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TO MOON-FACE AND SILKY.




CHAPTER


1


THE NEW BOY
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There was a new kid at school. His name was Francis, and after only one day he was already the most popular kid in Tommy Bell’s class.


The boys liked Francis because he was good at sports. The girls liked him because he was good-looking, and even the teachers liked him because he was polite and clever. Tommy liked him because Francis loved horses.


Tommy liked horses too. There was one horse he loved in particular: a bay with a blaze down his face called Combo. Combo was Tommy’s own horse, given to him by his grandpa last school holidays when Tommy had worked on his farm near Uralla.


What a strange holiday that had been. Tommy could still not quite understand what had happened. He had not told anyone about his adventures for fear of being laughed at. No one would believe that somehow he had been transported back to 1863, to share in the adventures of the bushranger Captain Thunderbolt!


Tommy’s teacher, Mrs O’Grady, sometimes looked at him strangely now that he could answer questions about Australian history so easily. He had come a long way since flunking his history test last term. Mrs O’Grady was puzzled but pleased. She praised Tommy for all the extra work she thought he was doing. (He felt a bit guilty about that!)


Mrs O’Grady was nice but she was the only one who didn’t seem to have fallen under the new boy’s spell. She didn’t smile and joke with Francis like everyone else did; it was almost as if she didn’t trust him. Tommy thought she was being unfair.


Mrs O’Grady was teaching the class all about the gold rush. She explained that when gold was discovered in Australia, people came from all over the world to try their luck on the goldfields in New South Wales and Victoria. She told them that the population had increased so suddenly that the police were unable to cope. Crime rates shot up; young men decided that they’d had enough of working hard for low pay while the rich squatters got richer. So they would give up their jobs and try their hand at prospecting or at bushranging instead.


Tommy started daydreaming. History wasn’t so bad now that he knew what it was like to come face-to-face with a bushranger, but it wasn’t as fun as being outside riding Combo. Tommy took every chance he could to ride Combo, and he was a pretty good rider now. In fact, next week it was school holidays and Tommy and his parents were taking Combo to a country town in Victoria to enter Combo in a show. Tommy could hardly wait.


Tommy felt a tap on his shoulder. He half turned and saw that Francis was slipping him a note. Tommy smiled and took the note.


‘Mulberry tree at lunchtime?’ It said.


Tommy bit his lip. The mulberry tree was just outside the school grounds, beyond the back fence in a shady hollow. It was out of bounds during school hours. Since a nasty episode last term when Tommy had been in trouble for stealing, kicking and wagging – all on one day! – he had been trying to behave. But he was pleased that, of all people, Francis wanted him, Tommy, to be part of his group. Feeling a little fluttery, Tommy nodded.
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