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1 – Worlds Apart





‘KEEP YOUR BLEEDIN’ HEADS DOWN, YOU LOT!’ Ger hissed.


‘If we keep our heads down,’ Liam protested, ‘how’ll we …’


‘Ssshhh! Would you ever shut up? They’ll hear you!’


Hidden behind a brick wall, the five boys crept forward. The wall was no more than a metre high. A boy who straightened his back could be seen at once by The Enemy.


They all knew who The Enemy was.


Coming to the end of the wall, they found themselves at the edge of a mowed lawn. Beyond that was a flower bed, and beyond that again a beech hedge, brittle with neglect. The boys crowded together and eyed the open ground.


‘Dangerous,’ said Anto.


‘Yeah,’ Danny agreed. Danny always agreed with Anto.


Ger tossed his mop of red hair out of his eyes. He never agreed with Anto. ‘Nothing to it,’ he said. ‘A quick scarper and we’re safe behind that hedge.’


Rags wiped his nose on his sleeve. ‘Mind no one’s watching from a window,’ he warned.


The five swung their eyes towards the nearest house. Net curtains hung at the windows. They could not see who might be lurking behind them.


Liam said, ‘We could go around behind, you know. And through the back gardens.’ But no one listened to him. No one ever listened to Liam. He was both the youngest and the smallest of the gang. He was not yet twelve. Rags and Anto were already thirteen. But Ger was the leader. He was strong and wiry and bold, and had the best ideas.


Ger Casey was the despair of his mother. ‘Someday that lad of yours’ll find himself in the nick just like his da,’ the neighbours warned Mrs Casey. ‘He’s a wild one and always in trouble.’


But Ger did not seek trouble. He just wanted to have fun. Hitting out at The Enemy was fun.


‘Right!’ he cried. ‘Make a run for the hedge! C’mon!’ Tossing the hair out of his eyes again, he sprinted forward.


The others ran after him. They thought they could feel eyes drilling into them through the lace curtains. They were deep in Enemy territory now.


The beech hedge ran beside a tall brick house with a newly painted front door. None of its windows was broken. The house looked solid and comfortable. Ger snorted with contempt. It was the sort of house you’d expect to find The Enemy living in.


He followed the hedge back along the side until he could get a clear shot at the side windows. Then he crouched down and searched among the hedge roots, looking for some odd-shaped or interesting stone, something unusual to catch his eye. Just any old rock wouldn’t do. It had to be special.


The other boys watched eagerly as he made his choice, and stood up, looked at the windows. One had a fancy bit of leaded glass along the top. That’ll do, Ger decided. Why should The Enemy have fancy glass in their windows when he didn’t have any?


‘Smash that one, Ger,’ Rags hissed. ‘Yeah, smash that one!’


Ger squinted at the window. He took his time, waiting until everything felt just right. Then he threw the rock.


There was a sound of shattering glass. The air was torn by the sudden scream of a burglar alarm.


‘Run for it!’ Anto shouted.


They scattered in every direction.


Ger ran faster than any of the others. He didn’t pay any attention to where he was going. He just wanted to get away before the police came.


 


Suzanne caught her lower lip between her teeth. It was a habit she had when she was trying very hard. Anne, her riding instructor, had warned her about it. ‘If your horse stumbles or shies, Suzanne, you could bite through your lip.’


But Suzanne forgot.


Star Dancer was very fresh this morning. He was in a strange place, and he was looking at everything. It was taking him a long time to relax and start chewing gently on the bit as he should.


Suddenly the bay horse lifted his head and snorted at a groom who was passing the schooling area, carrying a long-handled stable brush over his shoulder.


When the horse started, Suzanne tensed too, but then she smiled. ‘You big eejit,’ she said fondly to Star Dancer. ‘You’re not scared of a brush.’


At the sound of her voice, Dancer swivelled his ears back to listen. He liked Suzanne’s voice. It was gentle and kind. He began to relax.


Through the reins in her hands, Suzanne could feel her horse begin to chew on the bit. That meant his mouth was soft and he was willing to obey the signals she would send him with her fingers.


Without dropping the reins, Suzanne slipped one hand up under Dancer’s black mane and stroked his neck. ‘Good boy, that’s a good boy.’


Her touch was as gentle as her voice. The horse relaxed still more. He took longer strides. Suzanne settled into his rhythm, enjoying the lovely floating sensation that meant her horse was moving freely forward. She smiled to herself. It was going to be a good day.


 


Ger ran until he couldn’t hear the sound of the burglar alarm any more. Then he slowed to a walk. His heart was pounding in his chest. ‘Almost nabbed me that time,’ he said to himself. ‘But I got away.’


Sticking his thumbs into the belt loops of his jeans, he took a deep breath and puffed out his chest. ‘I always get away,’ he said proudly. He began to whistle as he walked.


Another point scored against The Enemy.


The Enemy was everywhere. The Enemy hated boys who were free and bold and made noise. The Enemy was the people who lived in nice houses and drove nice cars. The Enemy looked down on people like Ger and his friends.


Ger’s gang did not live in nice houses or ride around in big shiny cars, talking on telephones as they drove. They lived in shabby flats with peeling wallpaper, too many people crowded into too few rooms. If they had to go anywhere, they walked or took a bus.


Most of their fathers did not have jobs. A few of them, like Ger’s father, were in prison. Mrs Casey had been left to raise six children by herself. It was hard. She could not watch them all the time. In the end she stopped trying. Ger, the youngest, ran wild.


‘I can take care of meself,’ he often boasted. ‘Me Mam can spend all day in the pub if she wants, she doesn’t have to worry about me. I take care of meself, no problem.’


Except right now. He seemed to be lost.


He did not see any landmarks he knew. He did not know which way home was. As he wandered on, one street led into another equally strange to his eyes. He did not dare admit to himself that he was very lost indeed, or that his throat was dry and his hands were sweating. No matter which way he turned, he did not see anything he recognised.


He clenched his sweating palms into fists and thrust them deep into his pockets. ‘If you ever get lost, ask a Guard for help,’ his mother had once told him. But remembering the burglar alarm, he did not want to ask a policeman anything.


At last he came to a busy junction. Across the road he saw, with great relief, buildings he knew. Everyone in Dublin knew what the RDS looked like, the Royal Dublin Show grounds where the big horse show was held in August. The Spring Show was on now, a sign said, and Ger could see crowds of people inside the fence.


‘Posh place,’ Ger murmured to himself, staring at the big stone buildings. Ger had never been to any of the events at the RDS. That was the sort of place The Enemy went, all dressed up and with money to spend. He could see plenty of them inside the fence now, wandering around on their way to the garden show or the livestock judging. They were laughing and happy.


Before he knew it, Ger had crossed the road and was standing just outside the iron railings, peering in.


There was a steward at the nearest gate. But as Ger watched, a little girl inside pulled away from her mother and ran across the paving. She tripped and fell and began to scream. The steward left the gate for a moment to run and help.


Ger could not believe his luck. As quick as a bird, he darted through the gate and lost himself in the crowd inside.



















2 – Meeting the Enemy





IN THE SCHOOLING AREA, Suzanne was riding Star Dancer in large circles and waiting for Anne. Her instructor was on the other side of the practice arena, working with another of her students who would be riding in a class later in the day. Suzanne did not have any classes today, but Dancer had to be exercised just the same. Even if it was lashing rain, horses had to be ridden.


Suzanne was glad the sun was shining this morning. The schooling area was growing more and more crowded with horses and riders. Some of the other riders had instructors too. Different voices could be heard making suggestions or giving orders. Some were harsh and demanding.


Harsh voices made Dancer flatten his ears against his head. Again and again, Suzanne spoke to him, calming him down. ‘It’s all right, Dancer. I know this is a strange place, but I want you to get used to it. We’re going to show here. You need to know what it’s like.’ She stroked his silken neck and glanced toward Anne.


But Anne was still busy with her other student. ‘We’d better begin our serious work anyway,’ Suzanne told her horse, ‘before it’s too crowded in here.’ She noticed an instructor putting up a low fence while a small girl on a fat grey pony waited to practise jumping. Gathering her reins, Suzanne rode Dancer to the other side of the arena. She trotted him in a couple of large circles, then closed her legs against his sides and asked him to do shoulder-in.


Ger Casey rounded the corner of the nearest building. He expected someone to catch him at any moment, realise he did not belong here, and throw him out. But until that happened, he meant to see all he could. He had already found the garden show, but it didn’t interest him. ‘Just crummy flowers,’ he muttered to himself, and rambled on. There were stands selling minerals and ices and sweets, but he had no money. Then his ears and his nose told him the livestock was just ahead, around this corner …


Ger stopped and stared. In front of him was a large, dusty area with a white rail fence around it. Inside some people were riding ponies. There was also a dark brown horse, larger than the ponies and as shiny as a new car, coming straight towards him. Then, as Ger watched in astonishment, the brown horse began to trot sideways. Sideways! Legs crossing like scissors!


Ger didn’t know much about horses, but he knew they couldn’t trot sideways. They never did it on the telly.


A girl of about his own age was riding the horse. She did something – Ger couldn’t tell what – and the horse moved straight forward, then began to trot sideways in the opposite direction. It looked like a kind of dance. Ger had never seen anything like it.


He forgot everything else and leaned his elbows on the top rail of the fence so he could watch. The shiny brown horse glided back and forth, doing all sorts of fancy steps. It went in tiny little circles, it went sideways, it did a very slow sort of gallop that hardly moved forward at all. It looked like the girl was sitting on a rocking chair.


‘Wow!’ Ger said under his breath. He noticed other riders giving the brown horse admiring glances as it danced by.


Then the brown horse stopped just across the fence from Ger.


Looking down, Suzanne noticed the red-haired boy staring at Dancer with his mouth open. ‘How was that?’ she asked him over the fence.


Ger’s mouth snapped shut in surprise. The girl was talking to him. To him!


‘What was that?’ he replied.


A moment too late, Suzanne realised he wasn’t one of the grooms to be found around the stable. He was a stranger. But a very impressed stranger, staring at Dancer as if he had never seen a horse before.


‘That’s called collected canter,’ Suzanne explained. ‘We’re not very good at it, we shouldn’t even be trying it yet. But it feels so good.’


‘And the other thing? Where you went sort of sideways and the horse crossed its legs?’


‘That’s shoulder-in. They’re both dressage movements.’


She might have been speaking Greek. Her words made no sense to Ger. ‘Shoulder-in? Dressidge?’


‘Dress’ahj,’ Suzanne corrected gently. ‘It’s French. It just means training, really.’


‘I knew it! You’re training that thing to dance!’


He sounded so surprised Suzanne laughed. ‘Not exactly, but I’m glad you think it looks like dancing. And he’s not a thing. His name’s Star Dancer.’ And he’s my friend, she almost added. But she didn’t. It might sound silly to this boy.


‘Star Dancer. Yeah.’ Ger nodded as if the horse’s name proved his point.


Suzanne asked politely, ‘Do you have a horse here?’


‘What, me? A horse?’ The question surprised Ger. Horses were for stuck-up people in tight breeches and funny coats. Horses were for The Enemy. But the girl on the brown horse was wearing faded jeans and a sweatshirt that said Save the Whales. She didn’t look like The Enemy. She had dark hair and friendly eyes.


Ger said, ‘Nah, but me uncle does. He’s got loads of horses. Race horses. Famous ones,’ he added.


‘He does?’ She sounded impressed. ‘Where?’


Ger thought fast. He had no uncle, and even if he did, his uncle wouldn’t have race horses. Where did people keep race horses anyway?


‘Kildare,’ he guessed.


‘Oh. I don’t know much about race horses,’ Suzanne admitted. ‘I’ve never even been to a horse race. I’ve been to Punchestown, though. I love to watch the eventing.’ I’d love to do it, she almost added.


The girl was speaking a strange language again. Punchestown, eventing. ‘Yeah, me too,’ Ger said.


Suzanne cocked her head on one side and looked down at him. He was not very clean. He had a strong Dublin accent, unlike any of her friends.


Remembering her manners, she said, ‘My name’s Suzanne O’Gorman.’


The boy blinked. ‘I’m Ger Casey.’


‘Ger?’


‘Gerard,’ he mumbled. ‘But don’t call me that.’


‘Doesn’t anyone ever call you Gerard?’


He scowled. ‘They better not.’


‘How old are you, Ger?’ Suzanne asked pleasantly.


He tried to stand taller than he was. ‘Fifteen,’ he lied, adding almost three years. He wouldn’t be thirteen until next month. ‘Well, almost fifteen,’ he added when he saw doubt in her eyes. To change the subject he said quickly, ‘How old’s Star Dancer?’


‘He’s seven. And he’d better get back to work. There’s my instructor, Anne Fitzpatrick, and she’s coming over. It was nice to meet you, Ger. If you’re at the show tomorrow, you might see our class. I’m in the dressage. ‘Bye!’ She turned the horse and trotted away to be joined by a tall young woman in a quilted jacket. Star Dancer began circling the woman while she gave instructions. As Ger watched, spellbound, the horse did more of those magical, dancing steps, gliding sideways, turning in a tiny circle, slipping back and forth as if he was on wheels. He seemed to move to silent music.


Ger hung over the fence, watching, while the instructor made Suzanne repeat the same moves over and over again. At last Anne seemed satisfied, and Suzanne dismounted. The woman and the girl stood talking for a few minutes longer, then they walked off towards the stable together, leading the horse who could dance.


Ger didn’t want to go home to peeling wallpaper and broken windows and rubbish on the steps. He wanted to stay with his elbows propped on the rail, enjoying the apple-round shapes of the ponies, the long slender legs of the horses. Golden sunlight bathed the riders. Beneath their safety helmets, the children in the schooling ring did not look much different from Ger and his friends.


I could do that too, he thought.


I could ride a horse too. I could!


He closed his eyes and hugged himself as hard as he could, wishing.


When he opened his eyes he was still on the outside of the fence, looking in. The children inside were still on their ponies and horses, looking happy. But just for a moment he had – almost – made himself believe he was one of them.


I’ll come back again, Ger promised himself. No matter what.


I’ll come back again tomorrow and see Star Dancer.



















3 – An Awful Nightmare





‘WHO WAS THAT BOY YOU WERE TALKING TO?’ Anne asked Suzanne as they fastened Star Dancer’s head collar to the crossties. With a rubber curry comb, Suzanne began rubbing away the damp mark on his back where the saddle had been. ‘Just a boy,’ she said. ‘He’s called Ger Casey.’


‘One of the grooms? He looked a bit young.’


‘I don’t think he works here.’


Star Dancer twisted his neck around so he could nudge Suzanne with his nose. The instructor frowned. ‘Have you been giving him sugar again? You shouldn’t do that, Suzanne, I’ve told you. It makes him beg and that’s a bad habit.’


‘But he loves it. And he’s been good.’


‘I know. Just remember to reward him with a pat instead. Giving sugar to horses makes some of them start biting, trying to get more.’


But Dancer wouldn’t bite, Suzanne thought to herself. She waited until she thought Anne was looking the other way, then took a lump of sugar from her pocket and slipped it to him.


‘I saw that,’ Anne said sternly. ‘Suzanne, I’m ashamed of you. You did something after I told you not to, and that’s not honest, is it?’


Suzanne felt the colour rise to her cheeks. ‘I … I s’pose not. I’m sorry.’


‘Sorry you got caught, you mean. Listen here to me. It’s important to be honest, Suzanne. Horses are very sensitive and they pay a lot of attention to people. They can always tell if you aren’t honest, and they won’t trust you.’


‘I won’t do it again,’ Suzanne said, embarrassed. She wanted Star Dancer to trust her always.


Anne went off to talk with the parents of one of her other students and Suzanne began grooming Dancer. They both enjoyed it when she rubbed his muscles firmly with the rubber curry comb, then brushed him with long, sweeping strokes until his coat shone. With her fingers, she gently separated the strands of his black mane and tail, then brushed them too. Bending over, she lifted each of his feet in turn and scraped out the insides with a hoof pick, watching for small stones that could make him go lame. As a final touch she wiped his eyes and nostrils with a damp sponge. Then she put his lightweight rug on him and left him in his loose box with a bucket of fresh water and a net of fragrant hay.


By then the morning was over. There were no other riders left in the barn. Only the grooms remained, working over their charges. But Suzanne groomed Star Dancer herself at shows. Anne was pleased. ‘You’ll learn a lot more about your horse that way,’ she had told the girl.


As Suzanne left Dancer’s box, she almost bumped into Brendan Walsh. A thin, red-faced man who always wore a wool cap, Brendan was the stable manager at the stables where Dancer was kept. ‘Oh Suzanne, I was looking for you,’ he said. ‘Don’t suppose you’d have time to groom some ponies for me later, would you? We’re a bit shorthanded at this show. Especially tomorrow, with so many of our riders going in the hunter classes.’


‘I’ll have to ask my dad tonight,’ Suzanne said.


‘Ah sure, he won’t mind.’


‘My parents made me promise not to work around any horses but Dancer without checking with them first,’ Suzanne explained.


Brendan nodded. Trying to keep the child safe, they were, and no harm in that. ‘Ask away so,’ he said. ‘Tell me in the morning what they say.’


Suzanne left the stable to get a hamburger for her lunch, then ate it slowly while she watched some of the pony classes. She remembered when she thought it would be the most wonderful thing in the world to have a pony. Now she had a horse, and it was wonderful. Except …


 


Meanwhile, Ger was making his way home. He knew he was going in the right direction when he began seeing more boarded-up windows and more rubbish in the road. He thought of Star Dancer with every hair smooth and polished and perfect. Star Dancer taking every step just so, with his rider sitting up there on top like she owned the world.


‘Star Dancer.’ He said the name softly to himself, just to hear it.


Coming to a road he knew, he found Anto with Danny kicking cans at a dead tree in front of an abandoned shop. ‘Where’ve you been?’ Danny asked Ger.


‘At the RDS,’ Ger said.


‘Go ‘way out of that! You were not.’


‘I was so! I’ve a friend there, at the Spring Show.’


Anto snorted. ‘You do not.’


‘I do too. Her name’s Suzanne O … O something. She’s got a horse in the show and she’s going to let me ride it.’


The two boys looked at him. They didn’t quite believe him, but they weren’t sure. Ger was a chancer, he might do anything.


‘If you ride a horse I want to be there,’ said Anto.


Ger replied quickly, ‘You can’t, you have to have a ticket.’


‘How’d you get in then? You had no ticket and no money either.’


Ger grinned. ‘I snuck in.’


Danny said, ‘We will too, then.’


Ger began to feel trapped. ‘Suzanne mightn’t like it. Look it, she gave me a ticket so I could come back tomorrow and ride her horse, but if you two snuck in it might make trouble, and …’ He trailed off. His friends were staring at him with growing disbelief.


‘You don’t know any Suzanne O with a horse,’ Anto said firmly. It was the first time he had ever challenged Ger.


Ger stuck out his jaw. ‘I do too. Come on tomorrow and see for yourself if you don’t believe me. But I can’t get you a ticket.’


‘Oh, we’ll get in if you did,’ Anto promised. ‘We’ll be there all right. Just wait and see.’ He made it sound like a threat.


Next morning Ger was up and out of the flat before anyone else was awake. There was nothing to eat in the kitchen but cereal and half a carton of milk. Nothing in the cupboard but his mother’s vodka bottle.


There was always vodka, even if there wasn’t food, Ger thought sourly.


A torn plastic bag slumped on the stairs, vomiting out its rubbish. Ger edged past the mess and ran down the stairs and out into the morning.


Suzanne was in a hurry too, that morning. Her father drove her to the RDS from their home in Stepaside, but he couldn’t stay at the showgrounds with her. He had to go to work. ‘I’ll take the afternoon off and come and watch you show,’ he promised.


‘Will Mum be able to come too?’ Suzanne asked hopefully.


Mr O’Gorman frowned at the steering wheel as he drove. ‘I don’t think so, Suzanne. The tourist season is just starting and she’ll need to stay home if she wants to make a go of this Bed and Breakfast idea of hers. Can’t afford to miss a potential customer, you know.’


Suzanne knew. A horse was a luxury her family could hardly afford. Suzanne was their only child and they made sacrifices for her, but she must not ask for too much.


Besides, Mum hardly ever wanted to watch her ride, which was strange. Suzanne’s mother had been a rider herself once.


Mr O’Gorman let his daughter out of the car at the gates of the RDS, then drove on to the newsagent’s he owned in the city. There wasn’t much traffic on the road yet. Many people were still in their beds.


But the grounds of the RDS were a-bustle. Everyone was busy preparing for the events of the day to come. Booths were being set up, gardens watered, horses groomed. When Suzanne entered the stable, she could hear the ponies and horses nickering for their breakfast and banging their feed buckets. Grooms were pouring scoops of horse nuts into feed buckets and breaking open bales of hay. Some of the ponies who would be in the morning classes were already fastened in crossties, being curried and brushed.


Brendan Walsh was rubbing saddle soap into the flaps of a saddle. He glanced up as Suzanne passed by. ‘Your horse has been looking for you. I gave him a bucket of fresh water when I did the others.’


‘Oh, thank you!’ Suzanne hurried on to Dancer’s box and went inside. He came to meet her, stretching out his neck so he could touch her cheek with his velvety muzzle. It was the way he always said hello. His breath was warm and sweet.


‘Are you showing today?’ asked a boy just entering the loose box next to Dancer’s. His pony was a black mare who had won a jumping class the day before. The first place rosette gleamed proudly from the door where it was fastened.


‘I’m in the dressage, just after lunch,’ Suzanne said.


‘They’re mostly grown-ups. Why don’t you ride in the hunter classes with kids your own age?’


‘Kids do dressage too,’ Suzanne said stiffly.


‘Don’t you like hunting? Don’t you like to jump fences?’


Why doesn’t he mind his own business? Suzanne wondered.


She didn’t answer the boy with the black pony. She pretended she hadn’t heard his question.


Don’t you like to jump fences?


Suzanne busied herself with a stable fork, mucking out Dancer’s loose box, separating piles of manure from the golden bedding straw. She put the manure in a manure basket outside the door.


Don’t think about the nightmare, she warned herself as she worked. Don’t, don’t, don’t!


Sometimes days, even weeks went by without the nightmare. She would almost forget. Then one night she would wake up in bed with fear cutting her stomach like a knife. The nightmare would be all around her, more real than her bed or her room.


A nightmare of falling and pain and awful things happening.


She would sit clutching her blankets and shivering, afraid to go back to sleep. ‘It’s just a dream,’ she would tell herself over and over, like a magic spell to protect her from harm.


‘Just a stupid old dream.’


But it was more than a dream. It seemed terribly real, and the memory lasted for a long time. Standing close to the comforting bulk of Star Dancer, Suzanne admitted to herself that the dream was haunting her.


‘I’m scared, Dancer,’ she whispered to her friend. ‘I’m scared.’


Being able to say the words helped a little. She could say anything to Dancer.


She couldn’t tell her parents about the dream or her fear. They had made sacrifices so she could have a horse. All her life she had wanted a horse more than anything else in the world. There were pictures of horses cut from magazines on the walls of her room, and statues of horses on every windowsill.


Now she had a horse. A wonderful horse.


And she was afraid.


It wasn’t fair!


‘Did you remember to get your parents’ permission to groom for me today?’ Brendan asked as Suzanne returned from emptying the manure basket outside the stable.


‘I forgot,’ she said guiltily. ‘Oh, Mr Walsh, I’m sorry!’


Brendan pursed his lips in an expression of disapproval. Suzanne felt awful. She couldn’t bear to have anyone angry with her. ‘I meant to ask,’ she said, ‘only I was thinking about the dressage test today, and I just …’


But Brendan had turned his back on her and was walking away. She gazed after him, stricken.


‘Suzanne O,’ said a voice behind her.


Suzanne whirled around. There stood the red-haired boy from yesterday, grinning at her. ‘What did you call me?’ she asked.


‘Suzanne O.’ Ger was too embarrassed to admit he had forgotten the rest of her name.


Suzanne giggled. ‘I like it. No one’s ever called me that before.’


Standing beside her, Ger looked into the loose box at Dancer. ‘How’s he doing today?’


‘Grand.’ Suzanne looked at her horse too. He was so big and strong, so sure of his own power. ‘Will you be watching his class this afternoon?’ she asked Ger. ‘The dressage, at three o’clock?’
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