots – just about every yummy thing you can imagine. You just stay still and I'll let you have some.'
Brat stretched her neck forward, her nostrils dilating as she sniffed.
'That's right. Yummy scrummy. You must be tired and hungry from all that running.'
Brat hobbled towards her on three legs.
'Yes. Good girl.'
Suddenly Brat swivelled her head in the opposite direction. The trail bike was louder even than before. It was moving this way.
Please don't come any closer, she thought. Just give me one more minute.
'Brat,' she called out in a singsong voice. 'Come to me, little one.'
Brat swung her head towards Shelby again, her eyes wide with confusion, and then back to the source of the noise. She snorted. While she was distracted, Shelby took another step closer.
The trail bike was almost upon them. Shelby could hear its strident whine approaching just over the crest of the hill. She would have to grab Brat quickly before the horse panicked.
Brat hopped on three legs away from Shelby, backing into a prickly shrub, which shook and crackled under her weight. She wheeled around on her hind legs. Shelby made a lunge, landing awkwardly on her twisted ankle. The pain flared up her leg. She felt the very tips of her fingers brush against the reins.
Brat leapt forward, knocking Shelby over. Shelby stuck her hand out for support, but her wrist buckled beneath her, sending a new pain streaking up her arm. Her shoulder hit the ground. Looking up, she could see Brat's hind foot coming down towards her and she rolled to the side. Brat's hoof grazed her shoulder as it hit the ground. Shelby let the momentum roll her over, and she pushed herself off the ground, onto her feet.
Shelby pivoted on her uninjured ankle and watched as Brat vanished from view around the bend.
The trail bike was metres away now. She stepped into the middle of the trail and put her hands up.
'Stop!'
The rider squeezed the brakes and the back wheel spun around on the loose gravel. Shelby closed her eyes and braced herself, feeling the stones showering her legs. She opened her eyes and the trail bike rider flicked up the visor of his helmet with his gloved hand. He was not much older than Shelby, with honey-coloured skin and dark eyes.
'What?' he shouted over the engine noise.
'You can't go that way,' she said, cupping her hands to her mouth. 'My horse is loose.'
'Stupid bloody things,' he replied, shaking his head. 'Why would you have them?'
Shelby wasn't sure if he expected an answer so she stood in the middle of the trail with her hands on her hips.
'I have to go that way,' he said. 'It's my way home.'
'Can't you go by the road?' she asked.
'My bike's not registered for the road,' he replied. He twisted his wrist and the bike's engine revved higher. He shook his head again. 'I don't have to explain myself to you.' He flicked the visor down and pushed past her.
'No, stop!' Shelby called out. But it was no use. The trail rider was off again, herding Brat towards Gully Way with his noisy engine.
Shelby followed the trail bike rider for a hundred metres and then stopped. There was no point following him. He was travelling much faster than she could, and Brat would run away from that sound.
Her only option was to head home and ask her parents to help. Hopefully, Brat would still be in the gully somewhere, and not have found her way out onto the road.
It was now raining in earnest and Shelby's Pony Club uniform clung to her skin, weighing her down. She took off her helmet, which was making her head hot, and her hair stuck to her forehead and neck. With one twisted ankle and a blister the size of a twenty-cent piece on the opposite foot, each step was painful. Shelby was exhausted and hungry. All she wanted was to lie down in her nice soft bed and sleep for a week.
Her soaked boots squished with each step. Another blister was forming on the side of her little toe. She sat down in the middle of the trail and pulled off her boots. The stones were sharp and unforgiving, but she reasoned that her feet couldn't possibly feel any worse.
Shelby inspected her new blister. It was only a small white bubble of flesh. The one on her heel had worn through and a flap of skin hung down revealing raw, angry tissue underneath. A drop of rain splashed it, making it sting.
It felt so good to be off her feet. Shelby sat there waggling her toes in the rain. She tilted her head back to catch some of the drops in her mouth.
When she was eight, Shelby had had her tonsils out. She remembered waking up some time after the operation, and discovering that the painkillers had worn off. Her throat felt huge and gluey, and it throbbed in time with her heartbeat. Her head had been dizzy and bleary with pain. At the time she believed it was the worst moment in her whole life.
Nope. This is the worst moment of my life, she thought. It can't get any worse than this.



12 Gully Way
Barefoot and soaked, it took Shelby at least an hour to walk out of the gully, giving her a new appreciation for the speed with which horses cover the ground. She would have been able to do it in ten minutes if she had been on Blue.
She walked along the cul-de-sac near her paddock and looked at the skeleton of the new house as she passed it. A blue and yellow portaloo had been dumped on the ground where, one day, a manicured lawn would be.
Let them build their dumb houses, she thought.
She opened the front door and shuffled along the hallway. The carpet felt soft and spongy under her feet.
Her mother was in the lounge room on her hands and knees picking up blocks of Lego and dropping them into the toy box.
'What happened to you?' she asked, when she saw Shelby's bedraggled state.
Shelby felt her lip quiver. Hot tears sprang into her eyes. 'It's been a bad day,' she whispered.
Her mother held open her arms and Shelby went to them.
'Never mind, honey,' her mother said, patting her forehead. 'How about I run you a bath?'
'I can't. I've got to go back out. I lost the new horse. She pulled away from me, and then a trail bike rider chased her along the trail, and now I don't know where she is.'
'I'll get my keys. Let's just hope the car will go.'
Shelby ran down the hall to fetch her sneakers and a dry tee-shirt.
'Cross fingers,' said Shelby's mother from the driver's seat. She pushed down on the accelerator and twisted the key. The engine rumbled into life. Her mother let out a sigh of relief.
As they backed out of the driveway, her mother reached across, resting her arm on the back of the passenger seat so that she could see behind the car. Shelby watched the shaky wipers slap the water away before more rain hammered the window.
Where would they even begin to look for Brat? This was not a four-wheel drive, and even if it were, Brat would run from the noise before they could see her. It was hopeless.
A DJ chattered away on the old fogey radio station that her mother liked to listen to.
It certainly is a wet one this afternoon, so be careful on those roads, if you're out there. We'll have our regular traffic update after this song.
First they drove back towards the paddock. Her mother took the car along the dirt road at the back of the houses to where it joined the trail. They peered through the windscreen down the track but couldn't see anything. The gully covered hundreds of acres of bushland. They may as well try to empty the ocean with a teacup.
Her mother turned the car around. 'Where else does the trail join a road?'
Shelby thought about it. 'Up near the Pony Club. There are two gates at the back of the stables, and a few more on the other side of the gully.'
If Brat had made it out of the gully at all, Shelby thought that was where she would be. The neighbourhood on the other side of the gully, where Erin and Hayley lived, was mostly big houses on small acreages. There were lots of horses in paddocks, and horse people too. If someone had seen Brat, they would have taken her in. Shelby hoped that if her mother drove around there, they would spot Brat wandering around in someone's paddock.
At the end of the road Shelby's mother flicked on the blinker and turned right. The car moved freely along the quiet suburban streets, but soon they came to the turn-off to Gully Way. Shelby could see traffic banked up on the crossroad.
Now it's time for the traffic, said the DJ. There's debris on the road at High Street and Station Street. There's been an accident on Watson Road. The accident on North Parade has now been cleared, but it's still pretty heavy around there, so try to avoid it. Talking about avoiding things, we've had reports that the horse is still loose, causing extensive delays on and around Gully Way, so steer clear of the area if you can.
Shelby and her mother gaped at each other.
Her mother looked ahead at the traffic, hitting the steering wheel in frustration. Shelby unclipped her seatbelt and opened the car door. She glanced at her mother.
'Go, go, go!' her mother urged.
All her muscles protested, but Shelby ignored them, pumping her arms in an effort to go that little bit faster. People peered at her curiously from inside their cars as she raced past them.
She reached the intersection, looked left and right, and crossed the road, skipping between the stopped cars. Ahead she could see the blue and red rotating lights of police cars lined up on either side of the road. Cars were bumper-to-bumper as far back as she could see. Horns were blaring as drivers lost their temper. Further back near the Pony Club exit she could see a few four-wheel drives with floats stopped in the traffic.
Shelby's heart sank. Pony Club was finished for the day and everybody would see her. They would all know that it was her horse. Shelby ran along the footpath against the flow of traffic. Now she could see people on the road – three police officers and about five others. They formed a ring around a big truck – all with their hands outstretched.
She's been hit.
All the images stored in her mind of meaty road kill flashed before her eyes in quick succession. Her stomach flopped over, and she stopped running, afraid that she might be sick.
Suddenly she saw Brat dart out from behind a truck. The reins were broken now and hung down from either side of her mouth. She held her injured foot up high underneath her, and hopped along the road on three legs.
She was alive. She was moving. The rush of relief was almost as powerful as the fear. Shelby's stomach pitched again, and she put her hand over her mouth.
The group of people slowly closed in on Brat. One of them was wearing tight yellow trousers – Mrs Hockings.
Fantastic. Before she just thought I was a bad rider. Now she thinks I'm a bad owner as well.
Another figure, smaller and slighter – Hayley Crook. A man seemed to be shouting orders. Shelby narrowed her eyes, trying to make out his features. It was Calvin Protheroe.
This was the worst moment in her life.
Shelby watched as Mr Protheroe stepped in, little by little, and grabbed one of the reins. Brat reared up on her hind legs. Mr Protheroe stepped to the side in a move as smooth as a pirouette, and tucked his body next to Brat's shoulder. He reached under her chin to grab hold of the other rein.
Brat dropped back down onto three legs again. Mr Protheroe tried to turn her but she resisted, jerking her head and pulling away from him. Mr Protheroe didn't fight her. He followed her along the road until she backed into the bonnet of a car. She surged forward again. Mr Protheroe twisted around and let her run, staying next to her shoulder the whole time.
Once they got to the side of the road she stopped. He stroked her neck until she was quiet, and then pulled his jumper from around his waist, throwing it over her face to cover her eyes. Brat stood still, her back legs splayed out and her sore leg tucked up tight beneath her chest.
Shelby was close now, maybe twenty metres away. Mr Protheroe glanced at her, frowned, and then looked away.
'Thank you, officer,' he called over his shoulder. Shelby could see the rain dripping from the end of his nose. The policeman moved forward to shake his hand. Mr Protheroe turned to Hayley.
'I'm assuming that you only have one horse on that float,' he said.
Hayley nodded.
'Let's load her quickly before the traffic picks up,' he said. Then he turned to Shelby and pointed at her. 'You. Get this saddle off.'
Shelby moved forward and undid the buckles on the girth. 'Thank you so much,' she murmured.
Calvin Protheroe didn't reply. He waited until she had removed the saddle and then he led Brat towards the Crooks' float.
Mrs Crook steered onto the shoulder of the road. Hayley lowered the float tailgate. Shelby, with her poxy all-purpose saddle over one arm, limped down the road and watched as Mr Protheroe loaded Brat.
The traffic started to flow past. People in the cars craned their necks, staring at her.
Once Brat was safely stowed. Hayley climbed into the car. Mr Protheroe leaned in towards Mrs Crook's window. He had his jumper loosely draped over his shoulder.
'Yes, I think that would be best,' he said, nodding. He stood up straight again and tapped the roof. 'See you again,' he said.
He turned to face Shelby and she could see the fury in his eyes.
'Where are they taking her?' she asked.
'Somewhere safe,' he replied. 'I'm sure you will receive the vet bill, and hopefully a hefty fine, in due course. You should not have horses. I'm going to make it my business to ensure you don't have this one.'
Then he turned on his heel and walked away.
Shelby stood still on the side of the road and watched as he got in his car and drove away without looking back.



13 Relief for the Mulligans
Shelby sat on the lounge in her pyjamas. Her mother had made cheese on toast while she was in the bath, but it sat, cold and rubbery, on the coffee table.
Mrs Crook had phoned to say that Brat was now dry and warm in Scamp's stable. The vet had been to check Brat's leg, and said it should mend without any problem, but she had to rest for a couple of days. Mrs Crook offered to keep Brat at the stables until she could walk soundly.
'You have to eat something,' Shelby's mother pleaded. 'I bet you haven't had anything all day.'
Shelby drew her feet up underneath her and shook her head. 'It's worse than you think,' she said.
Her mother patted her knee. 'We've had a vet bill before. We'll manage.'
Shelby tugged her sleeves down over her hands and nibbled on the hem. 'Did Mrs Crook say anything else?'
'No, why?'
Mrs Crook was a cleanliness freak and Brat had been in the rain for most of the afternoon. The first thing she would have done, after phoning the vet, was rub Brat down with a towel – Shelby was sure of it. Brat's boot polish would have rubbed off.
After cleanliness, the next thing Mrs Crook loved best was gossip. Shelby knew that even now, while she sat here exhausted, Mrs Crook would be on the phone to everybody at the stables and then everybody at Pony Club to tell them that not only was Shelby irresponsible, but she was also a horse thief. Shelby's mind raced as she tried to think what to do. She could act as surprised as they were about Brat's greyness; she could run away from here and never come back; or she could confess. Shelby favoured option two.
Her mother was still waiting for an answer.
'I think Brat might be stolen.'
Her mother frowned. 'What do you mean, honey?'
Shelby explained how she had washed Brat, and what Clint had said when he'd seen her.
Her mother was shocked. 'Shelby! Why didn't you tell us straightaway?'
'I was going to. I meant to ring the police this afternoon, as soon as I got home, but things got out of hand.'
Shelby's mother rubbed her eyes. She looked so tired. Shelby was ashamed. Her mother never yelled at her. She only ever looked disappointed, and that was worse.
'I really did mean to give her back,' she said.
'I believe you, honey.'
'What should I do?' Shelby asked.
Her mother sighed. 'What were you planning to do?'
'I was going to ring the police and tell them we have a stolen grey mare.' Shelby's words rang in her mind. Stolen grey mare. Where had she seen that before?
Shelby jumped off the lounge and ran into her bedroom. With each step she could feel every one of her strained muscles. She came back with Erin's magazine and flipped through the pages.
'Here,' she said, laying the magazine on her lap. She read the ad aloud. 'Stolen. Grey mare. Greatly missed by owner. Please send our girl home.'
She leaned forward to examine the picture. 'Do you think it's her?' she asked, holding the magazine up to her mother.
She shrugged. 'They all look the same to me.'
Shelby studied the photo more closely. The pony was dressed up in show finery, with her mane plaited. There was a girl in the saddle who was a couple of years older than Shelby, perhaps fourteen or fifteen. The horse was too small for her. The rider's boots hung down below the pony's belly. The photo had captured the pony mid-stride – three legs on the ground and one tucked up underneath her. It could have been Brat. It looked very much like her. Shelby flicked the page over to the section that listed ponies for sale. There were three or four photos of grey ponies in a similar pose. Any of them could be Brat too. It was so hard to tell when Shelby didn't know her true colour.
'Do you think I should phone them?'
Her mother leaned back, checking the clock in the kitchen. 'Yes. Why not?'
Shelby dialled, and then sat on the lounge holding her mother's hand. After a few rings, the line connected.
'Bob Mulligan speaking.'
'Mr Mulligan? I think I might have your horse.'
The man paused. 'We've had a few calls about that. Everyone wants a reward, but nobody has our mare. What makes you think it's her?'
'I just recently got a horse – actually, I swapped it for mine, and she was supposed to be brown, but it looks like she might be a grey,' Shelby began.
'We were going to swap a horse too!' Mr Mulligan butted in. 'Only it wasn't that one. We had another one the fellow was supposed to look at, but we didn't end up swapping at all because he was a bit pushy. He must have come back in the middle of the night because our little mare wasn't there the next day, and suddenly his phone was disconnected.'
'Did he have black hair and bushy eyebrows?' Shelby asked.
'Yes! He showed up in a truck, and wanted to take the horse right there and then. That's what made us suspicious. How is she? Where is she? Is she OK?'
Shelby paused. 'She's got a bit of a sore leg. The vet said it would be all right, though. What happened was –'
Mr Mulligan interrupted her. 'She was pawing at the fence, right? We had to put up special fencing to stop her doing that. I can't believe it! You little ripper! She's probably not as bad as you think. She can bung it on when she feels like it. This is amazing! You wait till I tell Sarah – that's my daughter. We thought we'd never see her again.' He laughed. 'I'm rapt.'
Shelby gave her address and phone number to the man and he said he would come and check that it was really his horse in a few days.
After she hung up Shelby leaned back on the lounge, grinning. She told her mother everything Mr Mulligan had said. She felt so much better.
Her mother leaned over and patted her on the shoulder. 'You know what that means? If you hadn't swapped, that man might have come back and taken Blue anyway, so you can stop beating yourself up about that.'
Shelby looked down at her hands. 'But that's not the point, is it? I shouldn't have let him go. I shouldn't have even rung in the first place.'
'Oh, I don't know,' her mother said. 'You wanted a new challenge. There's nothing wrong with that. If you never challenge yourself then you never improve.'
Shelby sighed. She hadn't expected the challenges to be so . . . challenging.



14 Lime
Shelby didn't have a horse to feed in the morning, but she was used to waking up early, so she lay in bed with her hands behind her head, scrunching and unscrunching her toes under the covers.
She'd been dreading the phone call to confess that Brat was stolen, and had put it off, but now that it was done it felt good. She'd made someone's life better. She wondered if she placed an ad in the magazine whether somebody like her would admit to having Blue.
Now all she had to do was face the Crooks. It didn't seem such a terrible task as it had the night before – now that she had done the right thing. She would tell them that, yes, Brat was a grey, and she was stolen, but she had informed the people who owned her and they were coming to collect her. She imagined Mrs Crook might get a little tight around the mouth, but they couldn't hold it against her. It wasn't as if she had stolen Brat.
Shelby climbed out of bed and padded out to the lounge room to watch cartoons with her brothers. The Lego toy box was still in the middle of the floor and Blake tipped it upside down, raking out the blocks with his small hands.
'Can you help me make a helicopter?' he asked.
Shelby held up the small haphazard block that he had created. 'I don't know how to make helicopters, but I can put together a wicked stable complex. Will that do?'
Blake nodded. Connor crawled across the carpet to help them.
Shortly afterwards her parents emerged from their room, and Shelby did another thing that she hadn't done for years – she had Sunday breakfast with her family.
'We're making a stable complex,' Blake announced.
'Really?' his father replied. 'It's a pity they don't make Lego a bit bigger. Then we could build Shelby a real one.'
'They do,' Connor informed him. 'It's called Duplo.'
Her father gave her a wink. 'You never know, Shel, Santa might bring you a great big pile of Duplo. Would you like that?'
'He'd never fit it through the range hood,' she replied.
The Shaws didn't have a fireplace, and so one time, when the boys had asked how Santa brought the presents, her father had told them that he came in through the range hood over the stove.
Connor chewed on a strip of bacon with his fingers, and then wiped the grease across his shirt in long smears, but his father didn't get cross as he usually would.
At the end of the meal Shelby's mother gathered the plates from the table.
'I'll do the dishes if you like,' offered Shelby, pushing her chair back.
'Would you?' asked her mother.
Shelby carried the plates to the bench and filled the sink with water. She looked into the lounge room at her parents sitting side by side on the couch. Her mother sipped her cup of coffee. Shelby realised that it had been a long, long time since she had seen her mother just relaxing.
After the dishes were done Shelby asked if one of her parents could drive her over to the stables to see how Brat was doing. Her father offered to take her, as he had some chores to do anyway.
Out in the driveway, Shelby waited for her father to open the door. To her surprise he walked straight around to the driver's side. 'I think you're old enough to open it yourself now,' he said. 'But be careful. Just use the handle. And don't slam it.'
Shelby rolled her eyes. Sometimes he was just like Mrs Crook.
On the way, her father asked what she was going to do about Blue. Shelby leaned her elbow on the window, looking at the houses whisking by.
'I want to place an ad in the magazine – like the Mulligans did. I suppose that's all I can do.'
Her father glanced over. 'I think you're taking it rather well.'
Shelby shook her head. 'At first it was really hard. I made myself feel better by thinking that I would see him again in two weeks. That's how I got through the first little bit. When I realised Brat was stolen, I kept having these visions that Blue was hurt somewhere. It made me want to throw up. I hope someone will see the ad.' Shelby shrugged. 'They might not know that he's stolen.'
She bit her lip and tried to swallow around the lump in her throat. 'I guess I'm just trying to make myself believe that he's gone to a good home. I hope they will be kind to him because he's such a hard little worker.'
Her father turned off the main road and they started to drive through horse country on the other side of the gully. There were so many horses here – most with their noses down in the grass, swishing their tails. She would never find Blue. There must be thousands of horses in this valley alone. Where could she even begin to look?
'I'm going to tell you something, Shel,' her father said. 'I've always found that things generally turn out for the best. It mightn't seem like it now, and it might take a little while, but it'll be OK.'
He reached over and squeezed her hand. 'I'm really proud of you. You've made some mistakes – so does everybody – but you're handling them. You're becoming quite independent.'
Shelby smiled. 'Thanks, Dad.'
Her father pulled up outside the stables, promising to come back in half an hour. Shelby walked along the gravel driveway listening to the skittling of loose pebbles under her feet.
Some of the girls were clustered around Miss Anita. A group of younger kids were jumping in the practice arena. Some people were grooming their horses in the yards. Other horses were unattended – dozing and stamping at flies.
Nobody paid much attention to Shelby as she walked in. She was surprised. She expected that everybody would point and whisper to each other, There's that girl with the stolen horse.
She saw Lindsey marching along the laneway between the stables with a wheelbarrow. Lindsey's mouth twitched in a smile.
'How are you today?' asked Shelby.
'You know how it is,' Lindsey replied. 'So much poo, so little time.'
Shelby climbed between the rails of the Crooks' yard and towards Scamp's stable. The bottom half of the door was closed. She leaned on her elbows, peering in and blinking against the gloom. Brat was standing in the back corner eating from a hay net. She stood on her three good legs and leaned the toe of the hurt one on the stable floor. She pricked her ears when she saw Shelby.
It was worse than she had thought. The whole of the side of Brat was a dusty white. Mrs Crook must have washed her for hours to get the dye out. Her mane was still mostly brown but Shelby could see little curlicues of wood shavings from the stable floor in it. Shelby rubbed her forehead.
She heard a voice behind her. 'Have you been here long?' It was Mrs Crook. She stood in the yard in her gumboots, with her hands on her hips. Shelby searched her face for signs of anger or mistrust.
'I just got here.'
'How are you feeling this morning?' she asked.
'I'm OK.'
'I can't tell you how pleased we all were to see you running along that road yesterday afternoon. I was sure you had come off and cracked your head. We came pretty close to calling in the rescue helicopter.'
'Really?' asked Shelby, her eyes widening.
Mrs Crook nodded. 'What happened? Did you come off?'
'No, I was leading her and she got spooked and slipped away from me,' Shelby explained.
'Were you hurt?'
'Just a few blisters.'
Mrs Crook stepped forward and joined her at the gate. 'She looks a fright, doesn't she?'
Shelby looked down at her feet, embarrassed.
'I meant to give her a bit of a rub-down last night, but I needed to feed Echo and Ditto, and then the vet came. After that I had to move the float because it was up near the gate there, and somebody else was waiting to unload. It was all a bit of a rush really.'
'You didn't wash her?' Shelby asked.
Mrs Crook shook her head. 'As it turns out there wasn't much point. We'd just put down a couple of bags of lime – seeing as the stable was empty. It dries it out and makes it smell better. I'd forgotten all about it until she got in there and rolled.'
Shelby's eyes had adjusted, and she could see now that it was a fine layer of white dust that covered Brat all down her side.
'Thank you for looking after her.'
'It's our pleasure,' said Mrs Crook, giving Shelby a quick rub on the arm. 'I wouldn't worry about her too much. The swelling has gone right down, and she's putting weight on it this morning. I think she might be one of those horses that gets selectively lame – a bit of a princess. Where did you get her, anyway?'
Shelby scuffed her foot on the sill of the stable floor. Everybody would find out sooner or later, so she might as well confess.
'I swapped Blue for her. It turns out she's stolen. Her real owner is coming to pick her up in a few days.'
'No!' said Mrs Crook. 'Really? What about your other little horse?'
Shelby shook her head. 'I don't know where he is. The police haven't been much help either.'
Mrs Crook put her arm around Shelby's shoulder. 'You just can't cut a break, can you, kiddo?'
Shelby shook her head. She was afraid she was going to cry again. All morning she had been steeling herself for some kind of combat with Mrs Crook, but it had turned out to be quite the opposite. It caught her off guard. She bit the inside of her cheek, trying to keep her emotion in check, but it wasn't working. Tears welled in the corner of her eyes. She tried to blink them away but one escaped and rolled down her cheek. Shelby quickly turned her face so that Mrs Crook couldn't see, but it was too late.
'Cheer up, chicken,' said Mrs Crook, giving her shoulder a squeeze. 'Things will be all right. Trust me.'
Shelby held her hand under her nose, trying to keep it together. 'Thanks,' she whispered.
'You haven't got a float, have you? We can drop her back around to your place tomorrow if you like.'
'That would be great,' Shelby replied. She had always thought Mrs Crook was a bit of a dragon lady, but it seemed she'd been wrong.
She walked back down the gravel driveway to where her father was waiting in the car. 'How did you go?' she asked.
He lifted up a bag from the passenger seat. 'I finally found the perfect floor pedal dust boot. I've been looking around for ages. What about you?'
'It wasn't as bad as I thought.'
'What did I tell you' he asked, reaching out and ruffling her hair.
Shelby gave him a grim smile. Grown-ups kept telling her that it was going to be all right, but she still had an empty hollow feeling in her stomach that wouldn't go away. It wasn't all right and it wasn't going to be until she knew where Blue was.



15 A Favour for Santa
As promised, Hayley and Mrs Crook delivered Brat to Shelby's paddock the next day. After Hayley climbed out of the car, she put her hand on Shelby's shoulder. It was an awkward gesture and Shelby wasn't quite sure how she was supposed to respond, but then Hayley said, 'Mum told me about Brat being stolen. How terrible for you. I'm so sorry.'
If it had been Erin, Shelby probably would have leaned towards her and they would have hugged, but she and Hayley were too new friends for that. Instead Shelby just nodded.
Once they had the float gate down, Brat backed out without any fuss and Shelby let her go inside the paddock. Mrs Crook looked with her hands on her hips, and Shelby was embarrassed about her rickety fences.
'You've got plenty of feed in there, anyway,' Mrs Crook said.
'Any news about Blue?' asked Hayley.
Shelby shook her head.
'I'm sure he'll turn up,' Hayley said.
Before she got into the car, Hayley called out to her. 'We're not going to be able to watch McLeod's Daughters on Wednesday night after all.'
Shelby knew this would happen. They'd been nice to her because they felt sorry for her, but now that she didn't have a pretty horse any more, Hayley didn't want to know her. At least she was generous enough not to say it in front of everybody.
'Oh well, maybe another time,' Shelby replied, shrugging.
'Do you think you'll be allowed to come over anyway?' Hayley asked. 'We were just going to watch some old movies, but if you have to stay with your family, that's OK.'
'Why would I have to do that? It's holidays.'
'It'll be Christmas Eve, silly,' explained Hayley, smiling. Shelby had forgotten all about it. 'Do you want to ask your mum?'
Shelby grinned. 'Yeah, I will. That would be great.'
She could imagine them all sitting around in Hayley's big house, watching movies and giggling, sharing bowls of popcorn. She'd be one of them, if only for a few hours.
After the Crooks had gone, Shelby used her whole bottle of shampoo trying to get Brat clean. She scrubbed and rinsed, scrubbed and rinsed. She made some good progress on Brat's face, but in the end, the best she had come up with for the rest of her body was a deep strawberry blonde.
When she arrived home for lunch there was a message for her on the kitchen bench.
Ruth rang. Shelby frowned, wondering whom this Ruth could be.
She said to tell you that your bushranger is back???
Shelby snatched up the message. Of course! The lady from the classifieds. Could it be possible that the man was putting Blue up for sale or swap? She rang the number.
'We've just taken an order for a Mr Dan Morgan – text by email and payment from a company, the same as last time.'
'Who?'
'You don't know Mad Dan Morgan? What are they teaching you in school these days? It could be another co-inkydink.'
Shelby smiled. 'Can you tell me what the ad is for?'
'Quiet, sound, chestnut gelding, sixteen years . . .' she began. Shelby's heart started to race. It was Blue. The man had just dyed him like he dyed Brat. It had to be Blue. She held her breath.
'. . . fifteen hands high.'
Shelby exhaled. Blue was only thirteen hands. The man could lie about colour, but he couldn't lie about height – at least not that much.
'Did he give a phone number?'
Ruth cleared her throat. 'Yes, but I'm not going to give it to you. I've already overstepped the bounds for you. The magazine will be out in a few days. You've got a head start anyway.'
'I really appreciate it,' Shelby said.
Her mother was loitering in the kitchen, and gave Shelby an inquiring look when she hung up the phone. She explained that Ruth was the lady from the magazine, and that she thought it might be the same man. She would have a phone number. She wasn't sure exactly what she was going to do with it, but it was a start.
'That's great, Shel. But right now, I want you to clean up your room. Aunty Jenny will be here tomorrow.'
Shelby groaned. She hated cleaning her room. It was always so messy that she didn't know where to begin. Aunty Jenny's visit also meant Shelby sleeping on the lounge. For some reason, whenever her aunt came to stay, Shelby was the one who had to give up her space. Besides that, Aunt Jenny was old and a fuddy-duddy. She had beady eyes and watched all the children as though she was waiting for them to do something wrong.
Aunt Jenny always brought dumb presents too. She gave them lavender soap bags, or tins of boiled lollies – the kind of homemade craft things you can buy from school fetes and community fundraisers. Shelby wondered why her aunt bothered coming for Christmas when she always sat in the background just watching with her lips narrow and closed.
She trudged into the bedroom and used her foot to scrape a path from the door to her bed. First, she grabbed the dirty clothes and threw them in a pile near her bedroom door. She picked up her schoolbooks, putting them in a pile on her desk. She found a crumpled heap of clean clothes on the floor at the end of her bed and refolded them all.
After a little while she looked up and saw her dad peering at her from the hallway. He was carrying a plastic bag. 'Have you got a minute?' he whispered.
'Yep,' said Shelby, keen to avoid cleaning up.
He stepped into the room, half closing the door behind him.
'Shel, do you still have any notions about the whole Santa thing?' he asked.
She smiled and nodded. 'Of course, he comes in through the range hood over the stove. That's what you told me.'
Her father nodded. 'Well, Santa's running behind schedule this year – some kind of elf industrial dispute in the workshop – and he's asked me to help with the wrapping of presents for our family. Your brothers heard there was cleaning going on so they've skedaddled down the back for the moment. Do you think you might be able to help Santa out?'
'What is Santa offering in return?' Shelby asked.
'It just so happens that Santa has bought one or two little things for your family that he's happy to put your name on.'
'Really?' asked Shelby. With all the excitement going on, Shelby hadn't even thought about presents. Besides, she'd spent all her money on Maxshine Celtic Copper and boot polish.
He opened the plastic bag. Inside were two Spiderman figurines, a bottle of perfume in a gift box and a gardening apron with pockets.
'Santa is a champ,' said Shelby.
'I'll pass that on,' her dad replied. 'I'm off to get the rest of the goodies.'
Shelby gave him a hug before he left the room. 'Thank you so much.'
He swung the door open, and after looking furtively up and down the hall, he snuck away.
Almost as soon as he had gone her mother tapped at the window. 'Psst.'
Shelby unlocked the clasp and slid the window open. Her mother thrust a large brown package at her. 'Put this somewhere safe,' she whispered. 'It's from Santa for your father.'
Shelby took hold of it. It was heavier than she anticipated and she stumbled backwards a step. Something plastic cracked under her foot a couple of layers down. She hoped it wasn't a CD.
Shelby shoved the package under her desk, pushed the chair in front of it and then leaned forward to slide the window closed. Just as it clicked shut her father appeared in the doorway with a tower of boxes and bags. Shelby waved at her mum to disappear, and her mother quickly spun sideways with her back to the wall of the house and slid away like some kind of cat burglar. Shelby put her hand over her mouth to stifle a giggle.
Her father dumped the bags and boxes onto the bed. 'Now,' he said. 'You're cleaning your room and you're in a terrible mood, OK?'
'OK,' replied Shelby.
'I've said you're not to come out again until it's sparkling, or you're grounded. Everyone should give you a pretty wide berth that way.'
'No problem.'
Her dad then backed out of the room and closed the door behind him. Shelby cleared a space on the bed and sat down, grinning. It was the first Christmas that her parents had treated her like a real grown-up.
She pulled each present out of its shop plastic, turned it over in her hands, and then carefully wrapped it in gift paper. It was just like Christmas morning in reverse.



16 Poppy Goes Home
It was Christmas Eve. The Mulligans were coming to take Brat home – if she turned out to be their horse. There was little doubt about it. Brat pricked up her ears as soon as she saw their float pull up. She whinnied, cantering around the paddock in circles and tossing her head. Shelby's mum stood with her arm around her daughter's shoulders.
Mr Mulligan was a bald, short, roly-poly man with a big smile. His three daughters, Sarah, Louise and Amy, spilled out of the car behind him chattering with excitement.
'Daddy, she remembers us,' said the middle daughter.
'Of course she does,' said the eldest, as she headed towards the fence. Brat skidded to a stop, craning her neck over the wire.
'Why is she pink?' asked the youngest daughter, reaching up with her small podgy hand.
'Because the bad man dyed her,' answered the eldest.
Mr Mulligan extended a hand to Shelby's mother and she took it. 'Nice to meet you.'
'I can't begin to tell you what a relief this is,' he said, turning to watch his daughters slip through the rails, clustering around Brat. He was fiddling with a small book he was holding. 'We were certain we were never going to see her again. I'm sure you can imagine.'
'We don't need to imagine,' replied Shelby's mother with a tight smile.
'Oh, yes. Of course. I'm terribly sorry. I only hope someone will be as honest as you've been.'
Shelby's mother nodded.
He opened the book. It was a photo album. 'I brought these, just in case. I'm sure we will all be more suspicious now, when it comes to these sorts of things.'
Shelby and her mother leaned forward so that they could see more clearly. He flicked through the pages. 'This is the day that she first arrived. Amy is just a wee tot there. This is our place with the three ponies in the yards. Here are all the girls together. Sarah's on a Galloway, but Poppy was always her favourite. And here, on Poppy's birthday. Louise put a party hat over her ear, but she shook it off just after the photo was taken. This is Sarah and Poppy at their first show together.'
'Poppy?' said Shelby.
'Yes, Popcorn. We called her that because when she first came to us she was all white and fluffy. What have you been calling her?'
'The man said her name was Maxshine Celtic Copper, but it turned out to be the colour that he dyed her.'
The man laughed. 'What a cheeky devil. I'll have to remember to tell my wife – she's a Maxshine blonde.'
Shelby looked at each of the photos as he flipped through them. The girls were smiling and Brat looked relaxed and content. Shelby didn't have many photos of Blue – just a few fuzzy ones that she had taken herself with an instant camera, and only one with her and Blue together. She'd put her arm around his neck and then held the camera as far away from them as she could, but she'd held it up too high, and you could only see half of their faces. It made her feel sadder than ever. She didn't have evidence of all the happy times they'd had together like the Mulligans did, and now she might never get the chance. It was as though a whole era in her life had been wiped away.
The man snapped the book shut. 'So, are you convinced that she's ours?'
Shelby squinted into the sunshine. 'I could tell as soon as you arrived.'
The man nodded. He jingled his car keys. 'If there's anything we can do – if they catch him, we can do an identity line-up.'
Shelby's mother thanked him.
Mr Mulligan told the girls to get their things. The eldest girl opened the boot of the car and pulled out a white cotton rug, a blue halter and some matching float boots. She passed them out to the other girls and they whipped around Brat, getting her ready for the journey.
As the rug settled over Brat's back, Shelby could see that the word 'Poppy' had been embroidered across the side in pastel thread. The rug fitted perfectly, as though it had been made for her.
Shelby crossed one leg over the other and watched them wistfully. They were good owners. They had the money to look after Brat properly. They had parents who were interested in ponies too. Brat would be very happy with them.
Mr Mulligan lowered the back of the float and the two younger girls coaxed Brat on board. Sarah opened the car door and leaned across the back seat, pulling out an enormous basket, wrapped in red and green cellophane and tied at the top with a plastic sprig of holly.
The three girls then lined up in front of Shelby and her mother. 'We brought you a present to say thank you very much for looking after Poppy.'
Sarah thrust the basket towards Shelby and she took it. Shelby wanted to peer in through the cellophane to see what was inside, but she thought it would be rude.
'Really, there's no need,' said Shelby's mother, embarrassed.
'No, please. I insist,' said Mr Mulligan, looking her in the eye. 'You've done a wonderful thing for our family. You know what kind of world we live in. A lot of people wouldn't have phoned.'
Shelby's mother blushed.
'If there is anything we can do – really. It would be a pleasure.'
Shelby and her mother waved to the Mulligans as they drove away. As soon as they were around the corner, Shelby turned back to the paddock. The sliprail was down. It was so empty. Shelby put her hands over her face and cried.



17 Hatching a Plot
Shelby stood examining the clothes in her wardrobe. It was just a movie, but what was she supposed to wear? She sifted through the clean clothes in her drawers and decided on a pair of jeans and a plain purple tee-shirt – the same outfit she had worn to the Pony Club Christmas Party slash Awards night.
She noticed a small orange stain where she had rubbed the tomato sauce in. It'll be dark anyway, she thought.
Out in the lounge room her father was reading the paper. Her mother was going through the Mulligans' hamper. There was a selection of homemade jams and jellies with frilly gingham tops, and two tins of chocolate-covered nuts. She pulled out a bottle of champagne and gasped.
'It's Moët!' she said.
'What?' asked Shelby.
'This is very expensive,' said her mother.
'Isn't that nice of them?' commented Shelby's father. He turned the page and then flicked the paper to make it stand upright.
Her mother reached into the basket again and drew out a muslin bag. 'A pudding, and there are some dried figs,' she said, reaching in again. 'Camembert – how lovely. And Turkish delight.'
Shelby sat down on the lounge and huffed. 'Is it all just food?'
'What do you mean just food? This is wonderful. We would never have bought these things for ourselves.'
Shelby's father put the paper aside and stood up, pulling his car keys out of his pocket. 'Are you ready then, Miss Muffet?'
She nodded and they headed out the door.
'I hope you have a great time, Shel,' her mother called after her.
In the car, her father said, 'I'm so glad that you're making friends.'
Shelby didn't reply. It had been hard to make friends ever since she'd started high school. Most of her primary school friends had gone to another school, and the ones that didn't were in different classes. She'd started hanging around with Erin because she was in a similar situation, having recently moved back to the Gully after a long time away. Shelby hadn't really cared about being a loner. She spent most of her time dreaming about ponies anyway. Now that she didn't have a horse to think about, things might be different.
The Crooks lived in an enormous brick house with a wide clipped lawn and a driveway that looped around in a circle at the front. As they pulled up, she and her father craned through the window, taking it all in. 'Jeepers, Mr Crook must earn a pretty penny,' observed her father.
When I grow up I'm going to work in an office like Mr Crook's, not like Dad's. I'm going to live in a house just like this one, Shelby thought to herself.
The front door was ajar and Shelby called into the foyer area. 'Hello?' Her voice echoed back to her in the open space. She heard a door open inside the house and skipping footsteps.
'Is that you, Shel?' came Hayley's voice. 'Come on in.'
She called me Shel.
At the end of the foyer was a door that opened out into a large rumpus room. There were wide windows down the side of the room, offering a view of the back yard, which was paved around a big swimming pool. The room was light and airy, with soft cream-coloured carpet. In the back corner was a bar and a pool table. There were lots of framed pictures on the walls of Hayley and her family. Shelby's eyes drank it all in.
A gaggle of girls draped themselves over the lounge, on the floor and over a few beanbags scattered around. There was Erin, Hayley and Lindsey, and sitting together on the lounge were another two girls from the stables who didn't go to Pony Club.
Erin thumped the floor next to her. Shelby walked over and sat beside her cross-legged.
'This is Kim and Monica,' said Hayley. 'They have the stables opposite me.'
Shelby smiled at them shyly.
'I know you,' said Kim. 'You have the little paint horse.'
Shelby blushed. 'Had,' she said.
'Did you sell him?'
'No, she swapped him for the most gorgeous show pony,' said Erin.
'Who turned out to be stolen,' added Shelby, looking down into her lap.
'No! Really?' said Erin. She slapped Shelby on the arm. 'You didn't tell me. What happened?'
'Yeah. Tell, tell,' encouraged Hayley.
Shelby looked around to see that, apart from Lindsey, who was digging around in a large bowl of lollies, all eyes were on her.
'Well,' she began. 'It all started when I answered an ad – For sale or swap . . .'
Shelby told them about the man who came and took Blue away. She explained how she'd rung the magazine and they'd made the connection about the bushranger's names. She told them about how Brat got away from Shelby after Pony Club, and the trail bike rider.
'I've always hated those bike riders,' interjected Kim. 'They are so rude. They act like they own the trails.'
'Shh! Let her finish,' said Monica.
Shelby was ashamed about re-dyeing Brat, so instead she made a little deviation to the story.
'Seeing Brat all white and covered in lime from the stable got me thinking that she looked very much like one of the stolen horses that I had seen in the magazine. So I rang them, and they said that it had happened to them too.'
'Really? From that picture we looked at together?'
asked Erin. 'Jeez, you've got a good memory. I looked at that picture longer than you did and I can't remember it at all. You must have a super-duper memory to have seen that. It's a shame you don't use that memory of yours at school because you could get miles better marks. I always thought you were . . . well, not dumb, but not that much smarter than me.'
Shelby wished Erin would shut up.
'I took the magazine home with me, remember? I looked at it again just before I went to the stables,' explained Shelby. 'And besides, I had thought, after the man left, that the whole thing was suspicious, and that's why I looked at it again.'
She looked around and saw all of the girls watching her with their eyes bright and eager.
'So the man dyed her?' asked Hayley.
Shelby nodded. 'I washed her over and over again, and it turns out that she was a grey.'
'You're kidding!' squealed Erin. 'So then what happened?'
'Her real owners came and took her away this morning.'
'But what about your horse?' asked Kim.
Shelby shrugged. 'The woman from the magazine said the bushranger man placed another ad, but it wasn't Blue.'
'Have you called the police?' asked Hayley.
Shelby shook her head. 'What are they going to do? They reckon I entered into a contract. They say it's a civil matter.'
'Then we'll have to do it ourselves. We have to set a trap for the bushranger,' Erin said.
'You think?' asked Shelby.
'Yeah!' the girls chorused.
Erin shimmied forward. 'Here's what we're going to do . . .'



18 Christmas
It was Christmas morning and, as Shelby was sleeping on the lounge, it was no surprise that she woke up to the sound of two small boys whooping and giggling under the Christmas tree.
'What time is it?' she croaked.
'Christmas time!' cried Connor, making Blake throw his head back in laughter.
Shelby squinted at the window. It was still dark outside, so it must have been very early. 'Just watch cartoons quietly, OK?'
It was going to be another hot day. It was warm already, the house not having cooled down much from the day before. Shelby pulled the sheet up to her chin, enjoying the last few minutes of rest. She heard the television switch on and an enthusiastic ho, ho, ho coming from its speakers. She wasn't going to be able to get back to sleep, so instead she lay still with her eyes closed and thought about the night before.
The girls had watched a couple of movies – Spirit: Stallion of the Cimarron, followed by Pocahontas – or at least the movies played in the background while they talked, laughed, ate bags and bags of popcorn, and drank way too much fizzy drink. In short, Shelby had a fabulous time.
The girls had told Shelby about the lesson with Calvin Protheroe and how disappointed they were. Apparently, after Shelby left he'd been so severe on one of the other girls that he'd made her cry.
'Mrs Hockings thought he was so fantastic, but my mum says that he's just an old has-been who gets his kicks from telling young girls what to do,' said Hayley.
At the end of the night when their parents came to collect them, the girls had all agreed to meet up again at the horse show the weekend after next. It didn't seem to matter to them that Shelby didn't have a horse. Hayley had said Shelby could go along with her family – in fact, she had asked Shelby if she would like to help out with Echo and Ditto.
'It takes me forever to plait up. Do you want to stay over? We'll have to get up pretty early.'
Even now, as the first few rays of morning sun stretched through the window and into Shelby's eyes, making her blink, she still couldn't believe that in a week she'd be sleeping over at Hayley's place and going with the Crooks to the horse show. She pulled the sheet over her head and let out a sigh. She hoped that everybody's disappointment with Calvin Protheroe meant nobody would listen to what he had to say where Shelby was concerned.
He was wrong about her. Brat was lame because the fencing was inadequate. If Shelby had a float then Brat wouldn't have got loose on the trail. She wasn't irresponsible. She was every bit as caring and conscientious as the other girls. She probably spent more time with Blue than Hayley had with any of her horses. It was just that Hayley had more gear and more money.
It seemed to Shelby that Mr Protheroe, Mrs Hockings and all the other adults at Pony Club believed that the more your parents spent, the better horse person you were – both on the ground and in the saddle. It wasn't fair, and it wasn't true.
Shelby stretched her leg down towards the end of the lounge with her toe and felt something heavy there – her Christmas stocking. She threw back the sheet and sat up. From his place on the floor, too close to the television, Blake looked up at her, grinning. She had to smile because his face was smeared with chocolate.
Her parents had a rule about Christmas morning. The children were allowed to open their Christmas stocking, and they could feel the presents under the tree, but they weren't allowed to unwrap them. Shelby knew the Christmas stocking rule was designed to give her parents at least another half an hour of sleep.
She drew the stocking towards her and dug her hand inside. There was a packet of colouring pencils, some hair ties, a small stuffed toy horse and lots of sweets. Blake crawled forward and raked his hands through her bounty, seeing if there was anything worthy of trade.
'I'll give you my Fruit Tingles for your Fantales,' he suggested.
It wasn't a fair exchange. Last year she would have said no, but this year she didn't care so much about what was in the stocking. She knew that there would be plenty to eat that day and the next, and that a few chocolates weren't going to make much difference.
'OK,' she said. Blake's hand shot out, making the swap and stowing the Fantales out of reach before Shelby could change her mind. Connor, seeing that she had gone soft, quickly joined in.
'My jubes for your Maltesers,' he said.
Shelby shrugged. 'OK.'
'Unreal!' Connor said, grabbing the chocolates and retreating back onto the floor.
The trading continued peacefully between the three until Shelby had no chocolate left at all. Then Connor started on Blake. When Blake wouldn't trade, Connor made a grab for his stocking and Blake started to cry. Shelby tried to distract them.
'I think it might be time to wake up Mum and Dad.'
'Yay!' said Connor, jumping to his feet.
Shelby's family had another ritual on Christmas morning. The three children crowded round the kitchen cupboard and Shelby handed out a saucepan and a wooden spoon to each of the boys.
'Ready?' she asked.
The boys nodded.
'Let's go!' She lifted her own saucepan and hit the bottom with the wooden spoon. 'Wake up everybody, it's Christmas time!' she shouted. The two boys needed little encouragement to join in, and their pots and spoons soon rang out like cymbals. They started first in their parents' bedroom. Blake jumped up and down on the end of their bed with his saucepan over his head.
'All right, we're getting up, you can go and wake your Aunt Jenny now,' said their father.
The three children looked at each other and Connor screwed his nose up. Aunt Jenny was what her father described as 'a funny old stick', and what the children called plain old scary. They'd never gone into the room to wake Aunt Jenny before. Instead they usually banged their saucepans near her closed door and then ran back into the lounge room to wait for her to trudge out in her long nightie.
This year Shelby thought she might try it. She waved at the boys to follow her as she marched up the hall. The boys scampered behind her, holding their pots and wooden spoons ready.
Shelby opened the door to her bedroom just a crack and peeked inside. There was a lump in her bed, and one wrinkly foot poking out from under the sheet at the end. As she watched, the lump moved.
Aunt Jenny was probably awake already. Shelby turned to the boys and nodded, but they looked at her, uncertain. Shelby flung open the door and it hit the wall. 'Time to get up, Aunt Jenny!' she yelled, jumping into the room with a flourish. The boys banged their pots together and hopped up and down, but they stayed in the hall.
'Waah?' the old woman said, slurring with sleep and frowning over the top of her sheet. She had some kind of bag covering the rollers in her hair. Shelby wondered if she'd made a mistake bursting in like this, but she continued anyway.
She bounced over to the bed and gave Aunt Jenny a noisy kiss on the cheek. The old woman shrank away from her, and made a confused 'oooh' sound.
'Merry Christmas!' Shelby said, beaming.
Aunt Jenny's eyes were watery and unfocused. Her face looked different – squashed. Her mouth was sunken in and her jaw jutted out. Shelby realised that she didn't have her false teeth in. She wanted to stare because she'd never seen anyone without their teeth before, but she thought it was rude, so she looked the other way.
'Time to open presents, Aunt Jenny. Don't be late!' Shelby kept on smiling and then she leapt up and bounded back out the door, grabbing the boys' arms to whisk them back to the living room. She was worried that one of the boys would ask what was wrong with Aunt Jenny's face, and Shelby didn't want her to be embarrassed.
Phew. She was glad that was over.
A little while later the three adults came into the room – her mother and father sat on the lounge, while Aunt Jenny perched on one of the dining chairs near the door to the kitchen. She had taken the bag off her head, and removed her rollers, but her grey hair was still in tight tufty curls. Shelby was pleased to see that her face had returned to its usual proportions.
The two boys ripped into their presents with gusto. Instead of watching them, as she usually did, Shelby watched her aunt.
Aunt Jenny sat away from the rest of the family with her hands folded in her lap. While her mouth stayed expressionless, her eyes were shining and bright, watching the boys, enjoying their exuberance and delight. Shelby wondered whether she always seemed to have that stern appearance because she kept her mouth closed. It occurred to her for the first time that Aunt Jenny kept her mouth closed because she had false teeth.
Watching her, Shelby thought Christmas would be lonely for Aunt Jenny if she didn't come to see this family. She had no children of her own.
Her mother handed Shelby a stack of presents. 'Um, we bought these before. We rang the saddlery and they said you could exchange them for something else, if you like. It's up to you, honey.'
They'd given her a pair of cream jodhpurs with suede lining on the inside leg, a backpack full of grooming brushes, and a tin of leather polish. Shelby turned them over in her hands.
'Thanks.' Her voice sounded brusque as she tried to keep it steady. She didn't want them to think she was ungrateful. The jodhpurs, in particular, were just what she'd always wanted.
Shelby looked up at her mother, opened her mouth and shut it again. If they had given her swimmers, or CDs, or stuff for school – something unhorsey – then it would seem as if it hadn't happened at all; as though she wasn't allowed to be sad about it. And while she was trying to be strong and brave, and have a good Christmas anyway, she didn't want them to act as though losing Blue wasn't the worst thing that had ever happened to her. She looked down at her lap. Her face was getting redder and redder.
'Thanks for not pretending,' she murmured. Everyone was watching her. Shelby held her breath, trying to hold the tears in, and squeezed her eyes shut.
Blake stood up and walked towards her. He put his hands on her cheeks.
'What's wrong, Shel?' He leaned forward and whispered in her ear. 'Did you wet your pants?'
Everybody laughed. It was a long, hearty laugh, probably bigger than the joke called for, but it felt good, and at the end, her father gave her a big hug.
After all the presents were opened, Shelby helped her mum make the Christmas lunch. She set the table and folded the serviettes into hats. She tossed and dressed the salads, and laid the cold ham slices out onto a plate.
In the lounge room, Blake and Connor played with their new toys while their father lay on the floor on his belly helping them put together the moving parts.
When they sat down for lunch Shelby's parents took ages to serve the boys – cutting up their meat and ladling out gravy and sauces. Aunt Jenny looked across the table at Shelby.
'You lost your little pony,' she said.
Shelby nodded and looked down at her plate. She felt a familiar tightness across her chest. Last Christmas Dad had let her keep Blue in the back garden, and the pony had stood in the shade at the back window dozing, with his ears twitching the flies away.
'I had a horse when I was about your age.'
Shelby looked up. She couldn't imagine Aunt Jenny ever being her age. 'Really?'
'My first was a stockhorse – Rex. Then after that I had a grey thoroughbred. He was called Kaiser when we got him, but it was not such a good name at the time. I renamed him Skydancer.' She laughed. 'I used to ride him over jumps and hedges, and pretend I was the girl in National Velvet. What was her name? I can't remember now.'
'Velvet,' said Shelby.
'Of course, it was too.' Aunt Jenny sighed. 'Velvet Brown. Skydancer indulged me, bless him. I daresay life with me was almost as hard work as his time on the track.'
'Did you go to Pony Club?' Shelby asked.
Aunt Jenny shook her head. 'We had cattle. All the horses worked – and the dogs and cats. Our family never kept animals that didn't earn their meals.'
For the first time Shelby had an image of a younger Aunt Jenny, wearing an Akubra with a stockwhip in her hand, astride a big sleek thoroughbred, and galloping along a sloping plain, like one of the women from McLeod's Daughters – like Tess, who was Shelby's favourite.
Young Aunt Jenny, she thought. A jillaroo – with real teeth.



19 A Trap for a Bushranger
The plan didn't eventuate the way the girls had expected. First, Hayley backed out. Shelby thought she might. There was too much risk for her. Erin started off enthusiastically, and had come up with most of the plan herself, but in the end it was Lindsey who had been the most practical.
Monica rang Mr Morgan because she sounded the oldest. Her slightly clipped accent gave a business-like impression. Erin kept giggling in the background, and that put Monica off, but she still managed to set the trap, because a few days later Mr Morgan turned up at the stables in his truck.
Shelby watched through a crack in the wall of Erin's tack room.
'That's him!' she whispered.
Erin grabbed Shelby's shoulder, making her jump. 'Get down!'
'He can't see me,' Shelby replied, frowning.
'Let me look,' Erin said, bouncing up and down.
'You can look through the door. He hasn't seen you before.'
Erin crouched down and peered around the corner, as though she was a private detective on a case.
The man wandered over to where Lindsey was working near the feed shed. She shaded her eyes with her hand, and pointed towards the Crooks' yards. After he had turned away, she gave a surreptitious thumbs-up in Shelby's direction.
Mr Morgan turned his head left and right, appraising the horses in the yards as he walked.
'He thinks it's a smorgasbord,' muttered Shelby, her eyes narrowing. Then he disappeared from view. She pushed Erin's shoulder. 'Go out and tell me what you see.'
Erin stepped halfway out the door. 'He's at Hayley's yard now,' she whispered. 'He's leaning on the fence. Mrs Crook has come out of the tack room. She's got her hands on her hips. She's shaking her head. He's talking again now. Now she's pointing up here!' Erin dove back into the tack room sniggering.
'Erin! Now you look suspicious.'
'He didn't see me. Do you think he saw me? What should I do? Should I go back out there?' Erin's eyes were wide.
Shelby pushed Erin back out the door, and on the way Erin grabbed her broom. She stood in the yard sweeping the dirt, as if it was the most normal thing in the world. Erin started whistling. Shelby groaned. Erin was the most conspicuous girl in the world.
'Excuse me. I'm looking for a Mrs Wong,' said a man's voice.
The name was Kim's idea. They'd laughed for ages when she first said it.
Mrs Wong . . . first name, You-Done-Me.
Mr Morgan hadn't asked for a first name, and lucky too, or Monica might not have been able to keep from laughing.
It had seemed funny when they had talked about the plan in Hayley's rumpus room, and it was exciting when Monica had rung the man, but now that he was actually here and it was all really happening, Shelby was nervous. Too many things could go wrong.
Shelby peeked through the crack in the wall again. Mr Morgan aka Mr Hall was standing at the gate to Erin's yard. He was smiling at Erin the way he'd smiled at Shelby that terrible day – friendly and confident.
'I can't think of any Wongs,' replied Erin. 'But I don't know everybody here. Perhaps you should look around the other stables? I'm sure nobody would mind. People come and go all the time. There are so many horses at this place, and they all have different owners. Floats and trucks come in and out all day long. Nobody really pays that much attention.'
Shelby silently begged Erin to stop talking as she'd said enough, but Erin didn't.
'Except after dark. It's pretty much deserted then. Some horse transport trucks come in at night, but nobody checks them. It's a security nightmare, really. I keep my part padlocked when I'm not here. That lady you were talking to does too. And so do those two across there.' Erin pointed to Monica and Kim's yards. 'But none of the rest do.'
Shut up, Erin.
All the girls expected that the man would come back at night to steal one of the horses. They were counting on it. Once he stole a horse for real it would be a police matter. Erin was just trying to make sure it wasn't Bandit, or one of her friends' horses.
'Take that one there, for example,' said Erin, pointing to a grey gelding a few yards away. 'They paid eleven thousand for him, and guess what? No lock. Nothing. They're asking to lose him, aren't they?'
Erin finally stopped to take a breath. She swept the yard again and when she turned in profile Shelby could see that her face was as red as a tomato. If Mr Morgan didn't pick it for a trap then he was stupid. Shelby didn't think he was stupid at all.
'Thanks for your help,' he said, and to Shelby's surprise he walked up the passageway between the stables to get a better look at the eleven thousand dollar horse. Along the way he spoke to a few more people, but most of them shook their heads.
Erin kept on whistling and sweeping away until Mr Morgan had made his way to the end of the row of stables and back.
'Thanks again,' he said, smiling and putting his index finger to his forehead, as if to tip his hat if he'd been wearing one.
'No probs,' said Erin.
Shelby stood at the door, and as Mr Morgan drove back down the driveway, Lindsey raced over to Erin's yard.
'What did he say?' she asked.
'You first,' said Erin.
'He just wanted to know if I knew a Mrs Wong. I told him to ask Hayley's mum. I didn't know she'd send him up to you. I thought she'd just tell him to get lost.'
'I told him heaps of stuff!' Erin grinned.
'Too much,' said Shelby, frowning.
'It worked though, didn't it? Didn't you see him checking out the gelding? He was almost drooling on the ground! He'll be back.'
'We'll see,' said Shelby.



20 A Change of Plan
'You did what?' Lindsey's mum was standing at the back screen door, half in and half out. Shelby could see inside, and Lindsey's place was furnished with hotchpotch old couches and armchairs like her own house.
'You brought a man, who you know to be a horse thief, onto our property? I can't believe you would do that, Lindsey. This place is our livelihood. People trust us with their animals. We can't afford to lose customers. And now you want to stay out there in the stables overnight? What about rats? Did you think about that? How do you know this man isn't dangerous? This is the silliest thing you've ever done.'
Lindsey looked down and scuffed her feet on the doormat. Hayley cleared her throat. 'I think I'll go home now. See you guys later.'
Shelby nodded. She knew that Hayley would back out, and why wouldn't she? Hayley had nothing to gain from their plan.
'What should we do?' mumbled Erin.
'You can go home too, if you like.' Shelby shrugged.
Erin backed down the stairs. 'Okies. Ring me in the morning.'
Shelby was disappointed. Erin had been the one most excited about the plan, but only when it was fun. Now that they were getting in trouble she was bailing.
Lindsey looked over her shoulder. 'You're going to stay, aren't you, Shel?'
Shelby could see that Lindsey wanted her to stay. Her mum wouldn't go off so much if Shelby was there. 'Is that OK?' she asked.
Lindsey's mum rubbed her forehead. 'You're not staying in the stables. You can stay in the house where I can see you. Ring your mother and ask permission. And tell her everything. I don't want her thinking I had anything to do with it. Lin, give me this fellow's number plate and I'll call the police to let them know.'
The girls looked at each other. 'Did you get it?' Shelby asked.
Lindsey shook her head. 'Maybe Erin did?'
'No,' said Shelby. 'Erin was with me the whole time.'
Lindsey's mum shook her head. 'You didn't get his number plate.'
'We meant to,' explained Shelby. 'It was part of the plan, but I guess we forgot.'
Lindsey's mum stared at them both for a long time. 'Well, you'd better hope he doesn't turn up. I'll lock the front gate tonight.' She tut-tutted. 'Fifteen years I've been here, and I've never had to lock the front gate.'
Shelby went into their office, where Lindsey's mum ran the business for the stables and the riding school, and rang home. While she was waiting she thought about how Erin had said too much to the man, and that sounded suspicious. She decided not to tell her mother everything, especially not after the way Lindsey's mum had reacted. Her mum might make them stop, and it was too late for that now.
'Can I stay at Lindsey's tonight?' she asked.
'Of course, Miss Muffet. Do you want me to fetch you in the morning?'
'Thanks,' Shelby replied. She bit her lip. 'Oh, and I think I saw that man today – the one who took Blue. I didn't see properly, because I was in Erin's tack shed, and by the time I came out he had gone away.'
That was sort of true.
'Oh dear! What did he want?'
'Dunno,' she said. 'He wasn't here long. Lindsey's mum doesn't think he'll come back, but she's locking the gate just in case.'
'Hmm. Well, let's hope it was a different man. It would be terrible for someone else to lose their horse and go through what we've been through.'
Shelby's face flushed. 'Yes, but if he did steal one then they could call the police, and the police would have to do something, because it wouldn't be a civil matter.'
When she didn't answer, Shelby wondered if her mother suspected that she wasn't telling the whole truth.
'See you in the morning,' Shelby said, eager to get off the phone.
Afterwards, Shelby sat with Lindsey on the back step.
'We really needed that number plate,' Lindsey said. 'If he does steal a horse tonight, we won't be able to track him.'
'We'll just have to stay up all night, and if he does turn up, we can get it then.'
Lindsey nodded. She wiped her knuckles across her eyes. 'I'm really sorry, Shel. I forgot all about it. When he was standing right there, looking exactly the way you described him, it was scary.'
Shelby put her arm around Lindsey's shoulder. 'We all forgot. It's not really turning out like we expected, is it?'
Lindsey stared out across the paddock.
'I'm sorry you got in trouble from your mum. Thanks for sticking with it anyway,' Shelby added.
'That's OK. I had a feeling that Hayley and Erin would back out.'
'Me too.' Shelby drew her knees up under her chin and wrapped her arms around them. 'I understand, though. It's not their problem.'
Lindsey shook her head. 'That's not true. Friends help each other out. That's what friends are supposed to do.'
Shelby wasn't so sure. She thought you should help your friend when they needed you, but what if your friend was about to do something really stupid and dangerous? Shouldn't you try to stop them?



21 Stupid and Dangerous
Shelby sat cross-legged on Lindsey's veranda. She could hear insects chirruping in the lawn, and there was a streetlight directly opposite the house, which lit the front paddock. She could see the riding school horses cropping grass, or lying with their feet tucked under them.
They'd had a subdued night. Lindsey's mum was still cranky, and the two girls had gone to bed early. They had decided to take it in turns to keep watch, but after midnight Shelby left Lindsey asleep, and crept outside. Lindsey had done enough already. Besides, Mr Morgan probably wouldn't turn up anyway.
It had been several hours and she was feeling really sleepy. Every now and then she rested her eyes, leaning her head against the wall of the house, and then she would jerk awake, wondering how much time had passed.
Only three cars had driven by the whole time. Shelby had watched their headlights rounding the gentle curve, momentarily illuminating the letterbox and the padlocked gate before they disappeared out of view.
Shelby had just closed her eyes again when she heard a vehicle approaching. She could tell it was a truck because the engine grumbled. As it came around the curve the lights turned off, the engine cut out, and it rolled to a stop a few metres further down the street.
Shelby sat up straight, wide awake now. She heard a door open and shut, and she crouched near the veranda railing so that she could get a better view.
Mr Morgan appeared from around the back of the truck and stood at the gate for a moment inspecting the padlock. He plucked the wire of the fence next to the gate. Most of the paddocks at Lindsey's place were bordered by post and rail – strong timber fencing – but on either side of the front gate there were star pickets run with three strands of wire.
Shelby breathed in and held it as she realised what he was thinking. It didn't matter if the gate was padlocked. He could cut the wire and make a gate of his own.
Mr Morgan climbed through the fence and then stood still, listening. He started up the driveway, walking along the grassy kerb. When he was level with the house, Shelby held her breath again and stayed perfectly still. She was in shadow, and as long as she didn't move, he shouldn't be able to see her.
Mr Morgan continued up the drive towards the stables. Shelby thought about what to do. He hadn't cut the fence yet. If he was going to take a horse now, he would have done that first. It would be difficult to hold a horse and cut the fence at the same time, and he would need a tool to do it. Maybe he wanted to see how easy it would be before he tried it for real?
She considered waking Lindsey, but dismissed it. By the time she had gone inside, Mr Morgan might be on his way back. The best thing would be to run down, memorise the number plate, and run back again while he was still at the stables.
She slipped over the edge of the veranda and made her way down the driveway, keeping to the shadows. She slid through the wire, as Mr Morgan had done, and ducked behind the truck.
It looked like the same truck he had used to take Blue. She stood back and took a moment to memorise some detail about it.
It was white – plain white with no markings, not even a make, although there were drilled holes on the side of the cab where a badge would once have been. There were four rectangular sliding windows running along the sides at the top.
She moved around to the front. The number plate had thick mud on it and she could only make out two of the letters – NX. She walked to the back of the truck and saw the same thing – all the digits were caked except the first two. He must have made them muddy on purpose. She knelt down and put her hand on the plate to see if she could make out the letters and numbers by feeling their shapes. They were so muddy that it was too hard to tell. The next letter might have been P but it could have been R as well.
There had to be some way to identify the man. She walked back to the driver's door and peeked in the window, holding her hands to the side of her face to cut out the glare from the streetlight.
The cab had a bench seat, and the keys dangled from the ignition. There were a few lolly wrappers and empty soft drink bottles on the floor. Behind the driver's seat was a narrow space. There was no legroom, but there was enough of a gap for the driver to crawl in, stretch out, and have a sleep on a long journey. It looked like it was lined with a thin mattress for this purpose, and there was a chequered blanket and a few crumpled items of clothing. There were also pieces of paper, A4 in size. They might be letters, and if they were, they might have a name and address on them.
When Shelby opened the door the cab interior light came on. She gasped, and shut it again, pressing the door gently until the latch fastened. She squatted down and crawled around the front of the truck, peering up the driveway. If he had seen the light then she might need to run. She waited for a moment, but she couldn't see Mr Morgan, or hear his footsteps.
Shelby closed her eyes and thought hard. If she went back to the house now then he would get away again, and they still wouldn't have any idea who he was. She could wake up Lindsey's mum and ask her to follow him in the car, but Shelby doubted that she would do it, given how cross she'd been earlier.
If she climbed into the cab, grabbed the papers and jumped back out again, they would at least have a clue to work with. If she was going to do that, she needed to do it fast. He might be on the way back right now.
Shelby stood up again and put her hand on the driver's door. She licked her lips. Her face felt hot and she breathed heavily.
She counted to three and opened the door. The light came on again and Shelby leaned inside the cab. There was no way that she could reach into the back from where she was standing. The cab was too high off the ground. She climbed up so she could put her knees on the driver's seat and the door swung closed behind her, hitting the soles of her feet. The interior light turned off, and Shelby groped in the dark where she knew the papers to be. Her fingers touched the papers and she snatched them. Shelby pushed the door with her heel, but it had caught. She twisted around trying to feel for the internal door handle.
Just then, the interior of the cab became much brighter. Out the passenger window she could see the arena lights come on inside Lindsey's property. The lights were high in the air on long poles and pointed down to the sandy arena, shining very brightly like lights at a football field.
Next she heard footsteps – running footsteps along the road. They were heading this way. Shelby dived through the gap to the place behind the driver's seat, and as she did she could feel the truck rock from side to side. She lay down flat and pulled the blanket over her body. She managed to get it over her head and shoulders when the driver's door opened and Mr Morgan jumped inside. He started the truck, thrust it into gear and it moved away down the street.
Shelby lay still, her heart beating so fast that she thought Mr Morgan would be able to hear it, even over the noise of the engine.
This was not part of the plan. This was not anything like the plan, and nobody – not even Lindsey – knew where she was.



22 Winging It
The truck wove along the empty streets. Shelby tried to remember each turn they made, but every time the truck swung to the left, the top of her head banged against the cabin's vinyl side, and she couldn't tell whether they were joining a new street or just going around a bend in the road. She tucked her chin to her chest, closed her eyes and thought about her mum.
The blanket was scratchy. It smelt like off milk and dog. Shelby was itchy all over, and she had a horrible idea that it might be covered in fleas. She wanted to move and scratch, but she was sure that even the tiniest movement would give her away.
Mr Morgan cleared his throat, the seat creaked, and then the radio came on. He flipped through the channels. The speaker was right behind her ears. She touched the speaker's wire mesh and could feel it vibrate against her palm.
The sour-milk smell was making her stomach churn. Shelby pulled the blanket down from the top half of her face and took a breath of the relatively fresh air. Mr Morgan's clothes carried the scent of lucerne hay. He didn't smell like a bad man. He smelt like horses.
Shelby wondered what she would do if Blue was wherever they were headed. She didn't have a halter, a bridle, or even a rope. If they were in the bush she could ride him bareback, hold onto his mane and steer him with her legs. She'd done it before in the paddock hundreds of times, but along the road was different – especially after what had happened with Brat. Poppy – she had to start remembering her with that name.
What if Blue was different now? What if this man had been cruel to him and he'd lost his trust in people? Shelby bit her lip hard.
Then a worse idea crossed her mind. What would she do if Blue wasn't there?
On television kids caught villains all the time, and while the music was scary, they hardly ever stopped to think about their mums. When the baddies caught them they never cried. They were always brave and used their brains to get out of trouble, but Shelby was finding it hard to think because her heart was still beating really fast, her muscles felt sore from lying at a funny angle and there was a ringing in her ears that could have been from the loudness of the speaker but might also be because she had been so scared for such a long time.
The truck hit another pothole and she could feel pins and needles streak up her arm. The papers she'd grabbed were in her fist. She couldn't look at them yet. He might hear her. She hoped the truck would stop soon.
Out the window Shelby glimpsed streaks of orange between the branches of the highest trees. It would be light before too much longer, and she was sure that her hiding place would be discovered.
Lindsey was probably awake by now. She always got up early to feed the horses. Shelby wondered if she would get in even more trouble from her mother when they found Shelby was missing. She wondered if Lindsey had seen Mr Morgan when the arena lights came on. Maybe they had called the police already?
She wished Lindsey was with her. She wasn't all that much fun at a party, but when there was a problem Lindsey always seemed to make calm and sensible suggestions. She was also very strong with all the lifting and carrying she had to do around the stables. Shelby would have liked to have someone tough with her. She'd feel a lot braver then.
Mr Morgan slowed the truck down and took a sharp turn. Suddenly the road was much rougher. The engine grunted as it crawled along. Shelby could hear the crunching sound of the wheels over gravel, and the 'tink' noise of pebbles hitting the underside of the vehicle. The branches of the trees overhead scraped along the roof.
They stopped and the front door squeaked as Mr Morgan opened it. He left the engine running. Shelby tipped her head back to risk a peek out of the side window. She saw him opening a heavy metal gate.
Beyond the gate she saw a cream-coloured weatherboard house. Even from here she could see that the paint was flaking. There was a small garden at the front of the house that might have been attractive once, but was now overgrown and weedy. To the right of the driveway and extending down the side of the house was a paddock, and she could just make out a swishing horse tail. Blue was there. She was sure of it.
Mr Morgan dragged the gate across the drive, and as he returned to the truck, Shelby ducked down, pulling the blanket over her head again.
The truck swayed as Mr Morgan climbed back inside, drove through the gate and up the driveway. He stopped to close the gate behind him, and then swung the truck around sharply in front of the house, where he turned the engine off. Shelby could hear a dog running across the gravel, barking, and it jumped up – its claws hitting the window above her head. Shelby wondered if it could sense her.
'G'day, Rusty. How are ya, boy?'
Shelby lay still. She could hear Mr Morgan talking to the dog as he disappeared behind the truck. After she was sure that he wasn't going to come back, Shelby wrenched the blanket away from her face and took a deep breath, relieved to have the stench away from her nose and mouth.
For the first time in what seemed like an eternity Shelby moved her legs. They were stiff and numb. She had no idea how long they had been driving, but she believed – hoped – it hadn't been so long, because if they were not far away, she might recognise where she was and be able to find her way home.
She pulled the papers out from underneath her body and looked at them. It was just junk mail – a flyer for a plant sale and one for roof repairs. She scrunched them up. It didn't matter any more. She would find Blue and they would go home together.
Shelby crept forward and peeked out of the window on the passenger side. Mr Morgan had his back to her as he stood at the front door of the house, fumbling with his keys. The dog – a lanky German shepherd – was next to him and Mr Morgan stroked its ears. After a moment he found the right key and opened the door.
'Not you, Rusty,' the man said, shutting the door before the dog could get inside.
Shelby sat back on her heels and thought. She couldn't keep hiding in the truck. He might not have seen her the first time, but it had been dark. She was sure he wouldn't miss her a second time.
Her hands were clammy. She wiped them on the thighs of her pants. She looked out the passenger side window again. She should run away. It might be possible to run down the driveway without him seeing. What about the dog? He didn't look vicious, but he would probably bark at her when she climbed out of the truck. She would have a head start, but Mr Morgan's legs were longer. He would be able to catch up, and then what would happen?
Shelby sighed as she admitted to herself that she was too frightened to get out of the truck. She just wanted to be at home on the lounge with her parents on either side of her, and perhaps drinking a tall glass of chocolate milk.
Finally she slipped over to the front seat, keeping a close eye on the house, but there was no movement. She carefully opened the door and slid out. As soon as her feet touched the gravel of the driveway the dog started to bark. She felt cold adrenalin blossom in her belly and for an instant she was frozen to the spot.
'Shut up, Rusty!' came a muffled voice from inside the house. Shelby stood still and after a moment the dog trotted around the side of the truck, wagging his tail. She held out her hand and the dog moved towards it, sniffing and licking at her fingers. He let out one more yap and then stayed silent.
Shelby tiptoed around to the front of the truck. There were flimsy curtains over the front windows, but Mr Morgan would still be able to see through. She glanced over her shoulder to the driveway again. Her thoughts were all a big jumble and she didn't have time to properly think one through before another tumbled around in her head like clothes in a dryer.
She could start running. If she got up enough speed she could probably straddle the gate like they did with the pommel horse in PE. She could see herself swinging over it, legs straight and muscles taut like the gymnasts in the Olympics. But what if it was higher than it looked?
She could go through the paddock. That would mean that the truck was between her and the window of the house for most of the way. She could slip through the fence at the far end.
Once she was out on the road she could find a street sign and memorise the location of the house. She might be able to convince her parents to bring her back here to ask the man about Blue, or she could tell the police. She would worry about all of that later. Now she just wanted to get away.
But what if Blue is in the paddock – right here, right now?
Shelby knew she would regret it later if she didn't at least look.
She peered around the side of the truck. There was no movement from inside the house. She took a deep breath and scurried across the gravel to the side of the house. The dog ran along beside her, wagging his tail. Once she had made it she leaned her back against the wall and let the air out of her lungs. She waited but there was no sound from inside.
In the paddock at the side of the house five horses stood dozing. Two of the horses pricked their ears towards her. One of them was Blue's height, but it was chestnut, and much stockier and thicker around the neck; it looked like a Welsh pony.
No Blue.
From here she could see the opening to the shed at the back of the house. Bales of hay were stacked in the corner, and there was a ride-on mower. Behind the shed was thick with scrub. It looked as though the place backed onto some sort of bush reserve. If she could get through the fence there, she could stay hidden in the scrub while she worked her way around the property boundary and back to the road.
Shelby sprinted across the weedy back lawn, towards the bush.
Suddenly she heard the back screen door squeak and she turned around. Mr Morgan stood with his hand on the lever. He frowned when he saw Shelby.
'You!' he said.
He took a step towards her.
She moved backwards. A few sticks crackled under her feet.
'What are you doing here?' He didn't look angry, just confused.
Rusty started to bark and Shelby could hear the crackly sound of tyres on the gravel driveway at the front of the house. Mr Morgan turned his head towards the sound. 'Who's that?' he asked.
Shelby didn't wait to find out. She turned towards the scrubby bush and ran. She ducked under the fence and, hearing Mr Morgan's footsteps running towards her, pushed through the thick branches with her arms protecting her face until she found a narrow trail. Then she ran along it as fast as she could, until her lungs were sore and a deep stitch was buried under her ribcage.



23 Bandicoot Bait
The narrow path zigzagged through the scrub. It must have been an animal track because it was only cleared low down and the branches of the bushes thickened at chest height. Her arms were raw with scratches, and her eyes watered with the sting from twigs whipping back into her face.
Shelby still thought she could hear Mr Morgan pursuing her, crashing through the bushes and breathing raggedly only a few paces behind her. He might have followed for a little while, but after that it was just her imagination. There was no crashing sound except for the swinging of branches that she had thrust out of her way.
Eventually the trail widened, and she stopped to catch her breath on the edge of a long cleared strip of land with tall, metal, X-shaped power poles running down a gentle slope to the left, and up over the crest of a hill to the right. Weaving underneath was a dirt road, which must have been used by the electricity company to maintain the power lines.
The sun was getting brighter and the first cicadas began to screech from the trees above her. Shelby could tell from the heavy stillness of the air that it was going to be a real stinker of a day.
Shelby trudged to the top of the hill, and when she reached the top she stood with her hands on her hips looking over the valley below. It took a moment to get her bearings, because the morning sunshine hit her face on the left-hand side, and she was used to it being on the right. She must be at the very far end of the gully, near the abattoir. The stables must be somewhere across the other side, and to the right.
If she followed the power poles into the gully until she reached the creek, she could continue along the water until she reached the causeway. From there it was merely a matter of walking up the hill to the stables, or taking the slightly longer route back to her house. Shelby smiled to herself. She would be home before lunchtime. Hopefully her mum would make hot dogs with tomato sauce. She could eat about ten of them.
Shelby put her head down and started the long trek home. There were lots of pebbles, rocks and gravelly mounds of angry-looking ants. She had to choose her path carefully. She didn't want to twist her ankle again with such a long way to go.
Further along the road she saw a lizard basking in the morning light. She was watching her feet so closely that she almost walked over it. She let out a little surprised 'ooh!' and skirted around it, but it didn't move. Further along a lone grey kangaroo stood on the edge of the clearing, but as soon as it saw her it bounded away into the bush.
Shelby was feeling so much better that she sang a song. She started with some Beyonce, and then The Corrs. She knew no one could hear, so she really let loose. After that she belted out a Red Hot Chili Peppers song, jumping up and down, nodding her head and swinging an imaginary microphone stand.
Suddenly she heard a noise over the cicadas and she stopped, blushing, and glanced around, wondering if anyone had seen. At first it sounded like the rapid-fire buzzing of a trail bike or a chainsaw, but then she saw a helicopter. She stopped walking and looked up, shading her eyes with her hand. It was unusual, because they didn't normally fly so low.
Another few minutes down the road she stopped again. The wheel ruts of the service road swung around in a tight loop and the power lines dipped to another pole further down the hill. Underneath, the ground dropped away, and she found herself standing on the edge of a small cliff made up of boulders packed closely together. At the bottom the dirt road started again, and continued on into the gully.
'Hmm,' she murmured. It was very steep. She might be able to climb down using the boulders for footholds, but what if one of them came loose? She could imagine the whole thing crashing down and leaving her broken and bleeding beneath. There had to be a way around. There was impenetrable scrub on the right-hand side, but on the left there was another low animal path, like the one she had followed from the house.
Shelby bent over double and made her way along. Every now and then she saw a hole in the ground, about as round as the tips of thumb and index finger touching, and she eyed each one warily. Snake holes on a hot summer's day. She hoped the occupants were asleep, or busy elsewhere.
She had been pushing through the undergrowth for some time before it occurred to her that she should be heading downhill by now, if she was to return to the bottom of the cliff. The path didn't seem to be turning at all. She rotated on the spot and considered going back. That would just leave her with the same problem as before.
Perhaps she could make her own path? She made her way between the trees to the right, stepping over roots and small bushes, and ducking under the lower branches. It was hard being bent over all the time, and her thighs were sore from having to lift her legs up so high with every step. She found it impossible to keep a straight line because of the dense vegetation, but whenever she veered in one direction, she tried to correct it at the next opportunity.
After a while she turned right again. According to her calculations she should be near the power lines again. She looked up, trying to catch a glimpse of the cables overhead, but she saw nothing but the crooked undersides of gum boughs.
'I'm lost,' she mumbled. Lost in the scrub. People died in situations like this. They died of dehydration, or exposure, or snakebite. She'd seen it on the news, and who would know where to begin looking for her? Nobody.
I could end up walking around in circles until I die of thirst. They'll never find me, she thought. Her bones would be discovered one day, years from now, by some random park ranger setting bandicoot traps.
'Mustn't panic,' she said, swallowing. Her mouth was so dry all of a sudden. The day was really warming up now. The cicadas were shrieking at full throttle. For a few seconds they all chirped in time, and it was so high-pitched and loud that it almost sounded like a low thrumming in the middle of her brain.
Shelby crashed through the bush, breathing heavily. A branch thwacked her in the mouth and she could taste the grittiness from the leaves. She closed her eyes and kept moving forwards, crossing her forearms in front of her face. Her shin hit an arching tree limb and it ached. She tried to step over the branch, but didn't lift her foot high enough and tripped. Her hand clipped a narrow eucalyptus trunk on the way down and it scraped some skin off her knuckles.
I'm panicking, she thought. She scrambled back to her feet and moved forward again, more carefully this time. She was so thirsty. Each breath sent hot dry air down her throat, and she felt as though it would crack like the clay bottom of a dry creek bed.
All she needed to do was keep heading downhill. At the bottom of the gully was the creek, and once she found that she would be able to follow it, or at least have a drink. Her mother had told her she shouldn't drink from it because it was full of industrial runoff and nasty bacteria, but Blue used to slurp it up all the time and he survived. Besides, she was sure that even nasty bacteria couldn't be as bad as this horrible parchedness.
Got to go downhill.
The undergrowth was so compact that it was hard to tell which way was down, but as she made her way through it, she sensed the slope beneath her feet.
She heard a buzzing motor again and stopped, cocking her head to the side. It sounded much closer this time and moving, so definitely a trail bike. She staggered faster towards the sound. She pushed through a particularly thick stretch of trees, with sappy-smelling needles, and on the other side she found herself on a trail – a proper, sandy, human trail.
She listened for a moment for the bike, and looked along the trail, but there was no sign of it. I imagined it, she thought. It was a noise mirage.
Shelby sat down to inspect the angry red welts and grazes up her arms. Some of the scratches had formed little beads of blood. None of them were too serious, but now that she was sitting still they started to sting. She rolled up the leg of her pants to examine her shin.
It had already turned a puffy grey-blue that would make an impressive bruise the next day.
She looked up and down the trail again. The gully was long, but it was finite, bordered on all sides by houses. If she followed a proper human trail then she would eventually end up on a street, or else in someone's back yard. She had been heading left for so long that it was probably the closest to civilisation, but it was also the furthest away from home. The idea of walking again made her feel exhausted.
Her eyes were sore and she rubbed them. She was so tired and all her muscles ached. When she got home she would stretch out in bed and sleep for the whole day, and half of tomorrow – right after she had eaten ten hot dogs, and drunk two litres of water in one go.
The trail bike burbled and blurted further down the hill. It's real after all, she thought. It seemed so close now that Shelby decided to see if it headed along this trail. If it didn't pass this way in five minutes then she would walk. Five minutes' rest sounded like heaven. She stretched her legs out in front of her. The back of her pants was caked in sand, and when she eventually stood up she would probably look like a schnitzel, but Shelby didn't care.
Five minutes passed, then ten, and just as she was about to get up and brush herself off she saw the bike approaching along the trail. When it was about ten metres away it skidded to a stop. The rider flipped up the visor, and Shelby could see his dark eyes and the furrow over his eyebrows.
'Have you lost your horse again?' he asked.
'No, I . . .' And then she burst into tears.



24 Pillion Passenger
The trail bike rider's name was Chad. He only lived a few blocks away from Shelby, but he went to the Catholic college, while Shelby went to the local state school. The bike belonged to his older brother, who was grown up and had moved out of home.
Shelby thought it was weird that they were sitting so close together, with her arms wrapped around his waist, and her stomach pressed against his back, and yet he had to yell all this over his shoulder to be heard above the engine noise. She tried to ask a question but her words were whipped away by the wind.
Riding a bike was different from riding a horse. The bike leaned from side to side, and Shelby was worried that they were going to topple over. It had hard suspension, and Chad put his feet on the ground when they went over rocky parts, or around corners. The main difference was that Chad had total control. He and the bike were one unit, whereas working with a horse was a partnership – ask and response.
It was the partnership part of horse riding that Shelby liked the most. The horse was so much bigger and stronger that it didn't have to do what she asked, like a motorbike did – it chose to. No matter how exhilarating riding a bike was, there could never be any understanding or harmony between bike and rider.
But then, bikes don't change their mind, either.
They reached the bottom of the gully, crossed the causeway and whizzed up the other side. Shelby realised something else – a bike could never enjoy being ridden. Blue loved this hill. He used to prick up his ears and jog jauntily towards it, looking forward to stretching out.
At the top of the hill, Chad stopped and Shelby climbed off the bike.
'Thanks, and sorry for being a cry-baby back there.'
'That's all right,' Chad replied.
'I promise I won't say rude things about trail bikes any more,' she added, smiling.
Chad nodded. 'Well, I still think horses are dumb and dangerous.'
They stared at each other.
'But the people on them can be OK, I suppose. And they can be really pretty.' He blushed. 'The horses, I mean. They are kind of majestic and noble . . . when they're not being dumb and dangerous, that is.'
He stared at his boots for a moment. 'Yeah, well, I'll see you next time you fall off, or get lost, or whatever.'
Chad walked the bike around, and then let it roll down the hill, waving to her over his shoulder.
Shelby trudged along the dirt road, and when she reached the cul-de-sac she stopped at one of the empty half-built houses to drink from the tap in the front garden. The cold water tasted so good. She splashed some of it over her face and washed her arms, and as she walked home along the road she enjoyed the feel of the sun and hot wind drying her skin.
The front door was open and, when she stepped inside, she saw her father standing in the lounge room holding the cordless phone to his chest. He stared at her, his face turning completely white. He dropped the phone on the floor, and as he rushed towards her, he kicked it and it spun around on the carpet.
'Shelby!' he said, hugging her so hard that it hurt. 'Oh my God, oh my God.' He held her at arm's length for a second, examined her face, and then squeezed her again. 'Oh, Shelby. You gave me a fright – such a fright.'
When he let go of her again she could see that his eyes were bloodshot, and his face was wet.
'Are you crying?' she asked.
He frowned, and wiped his face. 'Yes, I think so. Yes, I am.'
He picked up the phone and punched in numbers with his thumb. 'Marie? She's here. She's come home. She's . . . here.'
Shelby thought she could hear screaming from the other end.



25 Justice
Shelby had never been inside a police station before. It looked like the front office at her school, or like the doctor's waiting room. There was a rotating brochure stand near the front door, and a few vinyl armchairs that faced a wooden reception desk.
Sergeant Everard – the policewoman who had come to her house about Blue – appeared in the doorway and asked Shelby to make her statement. They went into a small room with timber panelling on the wall and a table in the middle. Her mother sat next to her, and Shelby started the story from the very beginning. When she got to the part about the plan the girls had made, she hesitated.
'. . . So we came up with a plan – more of an idea. We thought if we could get him to come to the stables we'd be able to get his number plate. But we forgot.'
Sergeant Everard frowned. 'Who's "we" ?'
'I meant "I" . I came up with an idea.' Shelby glanced at her mother's face and saw embarrassment there.
'Can you go through this plan for me?' asked the sergeant.
Shelby squirmed in her seat. 'Well, the Mulligans said that they didn't want to swap, but Mr Morgan came back and took Poppy anyway, and we . . . I thought if I could lure him to the stables, he might try to steal a horse, and if I had his number plate, you could find him, and it wouldn't be civil. You would arrest him, and he would have to tell you where Blue was. Then everyone could get their horses back, and he would go to jail, so he could never do it to anyone else.'
The sergeant scribbled on her notepad for a moment. She put down her pen and laced her fingers together on the desk.
'Shelby, you do know that your plan was very foolish, don't you? It was the wrong thing to do.' Sergeant Everard looked at her severely.
Shelby nodded, biting her lip. She took a deep breath. 'Can . . . can you tell me what the right thing would have been?'
'It was a civil matter, as I told you at the time. Your solicitor would have requested that the horse be returned, and if your Mr Morgan didn't agree, it would be decided in the courts. Most likely, he would have had to provide you with a sum equal to the value of the property in question.'
'But we didn't know who he was!' Shelby paused. 'You're saying that he wouldn't have to give back Blue anyway, only the value of him? Not go to jail?'
'That's right.'
'But that's not fair!' she blurted.
Sergeant Everard blinked.
'What will happen to this man now?' Shelby's mother asked.
'As it turns out, there were a number of horses on the property which this fellow can't account for, and unless he can, he will be facing prosecution. We'll also investigate a few other leads that turned up when we searched the place looking for you.'
'So he might go to jail?' Shelby asked.
'It depends on his record, and a few other things. It's complicated,' the Sergeant replied. 'It's possible that he will.'
'But my way was the dumb way?' Shelby said.
Sergeant Everard sighed. 'Shelby, we thought you had been abducted. You put yourself and your friends at considerable risk. You worried your parents half to death, and you jeopardised Lindsey's mother's business. You also put in danger all the horses at the stables. Not to mention that you have broken several laws. I don't think you realise how many police officers – how many citizens, too – were involved in the search for you this morning. Your little stunt wasted a great deal of our time and resources – at the tax-payer's expense.'
'Yes, but –' Shelby interrupted.
'Time and resources that could have been better used elsewhere on much more serious and, I might add, genuine cases, where the victim did not deliberately generate the hazard.'
'But I –'
'We have a very important job to do here, and I don't appreciate – the community doesn't appreciate – police time being wasted on frivolous young ladies who decide to take the law into their own hands. And you still don't have your horse back.'
Shelby closed her mouth. The car she'd heard before she ran, the helicopter. Now she understood.
Sergeant Everard continued. 'There is no way this man is going to incriminate himself by telling us where your horse is. So frankly, after all this kerfuffle, you're no better off than you were before.'
Tears of anger and frustration welled in Shelby's eyes.
Her mother rubbed her shoulder. 'You're tired, Shel. It will seem better after you've had a sleep.'
'It's not fair.' Shelby shook her head. 'This is a stupid system.'
Sergeant Everard stood up and opened the door. 'We consider this matter closed. Fortunately for you, we will not be laying any charges against you, nor attempting to recoup any financial losses we have suffered. I hope we don't have to see each other again.'
'So what am I supposed to do now?' Shelby said. 'What's the right thing to do?'
Sergeant Everard looked at her with cool eyes. 'The right thing is not to gamble with your horse in the first place, unless you're willing to lose him.'



26 A Long Tail
When the alarm first started beeping, rousing Shelby from a deep sleep, she didn't know where she was. She sat up, feeling a little bit panicked, but then she saw two sleeping forms stirring nearby and she remembered. She was in the Crooks' rumpus room and this was the day of the show.
The air in the room smelled strongly of freshly oiled leather. The three girls had sat up late the night before pulling all of Hayley's equipment – tan for Ditto and black for Echo – into pieces, carefully washing and oiling each part until it was soft and supple. Hayley apologised to Shelby about having to do it, but Shelby had never minded cleaning tack.
The previous week Shelby had cleared out the shed at Blue's paddock, crying the whole time. She left the feed there because her parents said that it would just attract rats if she put it in the garage, but she couldn't bear to throw it all away. She brought her tack home and cleaned it with her Christmas polish. She wondered if she should try to sell her saddle, and that made her cry some more.
'Just ten more minutes,' Hayley grumbled sleepily.
Shelby was wide awake. A little buzz ran through her stomach, but it was different from the feeling she had when she took Blue to a show. The pressure of riding was not there for starters but, better than that, this time she would be with horses that actually had a chance of winning something.
As soon as she had the thought, Shelby felt guilty.
Hayley and Erin dressed in their best jodhpurs, pulling a pair of light tracksuit pants over the top to stop them from getting dirty. Shelby had her Christmas jodhpurs on – not because she was really going to ride but because, secretly, she wanted the other competitors to think she was. She hated the idea of all the riders looking at her as though she was just some curious onlooker.
Mrs Crook made a thermos of coffee and filled an esky for lunch. Shelby watched her reaching into the cupboards for packets of chips, biscuits and chocolate bars. The pantry cupboard was full of them. Shelby looked inside it with wonder. Shelby's mum's idea of a sweet snack was jam on toast.
Outside, Mr Crook was in his gown and slippers hitching the float to the back of the Crooks' four-wheel drive. His hair was scruffy and a thick salt and pepper stubble ranged over his face. Shelby had never seen him looking so rumpled. He always looked smart, with crisp creases down the front of his pants and shiny shoes. When he gave her a warm smile with his eyes still puffy from sleep, Shelby felt special, as though he was sharing a secret with her – as though she were one of the family.
The girls piled into the back of the car and they drove to the stables. The morning sun spilled over the horizon, but Mrs Crook drove with her lights on for safety. Hayley was quiet in the front seat, rubbing her eyes and yawning, but in the back Erin and Shelby grinned at each other with excitement.
Once they arrived at the stables Erin left to give Bandit his breakfast and get him ready. Shelby and Hayley peeled back Echo and Ditto's rugs and brushed them down while Mrs Crook dumped their breakfast into the black rubber bins.
Shelby started on Echo's mane, carefully dividing it up into equal parts and tying them off with small rubber bands. Then she started plaiting. It didn't take long for her hands to become stiff and sore.
Mrs Crook came out of the equipment room brandishing a pair of clippers and tidied up the hair around the horses' hooves and legs. 'Those plaits are good,' she commented and Shelby felt proud. Once all the plaits were complete, Shelby looped them through and around to make a row of neat rosettes.
Hayley was having a harder time. Ditto was going in the Turnout class and so his mane had to be secured with thread. To make it that little bit more difficult, Ditto was vigorously enjoying his breakfast, sifting through the feed with his nose to search out the sweet grain. 'Hold still, you stupid horse!' Hayley shouted.
'And so you see,' said Mrs Crook, giving Shelby a wink, 'our Hales is not exactly a morning person.'
With all three horses plaited and bandaged, the rugs were put back on again and the girls led them onto the float. Mrs Crook told Shelby that she was in charge of Echo for the day, and Shelby beamed. 'No problem, Mrs C.'
As they were pulling out of the driveway Kim and her mother were driving in the other way. The girls waved to each other from inside the cars. Shelby couldn't help grinning. She was part of a gang now.
Hayley seemed to have perked up a little bit. As they drove along she turned up the CD player and they all sang together. Mrs Crook sang along too. Shelby thought it would be cool to have a mum who knew the words to the latest songs and didn't just listen to fuddy-duddy talkback radio.
Shelby watched out the window as they drove into the showgrounds. She could see the skeletal curve of the Ferris wheel above the tents and caravans. Dodgem cars were lined up in a tidy row along one side of their rubber arena, and the carriages of the Tilt-a-Whirl and Rock-and-Roll stood still and empty. Shelby watched as a young boy stocked the back wall of a caravan with plush toys, colourful tinsel wigs and other trinkets. In front of him, a row of clown faces stared out with their mouths open.
Beside the clowns was an empty patch of grass. A man was staking pickets into the ground with a large mallet, swinging it rhythmically behind his back and then over his head. Shelby could hear the heavy clink sound as the head of the mallet connected with the rounded top of the picket. Behind him she could see a rusty cattle truck. Pete's Pony Rides was written along the side in faded red paint.
On the other side of the grounds there were already several trucks and floats lined up in raggle-taggle rows. Mrs Crook sought out a little patch of ground that they could call home for the day and stopped, pulling up the handbrake.
'Here we go, girls,' she said, turning around to look at Erin and Shelby in the back.
'Thanks for driving us,' Shelby said.
'Pleasure, treasure,' she replied.
They tied the horses to rings along the float's side and then gave them another brush down, a coat of black polish on their hooves and a rub of baby oil to their faces. Mrs Crook tidied up a few of the rosettes that had come loose along the way.
The air was quiet and still except for the steady hum of all the carnival caravan generators. Suddenly the tooting, nasal sound of an organ started up and the Ferris wheel rolled around in a slow, lazy loop. Then the music cut out and the Ferris Wheel stopped, its metal carriages swaying.
'Thank heavens for that,' said Mrs Crook, opening the back of the four-wheel drive to give the equipment one last rub-down ready for the first class.
The girls wandered across the centre ring of the showground to find the Steward's stand to collect a program for the day and buy tickets.
Hayley looked over the program thoroughly, frowning. She shook her head.
'What is it?' asked Erin.
'The Pony and Galloway classes are on at the same time. That's OK in the led class, because Mum can take Echo, but she can't take him under saddle. We should have left him at home if he's only going to go in led.'
Shelby was glad that they'd brought him along. At least she could pretend to have a horse.
Back at the float they all had sandwiches for breakfast washed down with fruit cordial. Hayley complained that she wanted chips, but Shelby was enjoying squishing the fresh bread down with her fingers.
Mrs Crook examined the program and flung it over her shoulder into the back of the car. 'This is not good for us, girls,' she commented.
A few more floats and trucks rumbled down the gravel driveway. Hayley recognised Monica's float, and also waved to a few other girls who Shelby had never seen before.
After they had finished eating, Mrs Crook reached into the back of the four-wheel drive for Hayley's coat bag. She unzipped it. 'Blue or brown today, Hales?'
Hayley tilted her head to the side. 'Brown. The blue one is getting a bit tight across the shoulders.'
Mrs Crook held up the blue material and rubbed it in her hands. 'I think we've already let it out as much as it's going to go. We'll have to get you another one.'
Shelby watched for a response from Hayley. There was none. She simply threaded her arms through the brown jacket and shrugged it into place. If Shelby's mother said she could have a new show jacket she'd jump around for a whole day. Hayley hardly even noticed.
It was nine o'clock and Mrs Crook, Hayley and Erin led their horses into the ring. Shelby walked with them as far as the fence line, and then she leaned against it to watch.
There was a sharp echoing click as the showground loudspeakers switched on. A few of the horses jumped at the sound, but they soon settled down. On the other side of the ground the Ferris wheel music started again and this time it stayed on. The Tilt-a-Whirl and Rock-and-Roll started up too, each with their own loud music blaring out. Shelby saw a few of the early show-goers walking along the aisles between the marquees and caravans, clutching show bags and fairy floss.
She looked back at the ring and saw that all three of the horses had been called in to the centre. Erin gave her a big wave, throwing her hands in the air and startling the horse next to Bandit. Shelby could see Erin apologising to the girl and she grinned. It was just like Erin to do something stupid with the very best of intentions.
Shelby turned her attention back to the sideshow. Pete had unloaded his ponies and they milled around with their heads down in a makeshift yard – all wearing oversized stock saddles, so big that they almost wrapped around their bellies and met at the bottom.
Most of them were Shetlands, but there were paint ponies amongst them. Shelby's heart started to race as she made out the patchwork shapes of one after the other. Could it be Blue? She couldn't tell from this distance. This is exactly the sort of place she imagined he would end up – tied up and hobbled, giving ride after boring ride to beginners, and then shoved back on some rusty old truck for a long, windy trip back to a loveless home.
Shelby watched as a small girl tugged at her mother's sleeve and pointed to the ponies. The mother reached into her pocket and pulled out some coins. The little girl skipped over to the rope barrier and handed the money to the man.
Shelby shuddered to think that this was where her interest in riding had begun. It was at a school fete four years ago. She'd ridden a pony just like these ones – small, shaggy and broken – and when the ride was over she begged her mother to let her go again. After three rides her mother stood with her while she patted the ponies for the next hour.
Can I have a pony, Mum?
No, Shel. You can have a goldfish or a budgie. Would you like that?
Shelby watched the man pull a tiny black Shetland out of the little yard and lift the girl onto it by her underarms. He led the pony around the front of the barrier. The girl waved to her mother. Then they disappeared from view behind the clown caravan.
Back in the ring the judge was looping prize ribbons around the horses' necks. Ditto and Echo had won their classes, while Bandit had come third in the led Galloway class.
As they headed back, Shelby ran her eyes over Pete's ponies again. There were two paints that were tall enough to be Blue, but they were tucked in behind the others and she couldn't see their faces or markings from where she was standing. She decided to go and investigate later.
Erin, Hayley and Mrs Crook had reached her by this stage. Erin was grinning and giggling. 'I got a ribbon!' she said, starting to walk back to the float. 'At least I won't go home empty-handed. There's nothing worse than that, is there?' She tapped Hayley on the forearm. 'Of course, you wouldn't know what that's like, but Shelby does.'
'Erin!' admonished Mrs Crook.
'What?' she protested. Shelby could see in her face that Erin was genuinely mystified.
'What's up next?' asked Hayley.
'Ridden ponies and Galloways,' replied Mrs Crook. 'We'd better go back and get those saddles on, girls. You can ride Ditto today, Hales. He needs the points.'
'Why don't you get Shelby to ride Echo?' suggested Erin.
Mrs Crook and Hayley looked at each other and back at Shelby.
Shelby blushed. 'No, it's OK. It doesn't matter.'
'Could you?' asked Hayley.
'I . . . I don't know. I've never ridden him before.'
'Would you mind having a go?' asked Mrs Crook. 'It seems a shame to bring him all this way.'
Shelby felt a rush of excitement through her belly. 'I could try.'
'Well, Shel, we've got a better chance of him winning with you on him than if he's tied up to the float all day. Now, let's get this gear on you.'
Shelby stood still while Mrs Crook dressed her in the blue jacket and tied back her hair. Hayley's spare helmet was a bit loose, and flopped down over Shelby's eyebrows, but she would have to make do.
'Your boots are a mess,' said Mrs Crook. 'Don't you ever polish them?'
'I do!' said Shelby.
'You do, my eye,' grumbled Mrs Crook. She looked at her watch. 'Shelby, this is Wanada Park Echo. Now on you hop.' She gave Shelby a boost. 'You've got about two minutes to get to know each other.'
Shelby looked down at the tangle of double reins. 'I've never used these before,' she said. Hayley showed her how to hold them properly.
With her legs, she pushed Echo forward and he lurched away to the side underneath her. Shelby felt a prickle of sweat across her lip.
'He's got a bit of go in him, so be gentle,' advised Hayley.
Shelby's heart was hammering in her chest as she followed the other girls towards the ring. Mrs Crook walked beside her, holding Echo's rein steady. The stirrup was slippery and slid out from under Shelby's boot. She thrust her foot in it, and accidentally kicked Echo in the belly. He danced away to the side and Shelby felt her seat slipping on the smooth saddle. 'Steady,' she said, jerking the reins.
Mrs Crook and Hayley exchanged a glance.
'Maybe you should ride him in the practice arena first?' Hayley suggested.
Mrs Crook shook her head. 'There's no time.'
They were at the fence now. Hayley and Erin turned their horses away towards the Galloway ring. Shelby pushed Echo in the direction of the other ponies. Mrs Crook waited at the gate, frowning and rubbing her hands together.
'It's just you and me now, matey,' Shelby said.
The first part wasn't so hard. There were about twenty ponies in the ring and it was just a matter of following what they were doing. Her stirrup slipped again, but it was the one on the outside and she managed to slide her foot back into it before they changed to the other side. The canter was a bit hairy. Echo surged forward around the outside, much faster than the other horses, but Shelby leaned back in the saddle and eventually he slowed down and she relaxed into it. After a few laps she was called into the ring behind two other ponies. They stood and waited for the judge to make another selection before the rest of the ponies were dismissed.
Shelby watched the first two complete their workout. The first one struck off on the wrong leg in the canter. The second one wouldn't rein back, and tossed its head.
Then it was Shelby's turn. She tried to concentrate on what the judge was saying, but her mind was all in a whirl. She could feel her heartbeat in the side of her neck. Echo was champing at his bit and stamping his feet.
'Got it?' the judge asked. Shelby didn't, but she nodded anyway.
She started off in a trot. That was easy enough. She quickly looked down to check she was rising on the right beat. Then she sat back, squeezed her legs and Echo started to canter. She kept a tight hold on the reins and managed to keep him from running off like he did before. Echo was doing well. She came around the last turn and stopped. She had no idea what Hayley's aid for back might be.
'Do you know back?' she whispered to him.
Echo took one step backwards. 'Back,' said Shelby again, experimenting. Echo took another step backwards.
'Back, back, back,' she said. Echo took the corresponding steps.
'Very good,' she said, smiling. She loosened her grip on the reins and let him walk around the other ponies and into her place in the line.
It was over. She'd done her best. While she waited for the other pony to complete its workout she thought over her own and tried to remember if she had done anything wrong. She looked over at the fence line to where Mrs Crook was waiting. Mrs Crook held two thumbs in the air, and then kissed her fingers – bellissimo.
The other pony had finished now and the judge rearranged them in the line. She put Shelby on the right, then the last pony and then the other two. She asked Shelby to step forward. She watched in delight as the judge wrapped a blue ribbon around Echo's neck.
'Congratulations,' she said, shaking Shelby's hand.
'Thank you so much,' Shelby gushed. She turned to watch as the judge put the red and yellow ribbons on the other girls' horses and then congratulated them too.
So this is what it feels like to be a winner, she thought, patting Echo on the neck.
'Woo hoo, look at you,' said Mrs Crook as she headed over toward the fence. 'Fantastic.'
'Thanks,' said Shelby, grinning.
'We should bring you along more often.'
Shelby laughed.
'No, I'm serious,' said Mrs Crook. 'The programs are only going to get worse for us when Scamp comes back. It would be handy to have an understudy – if you're interested.'
'That would be unreal!' said Shelby.
'Now, hurry up and give me that ribbon. Your age class is up next.'
'Really?' Shelby could understand why they wanted her to ride the horse in the pony class, where it was Echo being judged, but there was no need for her to enter the rider class.
'Why not? Off you go,' Mrs Crook said.
Hayley and Erin rushed over to hand Mrs Crook their blue and red ribbons and then they all rode off together back into the ring. This time Shelby was called in again, last after Hayley, Erin and another girl that she didn't know. In this ring they were much closer to the sideshow and Shelby could hear the excited screaming from the rides.
Hayley completed a perfect workout. Erin's was correct, although she did flop around a bit in the saddle. The other girl was good as well, but Shelby thought she leaned too far forward and her hands were low, as if she was holding the horse's head in. Next it was Shelby's turn. She was more relaxed now and able to listen to what the judge asked her to do.
She walked up the centre line and then trotted off in a circle to the right, then back to the middle again and off to the left. Things were going well until it was time to canter to the left. Shelby looked up and a sight from the sideshow caught her eye.
At Pete's Pony Rides there was a girl on a paint horse. Shelby could only see the back half as it strode away behind the clown caravan. Just as it disappeared from view the little paint horse swished a particularly long, thick tail – a tail so long that it dragged on the ground.



27 A Mental Blank
Shelby had used the expression 'mental blank' many times, but she had never really known what it felt like. There she was cantering around in a circle on a horse. Which horse exactly, she didn't know – nor why. The important thing seemed to be to get it over with as soon as possible so that she could see if what she saw really was what she thought she saw.
She looked back at the others lined up in a row in the middle of the showground. The judge had one arm across her chest, resting her chin on her hand, and frowning.
What on earth was she supposed to do next? She tried to think back to what the judge had said. Halt and back. No, that was the last time. She was coming around to the middle again. She slowed for two steps of trotting and struck off again on the other leg. She had to decide what she was going to do quickly, because she couldn't just keep riding around in circles. What was the workout? Shelby had no idea at all. She gave up. She slowed Echo down and then walked back on a loose rein. Who knows? Maybe she'd guessed right.
'What happened?' mouthed Erin.
So I got it wrong then.
She shook her head at Erin. She looked towards Pete's Pony Rides, but she couldn't see the paint pony whose back half looked so much like Blue's.
The judge awarded the prizes – first to Hayley, second to Erin and third to the other girl. Nothing for Shelby. They all congratulated each other and began to walk out of the ring. Shelby was in a hurry, but the judge stopped her.
'I wanted to let you know that I called you in because of the horse.'
'I beg your pardon?' asked Shelby.
'This is a rider's class, but I called you in because of this little gelding.' The judge indicated towards Echo.
'Oh,' said Shelby. She turned to go, but the judge stopped her again.
'It wasn't that you got the workout wrong either. You can handle a horse, but your technique is actually quite sloppy. I'm telling you because you'd do better if you had instruction.'
Under normal circumstances Shelby would have been devastated by a remark like that, but she just wanted to get away and find Blue.
'Thanks,' said Shelby as she urged Echo out of the ring.
Halfway across the showground, Hayley and Erin were waiting for her.
'What happened, Shel? What did she say?' asked Hayley.
'God, look at your face!' said Erin. 'Are you OK?'
'I've have to go,' said Shelby. She slipped off Echo's back and handed the reins to Hayley.
Mrs Crook was scooting around the edge of the showground towards the girls, her arms pumping up and down. 'What's going on?' she called out. 'What did the judge say?'
Shelby turned and ran to the edge of the grounds, back towards the sideshow. Towards the long tail. Towards Blue.
'Shelby!' Erin called from behind her.
'Has she gone bananas?' Mrs Crook said, finally reaching the girls.
Shelby kept running. There would be time to explain later.



28 Pete's Pony Rides
The boundary of the showground was ringed by a metal fence, waist high, and covered with boards of advertising. Shelby vaulted over it. Her boots landed with a thump on the small wooden bench on the far side. She ran up the shallow grassy incline.
A few of the show-goers were sitting on the grass eating hot chips from yellow cardboard cups and battered hot dogs on sticks. They watched Shelby curiously as she ran past them, as though she were part of the entertainment.
On the corner of the aisle a line of people waited for their turn on the dodgem cars. Shelby pushed through them. She accidentally knocked a woman's handbag off her shoulder and heard the woman protest. Only a few steps now.
When she reached the clowns she slowed down. A group of small children and their mothers were queued for Pete's Pony Rides. Shelby pressed her way to the front.
'That girl is pushing in!' complained a young girl, tugging on her mother's leg.
'I don't think she's going to ride,' replied the mother, eyeing Shelby's fancy show apparel. Shelby craned her neck, trying to see past the mothers' heads.
All of Pete's ponies were being ridden now. He had them tied nose to tail, like a cargo train. Pete was at the front with his fist tucked inside the cheek strap of the lead pony. They were coming around the far corner and Shelby, panting hard, flicked her eyes from one to the other.
She heard running footsteps behind her and the pressure of a hand on her arm.
'Shel?'
It was Erin. Shelby turned to her. 'I saw Blue – I swear it. I saw him.'
Erin looked at the row of ponies. They were shuffling along the far end of the marked-out area now. Erin shook her head. 'Where? I don't see him.'
'I only saw the back half. It was his tail. I'm sure of it.'
'Show me,' said Erin.
Shelby looked back again – her eyes examining one pony after another.
There.
She pointed. 'There! Fourth from the end.'
It was the back half of Blue – the big rump and the long, thick tail. It was just the front half that was wrong. This horse had a big, black head and brown eyes.
Erin shook her head. 'It's not him, Shel.'
'I was so sure it was Blue,' Shelby whispered. Her legs felt wobbly and they collapsed underneath her. She landed in a heap on the grass. Her face screwed up and she couldn't breathe.
Erin squatted down in front of her. 'Oh Shel. I'm so sorry. Come here.' She threw her arms around Shelby's neck, and Shelby hugged her.
'I was sure, Erin.'
'I know. You can't stay here, though. You'll get grass stains on your good joddies.'



29 Tilt-a-Whirl
Shelby sat on the tailgate with Mrs Crook on one side and Erin on the other. Hayley had taken Ditto for the Turnout class.
Shelby had had a good long cry and her face was red and puffy. Mrs Crook didn't have any tissues, so Shelby wiped her nose with a rough serviette that made her skin tender and raw.
'You all right now?' asked Mrs Crook, rubbing circles on her back.
Shelby nodded, but she wasn't really all right. If only she knew where Blue was then she might stop seeing him in nightmares and daydreams. While she didn't know, there was hope, and it was driving her crazy.
She looked up and saw Monica and Kim running along the road towards them. Kim had a pair of blue overalls, like the ones mechanics wear, over her riding clothes. Monica had a snow cone, and even as she was running, she tipped the cup up towards her face, catching the melted juice in her mouth. They slowed down as they reached the float. Kim leaned over, out of breath, resting her hands on her knees.
'What's happened?' she asked, seeing Shelby's puffy face.
'Shelby thought she saw Blue, but it wasn't him,' replied Erin.
'Really? That's what we came to tell you. We saw him too.'
Monica nodded. 'It looked so much like him. Are you sure it wasn't him?'
Shelby nodded, but she also frowned. That horse hadn't looked so much like Blue after all – only the back half. In fact, when she'd seen him up close he looked completely different.
'How did you go today?' asked Mrs Crook, shading her eyes with her hand. Monica had won the Open Hack, and was now waiting for the Champion class.
'We went in the pairs, too. That was fun. We only came third, but we reckon we could win it if we practise.'
Mrs Crook nodded. 'Well done! Why don't you take Shelby over to the rides?'
Shelby didn't want to go on any rides. She just wanted to curl up in a little ball in the back of the four-wheel drive and stay there until it was time to go home, but her parents had always taught her to be polite, and so she let Monica, Kim and Erin lead her to the other side of the showground.
While they waited in the line, Shelby could see the people in the crowd looking the girls up and down in their snazzy show gear, and for a moment she did feel special – as though the riding gear was some kind of VIP tag.
When it was their turn, the four girls squeezed into the carriage together. Kim sang along loudly to the popular tune that was blaring through the speakers and Monica dug into her ribs with her elbow. 'Kimmy! Shut up! You are so embarrassing.'
Shelby didn't think Kim was embarrassing. She wished she had the confidence to yell out the way that Kim did. The next moment, Erin, who was on the far side of the carriage, joined in – jiggling her head and waving her arms in the air in time with the music. Monica covered her face with her hands.
Kim grabbed hold of Shelby's elbow and waved Shelby's arm in the air, like she was a rag doll. 'Come on, Shel,' she shouted over the music.
Shelby grinned and mouthed some of the words. She felt like a bit of goose but at the same time she was grateful.
The carriage shunted to the right and Erin let out a scream.
'Here we go!' yelled Kim.
The motor of the Tilt-a-Whirl hummed and growled into action. The carriage swung around in a loop and all four girls let out delighted screams.
'Put your hands in the air!' called out Kim and they all raised their hands above their heads.
They spun around and around – up in the air and down again. Shelby felt dizzy and excited at the same time. The crowd on the outside and the lights from the nearby rides were just a blur, but she could quite clearly see Erin's laughing face, and before long Shelby was giggling too. It was exhilarating, but over all too soon.
At the end they clambered out, one after the other. Kim staggered across the grass to the fenced area, trying to keep her balance, and the other girls laughed at her. Shelby's head was still spinning and she walked carefully, knowing that the sensation would pass before long.
'Let's go on the Cha-Cha!' said Erin, grinning.
'Yeah!' cheered Kim.
Erin and Kim skipped along the centre of the aisle, arm in arm. Monica and Shelby ran to catch up with them.
The four girls rode the Cha-Cha, and then the Rock-and-Roll, and afterwards Erin bought a big bag of fairy floss to share. Hayley met up with them after her class and they all scrambled into one of the Ferris wheel carriages. It didn't have any belts or safety bars, but instead a barred roof over the top like a cage. It shifted slowly upwards as the attendant let each group climb into the separate carriages. The girls each reached into the bag and tore off tufts of pink spun sugar. Shelby put a piece on her tongue and waited for it to dissolve.
'Did you win?' asked Monica.
Hayley nodded. 'We're going to have to go back after this. The Champion classes will be on soon.' The two girls' eyes met for a moment and then they both looked out at the showground below them. It occurred to Shelby that Monica and Hayley would be competing for Champion.
'So what did that girl say?' asked Monica, changing the subject.
'What girl?' asked Shelby.
'The one on the horse that looked like Blue.'
'I didn't talk to any girl,' said Shelby, confused.
'Then how do you know it wasn't him? Didn't you ask her where she got him or something?' asked Kim.
'I didn't see a girl. It was a man – Pete, I suppose,' she said.
'You must mean the father. How did you know his name was Pete if you didn't talk to him?' asked Monica.
'It was written on the side of the truck.' Shelby tilted her head towards the metal cage of the Ferris wheel carriage and pointed. 'There – Pete's Pony Rides.'
Kim and Monica looked down where she was pointing and then they looked at each other.
'That's not where we thought we saw Blue. We saw him over the back, tied to a float. There was a little girl brushing him.' Kim pointed. 'See that big blue gooseneck float? He was behind that.'
They saw a different horse.
Kim stared at Shelby. 'I only saw you with him a few times, but I'd swear it was him, Shel. He had the same blue eyes and everything.'
It was him. It was Blue and he was here.
Shelby stood up suddenly and the carriage swung. Hayley screamed. 'Sit down! Are you crazy?'
'I've got to get off!' said Shelby. She grabbed hold of the bars on the gate and shook them. The gate clanged and rattled against its lock. 'Hey! Let me off!' she shouted.
Hayley screamed again and shimmied around as far from the gate as she could.
Shelby pushed against the gate with all her weight and the carriage tilted to the side. The other four girls scrambled back, but gravity pushed them down towards the gate and they pressed against it in a tangle of limbs. They shrieked. All of a sudden Shelby could see through the bars to the ground below. It was a long, long way down.
Hayley pushed back, bracing her foot against the bars, and the gate shifted slightly to the side, with a metallic scrape. Shelby's hand slipped through the bars and she fell onto the gate hard with her shoulder, her arm dangling out in the air. She looked down through the maze of metal to the grass beneath her. She could see the small round faces of the crowd staring up at them. Further along the aisle, groups of people stopped and looked up, pointing.
It's going to give, she thought. The gate is going to give and we're all going to fall.
The gate made another terrifying creak and the girls screamed. Erin grabbed Shelby by the arm and pulled as hard as she could. Shelby's knuckles grazed on the rough edge of the gate, but the carriage tilted upright again and all the girls let out a sigh.
'You're a complete nutcase – you know that?' shouted Hayley, still bracing herself against the bars.
'I'm sorry,' whispered Shelby.
'It doesn't matter,' said Erin. 'It will be over soon.' Even as she spoke the carriage swung down to the bottom. The attendant rushed over, unfastened the lock and yanked the gate open.
'What the hell were you doing!' he shouted.
'Just mucking around,' replied Erin, before the others had a chance to say anything.
'Get out!' he roared at them. 'You're banned – all of you. Get out and don't come back!'
'Yeah, yeah. Keep your knickers on,' replied Kim, shifting along the seat towards the gate.
Hayley climbed out first, marching away from them with her arms folded.
Shelby tumbled out next and dragged at Monica's arm. 'Show me. Show me where you saw him. Come on! Hurry!' The two of them set off at a jog, through the crowd.
Erin and Kim climbed out last. Erin poked her tongue out at the Ferris wheel attendant and then ran to catch up with the others. Kim ran alongside Hayley and grabbed at her elbow, but Hayley shrugged it off. 'She almost killed us!' she said.
'Oh, she did not, Hales,' replied Erin. 'Don't be such a stick-in-the-mud. We're all safe now.'
Hayley folded her arms and kept on marching. Erin and Kim left her and ran after Shelby and Monica.
They raced around the side of the showground, away from the crowd, and along the gravel driveway. As they got to the floats and horse trucks they slowed down, so as not to frighten the horses.
Shelby could see the blue gooseneck float in the distance. 'Is that it?'
Monica nodded.
Shelby tried hard not to break into a run.
The four girls rounded the side of the blue gooseneck and stopped still. Monica pointed. 'There. That was the float, wasn't it, Kimmy?'
Kim nodded.
There was a small, white, two-horse float coupled to an old station wagon. The tailgate was closed and locked tight. There was no Blue, just a lead rope and, at the bottom of it, a black halter, unbuckled and splayed open, hanging against the float's side.



30 A Police Matter
'Well, he was here before,' Monica said.
Shelby put her hands over her face.
'Don't panic. The float's still here, so that means that Blue's here somewhere. We've just got to find him,' Erin said.
Shelby nodded, trying hard to stop herself from crying again.
'Let's try the exercise arena,' Monica suggested. They moved off again, all four of them scanning the jumble of floats, trucks and horses around them.
Shelby's heart was hammering in her chest. Blue was here, somewhere. She couldn't explain it, but she could feel it. As they walked past a tall maroon ute, Shelby caught sight of a paint hide and her heart leapt into her throat, but as she took another step she could see it was a much taller horse. They walked around the last parked truck and the exercise arena was directly in front of them.
There were so many horses of all shapes and sizes that they almost blended into each other. Some were going over jumps. Some were standing together in loose circles, with their riders by their sides chatting, while others were practising workouts, or warming up for the sporting events.
Erin grabbed her shoulder and let out a little squeak. She waggled her finger, and Shelby whipped around, trying to focus on where Erin's finger was pointing. Erin jumped up and down on the spot.
'It's him, Shel, it's really him!'
Shelby frowned and shaded her eyes with her hand. There were so many horses, all she could see was a mishmash of rumps and legs and faces and then. . .
There was Blue standing patiently near the fence at the very edge of the exercise arena. He had his neck flat, horizontal, and his eyes closed – his donkey dozing pose. He stamped his leg to shake off a fly.
There was a little girl, maybe five or six years old, standing in front of him and clutching onto his reins. She reached towards him and he opened his eyes, stretched his head down towards the little hand, and nibbled on her fingers.
Shelby walked across the arena. A huge warmblood thundered in front of her, barely missing her.
'Watch it!' said the rider.
She was ten metres away. 'Blue,' she called out in a singsong voice.
Blue's head shot up and whipped around. His blue eyes were wide. He took two steps around to the side, facing Shelby. The little girl wasn't expecting it and the reins ripped out of her hands. She scrabbled for them but missed.
Blue licked his lips and walked towards Shelby, dragging his reins along the ground. The little girl made another grab at the reins, and this time she caught them. She shook at them hard, making Blue's bit rattle. He stopped, regarded the little girl for a moment, and then turned around again and whickered to Shelby in his deep voice.
Shelby ran towards him and threw her arms around his neck.
'Oh, Blue,' she said into his mane. 'You're safe.'
Blue nosed into her pockets looking for something to eat. She took a deep breath, smelling his mane, and then she stood back again. The other three girls crowded around him, patting his neck and face and crooning to him.
The little girl looked at them with wide eyes, and tugged at Blue's reins, trying to drag him away, but Blue wasn't budging. Tears started to spill over her cheeks.
'What's going on here?' There was a tall man in a check shirt and moleskins standing behind the little girl. He was frowning and there were two rosy circles on his cheeks.
'This is her horse,' started Erin, pointing to Shelby. 'He was stolen.'
'Shut up, Erin,' said Shelby.
'Stolen?' said the man.
'Daddy?' asked the girl, looking up at him.
'It's OK, sweetie. Daddy's here.' He reached forward and took the reins, forcing Blue to move backwards, away from Shelby and the other girls. 'I think not. This is our horse. We bought him fair and square. We've got receipts. We've got all the paperwork.'
'Where did you buy him?' asked Shelby.
'Yeah, and when?' added Erin.
'That's not your business,' said the man. He leaned down and lifted the little girl up onto his hip. He tugged at Blue's reins again and they began to move away.
'Daddy, who are they talking about?' said the little girl.
'Excuse me, sir,' said Shelby, walking to catch up with him. 'I'm sure we can talk this through. I really do think this is the horse that I used to own. Can't you see that he knows me?'
The man looked over his shoulder. 'Prove it.' He kept walking. He had reached the gate to the exercise arena by now.
'She can prove it. They went to the Gully Pony Club. We have photos. This is Shelby's horse. You can't just walk away. He's stolen,' Erin shouted after him.
'So call the police,' the man said.
'We will!' said Kim.
'Good for you,' said the man.
The four girls followed the man and his daughter all the way back to the float.
The man put the girl down and started to take Blue's saddle and bridle off. 'Get in the car, sweetie,' he instructed. The little girl turned and climbed into the car, locking the door behind her.
Shelby turned to Monica. 'He's going to leave. We can't let him. Go and get Mrs Crook. Maybe he'll listen to an adult.'
Monica nodded and ran back between the floats.
The man led Blue around to the back of the float and let down the gate.
'Please, sir,' said Shelby. 'Can't we at least talk about it?'
'What's to talk about?' said the man. 'You're accusing me of stealing your horse. I don't have to listen to that.'
'No,' protested Shelby. 'I know you didn't steal him. I saw the man who stole him. You must have bought Blue from him.'
'His name is Patches.' The man pulled Blue onto the float. Erin jumped up onto the gate and put her arms across the front, blocking his path. Blue, who had never liked floats, backed up startled, and the man tugged sharply on his lead, holding him still. Blue looked warily at Shelby, his nostrils flaring.
'Get off my property,' warned the man.
'Make me!' said Erin.
'Don't tempt me, young lady,' the man growled.
'Hop down, Erin,' said Shelby, reaching towards Erin's arm.
'But he's getting away with it. We can't let him!'
'Yeah, I know, but this isn't the right way to do it. You're making Blue upset. Mrs Crook will be here soon. We can always take his number plate and call the police when we get home.'
'You do that,' said the man. He led Blue on board the float, and closed the tailgate behind him.
Shelby saw those frightened, trusting eyes again, and it made her wince.
She looked around and saw Mrs Crook running her roly-poly run up the road behind them.
'Oy!' Mrs Crook shouted. 'Stop!'
The man shook his head and walked around to the front of his car. Shelby looked at the number plate, memorising it. 'Kim, try to remember the letters,' she said. 'Erin, you remember the numbers, OK?' The two girls nodded.
The station wagon rumbled into life. The float creaked as it began to back out into the road.
'Oy!' shouted Mrs Crook, her face starting to go red. She ran around to the driver's side door and hammered on the window. 'OY! I want to talk to you!'
The man ignored her, looking over his shoulder to reverse the float onto the gravel driveway. Shelby could see the little girl sitting in the passenger seat. She looked frightened and Shelby felt sorry for her. It wasn't her fault that all this was happening.
'Stop this car at once!' shouted Mrs Crook, throwing herself onto the bonnet. 'Erin, get around the back of the float! You too, Shelby. He'll have to run us over if he wants to leave.'
She looked around and saw a crowd of spectators gathering around them. Erin ran around to the back of the float and jumped up onto the tailgate. Shelby could hear the rumble of Blue's hooves on the metal floor. He was frightened.
This is not the way to do it. This is not good for anybody.
Shelby could see a Steward riding up on his tall lanky grey horse. 'What's going on here?'
'This man is trying to get away with a stolen horse!' shrieked Erin.
The man shunted the float back another few metres and Erin screamed. Again, Shelby heard the drumming of Blue's hooves. She saw his nose pressed against the window of the black hole she knew he hated so much. His nostrils flared, taking air in. He was distressed.
'Get down, Erin,' she said. 'Please, Mrs Crook. We have his number plate. We can find him again. Please just let him go.'
'Get off the car, madam,' the Steward said.
Mrs Crook slid off the bonnet. 'That man's bought a stolen horse. He belongs to this girl. She's been searching for weeks now. You can't let him get away.'
Erin stepped off the back of the float. Shelby watched as the man spun the steering wheel around and stepped on the accelerator. The float rumbled off down the road.
'You've got to stop him!' Erin implored the Steward.
He shook his head. 'That's a matter for the police,' he said.



31 Fair and Square
Shelby sat on the lounge between her mother and Erin. Mrs Crook was in the chair and Hayley propped herself on its arm, with one leg crossed over the other. Shelby's father stood at the window, holding the drapes back so that he could see when the police arrived.
'I couldn't believe he just drove off with Blue in the back – just like that. He wouldn't even talk about it, or anything,' Mrs Crook finished. She had been giving her opinion of the matter. 'And of course the Steward did nothing. Next to useless, he was, but you step one foot out of line in the ring and he's bellowing like a branded steer. That's the last time I listen to one of them. I remember one time at the Royal the Steward kept Hayley and few of the other girls back after the Grand Parade and gave them a dressing down, just because they were talking!'
'It was because I threw some chewing gum over to Kimmy, who was in the next circle, and she broke out of formation to catch it,' corrected Hayley.
'Yes, well, it's hardly a capital offence, is it?' Mrs Crook added.
There was a moment of awkward silence.
Mrs Crook had driven the girls back to the stables, settled the horses, and then brought Shelby home. Shelby's parents had called the police to report the man, and the police had promised to drive to the house as soon as they had any news. It had been several hours now. Shelby could see that her mother was getting anxious because it was close to dinnertime. The boys were hungry, but she didn't have enough to extend an invitation to the three extra guests.
'Can I make anyone some coffee?' asked Shelby's mother, leaning forward.
'They're here,' said Shelby's dad, dropping the drape and heading to the front door.
Shelby was relieved to see that it was the same constable who came the first time, and not Sergeant Everard. He took off his hat when he walked in the door, and shook Shelby's father's hand. Shelby's mother brought some chairs in from the dining room so that everyone could sit down.
Mrs Crook didn't waste any time.
'So did you check him out?'
'Yes, I've just been to see Mr Olsen.' The policeman shook his head. 'This is such a terrible business,' he said.
'So?' asked Mrs Crook.
'Mr Olsen bought the horse through a broker. He has all the documentation. There was a veterinary inspection and a valid receipt. He bought the horse fair and square.'
'But it's our horse!' protested Shelby's father.
'Yes, but can you prove it? Does he have a brand? Do you have registration papers? A receipt from your original purchase? Even photographs?'
Shelby stood up. She ran to her room and got the handful of photographs of Blue from her bedside table.
The policeman looked through them and shook his head. 'These could have been taken anywhere. There's not even a date on them. There is no evidence that you ever owned this horse. It's your word against Mr Olsen's and he has all the proof.'
'This is outrageous!' said Mrs Crook. 'What about our word? There has to be thirty people at the Pony Club who will tell you that the horse was Shelby's.'
'Yes, but none of you can testify that Shelby didn't sell the horse. We know that she did enter into a transaction – she said so herself.' The policeman turned his hat over and over in his hands. 'Was he insured? You might be able to recoup your losses that way.'
'But will I get Blue back?' Shelby asked.
'It doesn't matter,' muttered Shelby's mother. 'He wasn't insured anyway.'
Mrs Crook leaned forward and put her hand on Shelby's mother's knee. 'You need a good lawyer. We have some friends who might be able to help. When I get home I'll give them a call.'
Constable Bidgood shook his head. 'I'm sorry, but there's no case here. It's just bad luck. These things happen. At least you will know for next time.'
He stood up to leave and Mrs Crook followed close behind him.
'This is not the end of it,' she told Shelby at the door. 'Something will be done, don't you worry.'
'Thanks, Mrs C. And thanks for a great day. Some parts of it were really fun.' Shelby ran to catch up with Constable Bidgood before he drove away.
'Can you please just tell me one thing?' she asked.
The policeman stopped. 'What's that?'
'The place where the Olsens keep him – was it nice?'
The policeman put his hat on his head. 'Yes, it was all right.'
'I mean . . . did he have room to move around? Was there grass? Can you tell me what it looked like?'
The constable leaned his back against the side of the patrol car, and tilted his head to the side. 'Well, there was a paddock and it would have been around fifty metres by, say, twenty-five. There was plenty of grass in it – about up to my ankle, except it was bare under a few trees here and there. The fences had wooden poles into the ground, and wooden poles along the top, and under that was a wire.'
'Post and rail,' said Shelby, smiling.
'Yes. And in the corner there was a shed – quite tall, around the size of a single car garage. It was enclosed on three sides, but the front was open.'
'What about water?' asked Shelby.
'I'm pretty sure there was an old bath tub half in and half out of the shed.'
'And what about the people? What about the little girl?' Shelby asked.
Constable Bidgood scratched the back of his head. 'She's a sweet little thing – polite, quiet, but with a lovely big smile. Her parents love her to pieces.'
Shelby bit her lip.
'Let me tell you something,' said the constable. 'I don't know anything about horses, but I know cats. The Olsens had two of them. They were two sleek, shiny, healthy-looking critters. The pair of them strutted around like they owned the place. Maybe the Olsens don't know anything about horses either, but if they look after Patches the way they look after their other animals, he'll do all right.'
Shelby nodded and took a step backwards. He was the Olsens' pony now and his name was Patches. She didn't trust herself to speak, but she did manage a whisper. 'Thank you.'



32 Honorary Member
It was the weekend before school. Shelby was going with her mother to buy stationery, but Erin rang and asked her to come to Pony Club instead. It would be the first time she went back since Calvin Protheroe's guest lesson and she was dreading it, but Erin was so insistent that she agreed.
It seemed strange to be sitting up in the clubhouse with the grown-ups while all the girls were down in the arena. Shelby reached forward to help herself to a piece of fruitcake that was on the bench. Mrs Hockings gave her a stern glance and Shelby withdrew her hand. Mrs Crook saw it.
'Oh, Joy, don't be so stingy. Let the girl have some cake if she wants it!' She grabbed the plate and plonked it on the bench right under Shelby's nose. 'You have a piece, love. Have two.'
Shelby grinned.
'Now go on outside and watch the others, because it's time for our boring old meeting.'
Shelby took a slice of the cake, holding one hand underneath to catch the crumbs, and sat out on the front step to watch. She could hear the shuffling, scraping sound as the parents moved their seats around the little meeting table.
They must have thought that Shelby had moved further away, because inside Shelby could hear Mrs Crook talking. 'I've taken a real shine to the girl. I wasn't so sure before, because she was such a quiet little thing, but that Shelby's got spunk – and good manners too.'
'Yes, well, that does quite neatly bring us to the matter of late membership fees,' said Mrs Hockings.
Mrs Crook continued. 'I always thought her Mum and Dad were a bit snobby not ever coming along to any of our events, but I've met them and I think they're genuine. Very down to earth.'
'You mean the sort of down to earth that have to pay their membership in instalments,' commented Mrs Hockings.
Shelby felt the blood rush to her face.
'That may be so, Joy, but I think we can all afford to be a bit lenient, don't you? Let's just give her the blessed membership. All in favour say aye.'
'Aye,' came a chorus of voices.
'Wait a minute, I'm the President here,' protested Mrs Hockings. 'This is a matter of general business, and we haven't got to that part yet.'
'Oh, Joy, hang your silly rituals. The motion has been passed. Shelby's a member and that's that.'
'Hear, hear!' said another voice that Shelby recognised as Erin's mother.
Shelby stood up and wandered down towards the fence. It was nice that Mrs Crook and Erin's mum had stuck up for her in the meeting, but it was too late. Pony Club wasn't much fun if you didn't have a pony.
At least Mrs Hockings will leave me alone now, she thought. That was one person that she wouldn't miss at all.
She climbed up on the rail of the arena and looked around her. It felt like her last day at primary school, where she had walked around the old familiar playground, knowing that it might be for the final time. She had had some fun here. She had made some friends. Erin would still be her friend. Mrs Crook might keep her word and let her ride Echo at shows from time to time, but Shelby wasn't holding her breath.
At lunchtime when all the members were assembled at the picnic tables at the front of the clubhouse, the committee made their announcement that Shelby was an honorary member. Shelby stood up and bowed. Erin and Hayley cheered.
At the end of the day she hopped in the car next to Erin and watched out the window as the Pony Club grounds slipped away behind her. Shelby was sad, but endings were always beginnings too.
Maybe I'll get a pushbike. They're much cheaper than horses.
She opened the front door and skipped down the hallway. Usually at this time she would be pulling off her grubby Pony Club uniform to throw into the wash, but today she was almost clean.
'Hello!' she called out.
'We're in here,' her father called from the lounge room. There was something in his voice that sounded grim.
'What is it?' she asked, peering around the corner. Her mother and father were sitting on the lounge.
'Come and sit down,' he said.
Shelby squeezed into the space between her parents.
Her father began. 'While you were away today, we had a phone call. It was Mr Olsen. Apparently a few days ago his daughter was riding Blue and she took a bit of a spill.'
'Is she OK?' Shelby asked.
Her father shook his head. 'That little girl won't be riding again – at least not for a long, long time.'
'Was it Blue's fault?' Shelby asked.
'Not really. Mr Olsen said he shied away from something and the girl wasn't expecting it,' said Shelby's mother. 'It's very serious.'
'That's terrible,' said Shelby. 'I hope she'll be all right.'
Shelby's father looked at his hands. 'It's a dangerous hobby. We've always known that. That's why we say you must always, always wear a helmet.'
'I do!' protested Shelby. 'Or at least I did.'
'Shelby, Mr Olsen rang because Blue is for sale. He's offered him to us first,' explained Shelby's father.
'Really?' asked Shelby. She couldn't believe it. After all this time things could go back to normal – back to the way they were. 'Can we buy him?'
Her parents looked at each other. 'Shelby, Mr Olsen wants three thousand dollars.'
Three thousand dollars.
Shelby's family struggled to scrape together the eighty dollars for the Pony Club membership fees. Shelby's brothers were wearing school shorts that had patches on patches. Where on earth were they going to get three thousand dollars?



33 A Magic Trick
Shelby sat on the edge of the water trough in Bandit's yard.
'I can't ask them to do it. It's not fair. And even if I did ask, they wouldn't be able to. It's a huge amount of money – more than I can even think about.'
Erin tipped a bag of chaff into the bin behind Shelby.
'Can't you get a job or something?' she suggested.
'Doing what? I can get a paper run, but even a long one is only about twenty-five bucks a week. It would take years even if I saved every cent.'
Erin frowned. 'Maybe we could hold a fundraiser or something?'
'Three thousand dollars – that's an awful lot of raffle tickets. No, Erin. I'm just going to have to live with it. Nobody will ever love him as much as I do, but there's probably lots of families who can look after him just as well.' She thought about the Mulligans.
'Maybe even better. Maybe one day when I'm grown up I can get another horse, but for now I'm just going to have to find a new hobby – like collecting stamps.' She stood up, sighing. 'I'd better get going.'
It was still early, but she had to walk home. Her father had dropped her off at the stables in the morning, but he wasn't able to pick her up again. He said he had some chores to do. Shelby started the long walk home across the gully.
It was a beautiful day. The sun shone down warming her hair and face, but there was a cool breeze blowing through the trees.
When she got to the causeway she took off her shoes and splashed through the cool water, stopping at the other side to wait for her feet to dry – waggling her toes in the warm sun, before she put her shoes back on. She saw a goanna scuttling away into the bushes and she wondered if it was the same one that had spooked Brat so much.
Shortly afterwards she heard the sound of hoof beats coming along the path. She leaned forward to see who it might be. It was Lindsey on one of the riding school's horses – a big Clydesdale cross.
'Where are you headed?' asked Lindsey, smiling.
'I'm going home – up on the other side of the gully.'
Lindsey tilted her head to the side. 'Do you want a lift? I was going to head up that way anyway.'
'That would be great,' grinned Shelby.
Using the stirrup, Shelby climbed up behind Lindsey onto the Clydesdale's broad back.
'Gee, he's big,' said Shelby, looking down over the side. The ground seemed a long way away.
'Just like a great big rocking chair,' said Lindsey. 'Are you ready?' She squeezed at the horse's sides and he set off at a lovely loping canter.
'Good, huh?' called out Lindsey. 'I'd never go back to ponies now, not after riding the big ones.'
Lindsey pushed the horse on up the hill and then slowed down to a walk at the top. 'I'm heading back around now. Does that get you a bit closer?'
Shelby slid off the big horse's back. They were not far from a trail that led out onto the road near Shelby's house. 'Thanks heaps. It's just up the top of the hill.' Shelby shaded her eyes as she looked up at Lindsey.
'Thanks for helping me out that night too. It was dumb, after all, and we both got in trouble, but you were, kind of, there for me anyway.'
Lindsey nodded. 'That's OK. I would have done the same thing. I'm glad you did it. I would have thought you were a wuss otherwise.' She smiled.
'You should come over one day – when you've got the day off.'
Shelby felt comfortable with Lindsey. She wouldn't be embarrassed about the way that her family lived.
'Sounds good,' said Lindsey, turning the horse away and trotting down the trail.
Shelby waved goodbye and then headed along the trail to the road.
As she walked down her street she noticed that her Dad's car was not in the driveway. He mustn't have come home yet. She wondered where he had gone that had taken so long.
She pushed open the screen door and walked down the hallway into the kitchen. Her mother was sitting at the dining room table going through some papers.
'Guess what? I just had a ride on a Clydesdale. So much fun! I might get one of those when I grow up.'
Her mother nodded, but kept concentrating on her paperwork. Shelby looked out the window to the garden. Her father was tending to his vegetables. Sliding the back door open, Shelby slipped out onto the back patio.
'I had a ride on a Clydesdale,' she told him.
Her father shoved his trowel into the soil and wiped his dirty hands on the back of his shorts. He gathered up a handful of vegetables that he had picked from the garden and walked around its wooden border. 'Really? That's one of those big ones, isn't it?'
'Yeah, he was huge! We doubled,' she said.
'Is it for hire?' he asked. 'You kids can ride it to school when you miss the bus,' he said, smiling.
Shelby shook her head. 'So where's your car anyway?' she asked him.
Shelby's father put his hands on her shoulders. 'I sold it to get your horse back.'
'Dad! Don't be silly!' Sometimes his jokes weren't funny at all. As if he would ever sell the Spyder.
Her father followed her, turning into the kitchen to wash the carrots he had picked. He shook the water from them over the draining board and twisted their green tops off.
'Want to see a magic trick?' he asked.
Shelby shrugged.
He held the carrots up in his hands, two in one hand and one in the other. Then he twisted them around. 'Presto magico,' he said, then he tucked the carrots into Shelby's pockets. He waved his hands at her, palms out. 'They've disappeared!'
'Yeah, good one, Dad,' she said, pulling the carrots out and throwing them on the bench.
'Don't you want to give them to your horse? I'm offended. I grew them myself. They're organic, you know.' He picked up the carrots and juggled them. 'You know, with all the fuss you've made about getting him back, I thought you'd be more excited.'
'You didn't really sell the Spyder,' she said.
He sighed 'No. It's at the mechanics, so we might not need the sulky after all, as long as your Aunt is happy to double.'
'What are you going on about?'
'Your Aunt Jenny just bought your horse, so you'll have to share him now.'
'No way! You're not being serious!'
If it was a joke it was an awful one.
'No. I'm just kidding. I don't think Aunt Jenny will want to ride him. She lives too far away.'
'Did she really . . .?' she asked, not trusting herself to finish the question.
'She did,' her father replied.
It couldn't be true. 'Really? Really?'
'Really, truly!'
Shelby turned to her mother. 'Is this a joke?'
Her mother shook her head. 'No joke, Shel, he arrived about an hour ago.' She smiled. It was such a lovely, sunny smile.
Shelby jumped up and hugged her dad, and then she jumped up and down on the spot. 'Oh my God! You're the best!' Then she turned on her heel and ran back down the hallway and out the door.
'Me?' he called after her. 'I had nothing to do with it!'
She heard the screen slam as it hit the wall at the front of the house, but she was already halfway down the driveway and onto the road.
She sprinted faster than she could have imagined, taking the corner, and then heading down the home straight. Looking ahead she could see the sliprail across the front of the paddock, just the way it should be, and behind it she could see a shaggy, blunt face attached to a long thin ewe-neck.
'Blue!' she called out.
He stepped forward and leaned over the rail waiting for her, just like he always had. Shelby threw her arms around him. 'It really is you!' she said, rubbing her hands along his neck, as though she couldn't believe he was real.
Blue pushed his nose towards her pockets looking for something sweet to eat.
'Oh, Blue. I don't have anything for you.'
Blue nudged at her again and when she looked down she saw in her jacket pocket three small carrots. Her dad must have slipped them into her pocket when she hugged him.
'I will never, ever let you out of my sight again!' she said, squeezing Blue. 'Hayley's not the luckiest girl in the world – I am.'
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