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Born on the Moor
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Katy sat alone at the kitchen table, staring blankly at the birthday presents in front of her. A cheerful weather man on the TV was forecasting snow on high ground. Katy knew it was the last thing they needed at lambing time, but a part of her longed for the excitement of snow.


My birthday will always be in the middle of lambing, she thought gloomily. Why couldn’t I have been born in the summer? Even Christmas Day would have been better than the first day of April.


Lambing was a hectic time of year at Barton Farm, so Katy’s family were too busy to organise a party or an outing somewhere for her. Today they’d done their best, she had to admit. They’d even said she could invite someone over for the day, but she hadn’t been sure who to ask. She didn’t really have a best friend.


Gran and Granfer had come round for the afternoon, so that had been fun. She’d helped Gran make a trifle. Everyone had stopped for tea, complete with trifle and cake. For a moment it had felt like a proper birthday.


Now it was early evening. Gran and Granfer had gone back home, and Mum, Dad and Katy’s older brother, Tom, had gone outside to catch up on all the work that needed to be done before darkness fell. The house felt cold and empty.


Katy took the iPod her parents had given her out of its box. She’d have to ask Tom to set it up for her when he came in again, as the instructions were impossible to understand. What she’d really wanted was a mobile phone – everyone at school had one, except her. But her parents said mobiles were a waste of money because there was no signal at Barton Farm. Katy put the iPod back in its box, looked briefly at a jewellery-making kit Auntie Rachel had given her and then picked up an old book called Moorland Mousie. She turned the thick, yellowing pages. There were some lovely illustrations, but the writing looked rather heavy going. She found reading hard work.


“Take care of this book. I hope you’ll love it as much as I did at your age,” Granfer had said when he’d given it to her.


“What’s it about, Granfer?” she’d asked, thumbing through the pages.


“It’s the life story of an Exmoor pony called Mousie. A bit like the story of Black Beauty, but much better in my opinion,” Granfer had replied. “That book started my lifelong interest in Exmoor ponies.”


“Have Exmoors been at Barton forever?”


“Well, I don’t know about forever,” he’d said, smiling. “But they’ve been here for as long as I can remember, and way before that I expect. Your great grandfather was a founding member of the Exmoor Pony Society, you know. Loved his Exmoors, he did, and he was determined they should stay as they’ve always been. He was even against me having one to ride when I was a boy. ‘Their place is on the moor, living as nature intended,’ he used to say. Free-living, it’s called nowadays. It means they live like wild ponies but they’re actually owned and managed by someone, so they’re not truly wild – not like deer, foxes and other wildlife.”


The Barton herd of registered Exmoor ponies was one of the oldest and best herds in the country, and Granfer was a highly respected member of the Exmoor Pony Society. It was a great sadness to him that his son, Katy’s father, had no interest in the herd. The farm had been handed over to Dad, but Granfer still owned the ponies.


Gran and Granfer had lived at the farm until last year, but Gran couldn’t cope with the stairs anymore so they’d moved to a bungalow. Now they only visited a couple of times a week, and Katy missed them terribly. Barton Farm was an isolated place, surrounded by the high moors, several miles from the nearest town. She often felt lonely and cut off from other people her own age. Most of the children at school lived in town, and the girls were mainly into fashion and music, which really didn’t interest her much, although she’d learned to pretend it did. Tom was nine years older than she was, and all he talked about was farming. He seemed to know exactly what he was going to do with his life: he’d go to agricultural college and then help Dad farm Barton. One day the farm would be his.


Katy put the book down and picked up the jewellery kit. The box slipped out of her hand as she tried to open it, and hundreds of beads and fake jewels spilled out.


“Oh, no!” she squeaked, watching in disbelief as they hit the floor and sprayed out in all directions like a multi-coloured firework.


What do I do now? I’ll lose them completely if I use the vacuum cleaner. I’d better find a dustpan and brush, she thought.


The beads were surprisingly slippery. Katy nearly fell several times as she tried her best to gather them together. They seemed to have other ideas, shooting off in all directions as soon as the brush touched them. Eventually she managed to round most of them up and crammed a rather unpleasant mixture of beads, jewels, dust and dog hairs back into the box.


I can’t face sorting it all out now, she thought. I may as well walk up to the lambing shed and see if I can help. The orphan lambs will need feeding soon. I’ll go and give them a birthday cuddle. Perhaps they’d like a little bit of cake.


Katy took a piece of birthday cake, wrapped it in some foil and put it in the pocket of Tom’s old army jacket which was hanging on the back of the chair. The jacket smelt overpoweringly of sheep and was far too big for her, but she put it on anyway. It saved having to hunt around for her own coat, and wearing Tom’s clothes made her feel like a proper farmer. She went to the hallway, took off her cosy sheepskin boots – a birthday present from Gran – and winced as she slipped her bare feet into her chilly, damp wellies.


Socks really would have been a good idea, she said to herself. Oh well, too late now. I won’t be outside for long, anyway.


She opened the door and stepped out into the sleety rain. Behind her, the door slammed before she had a chance to turn and shut it herself.


Cold drops hit Katy’s warm face. Going from warm and dry to cold and wet was always horrible. Screwing her face up against the weather, she trudged along the muddy track to the lambing shed, which was a beacon of light in the darkness.


Nobody was in the shed, but Katy noticed a ewe in the corner straining and grunting loudly. She didn’t know what to do, so she decided to stay and keep an eye on things for a few minutes, hoping someone would come.


No one came, and no lamb came out of the ewe. As she stood there, Katy noticed a newborn lamb nearby who didn’t seem to know who its mother was. One ewe kept butting it whenever it went near her, and two others weren’t sure if it was theirs or not. The poor lamb looked so wet and bewildered. Perhaps its mother was the one trying to give birth in the corner. Above the roar of the wind, Katy thought she could hear the tractor in the direction of the Common, so she left the sanctuary of the shed and went to find help.


The wind in the fields was even stronger than it had been on the way up to the shed. It snatched Katy’s breath away and made Tom’s wet jacket slap against her body. Underfoot, the ground was uneven and slippery. To add to her discomfort, the rain started to trickle down into her wellies, surrounding her bare feet with ice-cold water. With every step she took, the combination of bare feet, water and rubber boot made a rude squelching noise which at any other time would have had Katy in fits of laughter.


She reached the Common gate, but there was still no sign of the tractor, although she thought she could hear the rumble of its engine. Perhaps it was only the wind she could hear.


The Common was a large area of moorland on which Barton Farm and other neighbouring farms had grazing rights for sheep, cattle and ponies. It was here that the Barton herd of Exmoor ponies lived all year round.


Katy leaned against the gate and peered through its bars.


Water ran in a shallow sheet off the saturated surface of the moor, forming tiny rivers in the sheep tracks and making ponds against the boundary walls. A wide stream flowed through the gateway where Katy stood. Beyond the gate, she could see the outline of her den – a dark grey shape against the lighter grey of the rain-soaked moor and cloud-laden sky.


The den was a group of gorse bushes that had grown together and had been eaten by sheep so that they formed a circular shelter with a hollowed-out middle. Katy had made it her own special place, and she’d spent many happy hours playing there.


She was just about to turn for home when she spotted something moving on one side of the den. It looked like the back half of an Exmoor pony, with its head and neck hidden from view in the circle of gorse. Katy remembered Granfer saying ponies sometimes left the herd if they were sick or foaling. She opened and closed the gate with difficulty, and walked up to the den. It was odd that, as she approached, the pony didn’t move. Perhaps it was caught up or injured. When Katy was only a few steps away, the mare leaped backwards and started whinnying in a low, agitated voice.


“Oh!” gasped Katy.


A tiny foal’s head poked out of the bushes, followed by four matchstick legs which shakily supported a skinny body. Its bony frame seemed to be shrink-wrapped in dark, wet skin, and it looked impossibly thin and fragile. The foal started to walk with wobbly steps towards Katy, and she was spellbound as it came right up to her. She reached out and just managed to touch its tiny forehead with her frozen fingertips before the mare whinnied anxiously and the foal realised its mistake and hurried away. In an instant, the magical moment was lost and the mare and foal had disappeared over the brow of the hill.


Katy realised she was shaking all over with cold and her hands, feet and face hurt. If she felt like this, what must the little foal feel like? It wouldn’t be able to survive outside, not in this weather. She’d have to get Dad to bring it back to the farm, and she’d look after it.


Filled with new purpose, Katy ran most of the way back home. She’d forgotten all about the lambs, and the ewe trying to give birth in the shed.


Katy walked into the kitchen to find Dad flat on his back having slipped on some of the beads she hadn’t managed to pick up.


Her mum was plugging in the vacuum cleaner. “Where have you been, Katy? We’ve been looking for you everywhere! I even rang Gran and Granfer to see if you went back with them, so now I’ve worried them unnecessarily too. Oh my goodness, you’re soaked to the skin! What have you been up to?” she asked.


“And the next time you want to try killing me, choose a method that’s a little less painful, please,” said Dad, climbing unsteadily to his feet.


“I’m sorry, I was looking for you, so I went up to the Common and I found …”


“Why on earth did you think we’d be on the Common at this time of night? We were feeding the cows in Broadacre,” Dad interrupted.


“What were you thinking of, leaving these beads all over the place?” Mum added. “We’ve got enough to do without this sort of mess, and Dad nearly had a nasty accident.”


“Nearly!” Dad exclaimed. “It feels as if I’ve done myself a permanent injury.”


At that moment, Tom came in from looking round the sheep in the fields. “One dead lamb – a fox has taken most of it – and a lame one, which I injected and marked, and I brought those twins we were worried about back to the shed because they’re not getting enough milk.” He turned to Katy. “So that’s where my jacket got to! How many times have I got to tell you not to take my things without asking?”


The conversation was not going as Katy had planned, and she tried to alter its direction before everyone started telling her off at once. “I’m really sorry, honestly I am,” she said. “You see, I went up to the Common and found this tiny foal which must have been born today. It’s going to die if we don’t bring it in!”


“I’m sorry, Katy, but there’s no way I’m going out on the Common to get a mare and foal in tonight,” said Dad. “The foal wouldn’t be able to walk all the way back to the farm, for a start. And the mare has never been parted from the herd or stabled, so she’d probably get so distressed that she’d end up accidentally trampling her baby or something. They’re much better off where they are. Besides, every inch of shed space is taken up with ewes and lambs at present.”
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