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Chapter 1

 

J


ohn sloshed his bare feet through the flooded gutter, and admired the overgrown nature strips. The almost continuous rain and heat caused lush growth, and this meant he didn't have to hand feed his horse Roanie, just change the tether morning and afternoon.

He trudged up the paddock by the quarry.  His dog, a small blue Heeler, bounded ahead of him, his tail an alert banner above the grass. John reached the clump of trees, and untied the tether rope.

"Roanie," he called, tugging at the rope, which wound behind the screen of trees.

The rope came without resistance. There was no horse on the end of it, only an unbuckled collar! John ran to the top of the hill and looked around. The paddock swooped down to the huddle of houses and the wet road with its buildup of morning traffic. 

He pelted back down the hill towards the open gates of the quarry, his dog following.  The owner of the quarry, old Matthew Verness, was backing his truck into its parking spot by the ramshackle office building.

"Please Mr. Verness. I tethered Roanie in the paddock last night, but he's gone."

"So, someone borrowed him." Mr. Verness slammed the door of his truck, turned up his collar, and sprinted for the shelter of his office. 

John whistled Blue to heel, and trudged home worrying. Had his horse been stolen, or just borrowed by someone who wanted to ride? He chained Blue up and went inside.

"Roanie's missing!" he told his mother.

"Probably slipped his tether," his mother said as she buttoned his younger brother Terry into his raincoat. "Don't forget your lunch."

"The collar has been unbuckled. He might have been stolen."

"Or someone might have borrowed him for the day," his mother said.  She glanced at the clock. "Time to get moving."

John thought about someone borrowing Roanie. It would have to be someone not at school today. There were two boys missing from his class.  Tom Wilson had been home for days with a heavy cold. John knew that because he had offered to do his paper round.

Berry Jackson was also missing, but if Berry wanted to take a day off to go riding, he would ride his own chestnut mare. John stared out the window and watched the rain come down like a steady grey curtain.  

Berry knew everything that went on in the district, and might know what had happened to Roanie. He decided to visit him.

After school he ran through the rain all the way to Berry Jackson's place. The Jackson house stood in a wilderness of shrubbery and weeds; the garage with its broken doors propped open, displayed a cascading pile of car parts.

John knocked firmly on the open front door. No one appeared. He knocked harder. 

"Someone tell Berry, John Phillips wants to see him," he called down the dark passageway and left.

The rain stopped and the sun came out, jostling the heavy clouds into a corner of the sky, and revealing a widening expanse of bright blue.  John took off his raincoat, suddenly hot and sticky.  By the time he reached his own street, everything was dry. Only the grass, shrubs and trees retained their garish shiny green.

Berry Jackson leaned against his front fence with a dejected slump to his shoulders. His freckles stood out in bright splotches against his pallid skin.   

"I went down to your place to find you. Did you know that Roanie's gone missing?" John burst out.

"Where did you leave him?"

"In the quarry paddock."

"Sadie was behind the lake reserve," Berry said. "She's gone missing too."

"Have to be good to ride Sadie," John remarked.

Despite Sadie's pretty looks, she had a vicious and unpredictable nature. She bit, kicked, bucked and fought against the weight of a rider.

"Don't be stupid." Berry's voice had a quaver in it. "Know what I've been doing all day?"

"Looking for your horse," John guessed, puzzled by the funny note in Berry's voice.

"Doing the rounds of the knacker yards. They're paying good prices for horses, no questions asked."

John just stared, suddenly too sick to speak.

"Don't you understand," Berry snarled. "Someone's stolen our horses to sell for pet food and fertilizer!"

 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

T


he room was stuffy and smelt of stale takeaway food.  John stared out the window and wished he hadn't come.

The man behind the cluttered desk was something to do with the Livestock Division of the Police Force.  John had lost interest as soon as he had explained that the police hadn't even recovered one of the hundred and ninety-seven horses reported missing that year.

"Could they have been swapped through the horse traders and sold interstate?" John's father asked.

"Why should they bother when they can get the same prices for them at some of the knackeries - no questions asked, and no evidence left? The skins go to overseas."

The man behind the desk shuffled his papers and sneaked a look at his watch. "Naturally we'll keep an eye open for horses answering their description. Sometimes they are kept hidden until it is safe to dispose of them."

The interview was over. 

"Police seemed to think they will be sold to a knacker yard," John reported to Berry, who waited by the front gate in the darkness with other worried young horse owners.

"Maybe your old nag, Phillips." John recognized the voice as one of the older boys. "Jackson's horse is pure Arab. No knacker yard would be game to take an animal like that."

"I'll put up descriptions of the missing horses around the shopping centre," Jenny Fleming announced. "We'll organize into patrols to watch out for anything suspicious."

"Yeah, heap of pet meat in your old mare," someone jeered.

"Could be your horse gone tomorrow night," came Jenny's quick retort.

The silence became thoughtful.  If there were horse thieves lurking around, none of their horses were safe.

"Between us, we'll be able to spot anything suspicious happening," Jenny argued. "We can make Hobb's riding school our information centre."

"The police said some of the riding schools are dishonest." John faltered.

"I trust Hobbs," Berry said shortly.

There was a murmur of agreement.  Everyone drifted off.  John felt more hopeful. If the whole district watched for anything suspicious, surely the two horses would be found.

The week dragged past and the rain continued. After school every night, John and his dog roamed far and wide, past the river swamps and the reserves, searching for the tall roan gelding, and the pretty chestnut mare. 

Berry Jackson stayed missing from school. He said vaguely, that he had "connections" when John asked just how he reached the three knacker yards he visited daily.

Some of the older boys attended the livestock sales in the country districts, but there were no reported sightings of the two horses. No other horses went missing. The other horse owners lost interest.

"Probably just strayed," one of the boys said. He was riding his horse back to its usual paddock behind the freeway. "Not even the knackery would pay out for your old relic."

"Well, what about Sadie?" John protested.

"Phooey," was the scornful reply. "Sadie's just jumped her fence again, and I've got more to do than chase after a couple of strays."

This attitude spread to the other searchers.   John's parents became more and more irritable as he arrived home late every night.

"He could just have strayed," his father grumbled. "You probably didn't do the buckle up properly.  Do you realize if he gets knocked by a car, we're responsible for any damage he does?"

"If he's around, he'll turn up again," his mother scolded. "You're neglecting your homework, roaming the streets half the night."

"Homework, phooey," John muttered, but under his breath.

"Bet if Terry went missing, they'd do something," he told Blue.

Blue rattled his chain, wagging his tail in agreement.  

The next afternoon, the rain started again, steady grey drizzle that soaked the district. There was still no news about the missing horses. No one had seen or heard anything, and worst of all, no one was interested.

"Stop being such a pest, Phillips," one of the older boys snarled. "The silly horses probably just strayed."

It was just on dusk when John left the riding school and slouched towards the river, Blue at his heels. The river was up with the heavy rains, and dangerous, so all the adults said, but while at school, John had had an inspiration. 

Supposing Roanie had strayed, and been tempted to browse in the green lushness of the grass along the low-lying areas, and the rising water had cut him off?

He paused at the riverbank, ankle deep in water and stared across at the first island of trees and blackberries. The stretch of water was too deep and fast moving to swim, and the trees too dense to see for sure whether or not a horse was among them.

He squelched further along the bank, peering across the water and through the trees. Was it just blackberries, a thick tree branch, or was there a horse out there? It was getting too dark to see anything properly.

Blue gave a warning yap. A horse thundered towards him.  Jenny was sliding around on Patsy's bare wet back.  She was bundled in an over large plastic raincoat, her hair flat and dripping, and rain dripping off the end of her pointed nose.

"Been hunting everywhere for you. Think I've found something!" Jenny gabbled.

She edged Patsy under a tree. John swung into an overhanging tree to drop on Patsy's back behind Jenny.  Jenny kicked the horse into a slow canter up the hill and away from the river.

"Where?" John asked.

"Farrier up the hill," Jenny said.

John's heart slowed to its normal beat. "I already checked that out," he sighed. "Tack room, tool shed, enclosure and two paddocks with the horses all in full view, and none of them are Sadie or Roanie."
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