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‘Say what you like, Taryn West is one damaged kid!’ Sandy Scott ended the conversation with her son, Matt, on an emphatic note. She grabbed her car key and strode out of the house.

Kirstie Scott left off eating her blueberry waffle to listen hard. This had been a scorching exchange between her brother and mom, and one which Matt had definitely lost.

‘How come we’re not askin’ this girl’s folks to pay for her stay with us?’ he’d demanded as Kirstie had dragged herself sleepily downstairs. Breakfast was already on the table and their mom was in her smart town shirt and new jeans, pulling on her best cowboy boots.

‘Because!’ Sandy had replied.

‘What kind of answer is that?’ Matt had been frowning as he poured himself coffee.

‘It’s the only kind of answer you’re gonna get.’

‘Yeah, but what sense does it make? Here we are, in high season, with all the cabins fully booked way through to the end of August. And what d’you do? Why, you offer a place to an eleven-year-old girl and don’t charge her a single cent!’

‘Yeah,’ Sandy had doggedly agreed. ‘Not only that, I open up our own house for her. She’ll be using the spare bedroom overlooking the corral.’

‘Huh?’ Matt had been speechless at this.

‘Hey, how come you didn’t say anythin’?’ Kirstie had chipped in. Having a live-in guest at Half-Moon Ranch certainly was a little out of the ordinary.

‘Because!’ Her mum had stayed tight-lipped. ‘Oh and by the way, I know you two will both be good hosts to our visitor. Kirstie, you can show her around the ranch later this morning, and Matt, you choose her a good pony, keepin’ in mind that Taryn is new to horse-riding.’

Matt had sniffed and muttered, ‘Oh, great!’ under his breath. ‘Not only does the kid stay free, she gets to spoil one of our valuable quarter-horses!’

Sandy had made one more effort to make him look beyond the question of payment. ‘Listen Matt, I’m breakin’ my own strict rule here, and don’t think I don’t know it. And sure we’re strugglin’ like usual to pay the bills and keep our heads above water. But trust me, Taryn West is a special case!’

Stubborn Matt had kept right on grumbling while Kirstie had flipped a hot waffle out of the machine on to her plate and drowned it in blueberry syrup. The atmosphere stayed tense, until in the end, Sandy had made her ‘damaged kid’ remark and walked out.

‘Good job, Matt!’ Kirstie teased. ‘Mom sure appreciated your input!’

Lifting his stetson from the coat-hook by the door, he dusted it down. ‘She calls herself a hard-headed business woman, yet she offers a free vacation, all because she feels sorry for what this kid is goin’ through.’

‘What is she goin’ through?’ Kirstie felt more and more intrigued. Personally, she’d never heard the name Taryn West before. There again, maybe she had. It rang a few distant bells, but nothing that she could call to mind.

Prodding Matt for more information, but receiving only grunts by way of reply, Kirstie saved up the mystery to pass on to her best friend, Lisa Goodman, when she arrived in an hour’s time.



‘Sure you know who Taryn West is!’ Lisa swung one leg over the corral fence to sit alongside Kirstie. ‘The whole of Colorado has heard of the Wests!’

‘I do? They have?’ Kirstie thought hard. ‘Where do they live?’

‘In Marlowe County, dumbo! They stay right on the edge of town, out near the county line.’

‘Yeah, right.’ Kirstie watched Ben, Matt and Karina get guests into the saddle for the morning trail-ride. A heavy guy from Texas had to be practically winched on to Crazy Horse, his poor mount for the week. Other visitors sat nervously in the deep leather saddles while their bored ponies semi-snoozed. ‘But I never saw Taryn West at inter-school sports events,’ she pointed out. At eleven years old, Taryn was only two years junior to Lisa and herself.

‘No, you wouldn’t. Her parents have home-schooled her since she was five.’

‘Huh.’ Kirstie’s shrug showed that she didn’t approve. Even though she lived way out of town herself and had to make a tough daily journey to get to school, no way would she go for home schooling. ‘Sounds pretty lonely to me,’ she commented.

‘That was the point about the Wests when they hit the headlines,’ Lisa told her. ‘Everyone said they’d been living in their own little world, shunning contact with reality. It was one of the reasons they gave for the weird thing that happened to them.’

Kirstie dragged her gaze away from the perspiring Texan. She saw that her livewire friend was fizzing over with gossip. ‘OK, give me the lowdown,’ she grinned.

‘I still wanna know what planet you’re livin’ on!’ Lisa teased. ‘The stuff was in all the newspapers a couple of months back, around late May.’

‘Hey, Lisa!’ Matt interrupted as he walked by. He made as if to topple her off the fence backwards, then quickly pulled her back to safety.

‘Don’t do that!’ she squealed. ‘I’m tryin’ to have a serious conversation here!’

‘Yeah, yeah. Quit the small talk and open the corral gate, would ya! Karina’s group is rarin’ to go!’

‘Tell you later!’ Lisa muttered as she sprang from the fence and landed on the dusty ground. Quickly she wove between the horses and their riders to open the wide metal gate and set the bunch of advanced riders on their way.

‘You girls wanna ride over to Renegade with me and pick up a new mare?’ Matt asked Kirstie.

‘You bet! – Oh jeez, no! I guess I’d better hang out until Mom gets back from town with Taryn.’ Kirstie remembered her promise to show the newcomer around.

‘Are you sure about that?’ Through the dust and scuffle of the departing horses, Matt enjoyed twisting the knife a little. ‘This is a real nice mare – registered quarter-horse named Diamond Charm. We’re renting her for the rest of the summer season from Dwight Lebowski at the Triple X. You’ll fall for her the second you set eyes on her!’

‘Thanks, Matt,’ Kirstie sighed. Then she turned to Lisa with a generous offer. ‘You go! He’ll need some help loading the trailer and driving the mare home.’

Her friend grabbed the chance with, ‘You bet!’ and a sprint towards the silver truck.

In less than five minutes, Matt had finished his work in the corral and joined Lisa to set off on the forty-mile journey north to Renegade.

Kirstie clicked her tongue in a tutting sound, then set about clearing up the corral after the departure of the last trail-riders. The head wrangler, Ben Marsh, had given her a sympathetic nod and an invitation to join them. ‘Later, huh?’ She’d nodded, and now she was scooping poop on to a wide shovel and tipping it into the truck before Hadley Crane drove it off to the manure heap behind the Dump.

Like, very glamorous! she muttered to herself. But, sleeves rolled up and baseball cap pulled low to shade her face from the rising sun, she worked on through the morning. First clearing the corral, then untying spare lead-ropes from the thick poles and hanging them in a set position from the hooks in the tack-room, she took a broom and, in amongst the smell of dusty saddle pads and old leather, she set about sweeping the tack-room floor.

‘Sorry, Cornbread!’ she murmured as she disturbed the sleeping kitten.

The young yellow cat vacated his shady corner and strolled outside into the bright sun. Then Hadley poked his head around the adjoining office door. ‘Phone call for the boss!’ he called.

‘Not here!’ Kirstie yelled back. The dust was getting to her and making her cough.

The old man grunted. ‘When will she be back?’

Kirstie looked at her watch. ‘Soon, I guess.’ Then, hearing the rumble of a Jeep engine coming down the hill, she peered through the window. ‘Right now, in fact!’

The retired wrangler disappeared to relay her message, while Kirstie went outside to dust herself down. Her reflection in the tack-room window showed a dishevelled, tall girl with a ponytail of golden-blonde hair trapped beneath a faded denim cap. She groaned, dusted some more, then sneezed.

Meanwhile, Sandy Scott’s Jeep pulled up in the yard.

Aaatchoo! Kirstie’s sneeze sent Cornbread skedaddling across the corral. He dipped under the fence and sought refuge under the parked Jeep.

Kirstie watched the passenger door open. She saw her mom come round and hold it wide. Slowly, a thin, dark-haired girl climbed down. She was dressed in jeans that looked too big and a loose blue plaid shirt. Her short hair was styled way too young, as if scissors had sliced it off carelessly at chin level, and been equally haphazard with heavy bangs across her forehead. Beneath the hair, her brown eyes were cast down towards the ground.

‘Kirstie, come and take Taryn’s bag!’ Sandy said brightly. ‘It’s in the back of the car.’

So Kirstie took a deep breath, saying a cheery hi as she crossed the yard and lifted out the light bag.

Taryn didn’t raise her gaze, but her pale face went red with embarrassment. She reacted slowly to Sandy’s invitation to come inside.

‘Good journey?’ Kirstie asked, trying to break the ice.

The girl shrugged.

‘How was the traffic in Marlowe County?’

Another shrug.

‘Hadley said it was crazy yesterday afternoon when he was in town. Hadley used to be head wrangler here until he retired. Now Ben Marsh has taken over. You’ll get to meet him over lunch maybe. And Karina Cooper – she organises the kids’ program for the summer. I guess she’ll be the one who allocates you a horse.’

Still silence from their new guest.

Kirstie put her bag down on the porch and prattled on. ‘Mom says you’re new to horse-riding, but it doesn’t matter in the least. At Half-Moon Ranch we have horses to suit all abilities, including beginners.’ Jeez, she was starting to sound like the ranch brochure!

‘Come right on in, Taryn, and let me show you your room.’ Sandy took over, much to Kirstie’s relief.

She watched her mom take the visitor upstairs, wondering how on earth they were going to handle things. Taryn had already made it clear that she wasn’t pleased to be here. In fact, she showed no reaction at all, not even a flicker of interest in the layout of the corral and tack-room, nor in the quaint, frontier style of the old log ranch house.

I wonder how long she’s gonna stay? Kirstie thought. Then she gave herself a shake. That was a mean question of which she was ashamed. Better take up the bag and help Taryn settle in, act like she was glad to have someone new and round about her own age in the house.

‘So this is the closet for your clothes, and you’ll find the bathroom down the corridor, first on your left,’ Sandy was saying.

Taryn trailed Kirstie’s mom from room to room like a limp rag doll. When they came back into the bedroom, Kirstie was about to unzip the crumpled hold-all and help unpack.

‘Don’t do that!’ Taryn said sharply – the first words she’d uttered since she’d arrived.

Kirstie drew quickly back. OK, OK, don’t jump down my throat!

Sandy threw her a rapid glance. ‘So, we’ll leave you to arrange your things how you want,’ she told Taryn. ‘Lunch is at twelve-thirty, but come down when you’re ready.’

They made their exit and headed for the kitchen.

Before Kirstie could speak, Sandy raised both hands. ‘Don’t say anything!’ she warned in a low voice. ‘These walls aren’t soundproof, remember!’

‘But I need to know!’ Kirstie protested. ‘What’s the mystery here? Why have you invited her?’

‘Not now – later!’ her mom insisted. ‘In fact, the less you know, the better. The idea is for the poor kid to escape her past, at least for a week or two. She needs some space, without people looking at her and whispering behind her back. She’s had enough of that these last few weeks, I’ll bet!’

‘Yeah, but if I acted that way, I’d be grounded!’ Kirstie couldn’t get over the sullen, silent air of boredom that the kid gave off. Her thin face looked as though it never cracked into a smile, and she didn’t give eye contact. It was as if you didn’t exist, unless you touched her precious bag and then she bawled you out!

‘OK, I’ll tell you the one thing that perhaps you ought to know,’ Sandy conceded, setting plates and cutlery on the kitchen table.

From upstairs, the sound of their guest’s footsteps treading softly across the bedroom floor filtered down.

‘Taryn just lost her mom,’ Sandy confided.

Kirstie started. ‘How d’you mean, “lost”?’

‘Mariah West went missing. The police suspect that she’s dead, but no one knows for sure.’

‘Jeez!’ Kirstie breathed out slowly. ‘Poor kid!’

‘Yeah, like you say, poor kid! She’s an only child, and according to what folks say, she doesn’t have friends or family to turn to.’

‘What about her dad?’ Kirstie jumped in with the obvious question.

Sandy’s eyes narrowed and she hesitated. ‘Let’s just say that Sean West is having a hard time himself right now.’

A door opening and shutting on the landing let them know that the visitor was on her way down. Sandy quickly changed tack. ‘Go ring the bell for lunch,’ she told Kirstie. ‘And remember, don’t pry. Taryn’s been through enough already.’



Though Kirstie made a resolution not to ask any more questions, she couldn’t help but stare at Taryn through lunch when she thought her visitor wasn’t looking.

How did it feel to have your mom go missing, she wondered. One moment she was there doing all the things moms did, then next thing you knew, she’d vanished. It must make your whole world fall apart. Kirstie studied the kid’s pale, expressionless face, her blank, empty eyes. Eleven was young. You still really needed your mom. Kirstie had been around that age when both her grandparents had died, and that had been hard to take. But her actual mom!

Sandy dished out pizza to a hungry crew, including Karina, Ben and Hadley. Amidst the clash of plates and the buzz of conversation, Taryn sat in silent misery. She took a slice of pizza, chewed a couple of mouthfuls, then stared into space. Then, when Karina tried to tell her about the fun rodeo planned for the end of the week, Taryn blanked her.

‘I’ll catch you later,’ Karina said, reaching for her hat and going to find a more responsive audience amongst the bunch of kids crowding round the corral.
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