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For all the children at 5 Collingham Gardens




Chapter One


“It’s Darren Drew!” a hushed whisper spread around the crowd. “It’s Darren Drew riding Charlie!”


And they were off! Charlie was the best pony in the ring so far today and everyone cheered as he completed each perfect jump.


Darren sat back in the saddle as Charlie cantered forward towards the last fence. The crowd held their breath. This was the triple bar that every other pony had failed to clear.


Charlie sped towards it and then they were up in the air and sailing over the fence as the whole crowd rose to their feet and stamped and clapped and shouted out Charlie’s name.


“Charlie!” they yelled. “Charlie!”


Then Darren’s name was being called out too – and he recognised the voice.


“Darren! Darren! Time to get up!” his dad was shouting up the stairs.


Suddenly Darren wasn’t in the gymkhana ring any more – he was lying in bed. He remembered straight away that it was Saturday.
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“Isn’t it funny?” his dad said as Darren arrived in the kitchen a few minutes later, “how some people can be up and dressed and down for breakfast in about half the time when it’s not a school day?”


Darren grinned at his father. “Today I’m taking Charlie for our first riding lesson.”


“Really?” his dad teased. “I’d never have guessed.”


“Dad,” Darren began, reaching for the cereal, “I was thinking . . . if we had our own stable for Charlie, here beside the house, then he wouldn’t have to stay at the Kings’ stables and I could get to feed him myself every morning before school. That’s what Tania King does. She goes out early every morning to feed Lady and sometimes she even takes her for an early morning ride.”


“Well, Tania’s parents have more space and the money to build stables,” his dad said lightly. “Let’s just see how you get on with Charlie first.”


Darren knew how hard his parents had saved up in order to buy him his very own pony. He didn’t want to seem as if he was complaining. He tried to think of a way he could help. “You can cut down my pocket money if you like,” he said. “And put it towards Charlie’s feed.”


“Oh, we’ve got enough to cover it. Don’t you worry about that!” his dad reassured him. “How’s Tania? I hear she’s doing very well.”


Darren pulled a face. “I don’t know.”


“You go to the same riding school, don’t you? You may not be best friends but you go back a long way. You’ve known each other since you started school.”


“Ye-es . . .” Darren was remembering that he and Tania hadn’t exactly been best friends then either. Tania had pushed him off the rocking horse on their first day because she had wanted to ride it herself.


Tania was still just as competitive about riding now, Darren thought. Although at least she didn’t go around pushing people off their ponies in order to get what she wanted. She didn’t need to. Tania had won every junior showjumping event last year on her pony, Lady. None of the other local kids could ride as well. Except . . . just maybe . . . Darren. But Darren hadn’t had his own pony then and Mrs Thomas’s riding school ponies were usually too busy to be loaned to go to a show. And they weren’t nearly as good as Lady!


Now Darren had his own pony he was sure Charlie would win lots of rosettes. Charlie was very special. Darren had thought so the moment he had spotted him at the pony sale. And it really was as if Charlie had picked out Darren too. Darren had been walking past Charlie’s pen looking in the opposite direction when he felt a soft muzzle nuzzling his shoulder. He had looked up and there was Charlie.


“Dad, you couldn’t have your toast when you get back from driving me to Tania’s, could you?” Darren pleaded as he watched his father reaching for the bread bin.


His father sighed. “You and that pony!” he said. “Never mind your poor dad’s hunger pangs, so long as Charlie’s getting fussed over!” But he was smiling too and already searching for his car keys. “Go and tell your mum we’re off, then.”
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Darren went out into the hall and yelled upstairs. His mother appeared at the top of the stairs with a towel wrapped round her hair. “Wish Charlie luck from me!” she smiled. “It’s a big day for him, you know – his first day at a new school!”


Charlie was stomping about impatiently in his stable, wishing Darren would hurry up. He remembered how happy he had been when he first spotted Darren at the sale. When Darren had stopped and patted him he had shaken his mane and nuzzled Darren’s face, and then Darren had slipped him a piece of juicy apple. Charlie knew this was the owner for him. He was especially good when Darren tried him out and stood stockstill when they checked his legs and teeth and hooves. When Darren’s father started to bid for him he’d hardly been able to stop snorting with excitement.


Going to his new home had been a bit scary but when he got to his stable he found that it was warm and comfortable. There was a deep bed of straw piled up at the sides, and fresh water, and Darren had given him a special feed.


In the next-door stable Lady pulled impatiently at her hay net.


Charlie had never met such a skittish pony before but he was getting used to her ways.


“Mmm . . . meadow hay, my favourite,” whickered Lady, snatching another mouthful of hay.


Just then Charlie heard a car pull up and then a voice he recognised called out his name.


“Char-lie! I’m here!”


He snorted with pleasure as Darren ran up to his stable door and started stroking his nose and calling him a good boy.


Lady whinnied from her stable and Charlie heard the voice of Lady’s owner, Tania. He didn’t like Tania as much as he liked Darren. When Darren came to see him he always had a carrot for Lady too so that she wouldn’t feel left out. But Charlie never got any attention at all from Tania. The only time Tania had looked at him was when he had first arrived a week ago and she had come to inspect him with her father.
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“That’s a good little pony the Drews have found,” Tania’s father had said. “Better watch yourself, Tania. I should think you’re in for some competition in the ring from now on!”


Tania had not looked pleased and she had ignored Charlie ever since.


“Hi, Tania,” Darren was greeting her. “Are you and Lady going for a lesson this morning too?”


“Of course we are!” Tania replied. “Why? Are you scared we’ll show you up on your new pony?”


“Show me up?” Darren grinned. “I reckon it’s us who’ll be showing you up, isn’t it Charlie?”


Charlie neighed his agreement.


Darren went to get Charlie’s saddle and bridle from the tack room. The saddle was rather worn – it had come with Charlie – but Darren didn’t mind. He was just pleased to have his own tack.


“OK. Let’s give you a brush then get you tacked up,” Darren said.


Tania’s father came out to see Darren off. Tania had already set off on Lady. “You’ll be all right on your own?” he asked, glancing inside Lady’s empty stable. “I told Tania to ride with you to Mrs Thomas’s.” He looked annoyed.


“It’s all right. I know the way,” Darren said. “Straight down the lane and first left.”


“OK . . . Well, have a good time.”


“We will,” Darren grinned. “Come on, Charlie. Let’s go and introduce you to everyone!”




Chapter Two


“Hey, Darren’s got his new pony!” Sean Carter shouted, as Darren and Charlie turned into the gates of the riding school.


The others crowded round to look. “What’s his name?” Sean asked, leaning forward to stroke Charlie.


“Come away now. We don’t want to scare the new pony on his first day,” Mrs Thomas said quickly, walking over from the stables.


Charlie snorted. He wasn’t scared. He liked people and he especially liked people who made a fuss of him!


Darren patted Charlie’s neck and told him how well he had managed on the lane when a noisy tractor had come up behind them. “You didn’t get spooked at all!” Darren told him, proudly.


Charlie snorted again. “Of course not! When we’re out riding it’s my job to look after you, and I can’t look after you if I’m nervous, can I?” Charlie had always tried to be careful – not that his last owner had ever seemed to notice. He had only ever spoken to Charlie when he got things wrong. So far Darren hadn’t told him off once. Charlie hadn’t done anything wrong yet, but somehow, now that he was with Darren, it seemed easy to get things right.


“Hello, Char—” Lady whinnied, behind him, but she didn’t have time to finish because her reins were being tugged sharply by Tania.


“Come on,” Tania called out. “Mrs Thomas has already set out the cones. I’ve got a gymkhana to practise for, even if some people haven’t!”


All the ponies and riders gathered in the paddock as Mrs Thomas gave them their instructions. “We’ll start with practising bending and turning.” As Mrs Thomas continued, Charlie watched very carefully.
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Charlie couldn’t help noticing that Lady was paying more attention to a tickly fly that had landed on her nose. She tossed her head about to try and get rid of it, then got distracted by a patch of long grass nearby. Charlie wished Lady wouldn’t do that. When he hadn’t paid attention his last owner used to get very cross indeed, and Charlie thought that Tania looked like she could get cross too. Charlie liked Lady and he didn’t want her to get into trouble.


Tania and Lady went first. Charlie got the feeling that they always did by the way the others, including Darren, hung back to let them trot past. Charlie didn’t mind. He wanted to watch someone else bend through the cones so he could spot any difficult bits and be ready for them. Darren seemed to be concentrating hard too as they watched Tania and Lady.


“Would you like to go next, Darren?” asked Mrs Thomas.


They both felt a bit nervous but they managed to clear the course too, and afterwards Darren was so pleased he gave Charlie a huge pat on the neck. “You did that really well,” he whispered in Charlie’s ear.
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