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For Meghan, our first grandchild,
who was born as I was writing this story.
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Meet the ponies …


Trifle


Trifle is a registered Exmoor mare. She was born on the moorland above Barton Farm on Katy’s birthday, and from the moment Katy saw her she knew they were destined to be together. Since then they’ve had plenty of adventures together.
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Tinkerbell


Tinkerbell (Tinks for short) is Trifle’s foal who arrived unexpectedly just before Christmas. Katy reckons she was the best Christmas present ever!
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Jacko


Jacko is a liver chestnut Welsh cob gelding. He’s 14 hands (142 centimetres) high, and is a fun, reliable all-rounder. Katy loved him from the moment she started riding him at Stonyford Riding Stables, and she couldn’t believe her luck when her Granfer bought him for her as a surprise birthday present. There’s nothing Katy and Jacko enjoy more than riding over Exmoor, with a few good gallops along the way.


[image: image]


Max


In his prime, Max was Melanie’s top-class show hunter. He’s a stunning 17 hands (173 centimetres high) chestnut gelding, and he’s very well schooled. Melanie only allows a few people to ride him, including Alice.
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The Intruders
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In a perfect world it would always be summer, Katy decided as she led Trifle, her Exmoor pony, across the field. Everything was easier – even simple stuff like being able to wear a T-shirt and shorts all day long.


With nearly four weeks to go before school started again, most of the holidays lay ahead, crammed with things she and her friend Alice were planning to do, from a beach barbecue to Exmoor Pony Festival events and, best of all, a camping trip on horseback.


The girls had been planning their trip for ages. They’d done a long-distance ride over Exmoor a couple of years ago with Alice’s mum and twin brothers, but this time it would just be the two of them and they’d be camping in a tent rather than sleeping in proper beds. The route they’d take would be similar, though, and they’d be staying at Mrs Soames’ farm near Withypool. They’d be like proper travellers from times gone by, living with their horses day and night …


Insects buzzed around Katy’s head, reminding her that hot weather came at a price, but she hardly noticed them.


Trifle grabbed her attention by grinding to a halt, head up and ears pricked.


Squinting against the mid-morning sun, Katy could just make out a group of red deer concealed in the lush grass of Moor Field.


Trifle always became agitated when she saw deer. Perhaps it was because they reminded her of when she was an untamed foal running free on the moor. Granfer, who’d spent a lifetime on Exmoor, said ponies and deer had a lot in common and seemed to understand one another. Well, these had certainly rekindled Trifle’s wild nature, which wasn’t ideal under the circumstances. Katy and Alice were trying to train Trifle and her eight-month-old foal, Tinks, to walk away from each other calmly, and at that moment Alice and Tinks were coming back, having gone round the field in the opposite direction. It had all been going amazingly well, until now.


Katy adjusted her grip on the lead rope and with her free arm pointed at the gate, wiggled her hand above her head in an attempt to mime antlers, put a finger to her lips and indicated down the hill towards home, hoping Alice would realise it meant let’s walk away quietly because there are deer in the field.


“What’s the matter?” Alice called.


“Shhh!” Katy hissed, but it was too late. First one, then two, then all of the stags leapt up, their velvet-clad antlers bobbing along as they fled back to the open moorland. Within a few seconds they’d sprung onto the far hedgebank and away out of sight.


Trifle’s head craned even higher, and her eyes bulged with excitement. She pranced around, shaking her head whenever she felt the lead rope’s restraint. Katy held on with both hands and talked to her in a soothing voice.


Alice came closer, and Trifle’s attention turned to her foal, greeting her with affectionate mutterings.


Tinks had been a lot less bothered about their separation. Unlike her mum, she’d been domesticated from birth. She’d always been self-assured, and seemed as happy with people as she was with ponies.


“Why the game of charades?” Alice asked.


“I was trying to show there were lots of stags in the field.”


Alice hurried towards the gate. “Ooh! Where?”


“Too late. They went when they heard your voice.”


“Ah. Sorry.”


“Don’t worry. They weren’t supposed to be in there anyway. Dad was planning to cut for silage soon, so he won’t be pleased about the damage to the grass.”


Trifle’s dark nostrils sifted the air, picking up messages no human could detect, and her hazelnut eyes scanned the brow of the hill where the hedge against the Common curled out of sight. She let out a resounding neigh.


With a thud of unshod hooves, a band of Exmoor ponies cantered into view. The ponies sped towards the gate, peeled away at the last moment and regrouped, trampling swathes of grass in the process.


Trifle and Tinks stood side by side, bristling with tension.


There were four mares, two yearlings and four foals. Katy knew most of the individuals by sight, even though they all looked similar: brown bodies, dark manes and tails, typical Exmoor mealy markings and not a white hair between them.


She could understand how the deer had got into the field – they could jump almost any hedge or fence on Exmoor, giving them the freedom to go where they pleased – but the ponies were different. They weren’t in the habit of jumping to and fro. In fact, the only other time they’d broken into Moor Field was during a stormy night nearly two years ago when the gate onto the Common had been damaged. The whole herd had come in and feasted on some silage bales that Tom was supposed to have fenced off.


But this wasn’t the whole herd. Why were there so few of them? And they seemed unsettled. It didn’t feel right.


An urgent whinny came from the direction of the Common. The ponies wheeled round and charged back over the horizon.


Tinks plunged forward in an attempt to follow, then reared up in frustration as she felt the tug of her lead rope.


Katy held her breath, watching helplessly as the filly looked as if she might go over backwards, but Alice averted disaster by letting the lead rope go slack so there was nothing to pull against. Tinks landed the right way up and stood still, legs trembling. Alice used the window of opportunity to shorten the rope again and lead her in circles, stopping every now and then to back up a few steps. Katy had seen her use similar tactics when riding highly-strung horses; it released their pent-up energy and gave them something else to think about. Thank goodness for Alice, she thought, and copied what she was doing to calm Trifle too.


“All that horse agility training was so useful,” Alice said. “She wouldn’t have calmed down nearly as quickly at the beginning of the holidays, would she?”


“Trifle wouldn’t have either,” Katy agreed. “It’s made her so much easier to control from the ground, even when she gets super-excited.”


They’d spent the first weeks of the summer holidays preparing for a horse agility fun day organised by Alice’s stepfather, Dean. The things they’d practised had taught them a lot about horsemanship.


“At least James wasn’t riding Trifle,” Alice said. “Pure luck he’s gone to see his grandparents today.”


Katy nodded, but her mind was on the ponies and how they’d got into the field. “I’d love to go in and see whether the gate onto the Common’s open, but I don’t dare with these two in tow.”


Alice held out her hand. “I’ll stay here with them, if you like.”


Katy hesitated. It would be unfair to expect Alice to deal with both Trifle and Tinks. “Thanks, but we’ll need some help to get those mares and foals back onto the Common where they belong, and we can’t do it leading these two. We’d better go back home and find someone.” She looked at the haphazard maze of flattened grass in the field. “I dread to think what Dad will say when he sees this. Exmoor ponies aren’t his favourite creatures at the best of times.”


The girls put Trifle and Tinks back into their stable, next to Jacko, and hurried to the farmhouse. A smart four-wheel-drive vehicle was parked outside.


Must be some bed and breakfast people, Katy thought, but as soon as she walked into the kitchen she realised it wasn’t. “Sharon!” she cried. “What are you doing here?”


Sharon got up from the kitchen table and hugged her. “That’s a fine way to greet an old friend,” she said. Even though she’d left Ireland years ago, her voice still had an Irish lilt to it.


“I mean it’s a lovely surprise! I haven’t seen you for ages – except the Fun Day, of course, but we hardly had time to speak then.” Katy hugged her friend again, noticing she was as skinny as ever. She also appeared to have shrunk, but maybe that was because Katy had grown taller.


Sharon grinned. “Sorry, I know I’ve been rubbish at keeping in touch. Time’s just flown by. It’s been hectic at the stables, what with Rachel going part-time and all, and …” she stretched her arm out to the young man sitting at the kitchen table, “Adam and I have been pretty busy getting to know each other.”


Adam came over, towering above Sharon as he put a protective arm around her shoulder.


“Great to meet you at last, Katy,” he said. “Sharon’s told me so much about you.”


“Oh dear,” Katy said. So this was Sharon’s vet! Rachel had said he was good-looking, and she was right.


He smiled. “Not ‘oh dear’ at all. She says you’ve been like a younger sister to her since she moved to Exmoor.”


Katy remembered when she and Sharon had agreed to adopt each other as sisters. Was it nearly two years ago? Such a lot had happened since then.


Sharon hugged Alice and introduced her to Adam before saying, “In fact, you good people are the closest thing I have to family, which is why I wanted to tell you our news.” She beamed. “We’re engaged to be married!”


In the general commotion of kissing, hugging and congratulating that followed, Dad opened some sparkling wine and Tom found champagne glasses while Mum made what she called “nibbles” but most people would have called a meal.


At last there was a lull in the conversation. Katy knew she had to tell Dad about the ponies, even if it spoiled the party. “Er, Dad?”


“Yes, me darling?” he replied light-heartedly.


“You know Moor Field?”


He looked amused. “Ye-es.”


“Well, several ponies have got in there somehow. Alice and I couldn’t do anything about them because we had Trifle and Tinks with us, but perhaps we ought to get them out?”


“Typical! They could have waited until we’d cut the grass.” Dad looked at Sharon and Adam apologetically. “Why don’t you stay and talk to Sally while Tom and I help the girls? We shouldn’t be long.”


Sharon pushed back her chair and stood up. “We’ll come too. It’ll be fun.”


“Nothing to do with Exmoor ponies is ever fun,” Dad said. “Okay, then. Tom can take the quad bike and we’ll go up in the Land Rover.”


Dad drove the Land Rover, Mum sat in the passenger seat and Katy, Alice, Sharon and Adam sat on the cramped seats in the back, their legs bumping against each other as they drove over ruts baked hard by the summer sun. Katy remembered how she used to love riding in the back like this. It had seemed a huge adventure. Now it was plain uncomfortable. She had to lean forward to prevent her head from banging against the window and, looking down, she couldn’t help comparing her legs with Alice’s beautiful suntanned ones.


Dad parked the Land Rover outside the gate into Moor Field, and they all spilled out. He swore under his breath when he saw the ponies and the trampled grass. “The sooner we get those four-legged locusts out of here, the better. Somebody can’t have shut the gate properly. Is it still open?”


Mum went to check, while Dad organised the troops, sending Katy and Alice to the left while Sharon and Adam went to the right and he and Tom covered the centre ground.


The ponies ran up the hill, through the gate and onto the Common like sand slipping through an hourglass.


“Well, that was easier than expected,” Tom said.


Sharon grinned. “Many farmhands make light work, see?”


“It was shut, by the way,” Mum said, latching the gate and tying it with baler twine for good measure.


They all agreed that somebody must have seen the open gate and, trying to be helpful, had shut it, trapping the ponies on the wrong side.


A lone Exmoor mare trotted over the hill with rigid, hesitant steps, caught sight of everybody and hurried away again.


Dad sighed. “There’s always one. She’ll be much harder to get out on her own, but I really don’t want to bring the others back again. You stay here as gate monitor, Sal, and we’ll see if we can gently guide her along the hedge.”


Swishing through the long grass, they spread out in a shallow arc as they walked upwards, hoping to guide the pony back to the gate.


Eventually Katy spotted her standing by the hedge at the top of the field. She’d sensed their advance, and started moving downhill in the right direction. They followed her from a distance, careful not to panic her. If she became frightened she’d go too fast and miss the open gate. Their method seemed to be working, but all of a sudden the mare wavered, turned round and hurried back to where she’d been before, nickering repeatedly.


“Hang on, I think she might have a foal hidden in the grass up there,” Katy said.


She walked on alone, trying to see if she could identify the pony. Yes, she was certain now: the mare was unmistakably Trifle’s mum, Tormentil. Katy knew she’d had a colt foal this year because she’d seen him on the Common several times. Alice had singled him out as the foal she’d love to buy if she could take her pick. But where was he now? There didn’t appear to be anything in the grass, and Tormentil was much more interested in the hedgebank – which was mostly bank, with some patchy gorse on top like an untidy hairstyle. A double-stranded wire fence had been set at an angle near the top on each side to discourage animals from attempting to climb over. Tormentil pawed at its base, turned to Katy and then pawed again.


As Katy moved closer there was an abrupt snagging noise from the far side of the hedgebank, and some gorse branches rustled violently. Trying to avoid pulling down the wire fence, Katy scrabbled halfway up the bank to take a better look. Her bare limbs felt every stone, root, nettle and thorn, but she forgot her discomfort as soon as she caught sight of what lay on top.


A foal’s head, white-eyed with fear, stared back at her. He struggled, and the peculiar snagging noise started up again, causing mini-shockwaves through the hedge.


Katy parted the dense, prickly branches: one of the foal’s hind legs was caught in a twist of wire from the fence on the moorland side of the bank. The wire had become wrapped around his cannon bone, just below the hock. Every time he moved, it cut a little deeper into his limb. There was surprisingly little blood, but somehow that made the wound more sinister. Flies swarmed in the midday heat. The coconut smell of the gorse flowers, which Katy usually loved, became sickly-sweet all of a sudden.


Panic swelled inside her, making it hard to breathe. “Help!” she shouted, waving frantically. “Over here!”
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Time and Money
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It soon became clear that it would be easier to rescue the foal from the other side. So they all moved round, leaving the mare fretting in the field by herself.


Tom found some wire-cutters in the toolbox on the quad bike, and held the foal as still as possible while Adam freed the foal’s leg.


As soon as he was free from the wire and down on the ground, the foal tried to run away. Tom and Dad held on to him, one on each side, and everyone fell silent while Adam assessed the damage.


From the way the colt was standing, Katy could see there was something seriously wrong. He couldn’t put any weight on his damaged leg, and the toe of his hoof bent over and dragged along the ground.


“I’m afraid it doesn’t look good,” Adam said. “His extensor tendon is exposed, and there must be significant damage because there’s no movement in his foot.”


“Roughly translated, that means what?” Tom asked.


Adam gave him a rueful smile. “It means I’m really sorry, but it would probably be the kindest thing to put him down as soon as possible.”


“I’ll go and get the gun,” Tom said. Adam took Tom’s job of holding the foal while he went off on the quad bike.


Katy stared after her brother’s receding back. How could such a big decision be made so quickly? “Probably means there’s an element of doubt,” she said to Adam. “So there must be at least one other option.”


“Theoretically, yes,” he replied carefully, “but it wouldn’t be practical – not for a wild foal like this.”


The flicker of hope inside her became a flame. “Why not?”


“Because treating him is bound to be stressful for all concerned, and even after weeks of nursing, his foot may never work properly again. Also, of course, there’s the time and money involved.”


“How much?” Katy knew she was being rude interrogating him like this, but it really was a matter of life and death.


“I’m afraid that’s a bit like asking, ‘How long is a piece of string?’” Adam replied. “The answer is, I don’t know, but a lot of both.”


“Far too much, anyway,” Dad said, coming to his rescue.


So that was it! “Why is everything about money?” Katy asked, her voice high with indignation. “How can you put a price on a life?”


“Farmers have to do it all the time, love,” Dad replied gently. “You know that as well as anyone.”


Katy felt as if she was swimming against the tide and the tide was winning. It had happened to her once down at the beach. She’d been convinced she’d die, and had been frightened of water ever since. Swimming pools were bad enough, but the sea was terrifying. She could still remember what that level of panic felt like – it would stay with her forever. A lifeguard had rescued her, thank goodness.


Well, today she had to be the foal’s lifeguard; he’d die if she didn’t throw him a lifeline. “Ponies aren’t like cattle and sheep,” she insisted. “And this one’s Trifle’s little brother, so that makes him extra-special.”
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