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Chapter 1

The Runaways

 

 

T


he garage door creaked as he unlocked it, and John froze. Behind the door the dog scratched and whined. He opened the door a fraction more. Blue pushed out and jumped up on him. He staggered, and held the dog tight, feeling his coarse hair and warm body quivering. A pink tongue licked at his recently dried tears.

"Down, Blue," he whispered.

The night was still, frosty stars glimmered, and the house slept on in darkness. The clink of the bridle sounded loud in the stillness. John listened, and reassured, picked up the saddle and the sleeping bag.

He tiptoed along the shadows beside the house, almost holding his breath. What if his young brother woke up? What if his father was prowling around? What if his mother decided to check on whether he was asleep?

Blue's entire existence depended on them getting well clear by morning. The terse phone call he had overheard left no uncertainty as to what was going to happen. His dog Blue locked in the garage waiting for death.

The house stayed dark and undisturbed. No lights flashed on or noisy exclamations sounded. As he turned the corner of the street, he relaxed and started hurrying towards the paddock.

At John's approach, Roanie's head swung around, puzzled but interested. There were loud clicks in the still darkness as the gelding's stiffened joints unlocked, and soon the soft nose was pushing at him.

"No sugar," John apologized.

The warm strong smell of horse rose around him, as he threw the saddle on and tightened the girth straps. Even in his misery he was comforted.  Horses smelt of summer and haystacks and wide-open spaces. He buckled the bridle on, and then swung up into the saddle.

Somewhere in the darkness a dog barked. Blue growled deep in his throat. John tensed and waited. There was silence. The houses slept on and the trees loomed blackly against the sky. The streetlights were a tired yellow stretching away into the distance. Not far ahead was the back lane that led across to the winding unmade road, where a horse's hooves would be muffled and unheard.

John hunched his shoulders against the cold, and relived the entire desperate evening. If only Blue hadn't brought the scuffed corpse of the chicken in at the exact moment that Mr. Perkins was storming up and down. It wasn't really Blue's fault that he had nipped Perkins--the old fool had aimed a kick.

So many ifs. If his father hadn't swiped him for protesting Blue's innocence. If Blue hadn't turned on his dad and laid his shoulder open. Two grown men carrying on about a few stitches--pitiful it was.

John sighed, and checked his sleeping bag. With Blue under sentence of death, his dad with five stitches in his shoulder and Perkins with three in his leg--what was there to do but leave home?

He guided Roanie through the shadowy lane and along the winding track twisting into the darkness. This was the end of street lighting and all the new housing subdivisions. Once over the next hill was the scatter of small farms and grazing land. He was nearly safe.

The twenty dollars in his pocket gave him a momentary feeling of unease. He had really burnt his boats by stealing it. Then again, it was exactly twenty dollars that his father had earlier confiscated from him. He had cleaned three cars, mowed four lawns, and weeded several Saturdays away for that twenty dollars. It was his savings towards Roanie's new shoes.

He fought a brief battle with his conscience. It was unjust and wrong of his father to take his money. No chooks were worth twenty dollars.

Roanie squelched through the mud by the creek. John ducked his head under the blackness that was the overhanging fern. Roanie was doubtful, but John urged him on. The darkness was absolute and heavy. He had a twinge of doubt and loneliness. The sound of Blue panting somewhere behind him hardened his resolution.

He couldn't have stayed home and let Blue get destroyed. He sat up straighter. Roanie, sensing John's confidence, quickened into a shambling trot. By the time they had reached the murmur of water that was the waterfall, there was an imperceptible lightening of the atmosphere. The stars were paler, and the treetops more sharply defined against the sky.

John veered into the left-hand track that led across the hill. He had to find a secure place to hide before daylight.

Over the hill, the bush stopped abruptly, and there was a sense of space; a large paddock perhaps. John looked at the horizon with desperation. The trees were outlined in jet black against a widening pink streak.

A dry haystack--that was what he wanted. Somewhere he could burrow down and sleep, and Roanie could feed. Just near the heavy bushland by the side of the clearing, a black shape loomed. It slowly became more visible as he sat and looked at it - hay baled and stacked high under a rusty iron roof.

A pale gold streak edged into the red and pink of the sky. From somewhere among the trees came a tentative twitter. John slid off Roanie and tugged at a tumbled bale. Surely the farmer wouldn't miss the remains of a bale already opened? He dragged it behind the shelter of the trees, tied up the horse and took off the saddle. Roanie whickered appreciation as he started nosing the hay.

John went back to the big haystack. In the brightening light he saw the hay piled in steps that led up to under the rusty roof. He scrambled up, puffing as he dragged the saddle with him. Shift two bales of hay and he would have a comfortable platform sheltered from the wind, with ramparts concealing him from any casual gaze.

He put down the saddle and unrolled the sleeping bag. He was tired and his eyes were sore. Blue crept into the sleeping bag with him, and John drifted off to sleep with the comforting feel of the warm body against his back.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

New Friends

 

 

A


 warning yap woke John. He stared at the bright rust streaks on the unpainted iron. In the afternoon sunlight the hay was a rich gold tumbled about him. Memory flooded back. He looked over the bale of hay.

A burly man in spotless overalls watched him. John's face was sulky as he looked down. It was not part of his plan to be discovered this close to home. Strangely the man seemed friendly and interested and even a fraction respectful.

"You're a sleepyhead, youngster," the man said.

"Yeah," returned John, and examined him in silence.

"I gave your horse some oats. No goodness in that hay."

"Yeah," said John, wondering if he was awake. What hardheaded farmer in his right mind would donate good quality feed to a stray?

The farmer was suddenly impatient. "The others have already left. Just as well I discovered you. You'll have to hurry."

John came out of his trance in a rush. What others? Where was he supposed to hurry to? He rolled up the sleeping bag, grabbed the saddle and tumbled down the baled hay with Blue at his heels.

Roanie eased his head from a battered bucket. He looked very smug. John put down the saddle and shook out the blanket to get the wisps of hay off.

"Would you like to show me some of his tricks?" the farmer asked.

John stared at the farmer. 

The farmer blushed a deep pink up to his sparse silver hair, and entreated. "Just something quick. I don't want to delay you. It's just that I've never seen them perform."

John shrugged, and tapped Roanie's shoulder three times. Roanie gave a last regretful nose at the empty bucket, fell over and stiffened out. There was silence for several seconds as the farmer gaped at him. Then John tapped Roanie and he scrambled up.

"Wonderful--just great," the farmer said. He became businesslike. "Don't forget to tell Mr. Shugg I'll expect him back about October."

He flapped the blanket over Roanie and settled the saddle on, buckling it with deft, hands.

"Up you go, Sonny. They took the road back to the siding."

John, dazed, was flung into the saddle, his sleeping bag across his back, and Roanie slapped into movement towards the road on the other side of the paddock.

"Who?" John called back, but the farmer had vanished behind the haystack.

John kicked Roanie into a canter, and Blue panted as he ran to keep up. The road twisted and wound along the railway line, and then he was at the siding. John pulled Roanie up and stared.

A steam train was at the siding, with a long line of flat cars or closed in trucks. The flat cars all held a burden of closed in vans--vans with animals painted on them, and gaily coloured scenes of circus life.

Such confusion; swaying elephants being prodded on board, ponies being ushered up ramps; men struggling to pull tarpaulins over supplies, barking dogs and swarms of children everywhere.

The engine was hissing and grinding, and the smoke rising into the air in jerky gusts. John edged closer, fascinated.

"Hey you?"

John turned in sudden alarm. A tall man in ragged jeans, his face set in a heavy scowl, waved a sheaf of papers at him.

"Me?"

"None of your cheek. Hustle up before they put the ramp up."

"Why?"

"Damn kids," the man gritted. 

Without warning, a flexible riding crop whistled down on Roanie's rump. Roanie bolted up the ramp and into the dark truck. John slid off his back and turned around. The ramp was swung around, and a blue shadow leaped in as the heavy door clanged shut behind him.

"All right this end," a voice yelled, and there was a jerk as the train started moving.

"What are you doing here?" asked a voice.

John turned around, his eyes getting used to the gloom. The truck was divided into four stalls with bags of feed piled down one end. There were three horses in the stalls, and two boys squatting by them.

John gave them a quick glance. His attention was taken by the horses; three roan-coloured horses with coats gleaming silken in the dimness, and intelligent narrow heads. He looked at Roanie--except that he was old and his coat hadn't been clipped, he looked like a brother to the other horses.

"I was just watching, and this man hit Roanie, so he shot up the ramp," John explained.

"That's the Wobbler," said the stocky freckle-faced boy.

"Bet he didn't have his glasses on," agreed the taller, dark-haired boy.

"No," John said.

"Can't see as far as his nose," explained the shorter boy. "I'm Fred, and this is Leonard."

Blue crouched down and barred his teeth as the boys stood up.

John stared from one to the other. He was on a train, bearing him quickly away from his father and his unreasonable threats, and it had all happened so effortlessly.

"I'm John Phillips."

Fred grinned. "Welcome aboard. The Wobbler has done it this time!"

"Who's the Wobbler?" John asked.

"He's our clown. Blind as a bat without his glasses. Must have assumed that your moke was one of the Flying Trio and you were me. We're about the same size."

John gave them both a dazzling smile. One hand stole up to touch Roanie, who swayed beside him. His Roanie had been mistaken for a circus horse. He had been mistaken for a circus boy. This was worth running away for!

"Not stopping until Wallan," said Leonard, who had been thinking. "We're isolated in this carriage. It will be a long hike home."

John dismissed this prediction as trivial and unimportant. "Doesn't matter."

Fred grinned. "All right, it doesn't matter. Want a sandwich?"

"Put your moke in the spare stall," Leonard suggested.

Ronnie backed placidly into the stall. Blue stopped bristling and settle down to watch, ears alert and eyes sharp.

"Been a decent horse in its day," Leonard said.

"He can waltz and play dead," John explained through a mouth full of sandwich.

"And he looks like the others," Fred said. "I wonder if he's one of ours?"

"Your dad would know," Leonard said. "Archie's Circus have had a Flying Trio since Adam was a boy. Always roans and about sixteen hands."

"Can you find out?" John asked.

"Later," Leonard promised.

The train rattled and lurched and the long afternoon wore on as the boys talked. John found out that Fred was the son of Archie Shugg, the circus owner, and did school lessons by correspondence.

"With Mum dead, Dad said I was better off with him than boarded out and going to school," Fred explained.

John agreed wholeheartedly, and his opinion of Fred's father rose. A father who was prepared to trail his son around the countryside with the circus instead of leaving him stuck in a school must be a decent type.

Leonard was the son of the Swinging Ballons. His mother, father, sister and himself comprised the acrobatic troupe with the circus. He was mad about horses.

"But Dad reckons there have been acrobats in our family for five generations, and I have to stick to the trapeze like the rest of them." Leonard sounded gloomy. "I have worked out this terrific stunt with the horse, and I'm not allowed to try it."

OEBPS/images/wee-words-horizontal.jpeg
Witters E}@W@ B-Palblfidhimg





OEBPS/cover.jpeg





