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Chapter 1

 

J


ohn Emery Phillips was bored.

He sat on his front fence and watched the scattered procession go past, with a mixture of hatred and envy. It just wasn't fair! Everyone in the district seemed to have a horse. Boys and girls were mounted on shaggy Shetland ponies, Welsh Mountain ponies, and sturdy, thickset cobs, and some were even riding expensive-looking part-Arab horses.

They all clip-clopped past his house on the way to the riding school or Pony Club, laughing and exchanging excited greetings among themselves. Some called to John, and he raised his hand in sullen acknowledgement without speaking.

Eventually they all vanished around the corner, and the street was quiet again. John heaved a long, dejected sigh. 

His family just didn't like animals. Other families owned dogs and cats, rabbits and horses, but his parents kept saying that they couldn't afford animals. He never believed them. All around him were families who lived in shabbier houses than his, and seemed a lot poorer than his parents, and they had lots of animals.

He was sure that he was the only boy in the district without a horse. His blue heeler dog was so small and insignificant that it hardly counted as a proper pet. He slouched into the house

"There's nothing to do," he complained to his mother.

It was ten o'clock on a fine Saturday morning, and the weekend should have stretched in front of him full of promise, but there was nothing to do. It was too early in the year to go swimming, he was bored with bird-nesting, and he wasn't in the mood to fly kites with his little brother.

"Go outside and play," his mother suggested. She was cleaning out the kitchen cupboards, her face set in tight lines of worried thought.

"Play what?" John demanded. "If I had a pony like everyone else I could do lots of things."

"You've got a dog of your own," his mother snapped. "Now get out of my kitchen."

John left, still scowling. His dog, Blue, a small heeler, wagged his tail in welcome. John stroked him. It was true that he had a dog, but he had got him only after a lot of arguments and protests.

His face brightened as he noticed his father's car parked in the driveway. The boot was open, and his father was humming to himself as he stacked baskets, rods and newspaper parcels of bait in it.

He would go fishing with his dad. If he got bored with fishing, he could always explore the bush behind the mountain streams. His father went fishing only in the most interesting spots.

His father went back into the garage. The contented humming stopped. There was a blood thirsty bellow. John chewed at his knuckles as he listened.

He and his young brother, Terry, had borrowed the new fishing line for the kite, but fishing line wasn't as satisfactory as string to fly kites. He suddenly remembered that they had returned it a bit tangled. Also, they had lost one of the new flies the last time they went yabbying. It wasn't the right time to ask his dad to take him fishing.

John drifted quietly up and out of the driveway, and then gained speed until he had reached a safe distance around the corner. He stopped, and stood kicking at the footpath. There was still the problem of what to do.

He thought again of the procession of horses and their happy, carefree riders, and resentment filled him. It just wasn't fair. Everybody in the district had a horse of their own –everybody except him, and without a horse there was nothing to do. His parents wouldn't even let him hire a horse. They said that it was a waste of money.

He kicked again at the loose stones on the footpath. Blue sat and watched him, eyes bright, head cocked on one side.

"Hey Moony," called a cheerful voice.

John looked up. Jenny, a sharp-eyed girl with skinny fair plaits and a pointed nose, sat bareback on her fat mare Patsy, watching him.

"Lo, Jenn," he acknowledged.

He kept on kicking at the stones. Jenny might be a lot younger than him, and just a girl, but she was to be respected as a wage earner with her after-school job of peeling potatoes. All the same, he couldn't be bothered with Jenny this morning. She had a horse, and he didn't.

"Want a ride?"

John considered the offer. Riding behind someone was pretty tame, but it was better than nothing.

"What for?"

"The riding school is going to break in Big Red, but suit yourself." She shrugged and Patsy started to move away.

"All right," John said quickly.

It was somewhere to go, and often the breaker was thrown, to the jeers of onlookers. There were other, and what John thought were more prolonged ways of breaking in horses, but the lame owner of the riding school clung obstinately to his rough and ready old-fashioned methods of horse-breaking. It made for very exciting amusement whenever brumbies were trucked down to be broken in.

He stood on the fence and swung across on to Patsy's broad rump. Patsy shambled into her slow walk. Blue followed at her heels.

The riding school was considered the centre of excitement in the district. Once, it had been a thriving business that catered to the horse lovers of the large orchard-growing community, but now it had deteriorated to a ramshackle collection of sheds and stables, backing on to a large paddock with a creek running through.

The orchards were gone now, and the open rolling paddocks were rapidly being engulfed by the housing estates spreading through them. From these, the riding school owned by old Sam Hobbs, gathered its new clientele.

The place was crowded. The news about the unbroken chestnut gelding had spread very quickly. Boys and girls on horseback milled around in the enclosure. The stable roof seemed bowed under the weight of several small boys, and bigger boys roosted like so many birds on the branches of a large overhanging pine.

Jenny urged Patsy into a position near the high fence of the saddling yard. The new horse was a big powerful animal with a luxuriant mane and tail. He had already been saddled, and the bigger boys were clustered around, trying to hold him still.

All of their soothing and gentling was quite useless. His eyes rolled until they showed their whites, and his ears lay flat against his head, giving him a wicked, vicious look.

Old Hobbs had selected one of the older boys to have first ride. Wearing a gaudy checked shirt and broad-brimmed hat, he swung confidently into the saddle. His prowess as a good rider was acknowledged with a respectful hush. The gate was opened, and there was a silent scatter for the safety of the fence.

"No helmet," John whispered.

"Shush," Jenny whispered back.

The horse stood still for a few seconds, trembling and shivering, then exploded into movement. He arched his back and jumped, stiff-legged, and his rider came down in the saddle with a bone-shattering thump. He spun in circles, pig-rooted and dashed at the fence. The rider stuck to him, making soothing noises.

He bounded through the open gate and galloped down the paddock. His rider turned him from the fence, and he veered around, crossed the paddock and jumped the creek. The other boys yelled encouragement and advice to the distant rider. Old Hobbs was nearly out of his mind.

"Hold 'im," he roared, hopping from one foot to the other. "Away from that tree! Watch it! He's gonna carry on again."

For a few seconds, horse and rider vanished over the rise in the paddock. The watchers were silent as they waited. Back came the galloping horse, still with his rider, heading up to the sheds at a mad run.

The chorus of advice and encouragement started again. Almost as if he heard, the horse stopped dead and treated them to another exhibition of pig-rooting, going round and around in maddened circles. The rider lost his hat, but he stayed on. Tiring of pig-rooting, the horse made a rush at the shed wall. His rider pulled him around. There was one last stiff-legged bound, then the horse trotted slowly back into the yard, flanks heaving and all fight gone.

Helpers swarmed to hold him as his rider slid off. A fresh chorus of advice and congratulations set the horse trembling and shivering again.

The saddle was off, and the bridle was being replaced with a rope halter under the careful eyes of Old Hobbs when it happened. Blue suddenly shot into the enclosure. He nipped the ankle of the youth fitting the halter. The youth swore, dropped the halter and swung around to kick the dog.

The horse flung up its head, and minus a halter or bridle, bolted out the gate. He thundered down the paddock, to show a clean pair of heels as he took the far fence in an effortless jump.

"After 'im," Old Hobbs yelled. "He's likely to collect a car, and then bang go my six hundred dollars."

Jenny started to edge Patsy away from the line of horses against the fence when Old Hobbs spotted the dog at Patsy's heels.

"Right, young Phillips!" he exploded. "I've warned and warned you against bringing that damned mongrel here. Get it out before I put a bullet into its stupid head."

"Pooh," Jenny sniffed, after Patsy had plodded them out of earshot. "What an old sourpuss! Who'd want to hang around his lousy old riding school and flea-bitten nags anyway? It's an old dump."

"He may complain to Dad," John worried. "If Dad gets any more complaints about Blue, I'll get into trouble."

"Don't be silly," Jenny scoffed. "Old Hobbs never tells tales."

"Yeah, but this time he sounded really upset," John fretted. "He just may tell Dad."

"Why don't we go looking for the horse?" Jenny suggested, changing the subject.

John remembered how Old Hobb's blood curdling threads never did seem to reach his Dad's ears, and cheered slightly. The old man was cranky, obstinate and set in his ways, but he usually handled the mishaps at the riding school without involving parents.

John considered Jenny's suggestion. He remembered the speed with which the big chestnut horse had flashed over the paddock, and the effortless ease with which it had jumped the far fence. He tried to think of a tactful way of saying that Patsy was too fat and slow to catch a cold.

"If the boys can't catch it, we won't have a hope."

"Don't be silly," was Jenny's reply. "I'll get the spare halter and some apples. Bet I can catch it single-handed if you don't want to help."

Jenny's confidence was catching. John's spirits rose. He and Jenny stood a lot better chance of catching the nervous, frightened horse with placid old Patsy than the gang of excited kids whooping around the district. They would only scare it even more.

He shifted more comfortably on Patsy's rump. His Saturday was beginning to look like a lot more fun than fishing with his dad.

"Let's go," he agreed.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

I


t took half an hour to reach Jenny's place. Patsy was in no hurry. She ambled through the park and down the quiet unmade road that led to the main highway, stopping for a nibble at Mr. Parker's prize roses.

"Hurry her up, Jenn."

Jenny drummed her heels against Patsy's solid sides. When there wasn't a single pink rose left along the fence, Patsy started to move again, placing her hooves with slow deliberation on the soft lawn.

Patsy waited in the gutter as Jenny leaned forward to push the button at the pedestrian crossing.

"Can she really tell when the lights change?"

"Of course!" Jenny was indignant. "She's a very intelligent horse. She just looks stupid."

The light turned green, and the cars lined up and stopped. Patsy ambled across, her eyes fixed on the green of the light on the other side of the road. John was reduced to impressed silence. She really did look as though she was watching the light.

Jenny lived in a small, neat house set on a large rambling block, lacking any pretence to a garden. There were a few straggling trees, clumps of cropped grass and patches of bare dirt. John thought that Jenny was lucky to have parents who didn't mind Patsy staying in their yard.

Jenny's mother was in the kitchen cooking. The smells of freshly baked cakes, spicy buns and stewing apples met them when they opened the door. John sniffed deeply. He suddenly felt hungry.

"Mum," Jenny demanded, helping herself to the biscuits cooling on the black oven tray. "Can I have some apples please, and where is the rope halter?"

"Spotty apples in the bottom of the fridge, and your halter is where you left it." She noticed John standing by the door, and her eyes twinkled. "I don't suppose you feel like a few biscuits, and perhaps a cake or two, John?"

"Gee, thanks, Mrs. Fleming," John said gratefully.

He put some biscuits in his pocket and took a cake for each hand. They were still warm, and the chocolate icing was sticky and runny. He liked cakes hot from the oven. His own mother was miserly about letting him or Terry eat cakes before they had cooled. Jenny was lucky to have a mother whom enjoyed cooking cakes.

He followed Jenny out. She had stuffed apples in both her pockets and wound the halter around her waist.

"Shove a few apples in your pockets too," she advised. "We may need a few extra to eat on the way."

John stuffed his pockets, and kept one to eat to keep him going. Jenny waited on the back steps.

"Patsy," she called.

Patsy rubbed her neck against a spindly poplar. She turned her head and looked at Jenny with mild eyes, then started the poplar swaying as she rubbed against it again.

"Go and get her," John advised. "She isn't going to come."

"Rubbish!" snapped Jenny. She held out her half-eaten apple. "Patsy! Come here this instant."

Patsy turned her head again and spotted the apple. She plodded over, stretching her neck forward to crunch the apple from Jenny's hand.

"Told you she comes when she's called," Jenny said as she climbed over the verandah and settled on her broad back.

John followed Jenny over and settled sat behind her. "Where to?"

"The lake of course."

John thought about it as Patsy ambled out along the road. The sun was hot on his back, and the idea of the lake was enticing. It was the largest area of open space still around, barring the land around the quarry and the riding school. It was possible that the big chestnut horse was there, if it hadn't got itself knocked by a car, bolting across the main road. 

"Here comes the gang. Look at them playing cowboys." Jenny's voice had a sneer in it.

John turned to watch. Galloping up the road were five horses, all bearing a check-shirted rider clutching halter and lasso. They surrounded Patsy, blowing and puffing.

"Been thrashing your nags?" Jenny asked, frowning at the heaving sweat-covered sides of the horses.

"We've been chasing Big Red," answered the oldest boy.

"Haven't caught him yet, have you?" Jenny sniffed. "Are you looking around the lake area?"

One of the boys, sitting at ease on a very blown little bay mare, laughed. "Didn't you see where he was headed? Off for the lick of his life past the quarry. He won't be anywhere near the lake."

"We're going up there to have a look," Jenny announced.

"Well," said the oldest boy. "It will keep you out of our hair."

Jenny was saved from answering. Blue sprang out of nowhere and snapped at the heels of the bay. The bay lashed out, nearly unseating her rider. He swore, and leaning over swung at Blue with his rope. Blue scurried for cover under Patsy.

"I'm going to shoot that mongrel of yours one day, Phillips," he threatened. "You just wait."

"We're wasting time," reminded another rider.

There was a confusion of circling horses for a few seconds, then off they galloped.

"Silly fools," Jenny remarked. "Ruin their wind showing off like that. Did you notice the bay has cast a shoe?"

John was impressed. The bay had lashed out for only a split second, and he had been too busy watching the rider stay on her to even notice her hooves.

Jenny urged Patsy into movement again. It was just on midday, and the breeze died down, leaving the sun warm on their backs. They rode towards the lake in friendly silence.

John spoke first as he slid down to open the gate that led into the natural bushland surrounding the lake. "How would he get through here?"

"Jump," replied Jenny. "There's some pretty good grazing down the marshy end, and the fences are rickety."

John surveyed the lake area as he retied the gate and climbed back on to Patsy. Strictly speaking, the lake was forbidden territory. It was supposed to have a large snake population, suspicious characters were said to lurk in the denser bush, and there had been several drownings over the years. 
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