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DIAMONDS IN THE ROUGH … WILL THESE UNWANTED PONIES FIND LOVE?

Seven-year-old Amanda Wilson dreams of training her own wild pony, just as her big sisters have done. Then comes the chance — a muster of beautiful Welsh ponies that have run wild in the hills.

Among them is Chessy, a striking stallion, and just the right size for Amanda. But small doesn’t equal easy, and first Amanda must prove she has what it takes by training Magic, a stroppy mare from Pony Club. Will Magic and Chessy ever be safe enough to join Amanda on her crazy adventures?

Vicki and Kelly must help Amanda to win her ponies’ trust in this engaging story of perseverance and reward, which is inspired by the Wilson Sisters’ early years.

The Wilson Sisters are leading figures on the equestrian scene, show jumping to Grand Prix and World Cup level. They have become widely known for their work with wild horses, making Kaimanawas a household name in New Zealand and raising awareness of the plight of the American Mustangs and Australian Brumbies.
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This book is dedicated to all our friends who have joined my sisters and me on our horsey adventures over the years. We have so many great memories growing up alongside all of you and sharing our mutual love of horses.
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Growing up, we Wilson sisters — Vicki, Amanda and me (I’m Kelly) — were three ordinary girls with a love of horses and dreams of Grand Prix show jumping, taming wild horses and becoming world champions.

In Showtym Adventures, we want to share stories based on our early years with ponies, to inspire you to have big dreams, too! I hope you enjoy reading about the special ponies that started us on our journey …

Love,

Kelly
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Chapter 1

The Cutest Pair

“CHARLIE BROWN, YOU’RE AS SILLY as a clown,” Amanda sang to her little grey pony as she sat on the yard rails at the showgrounds. When Charlie raised his head and walked over to her, Amanda slid off the fence and onto his bare back.

Although she had no gear to control her pony, seven-year-old Amanda wasn’t fazed. Charlie had been in their family for almost six years now, and he’d been her pony for three. She trusted him absolutely.

She leaned back on Charlie’s rump, tilted her face to the sky and closed her eyes to enjoy the last rays of the warm, late-summer sun before it slipped behind the line of trees which bordered the showgrounds.

“Tomorrow’s our big day, show jumping will be OK,” Amanda continued, making up lyrics to amuse herself.

In truth, she was a little nervous about her first show-jumping competition, but there was no way she was going to let Charlie know that — or her older sisters, Vicki and Kelly. She’d been begging to show jump all season, and Mum and Dad had finally let her enter the 80-centimetre class, which was the lowest height of the day.

“Aren’t you just the cutest pair!”

Mid-song, Amanda was jolted into silence by a voice. Swivelling around on Charlie’s back, she saw there was an older lady standing by the fence. Amanda blushed, wondering just how long she had been there listening.

“He likes it when I spend time with him,” Amanda explained, as she again rested her hands on Charlie’s rump. “Charlie’s my best friend.”

“He looks like he loves you very much,” the lady said with a smile. “Did you compete today?”

“We rode in the Junior ring and I won both my rider classes.” A delighted smile spread across Amanda’s face, as she remembered being awarded the red ribbons.

“Well done — you must be very proud.”

“I wasn’t as good as my oldest sister, though,” Amanda added quickly. “Vicki won Supreme Champion on Dandy, a wild mountain pony she tamed, and Champion Hunter on her Arabian pony, Casper. And my other sister, Kelly, won heaps too.”

“Wow, that’s impressive. How much older than you are they?”

“Kelly’s three years older. She’s ten. And Vicki’s twelve.” Amanda sighed as she dismounted and gave Charlie a hug. Sometimes it was hard being the youngest sister. “I want to tame wild ponies and win Champions just like Vicki when I grow up.”

“Don’t worry. You’ve got plenty of time,” the lady said reassuringly, as she started to walk away. “Sounds like you’re already doing better than most kids your age.”

Amanda waved goodbye to the lady. She didn’t know why she had been so interested in her and Charlie, but she loved her pony and was always happy to talk about him.
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Amanda woke the next morning feeling determined and excited. Not only was she finally allowed to show jump, but she was also competing against both her sisters.

“Today’s the day, Charlie,” Amanda declared as she picked out his hooves. “You might be the littlest pony and I might be the youngest rider competing, but we’re going to prove we’re as good as everyone else.”

“You talk a big game.” Vicki had overheard her. She smiled at Amanda as she adjusted Casper’s jumping boots. “I’ll tell you what — if you win today, I’ll give you a bonus prize.”

“A prize for what?” Kelly interrupted as she rounded the corner, carrying her saddle and bridle.

“Amanda’s confident she and Charlie are as good as everyone else competing,” Vicki explained. “So I thought if she won, she would deserve something special to celebrate.”

Vicki and Kelly turned to Amanda, who was deep in thought, chewing on her lip.


“Amanda?” Vicki asked. “If you could win anything from me, what would it be?”

Drawing in a deep breath, Amanda blurted out, “If I win, I get to ride Casper in a class at the next show.”

Kelly let out a surprised giggle.

Vicki stared at her little sister. “You can’t be serious. Casper’s not a quiet, safe pony for little kids like Charlie, he’s big and powerful. Not that long ago he wasn’t even safe enough for me to ride, let alone someone half my size. Besides, your legs wouldn’t even reach past the saddle flaps.”

Amanda held her sister’s gaze, determined to be taken seriously. “I probably won’t win, it’s not like Charlie’s the fastest with his little legs and short stride. But if I do, riding Casper is the prize I want.”

“But this class isn’t judged on speed. It’s an A1 class, so everyone who jumps clear and within the allocated time wins first equal,” Vicki explained. “Charlie has as good a chance as anyone else.”

Amanda’s eyes widened. “That’s good! Please agree I can compete Casper if I win!”

“Oh, alright! Game on,” Vicki grinned as she led Casper over to the ramp and swung up onto his back.
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Chapter 2

Champion Prize

AMANDA WAITED AT THE GATE, wracked by nerves. Vicki had jumped two faultless rounds — one on Casper and the other on Dandy, and Kelly had jumped clear on Cameo as well.

“How are you feeling, kiddo?” Dad asked as Amanda waited for her turn.

“I’m worried I’ll knock a rail. I don’t want Vicki and Kelly thinking I’m not good enough.”

“Do you think you’re good enough?” Dad gave her a quizzical glance and rubbed Charlie’s head.

“I wouldn’t have begged you to let me compete if I didn’t think I was ready,” Amanda said, with a huff of annoyance. Now even Dad seemed to be doubting her abilities.

But Dad kept looking at her intently. “By ready, did you mean you thought you could get around the course, or that you were good enough to jump clear?”

“Clear, of course,” Amanda growled.

“Good,” Dad grinned. “That’s what your mum and I thought, too. Now stop worrying about how well your sisters have done, and go prove you deserve to be in that arena.”

With renewed determination, Amanda trotted Charlie into the arena. Urging him into a canter, she approached the first fence, a brightly coloured upright. Soon it was behind them. Jump after jump, they navigated the course. As they rode through the flags at the finish, Amanda leaned forward to wrap her arms around Charlie’s neck. His little legs had cleared every jump effortlessly. She’d been sure Charlie could jump the height and now she had proven it!

When it was time to announce the winners, Amanda waited nervously outside the ring. She knew she’d jumped clear, now she just needed to know if she’d been within the time.

“The winners of the 80-centimetre class are Vicki Wilson on Just Fine ’n’ Dandy and Casper,” the judge announced. Amanda’s heart plummeted as several more names were announced, including Kelly and Cameo. “And … Amanda Wilson on Charlie Brown.”

Amanda’s face lit up as the judge called her name. Her first show-jumping ribbon! Gathering her reins she trotted into the ring to join the line-up of winners.

As the judge approached, Amanda recognised her. It was the same lady who had overheard her singing to Charlie the day before!

“I wasn’t expecting to see you in this class — you’re even better at riding than you let on.”

“Beginner’s luck,” Amanda said, with a shy smile. “It’s our very first show-jumping class,” she added, as the lady reached out to tie a red ribbon around Charlie’s neck.

“Congratulations!” the judge said as she patted Charlie’s neck. Pulling out more red ribbons, she continued down the line. Amanda stared down at her winning ribbon, dumbfounded.


“Congratulations, riders,” the judge said, as she stepped back and acknowledged the winning riders. “You did a marvellous job jumping clear and are all deserving winners, but one rider in particular caught my eye today. Could Amanda Wilson and Charlie Brown please ride forward?”

Amanda gazed at the judge in shock, then turned and glanced at her sisters. Kelly nodded her head, encouraging her. Gathering her reins, Amanda rode Charlie up to the judge.

“Never in all my forty years of judging have I felt the need to hand out a champion ribbon in show jumping, but while I was watching this young lady jump today I realised I was witnessing a champion in the making. It’s something very rare in a rider so young, and I’d like to recognise her exceptional talent.”

Amanda’s eyes danced as the judge bent and pulled a purple sash out from her box. Speechless, she watched as the ribbon was tied around Charlie’s neck, blinking rapidly to stop the tears, which were pricking at her eyes, from falling.

“You’ve got your Champion,” the judge whispered. “Now you just need to find a wild pony to tame.”


Amanda grinned as she remembered the conversation they’d had at the yards the day before. Maybe she didn’t have to wait years to ride as well as her sisters. In fact, neither Vicki nor Kelly had even competed when they were seven years old, so technically she was already better than they’d been at the same age!

As she cantered out on her lap of honour Amanda couldn’t help but dream about her riding goals. First, she had to make sure Vicki honoured her promise to let her jump Casper. Then she had to figure out a way to train a wild pony.
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Chapter 3

Pony Swap

A FEW DAYS LATER, at Pony Club, Amanda watched in sympathy as her friend Laura struggled with her new pony. Miss Magic, a pretty bay mare, was a bit bigger and much younger than the pony Laura had learnt to ride on, and she was having lots of trouble.

Amanda watched as her friend’s young mare darted forward and pulled on the reins. She could see that Laura was near tears, and needed a break. Amanda took a deep breath, rode Charlie over and halted beside her.

“Laura, would you like to swap ponies and ride Charlie for a little while? I can have a turn on Magic, if you like.”

Laura glanced at Amanda in surprise.

“Do you really want to ride her?” she asked, as Magic tugged on the reins and darted forward. “She’s terrifying me!”

Amanda nodded — and then winced as Magic shied sideways at a bare patch in the grass, nearly causing Laura to fall off. The two girls quickly dismounted and, before either of them could change their mind, led their ponies over to the instructor.

“Do you mind if Laura and I swap ponies for a while?” Amanda asked.

“Of course not, but are you sure you’re up for it?”

“I guess we’ll find out,” Amanda grinned, as the instructor legged her up onto Magic’s back.

Within a few minutes, Amanda was regretting her decision. Controlling Magic took all of her strength. She glanced longingly over at Charlie, but when she saw how much her best friend was enjoying herself, she steeled her nerves and kept trying her best with the skittish mare. If she wanted to break in a wild pony one day, she would need to learn to deal with much worse than this.
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An hour later, she dismounted from Magic with shaking legs. It had been one of the most challenging rides she’d ever had. She was just thankful that she’d managed to stay on the pony.

“I don’t know how you do it,” Amanda told Laura as they led their ponies back to the truck. “That wasn’t fun at all. Why did you buy her?”

Laura sighed deeply. “Her previous owners said she was perfectly suited to me, but she’s been like this from the day she arrived. I’m wondering if I should just give up riding.”

“But you love riding!” Amanda replied.

Laura looked down and scuffed her boots in the dirt. “I loved riding. But it’s no fun at all anymore. Riding Charlie today was the best time I’ve had since we bought Magic.”

“You can’t give up riding,” Amanda said forcefully. “We just have to think of a plan so you can start enjoying it again.”

“Well, unless you have another lovely pony like Charlie hidden away for me to borrow, I don’t know what to do. The thought of riding Magic again just makes me too scared.”

Amanda’s mind whirled, and before she had time to think too hard about it, she said, “How about we swap ponies for the week? You take Charlie home and have some fun, and I’ll take Magic and ride her for you.”

As soon as the words were out of her mouth, Amanda was filled with panic. One ride on Magic had been bad enough — now she’d offered to ride the feisty pony for a whole week!

But when she saw Laura’s grateful face she couldn’t take it back. It was only a week — how bad could that be?
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“You did what?” Mum said sharply after hearing her youngest daughter’s plan.

“I was trying to be a good friend,” Amanda muttered as she hung up her bridle in the truck.

“You poor, poor kid. I watched you riding Magic during the lesson and she looked like a handful,” Mum laughed, with a rueful shake of her head. “Maybe this week will teach you not to make promises before you’ve had time to think them through.”

With hunched shoulders, Amanda untied Charlie and led him over to Laura’s horse trailer. “Make sure you give him a carrot from me every night,” Amanda said to her friend.

“I will. But you have to promise me you’ll ride Magic every day. I don’t want her coming back to me even naughtier,” Laura replied.

“I’m sure I can do that,” Amanda assured her, with more confidence than she felt.

Once Charlie was safely loaded into Laura’s trailer, Amanda walked back to their truck with Magic. She was dragged in every direction as the pony pulled on her lead, then refused to go into the truck.

“You’re not even nice to handle,” Amanda moaned.

Amanda’s sisters walked over to the truck and ogled the new pony in astonishment.

“Why did you trade your perfect pony for the naughtiest one at Pony Club?” Vicki asked. “What could have possessed you?”


“Argh, it was stupid, I know,” Amanda replied sheepishly. “Charlie’s only been gone for two minutes and I miss him already.”

“You often joke that he’s too small and too slow,” Kelly said encouragingly as Magic finally walked up the ramp. “Maybe she will be just the challenge you need. And if not, at least you’ll appreciate how lucky you are to have Charlie. I bet you’ll be counting down the days until he comes home.”

“It’s only for a week,” Amanda told herself again, her normally cheerful expression replaced by a look of deep misery. “We’ll be swapping back at the next Pony Club rally.”
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Chapter 4

A New Kind of Skating

THE NEXT AFTERNOON AFTER SCHOOL, Amanda and her sisters decided to ride up the road to visit their friends the Bennett family, who lived about a kilometre away. Amanda quickly discovered that Magic was even naughtier on the roads than she’d been at Pony Club, as they ventured past cars and crossed over side streets.

Although they were only walking, the skittish mare pranced and danced up the hill. Then, just when Amanda thought things couldn’t get any worse, a barking dog rushed out of a driveway and Magic took fright, bolting up the grass verge. Unprepared for the sudden burst of speed, Amanda tumbled to the ground and lay there, winded. Kelly jumped off Cameo and checked her over.

“No wonder Laura wants to give up on Magic,” Amanda grouched. She sat up and glanced around. Luckily, Vicki had already caught up to the fleeing pony and was leading her back.
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“I think you should just lead her the rest of the way,” Vicki said, as Amanda gingerly rose to her feet. “We don’t need Magic loose on the roads again.”

A few minutes later, when they arrived at the Bennetts’, they settled their ponies in a little paddock at the back of the lawn. As soon as the gate was latched behind them, Amanda ran off to find Ben, who was the same age as her, while Kelly and Vicki searched out his older sister, Annabelle.

Amanda found Ben in the bathroom, kneeling by the bath.

“What have you got there?” Amanda asked, peeking over his shoulder. Seven little balls of fluff were swimming busily around the tub.


“The newest additions to the Bennett family,” Ben said with a grin as he dropped little bits of bread into the water.

“Ducklings! When did you get them?” Amanda said, as one swam over and pecked her hand.

“We were walking past the pet shop after school yesterday and convinced Mum to buy us one each,” Ben said, winking mischievously.

Amanda frowned. “But there are seven ducklings and there’s only four of you.” Annabelle and Ben also had a younger brother, Hiki, who was four, and little sister Audrey was just a baby.

“Mum let us get one each for you, Kelly and Vicki, too!” Ben declared as he lifted the ducklings out of the water and placed them gently in their cage. “You can come up and visit them whenever you want.”

“I can’t believe your mum fell for that again,” Amanda sighed. Ben often used the Wilson sisters as an excuse to get extra pets.

“I think she was feeling guilty about the mice,” Ben said. Just last month Ellen had bought them all pet mice, but within a week they’d escaped their cage and run off.

Once the ducklings were safely away, Ben grabbed some ribbon out of the sewing drawers and pulled Amanda towards the kitchen. “I had this great idea over the weekend and I’ve been waiting for you to visit so we could try it out.”

Pulling out four blocks of butter, he settled on the kitchen floor and set to work, taking off the greasy paper. Amanda watched in disbelief as he tied a block to each of his feet with the ribbons.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“I’ve found a cool way to go skating — inside,” Ben replied. “Come on.”

“Your mum and dad are going to kill us,” Amanda whispered, glancing around to see if anyone was watching.

“Dad’s at the vet clinic and Mum’s outside with the ponies,” Ben said coaxingly. “Don’t tell me you’re too scared to have a bit of fun?”

Amanda snatched up the remaining blocks of butter and hurriedly strapped them to her feet. Standing up, she followed Ben back into the hallway. He was right: the smooth wooden floor made a perfect skating rink. Up and down they skated, until the floor was so greasy they felt like they were flying. Finally, when the butter wore so thin the ribbons slipped off their feet, Amanda and Ben collapsed on the floor, giggling.

“That was so much fun!” Amanda gasped as she struggled to catch her breath.

Behind them a door slammed, and they turned and watched in apprehension as Mike walked through the front door. Raising an eyebrow, his eyes followed the butter trail up the length of the hallway and landed on the two culprits.

“The wooden floor was due for a good oiling,” Mike said sternly, but the corners of his mouth quirked up in a grin. “Since you’ve already begun, I expect you to have every inch polished. Be quick about it, I have some exciting news to share once you’re done. Later, I want you to muck out the ponies’ paddocks and vacuum the house as well.”

“Come on,” Ben muttered as he slunk into the kitchen to grab some rags.

Half an hour later the floor was shining. The butter had been rubbed into every nook and cranny, and the hallway was no longer greasy to tread on.

Then they went in search of Ben’s dad. They found him outside with Ellen, chatting to Amanda’s parents. Vicki, Kelly and Annabelle were there, too, leaning forward and listening closely to what Mike was saying. Amanda pulled Ben over to them and trained her ears on the conversation.

“… so if you’re keen, we could head up next weekend. He only wants $75 per pony.”

“I can’t believe there are Welsh ponies running wild up there, and no one wants them.” Mum shook her head.

Amanda gasped when she understood what she was hearing. Rushing forward, she squeezed in beside her mum and listened closely to Mike’s reply.

“They were some of the best-bred Welsh ponies in the country, but they’ve been running wild for the past ten years. Apparently they have to be gone by the end of February.”

“We’ll take some, of course,” Amanda declared. “I’ve always wanted a wild pony to tame.”

Dead silence followed, as everyone stared at Amanda in surprise.

“You’re seven years old,” her dad said, amused. “I don’t think you’re old enough to tame anything.”

Amanda turned to her dad and eyed him with determination.

“Vicki got Dandy off the mountains when she was nine, and although I might be younger I’m already jumping higher than she was at my age. I’m sure I’m ready for a wild pony of my very own. Please.”

“We haven’t even decided if we’re getting any,” Mum cautioned her. Turning back to Mike and Ellen, she smiled. “But a road trip to visit them sounds fun. We’re free on Saturday if that suits you?”

Amanda caught Ben’s eye, and the two of them jumped up and down with excitement.
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Chapter 5

The Wild Welshies

BECAUSE OF THE MAGIC SITUATION, the rest of the week passed agonisingly slowly for Amanda. Each day after school, she rode the pony, like she’d promised Laura she would, and with each ride she was reminded how much she missed Charlie. This was the longest they’d ever been apart, and Magic’s constant misbehaviour reminded her of everything she was missing.

“You know she’s an angel in comparison to what Charlie was like when I first got him, right?” Vicki said on Wednesday afternoon, as she settled next to her little sister. Amanda was slumped against the fence, catching her breath and watching the bay mare forlornly. Magic had spooked and, caught off-guard, Amanda had tumbled to the ground again.

Vicki put an arm around her sister’s shoulder. “We found out later that Charlie had never been ridden before. That’s how I accidently broke in my first pony. I was about your age.”

“And you fell off him heaps, right?” Amanda said, remembering the stories she’d heard.

“Almost every day,” Vicki frowned, remembering. “I must have hit the dirt countless times from Charlie bucking, rolling, rearing or bolting on me. But I persevered, and we ended up learning a lot from each other. It wasn’t long before he was a dream pony.”

“How did you teach him to behave?”

“Lots of patience and time — it certainly didn’t happen overnight! I knew that if I gave up on him, no one else would want him, so I just kept dusting myself off and hopping back on until finally he had a good day. And he’s been perfect ever since.”

“So I should keep trying to ride Magic?” Amanda said doubtfully.


Vicki nodded. “It would be a big help to Laura if Magic understood how she is supposed to behave. I really think you and Magic could learn a lot from each other. It might be hard right now, but if you work her consistently, Magic will get better and better with every ride.”

But two more days of trying and another fall later, Amanda’s good intentions were long gone. It was only the thought of their trip to see the wild Welsh ponies the next day that kept her from shedding tears of frustration.
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On Saturday morning, Vicki, Kelly and Amanda piled into the car, unable to contain their excitement. It had been over two years since their last adventure with wild ponies, when Dandy had been mustered from the mountains.

“Don’t get too carried away,” Mum said. “None of you needs a new pony, so if we do decide to save some, we’ll only be keeping them long enough to tame them and sell them on.”


“It would still be a great experience,” Amanda said eagerly. “Imagine if we could train them to be as quiet as Charlie!”

“We’ve learnt a lot since we tried to tame Dandy, Squizzy, Jude and her foal. I don’t think we’ll make as many mistakes this time,” Vicki mused. “I really hope we can get a few ponies; it would be interesting to put into practice everything we’ve learnt.”

“I’m sure it would be a lot easier the second time around,” Mum agreed. “Especially since Dad’s built us some yards of our own now, and we have the extra land for grazing.” The year before, the family had leased a couple of hectares of river reserve, which backed onto their property, from the council.

“Do you remember how we used to have to cut grass for the ponies every day?” Kelly said.

They all groaned, thinking back over the endless wheelbarrow-loads of grass they’d had to cut to feed their ponies over winter, because they couldn’t afford to buy hay. Money was still tight, but now they had a little bit left over from the sale of their old ponies, Twinkle and Squizzy, and also Jude’s foal.

“Where there’s a will, there’s always a way,” Dad said, as he turned up a winding gravel driveway.


“Well, my will is to tame a wild pony of my very own,” Amanda announced as she gazed out the window. They were driving alongside a shallow stream which threaded its way through a grassy valley, surrounded on both sides by native trees.

A flash of movement in the distance caught Amanda’s eye, and she tugged on Kelly’s arm and pointed.

“Over there,” she breathed.

Dad brought the car to a stop, and they sat watching as a pretty grey mare wandered out from among the trees. Behind her, a wobbly newborn foal struggled to keep up, its golden coat glistening in the early morning light.

Dad drove on, and around the next bend a palomino stallion stood poised beside a chestnut colt. Amanda’s eyes widened. Every night at bedtime, they’d been reading the Silver Brumby books about the wild Australian horses, and as she watched the foals frolicking and the stallions scrapping it was as though the horses in the book had come to life.

The gravel driveway eventually gave way to a house, and they all got out of the car. In every direction fences lay on the ground. Long coils of wire and broken posts indicated that care had once gone into the property, but now everything lay in disrepair. As they looked around, a herd of ponies wandered down the hill and carefully picked their way over the hazardous remains of the fence line.

“Look at the scars on the chestnut’s legs,” Vicki gasped, pointing to the last mare crossing the wires.

Amanda strained her eyes to see, and shuddered at the deep crisscrossed marks on the pony’s hind legs. Her heart ached that these ponies had no one to take care of them. If only she could save just one!
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Chapter 6

Making a Plan

SO ABSORBED IN WATCHING THE HERD, Amanda missed the approach of the landowner.

“You must be either the Wilsons or the Bennetts,” the man said, reaching out a hand in greeting.

“The Wilsons,” Dad said, and shook his hand firmly. “The Bennetts should be here any second, then we’d love to look around and see all the ponies you have.”

“There’s plenty, that’s for sure. When we ran the stud here we only had three stallions and about fifteen mares, but they’ve not been managed for well over a decade now and there’s more than a hundred ponies scattered throughout these hills.”

“So why did you leave them to run wild?” Dad asked as the Bennetts pulled up and walked over to join them.

The man was quiet for a moment.

“Breeding Welsh ponies was always my wife’s dream. Ten years ago, when we divorced, I burnt all the breeding papers and opened the gates so I wouldn’t have to look after them. They’ve had to fend for themselves ever since and the fences have fallen into disrepair over that time.”

“So after a decade, why the hurry to have them gone now?” Mum asked.

“I’ve just sold the property. I have a month to move out, and the new owners said any horses left behind will be sold for dog tucker.” Looking around in despair, he said “I should never have let it get this bad.”

“Well,” Mike said cheerfully, “hopefully we can help you out. Between us I’m sure we can take a few off your hands.”

Amanda gazed up at her parents hopefully.

“No promises,” Mum warned her as they followed the ponies’ owner out on foot in search of the herds they had seen driving in.
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For the next hour they traipsed all over the property looking at the Welsh ponies. Amanda had been too young to remember going into the mountains when they’d first seen Dandy, Jude and Squizzy, although Vicki had told her all sorts of stories about it, so she was excited to see the wild herds this time.

As they crested a hill, Amanda gasped at the sight spread before them. A herd of grey ponies grazed alongside brightly coloured peacocks. Then something startled the ponies and they cantered away.
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Amanda’s eyes searched the valley, looking for the cause of the greys’ sudden flight. There, at the head of the valley, a striking palomino stallion stood proudly, his head raised and his long white mane blowing in the wind as he trumpeted his arrival.

“Look at that one,” Amanda whispered in awe. “He looks like Thowra, the brumby stallion from the books we’re reading! He’s my favourite so far.”


“He’s everyone’s favourite,” the ponies’ owner chuckled, as the stallion spun and disappeared from sight. “But he’s earned the name Tu Meke, which is Maori for ‘too much’, because no one has ever been able to catch him.”

“And how would the ponies be caught, anyway?” Mum asked. “With all the fences on the ground and no yards, mustering seems impossible.”

“And you wonder why I’ve done nothing with them over the past ten years,” the man sighed. “If you want to take some, you’ll have to come up with a solution.”


Dad and Mike put their heads together, deep in conversation, then turned back to the group.

“We think we’ve got a plan that will work,” Dad said.

“Does this mean we’re getting ponies?” Amanda squealed as she jumped up and down on the spot.

“It sure does,” Dad grinned. “Can we come back tomorrow and try to muster them in?”

With everything organised for the following morning, Amanda climbed back into the car with her family, her eyes glued to the window so she wouldn’t miss anything. Soon they passed the area where they’d spotted the newborn foal. Amanda was thrilled to see it had rejoined its herd and lay sleeping beside its mum.


“That must be its dad,” Vicki said, pointing. A handsome chestnut stallion with a curly blond mane stood off to one side, keeping guard.

“It would be my dream to save the grey mare and her foal,” Kelly said longingly, twisting in her seat to watch them until they were long out of sight. “I’d name them Dawn and Dusk.”
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That night they had dinner at the Bennetts’, so they could go over their plan for the muster. Rounding up the ponies was going to be a challenge, and they soon agreed they would just take whichever ponies they managed to catch, rather than try to target their favourites.

“We’ll need to take a pony to help us round them up,” Mum decided. “They’ll move too fast for us to follow on foot.”

After a quick discussion about which of their ponies they should take, Vicki suggested Casper.

“I don’t think Dandy would cope — it might remind him of his own wild days,” she said.


“Casper it is,” Dad declared. “There won’t be room on the truck for more than one pony anyway, otherwise they’ll be no space to bring the wild Welshies home!”
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Chapter 7

Muster Madness

THE NEXT MORNING AT DAWN, Amanda watched as Vicki loaded Casper onto the truck, envious that Charlie was still at Laura’s. It would have been fun to chase after the wild ponies on horseback.

Armed with every halter and rope they could find, as well as old twine, the girls waited by the truck, eager to set off. Soon the Bennetts arrived with their horse trailer, and they headed off in a convoy. Amanda rode with the Bennetts, so she and Ben could dream up adventures during the drive, and Annabelle went in the Wilsons’ truck with Vicki and Kelly.


“If we get some stallions, Mum said I can name one,” Ben said proudly. “I’ve been coming up with ideas all night.”

“What are your top three names?”

“Captain Cook, Batman or Indiana Jones,” Ben rattled off, glancing over at Amanda in the seat next to him for approval.

“They’re almost as bad as Kelly’s ideas!” Amanda groaned. “I haven’t thought up any names yet, because I’m not sure my parents will let me have one and I don’t want to get my hopes up.”

“Oh, I’m not getting one,” Ben grinned. “I’m just naming one of Mum’s. Taming a wild pony seems like way too much work!”
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Two hours later, Amanda and Ben were wandering along the river’s edge, collecting peacock feathers. Everyone else was putting the finishing touches on a makeshift yard to round the ponies into. On one side was a bank, on another side the horse truck and trailer worked as a barrier, then the makeshift yard was completed by using old gates they’d collected from around the property, tied together with baling twine and ropes.

“Do you think they’re done yet?” Ben asked, as he piled rocks across the shallow stream to make a dam.

Amanda glanced over her shoulder, excitement filling her when she saw Vicki swinging onto Casper bareback, with just a rope twisted around his nose. “I think so,” she said. She dropped the rocks she’d been carrying, and she and Ben scrambled up the bank and sprinted over to where everyone else stood waiting by the finished yard.

“We’ll start over this hill,” Dad said, as he passed out long ropes. “Half of us are going to hold out these ropes as a barrier, to direct the horses in the direction of the yard, and the others will head out with Vicki and Casper to circle behind them and round them up.”

Amanda and Ben joined the rope line alongside Kelly, Annabelle, Mum and Ellen. They spread out, blocking off a fork in the valley so the ponies would have to turn up the hill towards the yard.

Twenty minutes passed before they caught a flash of movement, and they pulled the ropes tight. Undeterred by the ropes, a dozen ponies cantered towards them, led by a striking palomino stallion, intent upon fleeing the people behind them.

“Wave the ropes!” Mum yelled as she flailed her arms frantically. At the last second, the stallion turned. His herd arched up the hill towards the yard where Mike stood hidden, ready to shut the gate behind them.

Gathering up their ropes, they followed quickly, relieved to see Mike had managed to trap a few of the ponies in the yards. Alongside the palomino stallion there stood a heavily pregnant chestnut mare, and off to one side a grey stallion paced frantically, nickering out for his herd, who had managed to escape the trap. Down by the river his mares paused in their flight and neighed out desperately in reply, before turning and cantering deep into the forest.

“Some escaped,” Mike said as he wiped sweat from his brow, “but three is a good start.”

“Now we just need to get them loaded, so we can open up the yards again to capture the next lot,” Mum said.

Finally, with a lot of patience, they managed to herd the horses onto one of the trailers.


Mum glanced at her watch. “Well, that was harder than I imagined. It’s already one o’clock — no wonder I’m starving.”

She handed out some bread rolls, and they ate quickly while Dad outlined their next plan. The closest herd was the one they’d passed on the driveway, so it was decided that those would be the ponies they’d round up next.

With the gates re-set and everyone in position, Amanda waited once more until Vicki and Casper herded the next group of ponies towards the yards, careful not to tire out the newborn foal. Twenty minutes later, they had another four ponies captured, including the grey mare and her foal. Amanda grinned at Kelly, who stood gazing at them, smitten.

“Looks like Dawn and Dusk are coming home with us,” Vicki grinned, as she slipped off Casper’s back and leant over one of the gates.

“The foal’s so small,” Amanda said, worried. “What if it gets trampled?” The other ponies were spinning around the yard frantically, and the wobbly foal was in danger of being knocked over.

“We might have to hold her in the front of the truck on the drive home,” Mum said with a frown.


With that decided, the real challenge began, trying to separate the foal from its parents, so they could catch it. Worried for their baby, both ponies became quite stroppy, and in the end Vicki had to ride in on Casper to help. Every time the stallion rushed in to keep Mum and Dad away from the foal, the Arabian flattened his ears and scared him off. Soon the little filly was wrapped in Mum’s arms, and she carried her up the ramp.

Not wanting to be separated from her foal, the mare jumped up the ramp after them and stood trembling. She watched through the door as Mum sat down on the bed in the truck’s little sleeping room, her arms gently holding the terrified foal.

With the mare and foal already on board, the stallion and a young creamy colt were easy to load on the truck. Between the Wilsons and the Bennetts, they had seven ponies and, with only just enough room left for Casper, it was time to call it a day.

While the men dismantled the makeshift yards, Vicki, Kelly and Amanda hopped into the truck and settled beside their mum.

“Well that was an interesting day. It certainly made things tougher without fences or yards to herd the ponies into,” Mum said as she held the now sleeping foal, “but I’m so glad we were able to save some of the ponies.”

“It’s certainly better than the alternative,” Kelly said sadly.

Amanda thought about the fate awaiting the other Welsh ponies if homes couldn’t be found for them. She reached out a hand to stroke the filly’s golden coat, rubbing circles on her rump. “She’s so soft.”

“I love her already,” Kelly smiled. “I hope she grows up to be as beautiful as Indiana Jones.”

Amanda jerked her head around and gazed at her sister. “Did Ben really call one of the stallions that? I hoped he was joking.”

Mum nodded. “Yes, he did. The Bennetts are taking the older palomino stallion, which Ben’s named, and the chestnut mare, who looks like she’ll foal any day, as well as the palomino colt.”

Standing up, Amanda crept to the door which led into the horse area, and peered through the gap to watch the ponies. Casper the Arabian, who stood at 14.1 hands, seemed to tower over the Welsh ponies.

Amanda locked eyes with the little chestnut stallion. His wide white blaze and creamy mane contrasted with the deep red of his coat, and Amanda couldn’t help admire how handsome he was — he looked like the expensive purebred ponies they’d seen in the Lead Rein classes at the Royal Easter Show the year before. “They’re so little — I think they might even be smaller than Charlie,” she said.

“Then we might need your help riding them after all,” Vicki said, standing up to join her sister. “Kelly and I would squash ponies that size!”

“Even Charlie’s almost too small for me,” Amanda frowned. “I need a bigger pony, not smaller ones!”
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Chapter 8

Challenge Set

ONCE THE PONIES WERE HOME and unloaded, Amanda and her sisters sat on the fence, keeping an eye on the grey and chestnut stallions to make sure they didn’t fight. Dawn and Dusk had gone straight into their own paddock, and would not be worked until the foal was older, but the stallions would be handled and gelded as soon as possible.

“Do you girls have a favourite yet?” Mum asked as she filled up their water drum.

“Not yet,” they all said in chorus, then they turned to each other and laughed.


“They’re much smaller than they looked running free,” Amanda frowned. “I’m sure they’re only about 11 hands high.”

“They’ll be amazing kids’ ponies by the time we’ve finished with them,” Vicki said, as she swung down from the fence.

“I hope so,” Mum said. “Amanda, why don’t you choose one, and then Vicki can teach you everything she learnt taming Dandy. Dad and I can help Kelly tame the other one.”

It was everything Amanda had dreamed of, but suddenly it seemed too real. This wasn’t a foal, or a naughty pony like Magic, but a real wild stallion.

“You really think I’m up to it?” Amanda asked nervously.

“No, not yet,” her mum answered honestly. “Going from a schoolmaster like Charlie to one of these stallions would be too big a shock. But I’ve been really impressed with how hard you’ve been trying with Laura’s pony. I think that with Vicki’s help you’ll learn a lot. Taming these wild ponies will need to be a real team effort — something the three of you can work on together.”

Vicki eyed her little sister. “If you’re serious about helping tame these wild ponies, then you need to get more practice by training a naughty pony. Why don’t you persevere with Magic first? Not just for another week, but for a few months at least.”

Amanda gazed at Vicki in alarm. This was not what she’d had in mind at all — she was counting the hours until she could give Magic back!

“But will Laura’s family let us keep Magic? And what about Charlie? I’m missing him terribly.”

“I’m sure Laura’s family will be very happy for her to keep riding Charlie, especially if it means that Magic comes back to her well trained. Laura wants a settled pony, and you want a new challenge,” Vicki said. “With Magic, you’ll have that opportunity. Charlie’s fun, but he’s already taught you everything he can. I guess it comes down to what kind of rider you want to be.”

Amanda glanced up at Mum, hoping she wouldn’t agree with Vicki.

“She’s right,” Mum said quietly. “Taming wild ponies isn’t child’s play. First you need to prove you can transform Magic into a safe kids’ pony. Then we’ll know you’re ready to ride these wild ones. I’ll call Laura’s mother.”


Amanda’s heart sank. Her dream of taming a wild pony was going to be a lot harder and take a lot longer than she’d thought. But if training Magic was what it took to show them all that she was ready, she was up for it.
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Amanda had heard the story of how Vicki had tamed Dandy many times, but now it was much more important to her. That night she asked Vicki to tell her again about how she’d first won Dandy’s trust. Vicki was always happy for an excuse to talk about her favourite subject and readily agreed.

“He was the most difficult of all the mountain ponies, by far,” she began, then settled deep into the couch to retell her story while Amanda listened attentively. “At the start the only thing I could do was spend hours talking to him …”

“The most important part, which Vicki has forgotten to mention, is that it’s not safe to go in the yard with the wild ponies, or anywhere near them, unsupervised,” Dad reminded them sternly as Vicki’s story at last came to an end. “If I see anyone around those wild Welsh ponies without Mum or me there, you’re going to be on dishes for a year.”

“Tomorrow morning, before school, can someone come sit with me while I talk to the ponies then?” Amanda begged, trying to stifle a yawn. “I’ll pick them some grass and see if they’ll come over and eat out of my hand.”

“I doubt they will,” Vicki smirked. “You have no idea how different wild ponies are — it took weeks for Dandy to get enough courage to get that close to me.”

Amanda’s lip wobbled. “That’s fine if they don’t. I’ll just try again when I get home in the afternoon,” she replied as evenly as she could.

Dad sent Vicki a warning glance. “I think that’s a great plan. With a little patience, you’ll have them eating out of your hand in no time at all.”

“I’ll come with you,” Kelly smiled. “This will be my first time working with a wild pony, too. Last time I only got to watch. Mum, Dad and Vicki did all the work!”
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Chapter 9

Patience and Perseverance

THE NEXT MORNING THE GIRLS were up at 6.30 a.m. Amanda stumbled sleepily along the driveway, snatching up handfuls of long grass. Kelly and Vicki followed suit, and once their arms were full, they headed over to the yards with their parents.

When the stallions saw them approaching, they snorted and trotted to the far side of the yard. Amanda realised Vicki was probably right — making friends with these wild ponies was going to be much harder than she’d imagined.

Undeterred, she crouched beside the fence and held out some grass. Mum, Dad and her sisters spread themselves evenly around the outside of the yards. The stallions moved into the centre, spinning around, unsure which direction to face. As the grey turned sharply, his back leg locked and he jerked to a halt, unable to move properly for a moment.

“Something’s wrong,” Amanda said in alarm.

“I think you’re right,” Dad said, although the grey now appeared to be walking with no trouble. “We’ll get Mike to come down and check him over.”

For the next half-hour, the stallions shuffled nervously, worried about the people surrounding them. A few times the grey’s leg looked stiff again.

“It’s the weirdest lameness,” Kelly said. “Most of the time he looks OK, then every now and again one of his back legs seems to stop working.”

It was time to get ready for school, and having given up on the idea that the ponies might come and eat the grass she’d picked, Amanda tossed it through the fence. It landed halfway between her and the ponies, startling them again.

Then, to her surprise, the chestnut stepped forward hesitantly, swinging his head around to make sure it was safe. Step by step he drew closer, until he stood just five metres away from Amanda. She kept completely still, careful not to make a sound. Slowly he stretched his neck and delicately lipped up the grass, before darting back to hide behind the other pony while he ate it.

Amanda turned to Vicki, her eyes shining. “I think the chestnut wants us to work with him.”

“Yes, I think you might be right,” Vicki smiled.

Amanda’s excitement bubbled over, and she jumped up. “We should probably come up with names for them.”

The ponies, not used to sudden movements, spun around in fright and stood trembling. Again, the grey’s hind leg locked, causing him to stumble.

“Shhh — remember, everything needs to be slow and quiet around the wild ones,” Mum reminded Amanda, holding up a hand to calm her down. “What names did you have in mind?”

“How about Maestro for the grey?” Kelly suggested.

“I like it,” Dad nodded. “What about the chestnut, Amanda?”

“I’m not sure yet, but I’ll give it lots of thought,” Amanda said. “He deserves something special.”

“You can think up ideas while you’re at school,”


Mum said as she glanced at her watch. “If we don’t hurry, you’re all going to be late.”
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As soon as the girls got home from school, the Bennett family came over. Mike watched the grey closely. It took almost twenty minutes before his leg locked and he showed signs of lameness.

“It looks like he’s got string-halt,” Mike said.

“I can’t believe we didn’t notice when we were mustering them.”

“Is he in pain?” Kelly asked, as she gazed at the grey’s jerky movements.

“Oh no, it’s not painful for him, but it will limit what he’s capable of.”

“So he’ll always be like this?” Vicki said. “Will he ever be good for riding?”

“He’s probably most suited as a paddock mate for someone,” Mike said. “You’ll be totally fine to work with him, though — some days you won’t even notice he has string-halt. It’ll be worse if he’s stressed, or turning sharply or backing up.”
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After the Bennetts left, Amanda and her family picked fresh grass for the stallions, then sat by the fence holding it through the rails to try to tempt them once more. They sat for at least an hour, but the stallions remained on the other side of the yard.

Amanda grew bored and wandered off to search for eels in the river, but when her parents and sisters teased her about her lack of patience, she reluctantly returned to her post.

“It’s never going to work,” Amanda said after a bit longer. “The ponies are just ignoring us.”

“No,” Mum replied, with a firm shake of her head, “they’re getting used to us. What have you noticed that’s different since we first came to the yards this morning?”

Amanda sighed, sure it was a trick question. “Nothing. They’re still standing in the middle, trying to stay as far away from us as possible.”

“What about their body language?” Mum pressed.

Amanda paused, eyeing the stallions. Unlike that morning, when the ponies had watched their every movement, they now had their heads lowered and their eyes closed. Maestro was even resting a back hoof while he dozed, an ear flicking as he listened to the medley of voices talking softly around him.

“They seem bored, just like me.”

“Which is a whole lot better than terrified and on edge, like they were this morning,” Vicki said triumphantly.

Amanda’s eyes widened as realisation dawned. “So we’re doing something, even though we’re doing nothing?”

“I wouldn’t call it nothing,” Dad said. “We’re getting the horses used to us. If we’d tried to go into that yard and catch them this morning they would have panicked, but if we wait until they trust us enough to approach by themselves, then half the battle is already won.”

“So how long do we have to stay here?”

“Until one of them eats grass out of our hands, or darkness sets in — whichever comes first,” Mum said, as she tossed her grass into the yard, jolting the ponies awake again. “I’ll go feed the other ponies and start dinner.”

Again it was the chestnut that stepped forward to eat the tossed grass. This time, rather than retreating, he held his ground, his head turning to look first at Kelly, then Vicki, then Amanda. Slowly he raised a hoof and carefully stepped forward, creeping closer to the fence.

Amanda held her breath as the stallion paused in front of her, his head stretching out to pull the grass from her outstretched fingers. As the grass slipped from her grasp, the little stallion leapt backwards, retreating to the centre of the yard again.

“Did you see that?” Amanda breathed, her eyes as wide as saucers.

“Was it worth the wait?” Kelly laughed, clearly just as delighted.

“Absolutely,” Amanda said. “Thanks for making me stick around.”
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The rest of the school week passed in a blur, and Amanda fell into bed each night exhausted. Juggling her homework, riding Magic and winning the trust of the wild ponies was a challenge — there never seemed to be enough hours in the day. Unlike Dandy, Cameo and Casper, who were having the week off, Magic had to be worked constantly so she wouldn’t go backwards, and each day with her still felt like a battle.

The only positive was the progress they were seeing in the Welsh ponies. The little chestnut stallion met them by the fence for grass every time they visited, but it took a few days before Maestro was brave enough to follow his lead.

“About time,” Amanda said, as she watched the grey stallion snatch his first handful of grass from Kelly’s hand.

For the very first time since they’d been mustered, both stallions stood alongside the fence, quietly eating. “What happens now?” Kelly whispered to her mother.

“Let’s give them a couple more days to settle, then we’ll separate them into their own yards so we can begin training them. They’ll be much easier if they’re by themselves,” Mum decided. “First, though, the chestnut needs a name. Surely you’ve thought of something by now, Amanda?”

“Nothing suits him,” she replied despondently. “I’ve tried so many names, but in my mind I just think of him as ‘The Chestnut’.”

“You can’t call him that,” Kelly said firmly. “I forbid it.”

“What about Chessy?” Vicki suggested.

Amanda liked the sound of this compromise. “Yes, Chessy,” she said, as she lifted a hand through the fence and rubbed the little stallion between the eyes. It was the first time Chessy had been touched, and he jerked his head to the side, stamped his hoof and stared at Amanda in shock. Giggling, she held her hand out for Chessy to sniff so he would know she meant no harm.
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Chapter 10

A Tricky Question

NOW THAT THE WELSH STALLIONS were eating grass from their hands, Vicki and Kelly spent their spare time bringing their own ponies back into work. Although Amanda enjoyed having her sisters to ride with, she felt a little envious as she watched them train Dandy, Casper and Cameo for the final competitions of the season. There was no way that Magic would be ready to compete. The bay mare was still unpredictable — Amanda had fallen off her yet again, when Magic had stopped suddenly at the edge of a ditch.


“I’m not sure I can bear riding Magic today,” Amanda groaned, eyeing the bruise forming on her leg. “I just feel like giving up on her and getting Charlie back.”

“If you can’t cope with Magic, you’ll have no chance of riding Chessy one day,” Mum reminded her. “Besides, Laura and her family are coming over especially to see you work her.”

“I’ve fallen off Magic more times in the past few weeks than I’ve fallen off in my life,” Amanda replied woefully. The bay mare stood saddled and waiting for her to mount.

Vicki rolled her eyes. “You’ve only fallen off her four times! I can’t even guess how many times I’ve fallen off in my life — a hundred, at least.”

“I must have fallen off more than twenty times,” Kelly added. “You have a lot of catching up to do!”

“I’m not sure I want to catch up to you guys! I now feel quite lucky that the quiet ponies have always been handed over to me once you’ve finished training them,” Amanda said.

At that moment, a car turned into their driveway. Amanda waved to Laura who hopped out and rushed over to join them.


“I’m so excited to see how Magic’s going, and I can’t wait to meet the Welsh ponies, too!” she said.

“You’re going to love them,” Amanda gushed, forgetting about her aches and pains. “Especially Chessy — he is so cute and he’s learning so fast, he’s really friendly now.”

“What about Magic?” Laura asked. “Is she behaving like an angel yet?”

Raising her foot tentatively into the stirrup, Amanda swung into Magic’s saddle. “Angelic might be taking it a bit far — I fell off her again last night.”

Laura’s smile quickly faded. “Every time I ride Charlie I’m worried it’s going to be my last time. I’m dreading the day you want to swap back.”

Guilt gnawed at Amanda as she turned Magic towards the jumping paddock. If it wasn’t for the challenge her family had given her, she’d have swapped back weeks ago, but she didn’t want Laura to know that.

While Laura and the families watched from the gate, Amanda turned her concentration to the task at hand, listening intently as Mum gave her a lesson. She was desperately hoping Magic wouldn’t embarrass her in front of her friend.


“No silly stuff today,” Amanda told the mare firmly as the pony swished her tail and darted forward. “You need to behave so well that Laura wants you back.”

“Ready to jump?” Mum asked, after Amanda had cantered in both directions. So far Magic was behaving better than on most of their other rides, and Amanda felt herself relax just a fraction.

“OK — no ditches, though,” she laughed nervously.

Once the jumps were set, Amanda approached at a trot. They’d practised over small jumps a few times now, but Magic was still very inexperienced. Often she would skirt around the jumps or rush into them, but this time she stayed slow and straight.

“That was perfect,” Vicki called out. “I think you’re ready for the jumps to go up.”

Amanda shook her head adamantly.

“Don’t be a chicken,” Vicki said. “You jump higher on Charlie all the time.”

“But she’s not Charlie,” Amanda protested. Mum raised the poles anyway. “I don’t even know if she can jump that high.”

At about 70 centimetres, the jump was now the highest Amanda and Magic had attempted together. To boost her confidence as she cantered into the jump, Amanda imagined she was on Charlie.

Two strides out, Amanda realised Magic was about to jump from too far away. There was a moment of panic as the inexperienced mare tried to correct herself. Rather than refusing, or trying to add an extra stride, Magic gathered her legs and soared over the jump, clearing it by much more than she needed to. Not expecting such a huge leap, Amanda lost her balance and tumbled to the ground. Magic’s hooves almost trampled her as she landed and ran off.

Amanda got up, shook herself off and set off after the wayward pony. Laura managed to catch her first, however. She met Amanda halfway across the paddock and handed her the reins.

“Are you OK?” Laura asked, her eyes wide.

Unsure whether to laugh or cry, Amanda nodded. “Trust me to fall off Magic the one time she does nothing wrong. I can’t believe I fell off from her jumping too big!”

“She sure can jump,” Mum said, as she walked over and gave Amanda a leg up. “You had better try it one more time so you don’t finish on a fall.”


Now that she knew Magic would clear the jump, Amanda approached it with more confidence. Just like before, Magic flew over the fence, with more power than Charlie had ever had, and this time Amanda was ready for it. Rising in the stirrups, she slid her hands up Magic’s neck as the pony stretched higher and higher, before landing smoothly on the other side.
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Everyone broke into applause, startling the mare, and it took all of Amanda’s effort to stay on as Magic stopped suddenly and spun around, darting back the way she had come.

“Just when I think you’re improving, you prove me wrong yet again,” Amanda groaned as she gathered her reins and straightened herself up. She was jostled from her thoughts by her mum waving.

“Laura’s parents have a proposal for you. Come and hear them out.”

Unease filled Amanda as she rode over to the fence. Laura was beaming, and her parents looked hopeful.

“We were wondering if you’d keep riding Magic till the end of the year,” Laura’s dad said. “She’s too talented to sell, and we’re sure that with a little more mileage Laura will have a lot of fun on her, but there’s no way she’s ready for her now.”

Amanda gazed at everyone, unable to speak. Keeping Magic was her worst nightmare. Finding her voice, she asked, “Who would Laura ride in the meantime?”

“That’s the big question,” Laura replied. “We were wondering if you’d let me buy Charlie?”


“I don’t know what to answer,” Amanda replied after a moment. She knew she’d disappoint Laura if she was honest and told her she loved Charlie too much to ever part with him.

“No need to decide now.” Laura’s mum stepped forward and patted Magic’s neck. “There’s no hurry for an answer.”

Amanda groaned inwardly at the thought of having to keep Magic another nine months. Biting her tongue, she smiled back.

“I’ll think about it. Now, let’s put Magic away so I can introduce you to Chessy!”
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Chapter 11

Moustache Pete

OVER THE NEXT COUPLE OF WEEKS Amanda’s lessons in patience and perseverance grew. The little things, which she’d been able to take for granted with Charlie, and even Magic, suddenly became huge milestones as Chessy and Maestro’s training continued.

Equally exciting as touching Chessy’s head for the first time was the first time Amanda watched Vicki halter, then lead him. Even more exciting was the first time Amanda was able to do those things with Chessy by herself, while Vicki talked her through each step. Both stallions had been gelded now, which also made them easier to handle.

“No, not like that,” Vicki said. Amanda was struggling to get Chessy to follow her, and Vicki stepped forward to take Chessy’s rope. “Gently hold the pressure, then as soon as he steps forward, soften the rope straight away.”

“That’s what I was doing,” Amanda muttered as she tried again.

Vicki shook her head. “You had a few seconds’ delay — you need to reward him quicker.”

Again Amanda applied pressure to the rope to ask Chessy forward, and as soon as he took a step she relaxed her hold on the rope. Chessy shook his head impatiently.

“Much better,” Vicki smiled.

Next, it was Kelly’s turn to work with Maestro, and under her patient guidance the Welsh pony completed a slow and wobbly circle being led around the paddock. Now that the grey was more relaxed they barely noticed his string-halt. Only occasionally, if he turned tightly, did the jerky lameness appear again in his hind leg.

“I think that’s a good finish for the day,” Kelly said as she stroked his forehead. Amanda couldn’t help but agree, both ponies had learnt so much since they’d brought them home.
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A month after the Welsh ponies arrived, Amanda had a call from Ben. With so much happening they hadn’t seen much of each other, and she was keen for an adventure.

“Guess what?” Ben said, as soon as she picked up the phone.

“You’ve come up with a new prank?” One of Amanda’s and Ben’s favourite things to do was making mischief — once they had left a dead frog in Kelly’s bed, and before that they’d caught dozens of spiders and let them loose in Annabelle’s room.

Ben laughed. “I wish! No — it’s our wild mare, Toffee. She had her foal last night. You should come and meet him.”

“I’ll see if we can ride our ponies up,” Amanda said. “See you soon!”

An hour later, an entourage of ponies set off down the driveway. Even Chessy joined them, led by Vicki, who was riding Casper.

While her sisters rode bareback, Amanda had saddled Magic. Although the bay was improving, she was still worried about falling off every time she rode her.

When they reached the reserve, halfway up the road to the Bennetts’ house, Kelly took the lead, trotting up the hill on Cameo. Not wanting to be left behind, Magic took off after her, and no amount of pulling on the reins would make the bay mare slow down.

“What am I going to do with her?” Amanda groaned in despair when she finally managed to stop Magic at the top of the hill. “I can’t imagine her ever being as fun to ride as Charlie!”

“You’ve been doing great — she was fantastic the day Laura was here,” Vicki said, trotting up behind them. “She’s just young and inexperienced.”

“But I’ve fallen off her so many times, and it could happen again at any moment! There aren’t enough good rides to make me forget the bad ones.”

“Maybe this week I could ride her a couple of times for you?” Vicki offered. “Then I can show you a couple of techniques to help train her.”

“Yes, please,” Amanda said, as they turned up the Bennetts’ driveway. “If I have many more falls, I’ll never have the confidence to ride Chessy.”
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When they found Annabelle and her mother Ellen in the paddock working with their Welsh palominos from the muster, Amanda was soon distracted from her woes. Both ponies were haltered, and the young colt, which Ben had named Banjo after his favourite PlayStation character, looked scared but sweet. Beside him, the stallion Indiana Jones eyed them warily. Chessy called out a greeting and Indiana Jones reared on the lead, striking out with a powerful foreleg, his curly white mane flying.

Amanda glanced over at Chessy in alarm. He arched his neck and pulled hard on the lead, desperate for a fight. It took all of Vicki’s and Ellen’s strength to keep the two ponies separate. Vicki spun Casper around, tugging on Chessy’s lead to drag him away, out of sight from the other stallion.


“I’m sorry,” she said, when she returned after tying up the other ponies. “I won’t bring Chessy up again. I forgot how stroppy stallions can be — Chessy’s been so good since he was gelded.”

“No harm done, he’s quite a feisty one,” Ellen said, as she struggled to win back Indiana Jones’s focus. The stallion was straining on the rope, searching for the missing ponies. “But considering they’d never been handled before, he’s doing well. I’m guessing you’re not here to see these guys, though. Ben is out the back with the foal.”

Amanda tied up Magic and darted around to the small paddock at the back of the house, her sisters following closely behind. There, standing on shaky legs and hiding shyly behind its mother, was a chestnut foal.

Amanda settled down beside Ben, who was watching the pair from the fence. When the colt peeked his head around its mother’s side to look at them, Amanda burst out laughing.

“It’s got a moustache!” she gasped. “Does he look as silly up close?”

“Worse,” Ben said gleefully. “I’ve named him Moustache Pete.”


Amanda shook her head in mock despair. “That’s a terrible name! I swear it’s the most weird-looking foal I’ve ever seen. I didn’t even know horses could have moustaches.”
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Chapter 12

Vicki’s Turn

THE NEXT DAY, AMANDA was looking forward to seeing Vicki work with Magic. She hoped this would provide the breakthrough the mare desperately needed. When the girls arrived home from school, the whole family went directly to Magic’s paddock and got her ready for a ride.

Amanda watched closely as her older sister mounted and began putting Magic through her paces. The young mare tried all her normal tricks, but found to her surprise that her new rider wasn’t at all like Amanda or Laura. Vicki’s legs were longer and she was a lot stronger. Every time Magic tried to drift, Vicki kept her straight. When Magic rushed forward, Vicki was able to slow her.

It wasn’t long before the naughty mare was cantering without crabbing sideways, and jumping quietly over a small course.

“I’m not sure if seeing that makes me want to ride her more or less,” Amanda muttered to Kelly, as Vicki finally swung from the saddle and patted Magic’s sweaty neck. “She was the best she’s ever been, but even Vicki finds her a terror at times.”

Kelly made a sympathetic face. “I definitely wouldn’t want to try and ride her. You and Vicki have nerves of steel!”

“She’s probably had enough for the day,” Vicki told Amanda, her face flushed. “She needs a good sponge-off and a rest — and so do I!”

“Hopefully, tomorrow she’s a little better,” Amanda said, relieved she wouldn’t have to ride Magic after today’s antics.

“I don’t think she’s trying to be naughty — I think she’s just ignorant, like Charlie was at the beginning,” Vicki said. “She doesn’t understand how to turn properly or how to go forward when I squeeze with my legs. No wonder you and Laura have been struggling!”

As they led Magic back to the tack shed to unsaddle, Amanda looked over at Chessy, who was grazing in the next paddock. “I hope Chessy doesn’t end up like Magic,” she frowned. “What if he’s been learning tricks from watching Magic, and thinks it’s OK to behave like that?”

“That would be the worst luck,” Kelly laughed, and she patted Amanda’s shoulder in sympathy.

“I have a feeling he’s going to be fine,” Vicki said. “It’s much easier to train a pony correctly from the beginning than to fix other people’s problem ponies.”
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The next afternoon Vicki rode Magic again, and Amanda was relieved to see that the pony only misbehaved once, right at the beginning of the ride. The mare seemed to have realised that it was much easier to do the right thing. Soon, she was listening to everything Vicki asked of her.

While Vicki took Magic over some jumps, Amanda and Kelly led their Welsh ponies around the paddock, over logs, ditches and poles. Although Maestro wouldn’t be ridden, there was still plenty he could do. Both ponies loved new challenges, and were soon trotting and cantering behind the girls on their leads.

By the end of Magic’s second training session with Vicki, she was looking like a champion pony. If Amanda hadn’t already experienced Magic at her worst, she’d have easily believed the mare was always perfectly behaved.

“Are you ready to hop back on her?” Vicki said, jumping off and holding out the reins.

Amanda eyed Magic doubtfully. “Maybe you should ride her a couple more times — until she’s behaved for at least a whole ride.”

“I guess I could take her to the first round of the Autumn Show Hunter Series this weekend,” Vicki suggested.

“Good idea! I think Laura’s entered on Charlie, too.” Amanda eyes lit up as she suddenly remembered the bet she’d won against her sisters. With all the excitement of getting Chessy and riding Magic, she’d completely forgotten about it. “This will be our first show since I won that show-jumping class, right? That means I get to compete on Casper!”

Vicki shook her head. “Since we were all first equal it doesn’t count — there’s no way I’m letting you ride him.”

“That’s not fair,” Amanda wailed. “You promised!”

“Amanda’s right — you said ‘if she won’, which technically she did,” Mum said, appearing behind them. Her face was smudged with dirt from weeding the vegetable garden. “You gave your word.”

“But she’s so tiny, and Casper’s the biggest pony we own!”

“Then you should never have agreed to it at the time,” Mum said firmly. “Amanda can jump Casper at home tomorrow, while you ride Magic, and if she feels confident she can jump him at the show this weekend. If not, she forfeits the chance to compete with Casper.”

Vicki sighed, knowing her mum’s decision would be final.
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The next day Amanda struggled to clamber onto the Arabian’s back. He was so tall her feet didn’t even reach past the saddle flaps.

“You look tiny up there,” Kelly laughed as she rode over on Cameo. When Vicki joined them on Magic a few minutes later, Kelly’s gaze flicked between her sisters. In contrast to Amanda and Casper, Vicki’s feet dangled well past Magic’s stomach.

“Everyone’s going to know you’re on the wrong ponies. You look like a giant on her.”

“Luckily I’m only riding her in the smallest class,” Vicki said, laughing in spite of herself. “I’ll still ride Casper and Dandy in the 80-centimetres and 90-centimetres!”
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Chapter 13

Show Day

AMANDA WOKE UP ON SHOW DAY feeling equal parts nervous and excited. Charlie was the only pony she’d ever jumped at a show, and in comparison to Casper he was tiny and much, much slower. She hoped the class would go well, but first she had more important matters to deal with, like how to even halter the grey Arabian.

It wasn’t that he was difficult to catch, but rather that he was too tall. Casper stood patiently as she tugged on his mane, trying to get him to lower his head. When that failed, she grabbed a handful of grass and tried to bribe him over to a bank so she’d be higher up, but Casper wouldn’t budge. Refusing to admit defeat and return to Vicki empty-handed, Amanda walked back to Casper to mull over her options.

“Hurry up, Amanda — we’re going to be late for the show,” she heard Vicki call out across the paddocks.

“Did you hear that, Casper? You’re keeping everyone waiting!” Amanda said, glaring at the towering pony in frustration. “It’s times like this that Chessy and Magic seem like dream ponies! At least I can reach their heads.”

Casper just blinked and eyed her patiently, his refined head cocked to one side. As she watched him, Amanda came up with a great idea.

“Who needs a halter, anyway?” she said. Patting Casper on the shoulder, she reached up and flung the rope up and over his neck.

It was only a short-term solution, however. Casper’s height continued to be a problem as the day progressed. Amanda couldn’t even help saddle or bridle him, nor could she mount him without a leg-up, so Vicki had to help her out.


As Amanda rode Casper into the warm-up arena, her heart-beat seemed to double when she spied her friend riding over on Charlie — her beloved grey looked so small and slow from where she sat astride the bigger pony. “We’re in the same class,” Laura said excitedly. “I couldn’t believe it when I saw you were entered on Casper, or that Magic was competing at her first show!”

“It’s your first show on Charlie, too,” Amanda said.

Laura nodded. “You know what the best part is?”

“The jumps are only set at 50 centimetres?” Amanda said, eyeing the tiny course.

“No,” Laura laughed. “Although that helps, for sure! I’m not even nervous. I thought I’d be terrified having to jump at a competition, but I feel so safe on Charlie that I’m actually excited.”

“Don’t talk him up too much, otherwise I might steal him back off you.” Amanda smiled to disguise the fact that tears were filling her eyes. “I miss him so much.”

“I really hope you let me keep him,” Laura said. “I love him so much already — he’s the best pony I’ve ever met.”
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As Laura entered the ring, Amanda trotted Casper around the warm-up ring, bouncing to his huge trot. Every stride covered much more ground than the smaller ponies she was used to riding, and it even made her miss Magic’s short, choppy trot.

“Maybe riding big horses isn’t as much fun as I thought it would be,” Amanda sighed. She glanced over at Vicki and Magic, tempted to suggest they swap back. The bay mare was behaving better than she’d expected, and Amanda felt sure she’d have more fun on the smaller pony.

“You’re six competitors away,” Mum smiled, as she walked over to adjust the height of the practice jumps. “How are you feeling?”

“Like Casper needs to shrink in the wash,” Amanda joked nervously. They all paused to watch Laura and Charlie jump around the course, and Amanda felt a little envious of the pairs’ picture-perfect form.

“You’ll be fine,” Vicki reassured her. “Just point Casper at the middle of each jump; he’ll do the rest.”


Shaking off her doubts, Amanda squared her shoulders and aimed Casper for the practice crossbar. She’d begged for this chance, and she wouldn’t waste it second-guessing herself now.

Casper soared over the jump and Amanda’s confidence returned. She circled him around and approached the oxer.

“Amanda Wilson and Casper,” the gate steward called out. Amanda’s breath hitched as she entered the ring.

Glancing back at her sister, Amanda called out, “So what do I get if I win this time?”

Vicki laughed. “You’re not going to win.”
 
“Then you shouldn’t mind making a bet,” Amanda replied with a cheeky grin.

Vicki rolled her eyes. “I’ll let you decide Chessy’s training schedule for the next week, OK?”

Urging Casper into a canter, Amanda aimed him for the middle of the first jump, just as Vicki had told her. The experienced grey, used to competing over much higher jumps, flew over the small upright.

Amanda’s focus shifted to the second jump. In the middle. Next jump. In the middle. Next jump. Soon all the jumps lay behind them and Amanda’s mouth curved into a smile, unable to believe she’d jumped clear.

Circling Casper, she gradually slowed him to a walk and rode over to join her family. Her legs shook as she slid down from his back, hitting the ground with a thud and beaming from ear to ear.

“You did good, kiddo,” Dad said proudly, as he reached up to stroke Casper’s sleek muzzle.

“Thanks, but it was mostly Casper,” Amanda said. “I just closed my eyes and hung on tight.”

Next in the ring was Vicki on Magic, and they all lined up to see how the pony would behave.

“She’s good so far,” Amanda said, crossing her fingers for luck.

“A little spooky and inexperienced, but she hasn’t misbehaved,” Mum remarked with a satisfied smile, as the pair completed the course. “Gosh, Magic has an exceptional jump!”

Vicki rode Magic from the ring and trotted over. “So, do you think you will keep her, or are you going back to the always-perfect Charlie?” Vicki asked her little sister.

Amanda was torn. A month ago she’d never dreamed she’d want any pony other than Charlie, but riding Magic and working with Chessy had opened her eyes to a whole new world. She would never have learnt the lessons she’d had training the more challenging ponies if she’d still been fooling around on Charlie, having fun. But at the same time, she missed riding a pony she could trust — she could never truly relax around Magic or Chessy.

“I miss riding Charlie bareback and sideways, and having random adventures with him,” Amanda said slowly.

“There’s no reason you can’t do all that with Magic, or Chessy, soon,” Mum reasoned. “Every day they’ve gotten better and better. A few months from now they’ll be completely different ponies.”

Amanda nodded distractedly, having noticed the judge leave his box with the score sheet.

“In first place we have Amanda Wilson … second place goes to Laura Hamilton …” The rest of the results were drowned out by Amanda’s whooping as she bent her knee, waiting to be legged-up onto Casper’s back.

“I guess that means I get to decide what Chessy learns this week!” Amanda grinned as she and Laura rode forward together to collect their ribbons.
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Chapter 14

Just Like Charlie

“SO, WHAT DO YOU HAVE IN MIND for Chessy today?” Vicki said the next afternoon, after they’d caught the chestnut.

“Mum said something at the show yesterday which gave me a great idea,” Amanda said, her eyes shining brightly. “My goal is for him and Magic to be just like Charlie one day.” She’d spent all night thinking about what made Charlie so special and had decided that her mum was right — with the right training there was no reason that her other ponies couldn’t be just as versatile one day, too.


“What kind of things do we have to teach them, then?” Kelly said. “And how will you know when they’re trained well enough?”

“When I can ride them bareback with just a halter. And sideways and backwards. And carry all sorts of things on them, and have them drag things. And when they’re quiet enough for my friends to ride, then I’ll know they’re good kids’ ponies.”

“So not too much, then!” Vicki joked. “You do realise that Charlie’s eleven years old and has been ridden for six years? Chessy and Magic are not going to transform overnight.”

“But if we don’t start now, then they’re never going to change,” Amanda said. She was eager to get started.

Vicki nodded. “OK, then — what’s first?”

“You know that old log, down by the river’s edge?”
 
“Yeah,” Vicki said slowly.

“Before I made the swap with Laura, I was planning to get Charlie to drag it up to the flat ground so I could jump it. Now Chessy could do it.”

Vicki shook her head. “You should never tie horses to things that are moveable,” she said. “I learnt that the hard way. Remember what happened last year when my friend and I tied Dandy and her pony Misty to tyres?”

Amanda did remember. When the ponies realised the tyres were dragging along behind them, they panicked and bolted. Luckily, Dandy went through all the gates, but Misty went through all the fences and sliced her legs down to the bone.

“So maybe not a good idea, then.”

“No, it is possible, but we just have to do it safely and start with small steps,” Vicki said. “The ponies can’t actually be tied to the log, though; they need to be able to get loose if they panic.”

“So maybe we shouldn’t start with the log straight away,” Kelly said.

Vicki nodded. “First we need a really long rope, and a smaller log to practise with.”

Once they had everything they needed, they set to work. Vicki led Chessy and Kelly led Magic, while Amanda walked alongside them dragging a rope. At first they were unsure about the rope slithering along in the grass and shied sideways. But within ten minutes Chessy was calmly circling the paddock, ignoring the dragging rope. Magic took a lot longer to get used to it.


“Next we need to tie a little log to it,” Vicki said. “I think both ponies will cope now.”

Amanda quickly knotted the rope to the log, but all her pulling and tugging wouldn’t make it budge.

“I’m not strong enough,” Amanda grumbled, planting her hands on her hips.

Kelly swapped places with her little sister. Picking up the rope, she wrapped it around her back, straining to get the log moving. Finally, it shifted, moving more easily as it gathered speed.

At first, the ponies were unsettled by the log following them. Magic spun around and eyed the log warily, while Chessy scooted forward with his tail tucked between his legs.

“It’s all right, boy,” Amanda reassured him, once Vicki had managed to calm the worried pony. Once he was relaxed, they began again, and this time Chessy and Magic barely flinched. Soon they were both trotting around the paddock, with Kelly running alongside them dragging the log.

“They don’t seem to be at all bothered,” Amanda squealed excitedly. “What’s the next step, Vicki?”

“Now they have to get used to the weight of the log pulling against them, and the rope touching their legs. Let’s just do Chessy — I think Magic needs a little more time.”

After tying a collar around the base of Chessy’s neck, Vicki threaded the towing rope through it. Rather than tying it to the collar, though, she handed the end of the rope to Kelly.

“So Chessy will be pulling it, but if he gets worried, you just have to let the rope go so it falls loose,” Vicki explained.

As Amanda watched, she was filled with worry for her pony. Instead of pulling the log, Chessy halted every time he felt the collar tighten around his neck. Running over to the fence, Amanda grabbed some handfuls of grass, ready to reward the confused chestnut when he finally understood that he was supposed to strain against the ropes.

With her arms full, Amanda turned back. She was surprised to see Chessy hard at work, the log slowly inching along behind him. Bringing him to a halt, Vicki gave him a big pat and Amanda hurried over to feed him.

“I think that’s enough for today,” Kelly said, wiping her hand across her sweaty face. “Chessy looks as tired as me. That log’s heavier than it looks!”
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For the rest of the week, when they returned home from school, the girls headed down to the paddock to continue Chessy and Magic’s lessons. Soon both ponies were dragging the little log around the paddock as if they’d been doing it all their lives.

“I think Chessy’s ready for the big log,” Amanda said. She was desperate to add it to their motley collection of jumps.

“I’ll go get Mum and Dad,” Kelly said, climbing over the fence and running to the house. “They’ll want to be here to make sure nothing goes wrong.”
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While they waited for their parents to join them, Vicki and Amanada led Chessy down to the river’s edge. The bigger log wasn’t much thicker than their practice log, but about three times as long. Soon they had the rope tied to the bigger log and threaded through Chessy’s collar again. Since the log was so heavy, and there was no risk of him being able to gather enough speed to take off, dragging it behind him, Vicki fastened the rope to the collar with a quick-release knot.

Chessy strained on the ropes, a layer of sweat breaking out on his coat. Finally he gained traction, his little hooves digging into the dirt as he pulled the log up the small incline.

“That’ll do,” Amanda said as she clapped her hands, proud of Chessy’s efforts. “What a champ!”

“The log’s not even big enough to be a proper jump,” Vicki sighed when it was finally settled in the intended place, less than 10 metres from where it had been resting at the water’s edge.

Amanda frowned. In her mind it had seemed a lot bigger. But after a little bit of lifting and wriggling, their dad helped them wedge a piece of firewood under each end. This raised the log to 60 centimetres, and it now looked just like a real jump.

“So what’s next?” Vicki said teasingly. “What other weird and wonderful skills does Chessy need to learn to be just like Charlie?”

“Apart from riding him?” Amanda said. “Umm, well, he should get used to traffic, and loud noises, and different animals. Lots of ponies hate the neighbour’s donkey, and some don’t even like pigs or cows!”

“First, though,” Kelly said with a smile at her sisters, “we should hop on Magic, Dandy and Cameo and jump over this log.”
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Chapter 15

More Animals

“MUM AND DAD, CAN WE GET a piglet?” Amanda asked when the whole family was settled around the table that night for dinner.

“Or a calf. My friend at school got a pet calf to raise last week,” Kelly added.

Their parents looked at them in confusion. “What on earth for?” said Mum. “With ponies, guinea pigs, rabbits and all the birds in the aviary, don’t you have enough pets?”

“It’ll be fun to learn about different types of animals, and I’m sure the ponies would enjoy meeting them, too,” Vicki said. “You’re always saying we should raise our own calves and lambs, but it never happens.”

“All right,” Dad said, his face beaming. “I’ll ring around the local farmers and see if they want to get rid of any calves.”

“What about a piglet?” Amanda asked. “Remember last year, when we went to the One Day Event, and everyone’s ponies refused to pass the paddock filled with pigs? But Charlie didn’t care, because he’d already met a pig.”

“I’m not sure where you’re going with all of this,” Mum said.

“If we owned a pig, all our ponies would get used to it, so we wouldn’t have to worry about something like that happening again,” Amanda insisted.

“That’s the silliest reason I’ve ever heard you come up with,” Mum said, unable to contain her laughter.

“I have heard that pigs make great pets, though,” Dad said.

Holding up a finger, Mum sent him a warning glance. “Don’t even think about it. Calves maybe, but a pig’s taking it way too far.”
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They returned home from school a few days later to find their dad almost hopping with excitement. “You’ll never guess what we picked up today!”

“Calves!” all three girls shrieked. They followed their parents over to the yards, where two baby calves lay sleeping. One was black-and-white and the other was caramel-coloured.

“They’re only four days old, so they’ll need milk several times a day. You’ll have to take turns bottle-feeding them,” Mum said, as she unlatched the gate and bent over to scratch their ears.

Amanda knelt beside her mum and stroked the calves in wonder, amazed by how soft they were. “Can we name them Missy and Daisy?”

“Sure — those are great names for cows,” Dad said. “Now wait here, there’s one more thing I need to show you.”

Amanda and her sisters watched curiously as Dad disappeared around the corner, wondering what he was up to. Minutes later he reappeared, this time leading … a fully grown pig!


Amanda shook her head, convinced she wasn’t seeing clearly, but sure enough there was her dad, leading a black-spotted pig that was almost as tall as his knees.

“You really didn’t!” Mum gasped when she peeked past her daughters. “You didn’t mention anything about a pig.”

Smiling, Dad passed the pig’s rope over to Vicki and settled down on the tack-room steps. “I knew you’d try to change my mind, but I think it’ll be great to have a pig around to eat all the food scraps.”

“Oh, it will be great,” Amanda squealed. “I can’t believe it has a collar and everything.”

“Her name is Peggy. She belonged to an elderly man who recently passed away, so she’s been very well trained and is used to people.”

Amanda gaze flicked from the calves to the pigs, then past them to where Chessy and Magic stood grazing in the paddock. “Oh, we’re going to have so much fun!”
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Now Amanda and her sisters not only had ponies to tame, but also calves to train. Right from day one, they decided Missy and Daisy needed to learn to walk on a lead, so they could be taken along on adventures, so they made soft halters for them out of ripped-up old bed-sheets. Within days, the calves were able to join Maestro and Kelly on lead adventures, since the grey couldn’t be ridden.

Chessy’s training progressed, too, in preparation for being ridden. First, he learnt to wear a saddle. Once he got used to having something on his back, then Vicki leant against his side and put her arms over his back so he’d get used to the feel of a rider.

“I think he’s ready for you to hop on,” Mum said to Amanda while they were playing with their ponies in the front paddock.

Amanda raised her eyebrows and turned to Vicki. “Aren’t you going to ride him first?”

“I think he’d be better for you. I’m way too big for him.”

“But I’ve never broken in a pony before,” Amanda said, her lip quivering. “What if I make a mistake, or fall off?”

“We’ll just take it slowly,” Mum said. “The first step is just to lie over his back. It’ll be easy to jump off if he gets worried.”

Amanda put aside her doubts as she ran to the tack shed to grab her helmet. Excitement coursed through her as she realised she’d be the first person to ever ride Chessy.

“You really think he’s ready?” Amanda asked breathlessly as she rejoined the others.

“Absolutely. Even more importantly, I think you’re ready, too. You’ve improved so much from riding Magic,” Mum said as she leant over and legged Amanda up onto Chessy’s back.

As Amanda lay draped over his withers, she was relieved she’d persevered with the stroppy mare. Being able to train Chessy was worth all the frustration and tears she’d shed over Magic in the past couple of months.

Over the next ten minutes Amanda hopped on and off several times, until Chessy was so relaxed she was able to sit up on him for the first time.

“Ready for a few steps?” Mum asked.

Amanda nodded. She threaded her hands through his mane hanging on tightly, prepared just in case he did something wrong.


Soon she and the Welsh pony were walking around the paddock while Mum led them. Chessy was now used to being led everywhere, pulling logs and wearing a saddle. He didn’t seem to mind the new addition of a rider on his back, and behaved like he’d been doing it his whole life.

“He’s really quiet,” Amanda said in wonder when they came to a stop, and reached forward to pat Chessy’s neck.

“Maybe even as well-behaved as Samson used to be,” Kelly said, referring to the Shetland pony they had all learnt to ride on.

“Well, if he’s anything like Samson, then he’s going to have to get used to kids hanging off the side of him, hugging his legs, running behind him and sliding off his rump!” Mum shook her head, reliving all the terrifying moments of teaching her horse-crazy daughters to ride.

“Should I try sliding off now?” Amanda asked, reaching behind her to pat Chessy’s rump. Unprepared for the sudden movement Chessy scooted forward, then turned his head to look back at Amanda in surprise.

“Maybe not on his first ride,” Mum said firmly. “Let’s give him a few more weeks to get used to the idea and then you can try sliding off.”
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Now that Chessy was able to be ridden, he joined in on farm rides, with Vicki leading him off Casper and Amanda astride him. It was an easy way for Chessy to get used to a rider without Amanda having to worry about steering or stopping such an inexperienced pony. Chessy loved these adventures, but for Casper and Cameo the rides often proved quite slow — the little Welshie’s short legs meant they had to plod along slowly.

“He has to canter to keep up with Casper’s trot,” Amanda complained yet again, as they made their way up a hill.

“If you keep complaining, I’ll take the lead rein off and make you ride by yourself,” Vicki joked in exasperation.

“Really? Can we, please? If you don’t let me, I’ll just keep complaining until you give in!”

“OK,” Vicki relented. She halted Casper and reached down and unclipped his lead. “He’s only had about ten rides, but let’s see how he copes.”

Excited to be off the lead rein, Amanda followed behind her sisters as they rode off. Luckily, Chessy still thought he was on the lead, and he shadowed Casper’s movements as they continued around the farm.

“He was perfect,” Kelly smiled proudly, as they washed the sweat off the ponies after their ride. “I wish Maestro was able to be ridden.”

“You’ve done a good job with him, though,” Amanda said, as she scratched Chessy in his favourite spot just behind his ear. “Someone’s coming to look at him this week, right?”

Kelly nodded, “They’re looking for a pony to babysit their foals and yearlings. Maestro will love it — he’ll think he has a little herd to look after again!”

“Talking about selling ponies,” Vicki broke in, “what have you decided to do about Charlie?”

“I’m not sure,” Amanda said quietly. “He’s my best friend, and I have more fun with him than any other pony I’ve ever ridden.”

“I know how hard the decision is for you, but he’s too small to keep forever,” Kelly said. “I was so sad when my old pony Twinkle was sold, but having Cameo to replace her made it a lot easier. At least if Laura buys Charlie you’ll still see him all the time at Pony Club.”

Amanda hung up her bridle, still undecided. “I know I’ll have to sell him one day, but I thought I’d have at least another year on him.”

“Well, don’t turn down the offer too soon,” Vicki said. “Magic’s extremely talented. With her you’ll be able to compete in higher show-jumping classes than ever before!”
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Chapter 16

Off the Beaten Track

“RIDING ON THE NEIGHBOUR’S FARM is getting boring,” Amanda complained the next weekend, as they set off on their ponies for another ride. This time she was on Magic, and the feisty mare tugged on the reins, eager to take the lead. “I love cantering up the hills, but we always ride the same way.”

Kelly nodded in agreement. “The loop is getting old. How about we go into the forest and find some new tracks today?”

“It can be an adventure,” Vicki said. “Let’s try to only ride on parts of the farm we’ve never been before.”


At the first hill, Amanda took the lead. But rather than cantering straight up it as they usually would, she circled the edge of the paddock. They weaved in between trees, and when they reached a shallow stream she tried to get Magic to jump it. But the little bay mare planted her feet at the water’s edge and refused to budge.

“Can one of you go in front of us?” Amanda asked, frustrated. “Charlie would have jumped it without hesitating.”

Vicki passed her on Dandy, the chestnut gelding effortlessly clearing the water. Again Amanda tried with Magic, but she still wouldn’t move.

“Hang on,” Kelly said, riding up alongside her. “See if she’ll follow Cameo.”

To Amanda’s relief, Magic followed behind the steel-grey mare, jumping so high over the stream Amanda almost fell off.

Venturing on, they ducked under a few fallen branches before coming to an old wooden gate.

“We’ve never ridden in this paddock,” Vicki said, as she struggled to undo the rusty chain. After lifting the gate she finally managed to unlatch it, and pushed it open for her sisters to walk their ponies through. “I don’t even know where it leads.”

Closing the gate behind them, they were soon in dense native forest, the light dimmed by a canopy of trees hung with vines and ferns growing in every direction. Birdsong was the only sound.

Amanda glanced around, trying to figure out which way to go next. Her eyes landed on what looked like a track made by animals. “That way,” she said, pointing at a small gap between the trees.

“You’re on the smallest pony,” Vicki said, as she sized up the barely visible path. “You go first to make sure it leads somewhere.”

It took a lot of convincing for Magic to step onto the dark narrow track, and she cautiously edged forward with her head lowered. With every step, leaves brushed against her sides and Amanda had to duck to avoid being knocked off by low-hanging branches. After about 20 metres Magic realised she was all alone and started fretting, neighing out desperately for her friends. With no room to turn around, Amanda talked quietly to the young mare, hoping to calm her.

“Just a little further,” she whispered as Magic tried to spin sideways, knocking Amanda’s leg against a tree truck. “There must be a clearing coming up — I can see light streaming through the branches.”

Finally, Magic settled down and continued on. Within minutes they rounded a corner and Amanda gasped at the beauty that lay before her. Sunlight filtered down through the trees into a clearing, lighting up ferns and moss.

“You’ll fit through!” Amanda yelled over her shoulder, hoping the others could hear.

In the distance, she heard her sisters reply. While she waited for them, she rode Magic forward, searching for another track so they wouldn’t have to go back the way they had come.

Suddenly, Amanda heard the tinkling of glass breaking. She looked down and to her shock there lay a broken bottle, fractured under the weight of Magic’s hooves.

“How on earth did rubbish get out here?” Amanda wondered in shock, then anger filled her. It was far too beautiful and peaceful a place to leave trash lying around. She jumped off Magic’s back to make sure the glass hadn’t cut her.

She picked up all four of Magic’s hooves, and was relieved to find nothing wrong. Leading her pony forward, she felt more crunching underfoot and froze. Glancing down in horror, Amanda lifted her boot, then bent and pulled aside the grass and moss to reveal a cream piece of pottery, now cracked.

Behind her she heard the other ponies drawing nearer, and when she saw her sisters emerge from the dense trees she held up a hand.

“Don’t come any further,” Amanda said. “I’m surrounded by broken pottery and glass.”

“Out here, in the middle of nowhere?” Kelly said.

“I’m serious,” Amanda said, her voice wobbling. “I need you to tie up your ponies and come help me figure out how to get Magic out of this mess without cutting her hooves.”

Vicki and Kelly hurried over to join Amanda. Stepping carefully, they began pulling up the undergrowth surrounding Magic, careful not to startle her.

With every handful, Amanda’s concern grew. It appeared they had ridden into the middle of a rubbish dump. Not only were there bizarre-looking bottles and pottery, but also old china plates and rusty cutlery.


“It looks very old,” Amanda said, as Vicki passed her a chipped teacup. “Like something Nana or Granny would have.”

“Even older, I imagine,” Kelly said, surveying the circle they’d made around Magic. They’d managed to clear away the worst of the rubbish, but a few half-buried pieces remained.

“I think this is the safest way out,” Vicki said. She took Magic’s reins and they threaded a path over to the other ponies. Amanda let out a breath of relief when Magic managed to avoid breaking anything else.

Tying Magic up beside the other ponies, Vicki returned to the dump-site and began tugging up more handfuls of moss.

“Let’s keep looking at this stuff. We’ve got a little bit of time before Mum will start worrying and send out a search party.”

Now that she didn’t have to hold Magic, Amanda joined in, and soon they had cleared to the outer edges of the rubbish pit.

“There’s no plastic,” Kelly said curiously as she unearthed a small brown glass bottle etched with the word MEDICINE.


“Maybe this dump-site is from the old days,” Amanda suggested as she accidently broke a china plate she was trying to loosen with a stick.

“We probably need to be more careful, then,” Vicki said as she ran her fingers over their findings. “These things could be really valuable. Let’s come back tomorrow and bring some tools so we can dig and see what’s hidden under the dirt.”
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Chapter 17

Digging for Treasure

BACK AT THE HOUSE after dinner and dishes, Amanda and her sisters went straight to the family bookcase and pulled out a book about archaeological digs in Egypt. Sitting down, the two older girls took turns reading out loud as they all looked over the illustrations.

In the morning, after a quick breakfast, the girls started gathering together an assortment of tools and gear for a dig of their own. First, they needed gloves to protect their hands from broken glass, and trowels, which they borrowed from the vegetable garden. Next were small brushes to dust away the dirt once they found something worth excavating. After much consideration they decided the horse brushes were too big and opted for their old toothbrushes. Last, but not least, they needed something in which to wrap their treasure so it wouldn’t break on the journey home.

“This should do the trick,” their dad said, passing them a stack of old newspapers.

“How are we going to carry all this stuff out anyway?” Amanda asked, as she viewed the growing pile on the porch.

“In Egypt they used donkeys, with sacks hanging on either side, laden with the gold and treasures they found in the tombs,” Vicki said.

Amanda’s brain sparked with ideas. “Chessy could be our donkey,” she said with a grin. “We could hang old chaff sacks on either side of his back to carry the tools and treasure. If Chessy copes, he’ll be one step closer to being the perfect kids’ pony!”
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An hour later they were set to go. Chessy had stood patiently while the sacks were tied to a surcingle and then filled with their tools, as well as a picnic lunch Mum had packed so the girls could stay out all day. Carefully, Vicki led the little chestnut around the paddock to make sure he wouldn’t spook at the load he was carrying, but after swinging his head from side to side uncertainly, he seemed to realise it wasn’t going to hurt him.


“Make sure you’re back before dark,” Mum said, as she waved them off down the driveway.

Walking in on foot was much slower than riding had been the day before, and it took almost forty minutes to retrace their steps through the forest. Tying up Chessy, they piled lots of grass in front of him, then set to work.

First, they used their toothbrushes to excavate any half-buried bottles they could see, then set to work digging with trowels and spades until they hit something. Soon they had two piles — one of broken pieces of glass and pottery, and the second, much smaller, of anything undamaged.
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Amanda checked her watch. “We’ve been going for two hours but we’ve only got a few things that aren’t chipped or smashed into millions of pieces,” she said.

“And a pair of false teeth,” Kelly said with a gasp, as she held up her latest find.

Scurrying over, Amanda inspected the teeth. They were perfectly intact. “That is so gross!” she giggled. “Gross, but cool!”
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Another two hours passed before they were finally ready to call it quits for the day. Passing out newspaper, they set to work carefully wrapping their fragile cargo, then placed their finds into the sacks on Chessy’s back.

“That’s seven milk bottles, five plates, three teacups, eight medicine bottles, six glass bottles and one set of false teeth,” Amanda said as the final bottle was placed gingerly into the overflowing sacks.

“And that,” Vicki said, as she pointed to their towering pile of discarded rubbish, “used to be more of the same. I can’t believe how much has been dumped here.”

“Do you think we should bury it all again?” Kelly asked, chewing on her bottom lip. “I’d hate for an animal to cut themselves on all that glass.”

“Good idea,” Vicki said. Together they pushed the pile back into the hole they’d dug, then covered it in soil. “Once the grass grows back, no one will even know we’ve been here.”

Vicki went ahead down the track, holding aside branches so Amanda could lead Chessy through without knocking the sacks. With his full load, the little pony was much wider than a horse and rider, and there were a few tight spots.

“I don’t think he’ll fit through here,” Amanda said, when the track took a downward turn between two tree trunks.

“It’ll be a tight squeeze, but I think it’ll be OK.” Vicki motioned them on.

Slowly, Amanda edged forward, but just as Chessy passed through, his hooves slid down the slope and he scrambled to regain his footing. Pitching to the side, one of the sacks slammed against the tree truck. To Amanda’s horror she heard the sound of glass shattering.

Startled by the noise, Chessy leapt forward. Once clear of the trees, he skidded to a stop in front of Amanda and Vicki, before pushing his head forward for a reassuring pat.

“Is everything all right?” Kelly called out from behind.

“We’re all fine, but there might be a couple of broken bottles,” Amanda called back, stroking Chessy’s blaze.


“I hope most of them are still OK,” Kelly groaned as she hurried to catch up. “I’m hoping we can sell them for lots of money!”
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The next afternoon, on their way home from school, they stopped in at the antique store with their mum to get their treasure valued. But to the sisters’ disappointment they were told that while their findings were about eighty years old, they were only worth a few dollars each.

“I’ll give you twenty dollars for the lot,” the shopkeeper offered.

“No, thank you,” Kelly said politely, gathering up the bottles. “I’ll use them as vases and fill them with flowers.”

“But imagine how many lollies we could buy at the dairy!” Amanda pleaded. “Can’t we just sell some of them?”

Kelly shook her head. “The lollies will be gone in seconds. Please can we keep them? Every time I look at them I’ll remember yesterday’s adventure.” Mum nodded. “Memories are much better than sugary sweets. Hurry up, though, otherwise we’ll be late to meet the people coming to look at Maestro.”
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Half an hour later, the potential buyer arrived. Her kids enjoyed fussing over the little pony. First they caught Maestro, then they groomed him, and finally they led him around the property on a little adventure. His string-halt was quite noticeable at times, but they didn’t seem to mind.

“I think he’s perfect for what we’re looking for,” the mother smiled. “I promise he’ll have a good life with us, babysitting the Welsh foals we breed.”

“He’s a Welsh, too,” Kelly said. “Everyone will probably think he’s related to your ponies.”

“Is he registered? I’d love to know his breeding.”
 
“He’s a purebred,” said Mum, “but the breeding papers were burnt years ago and we haven’t been able to track down their lineage.” She explained about where the Welshies had come from and how the family had caught them.


“It doesn’t matter about his background.” The lady smiled as she rubbed Maestro’s head. “With that string-halt, he’ll never compete anyway. He’s just going to have a cruisy life in the paddock.”
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Chapter 18

The Ultimate Kids’ Pony

A FEW WEEKS LATER, when Ben and Laura were visiting, Amanda came up with a fun idea. “Do you want to lead the pig and calves up to the dairy with Chessy, to get fish and chips for lunch?”

“It looks freezing out there,” Ben complained, pointing out the window at the wind buffeting the trees.

Amanda rolled her eyes. “Grab a jumper!” As she and Laura headed for the door, they heard Ben’s footsteps following.

They set off down the road, Amanda riding Chessy. Kelly and Vicki took Missy and Daisy, since the calves could still be quite obstinate when it came to being led, and Ben and Laura took turns leading Peggy. Every car that passed slowed down to watch the procession, most people doing a double-take when they saw the pig and calves tagging along behind.

At the dairy, Chessy and Peggy stood patiently while the group waited for their food to be cooked. But the calves had other ideas, dragging on the leads as they jumped up onto the footpath and bumped into signs, causing a ruckus.

Finally, their fish and chips were ready. With their arms laden with food, the kids headed to the reserve, letting the animals graze around them as they ate.

As Amanda watched her sisters being tugged in every direction, she was glad she only had to look after Chessy. Even though the calves were smaller than the once-wild stallion, they were double the trouble. Not Peggy, though — she sat patiently between Ben and Laura, gulping down the chips they slipped her when they thought no one was looking.
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Once the last chip was eaten, they gathered up their rubbish and headed for home. When they were almost at the Wilsons’ driveway, their procession of animals was interrupted by three young girls spilling out of a neighbouring house. They came to a stop in a giggling mass of long blonde hair and brightly coloured clothing. The smallest one clutched a teddy to her chest. She eyed Chessy, Missy, Daisy and Peggy curiously.

“Do you mind if we pat your pony, and all the other animals?” asked the biggest child, who looked about the same age as Amanda.

“This is Chessy,” Amanda said as she rode the little Welshie forward. “He used to be wild, but now he’s a kids’ pony.”

“He doesn’t seem very wild,” the middle sister said as she wrapped her arms around Chessy’s neck and gave him a hug. “He’s much friendlier than our mum’s horse.”

“Your mum has a horse?” Vicki asked, as she glanced towards the house. “Where is it?”


“He’s still down the road, because we have no land here,” the oldest sister said. “We only moved in a few days ago.”

Their chatter was interrupted by a young-looking blonde woman approaching. “I see you found a pony to pat,” she said to the little girls, and held out her hand to Kelly, who was nearest. “Hi, I’m Sasha, and these little imps are my daughters. Molly’s six, Candice is five and Emma is three.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” Kelly said politely. “We live next door. I’m Kelly, and these are my sisters Vicki and Amanda. And that’s Ben, who lives just up the road, and Laura.”

“I’ve seen you out in the paddocks with the ponies. It looks like you have lots of animals!” Sasha said, as she reached out to pat Peggy.

Amanda nodded. “We have eight ponies, two calves, one pig, five rabbits, three guinea pigs and lots of birds!”

Sasha laughed. “That’s a lot of mouths to feed! I’ve just got the one horse at the moment, but I keep promising the girls I’ll buy them ponies one day.”

“Well, if they ever want to ride, they’re welcome to come down and have a turn on Chessy,” Vicki said, as Emma crept forward to pat his muzzle. “He’s learning how to become the ultimate kids’ pony and needs as much practice as he can get.”
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Two days later, Sasha took them up on their offer. Amanda and her sisters were in the middle of mucking out the paddocks when they spied her coming down the drive with her three girls in tow. Dropping their buckets and gloves, they sprinted down the hill to say hello.

“I’m guessing you’ve come for a ride?” Amanda said, when she skidded to a stop in front of them.

“If it’s not too much hassle, the girls would love to. They’ve been begging to visit you ever since we met you the other day. Chessy’s the only thing they’ve talked about!”

“How about I catch him?” Vicki said, grabbing a halter. “I’ll only be five minutes.”

Kelly and Amanda took Molly, Candice and Emma to see the guinea pigs and rabbits, then they made their way over to the yards. By the time the girls had seen all the other animals, Vicki already had Chessy saddled and bridled.

“Who’s first?” Amanda asked, as she grabbed her helmet out of the tack shed for the girls to wear.

Candice shyly put up her hand, and Sasha lifted her into the saddle. One at a time, Vicki led them up and down the driveway, even trotting a few strides, which caused a few squeals. Amanda was relieved that Chessy didn’t seem to mind the commotion or his little riders bouncing around in the saddle.

“I think he likes you,” Amanda smiled, as Chessy pushed his nose into Molly’s chest, before Amanda led him back to his paddock.

“That’s good,” Molly giggled as she reached up to scratch him. “We like him, too.”
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Chapter 19

Safe and Steady

Amanda had another chance to prove what a great pony Chessy had become when Laura and Ben came over to stay the night. Laura bought Charlie, and after a lot of discussion they decided Chessy was ready for Ben to ride.

“We should play a game of cops and robbers,” Amanda said as they climbed a tall totara tree at the river’s edge.

“I want to be a robber,” Ben declared. “I reckon Chessy will make a great getaway pony.”

“Me too!” Laura said as she settled on a wide branch, metres above the ground.


“We should play this game bareback,” Amanda said. “The robbers will be in such a hurry to get away that they won’t have time to saddle up.”

“Bareback it is,” Ben grinned. “We’ll see how well you’ve tamed Chessy. He’s going to have to be pretty well behaved for me to stay on!”

“Magic has the right rebel spirit for a robber’s pony,” Amanda said, as she jumped out of the tree. “And she’s really good to ride bareback now. I’ll go see if Kelly and Vicki want to join in. They can play against us as the cops!”

Once the three of them had made bandit masks from scraps of black fabric and tied them around their heads, Team Robber met in the front paddock. Team Cop was ready and waiting. Vicki was riding Dandy, Kelly was on Cameo and Annabelle had ridden down the hill on her pony Blackie to join in. They all wore police helmets — riding helmets that had home-made badges attached to the fronts, which were clearly Kelly’s handiwork.

In the centre of the paddock, on a large drum, they laid twelve sticks, or police batons. The goal was for the robbers to try to steal as many as possible, then get them back to their base without being caught and tagged by the cops in the other team.

“On your marks, get set — go!” Vicki cried out, as a flurry of ponies cantered towards the middle. Ben, who wasn’t used to riding, and especially not bareback, slipped sideways, clutching onto Chessy’s mane to stay on. But instead of becoming unsettled by Ben’s lack of balance, the little pony slowed down so he’d have time to regain his seat.

What Ben lacked in experience he made up for in sheer determination. Whooping, he steered Chessy into the swirling mass of riders and grabbed a baton, before spinning the pony around and trotting back to base, holding the reins in one hand as he struggled to stay on.

Vicki, seeing he’d got away with a baton, cantered after him, but even as she drew alongside she couldn’t tag them. Chessy was too low to the ground, and when Ben ducked down to dodge her, he was well out of reach. Within seconds he was over their baseline, safe.

“I can’t believe how tolerant Chessy is,” Annabelle said as she caught up to them on Blackie. “If Ben was slipping and sliding like that on any of our ponies, they’d have dumped him off for sure!”


“Did you see Chessy slow down when Ben almost fell off?” Vicki said, impressed in spite of herself.

“He’s my new favourite pony!” Ben announced as he charged back to the drum for another baton.

The next ten minutes were a confusing mass of horses going in every direction, until finally only one baton remained. Suddenly, all six riders were intent on the same target.

Kelly and Cameo got to the drum first. She reached over and grabbed the baton in full flight, maintaining a canter as she headed towards the Team Cop base. Behind her the others urged their horses faster, trying to catch up and tag her. In the commotion, Ben lost his balance again, slipping further and further back on Chessy’s rump.

Throwing himself forward, Ben wrapped his arms around Chessy’s neck in a desperate bid to stay on. Again, Chessy seemed to understand something was wrong and dropped back to a walk, then stopped, while the others continued their mad bolt.

Amanda, who’d seen Ben starting to fall, circled Magic around and watched in disbelief as Chessy stood patiently waiting for Ben to pull himself back into a sitting position. Magic, who was agitated about having to wait while all the others riders galloped off, pranced on the spot and neighed out — but even that didn’t ruffle Chessy’s calm demeanour.

“That’s something Charlie used to do, too!” Amanda gasped. “Chessy really is just as well behaved as Charlie now!”

Kelly had reached the cop’s base without being stopped by a robber and, with the game over, everyone rode back to see what Ben and Amanda were up to. As they told the others what had happened, Vicki started to smile. She held up her hand for her sisters to high-five.

“We’ve done it!”
 
“Done what?” Annabelle asked, as she slipped off Blackie’s back and patted her pony’s sweaty neck.

“Transformed Chessy from a wild Welsh pony to a safe kids’ pony!” Amanda cheered. But her excitement quickly faded as she realised what this meant. “So I guess he’s ready for a new home, then?”

Vicki nodded. “I guess he is. Hopefully we can find him a family who will love him.”
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Chapter 20

It’s Official

AS THE DAYS GREW COLDER and wetter, the paddocks turned to mud. With Maestro settled with his new family, the Wilsons turned their focus to finding Chessy his dream home before the worst of the winter set in.

Sasha and her kids visited most days, and since Amanda and her sisters were often doing chores or riding their other ponies when they arrived, Mum ended up showing them where to find Chessy’s gear so they could saddle him up and ride him whenever they wanted.


“He loves those kids,” Amanda said as she watched Molly, Candice and Emma tripling on him one day. “He never puts a foot wrong, and always seems so gentle with them.”

“Someone’s going to be very lucky to have him,” Mum agreed as she tossed hay out to Dawn and Dusk. The wild mare and her foal had become very tame over the past few months, and always greeted the girls at the fence when they fed them each night. “I think he’s ready to sell. I’ll pin a poster up at the saddlery tomorrow.”

But that evening, Sasha wanted to have a word with Mum.

“I know it’s cheeky to ask,” she began, “but I was wondering if you’d ever consider selling Chessy? He’s exactly the type of pony I’d love my girls to grow up with.”

Mum laughed. “Well, what a coincidence! We were just talking about that, actually. We were planning to advertise Chessy this week.”

“Seriously?” Sasha exclaimed, a wide smile spreading across her face. “How much did you want for him?”

While Mum and Sasha worked out a price, Amanda tried to imagine the discussion was about selling Charlie instead. How would she feel? Parting with Chessy was hard enough, and they’d only had him six months, not six years!

“Well, that’s settled, then,” Sasha said as they shook on the deal. “I can’t wait to tell the girls!”

Amanda clapped her hands with delight, thrilled that Chessy would stay close by, and that he’d have a family that loved him.
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Winter passed by, and, before they knew it, the trees around the Wilsons’ property were a riot of blossoms. At the first Pony Club rally of the season, Amanda stood watching as Sasha saddled Chessy up for her girls. As the kids fussed over Chessy and braided his mane, Amanda felt a moment of pride. Right from the beginning, her family’s plan had always been to transform the little Welshie into a quiet kids’ pony and then find him an amazing home, and they’d succeeded. Not only that, but they had also saved him from the dog-tucker truck. And Chessy had willingly embraced all the changes he’d faced since his wild days.

A little later, as Amanda jumped Magic around a 75-centimetre course, her thoughts turned to how far the bay mare had come. She and Magic had enjoyed a number of great rides at home and on the farm, and she hadn’t stopped smiling all winter. Somehow, without even noticing, over the past couple of months Amanda had reached the point where she looked forward to riding Magic. But, after all this time, was she ready to keep her?

As Amanda waited for her Pony Club instructor to raise the jumps, she glanced over at Laura on Charlie and smiled. Her friend had gained so much confidence since their pony swap.

“Would you mind if I jumped a round on Charlie?” Amanda asked. She felt a twinge of guilt as panic replaced Laura’s relaxed expression.

“Of course,” Laura said reluctantly, as she dismounted and took Magic’s reins. “He’s still your pony.”

“Only one round, I promise,” Amanda said, once the jumps were set. She turned Charlie towards the first. As they jumped together, she couldn’t help but notice how small and slow her beloved pony felt. Once he might have been her perfect pony in every way, but now she was surprised at the thought that she might prefer riding Magic.

Slowing Charlie to a walk, she jumped to the ground and passed the reins back to Laura, whose face was still creased in worry.

“Thanks,” Amanda said with a smile. “I just needed to have a moment with him. I think I’ve almost reached my decision.”

Laura’s expression relaxed a little. “Hopefully you’ve realised that we’re the dream team and you’re ready to let him live with me forever!”

Amanda held up her hand. “Maybe, but just give me till the end of the rally to decide!”

“Who’s keen for a Tip ’n’ Out?” their instructor asked as the last rider jumped around the course. “It’ll be a fun finish!”

A flurry of hands shot into the air, and excitement filled Amanda. Maybe this would help her make her decision.

“I wonder how high Magic can jump?” Amanda wondered, as she waited for her turn.

“I guess we’ll find out,” Laura had trotted over and was grinning ecstatically. She and Charlie had just cleared the 90-centimetre upright. “That’s the highest I’ve ever jumped!”

“You were amazing!” Amanda gushed. “You were barely jumping 50 centimetres when you started riding him. Look at you now!”

Laura face beamed with pride. “Do you mind if I skip the next height?” she asked the instructor. “Charlie’s jumping his heart out and I’d love to finish on a clear.”

Nodding, the instructor turned to Amanda. “What about you? You and Laura are by far the youngest in this group, so I’ll understand if you want to finish here.”

Amanda wavered, almost tempted to call it quits, but then she was filled with resolve. “I’ll keep going, I really want to see how high Magic can jump.”

Soon the jump was 1.10 metres, higher than either of them had ever jumped before. Amanda began to feel uneasy again.

“This will be our last jump, Magic,” Amanda decided. “It’s almost so big that you could duck under it!”

But ducking under wasn’t even an option. Magic seemed to be filled with a resolve of her own as she eyed the imposing fence. Cantering boldly towards it, she gathered her hooves and flew over as if she was Pegasus. As she pulled Magic to a stop, Amanda looked over to see Vicki and Kelly standing beside the rest of her group, their jaws gaping open.

“Our lesson finished just in time for us to see you jump,” Kelly called out. “I can’t believe you had the courage to jump so high!”

“I think I’m going to keep Magic,” Amanda said breathlessly, as she rode over to Laura.

“What did you say?” her friend squealed.

Amanda gazed from Charlie to Magic one last time, just to make sure she’d made the right decision, then she tilted her head back and yelled, “I’m keeping Magic! The pony swap is official!”

“Did you hear that, Charlie?” Laura said. “You’re coming home with me for good!”

“This coming season is going to be the best yet,” Amanda declared, as she glanced around at all their ponies. Now she couldn’t wait to compete Magic at their first show!
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Both Chessy (pictured) and Magic are still alive today, although quite advanced in years, and are well loved. In fact, just a few weeks ago, Amanda was teaching a clinic and a young girl turned up for the lesson with Magic. It was the first time they had seen each other in years!


Chessy

Chessy is an 11-hands chestnut Welsh, with a flaxen mane and tail. He was born semi-wild in Northland and when we got him he was a five-year-old stallion that had never been touched. Under our guidance he became the ultimate kids pony and joined us on many adventures. Our favourite memories are leading him out with our pet calves and pig and digging for treasure in the forest on the farm.

Magic

Magic is a pretty 12.2-hands bay Welsh mare. She was five years old when Amanda leased her off a best friend. Although she is a real pony, I did take some creative license with her in this story, combining the traits of two ponies: the original Magic, who was green and inexperienced, and Aranui, a stroppy pony who was so challenging that Vicki once fell off him nine times in one week.








Characters

Vicki has always shown talent for riding, training and competing with horses. She has won national titles and championships in Showing, Show Hunter and Show Jumping, and has represented New Zealand internationally. Dandy was the first pony she trained, when she was nine years old, and then twenty years later she won the World Championships for Colt Starting. When she’s not riding, she loves to learn as much about horses as she can, from farriers, vets, physios and dentists.

Kelly has always been creative. She loves horses, photography and writing. Although she competed to Grand Prix level when she was sixteen, she now only show jumps for fun, and also enjoys taming wild horses. Her favourite rides are out on the farm, swimming in the river, or cantering down the beach. When she’s not on a horse, she is very daring, and loves going on extreme adventures.

Amanda is the family comedian and can always make people laugh! As a child, she was always pulling pranks and getting up to mischief. Amanda began show jumping at a young age, and competed in her first Grand Prix when she was twelve. In 2010, she won the Pony of the Year, the most prestigious Pony Grand Prix in the Southern Hemisphere, and since then she has had lots of wins up to World Cup level. When she’s not outside training her horses or teaching other riders, Amanda loves doing something creative — she has already filmed two documentaries, and is writing her first book.

Mum (Heather Wilson) grew up with a love of horses, although she was the only one in her family to ride. She volunteered at a local stable from the age of thirteen, teaching herself to ride when she was gifted an injured racehorse. Although she rides only occasionally now, her love of horses hasn’t faded over the years, and she is always ringside to watch her daughters compete. In her spare time, Heather loves painting and drawing anything to do with horses, and as ‘Camp Mum’ is popular with the young riders who attend Showtym Camps.

Dad (John Wilson) grew up with horses, hunting, playing polo and riding on the farm. His family also show jumped and trained steeplechasers, so he has loved horses from a young age. He hurt his back when he was in his twenties, which has limited his horse riding, but he enjoys watching his daughters ride and is very proud of their success. When he’s not fixing things around the farm, he can be found gardening or creating stunning life-sized horse sculptures from recycled horseshoes.








How-tos

The most important thing about owning a pony is to learn as much as you can about their care and training, so you can make their life as fun and easy as possible! In each book in the Showtym Adventures series, we will expand on key lessons Vicki, Amanda and I learnt on our journey to becoming better horse riders. Some lessons we learnt by making mistakes; others from observing our horses and learning from them — and some knowledge has been passed down to us by others. We hope you enjoy these top tips!


How to deal with a naughty pony

Behavioural problems are common in ponies and can happen for many different reasons.

Some ponies, like Magic, are naughty because they haven’t had the training they need to know how to behave. For these ponies, getting someone more experienced to give them some extra training can be hugely beneficial. They often just need to learn the right signals and commands, and once they have the benefit of consistency, they can improve quite rapidly.

Other ponies, like Casper in Casper, the Spirited Arabian, might be naughty because they are sore. A sore pony doesn’t want to misbehave — they are trying to communicate their discomfort.

For this reason, it’s really important to pay close attention to your pony in order to find the underlying cause of their naughty behaviour. Chances are, if you can fix their pain, they will become happier and healthier.


Ponies can be in pain for many reasons. Before anything else, check that your horse has the right amount of food (not too little — or too much!) and that they have everything they need for a healthy and happy life. Below are listed some of the common conditions that can cause ‘naughty’ behaviour in a horse:

Problems that can cause misbehaviour


	dental problems such as wolf teeth, retained caps or hooks
 
	a broken splint bone
 
	hoof lameness
 
	a poor saddle fit

	sore poll from pulling back
 
	ulcers from stress or not having regular access to food



You will need to enlist the help of trained experts such as a vet and an equine dentist to diagnose and treat these conditions, and, once dealt with, you won’t recognise your pony! They should be happier in themselves and readier to cooperate with you.
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An example of napping — this pony is refusing to go in the direction the rider wants to go.


Ponies show their pain in many different ways. Below is a list of behavioural problems that can indicate if your pony is experiencing some sort of pain or discomfort:

Is your pony doing any of these things?


	being head shy — resisting being handled around the head; it can be localised, for example, to the ears or lips

	napping — either reluctant or refusing to move in the direction you want to go

	drifting — moving on a slightly sideways course

	disuniting — a canter in which the pony leads with the hind foot opposite to the leading front foot

	grinding its teeth

	struggling to take contact — the pony becomes agitated or fussy when asked to work on the bit

	flicking or shaking its head

	rushing — building speed rather than maintaining a steady rhythm

	pulling back on the rope



If you think your pony might be sore, you can find out more on Vicki’s website: www.vickiwilson.nz
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Sometimes rearing can be a horse’s way of communicating to its rider that it has a problem or pain.








Glossary

Arabian an ancient horse breed from the Arabian Peninsula, known for their distinctive heads, speed and intelligence.

bridle gear placed on the horse’s head — including the bit and reins — that is used to direct and guide the horse.

buck a bucking horse jumps and arches its back, which makes it very hard for the rider to stay on.

canter the horse gait between a trot and a gallop.

crossbars a simple horse jump with a horizontal bar raised on two vertical posts. The height of the horizontal bar can be adjusted according to how high a horse can jump.

dairy a small grocery store.

dog-tucker truck a vehicle that collects and delivers animals to the meatworks.

farm a ranch where livestock are raised.

faults penalties given during show-jumping competitions — for example, if a horse refuses to jump or knocks over a rail.

gallop the fastest horse gait.

gelding a castrated male horse.

Grand Prix show jumping the top level of show jumping.

halt to come to a stop.

halter a harness for a horse’s head, used to lead the horse.


hand ponies and horses are measured in ‘hands’. One hand equals 4 inches (10.16cm).

jumper a sweater.

lead rein (rope) the rope used to guide a horse.

lollies confectionery, candy.

mane the hair that grows on the top ridge of a horse’s neck.

muzzle the nose and jaws of a horse.

nicker a relatively quiet vibrating noise, which the horse makes with its mouth closed, usually as a sign of affection.

oxer a jump with two horizontal rails set across from each other with a gap between. This makes the jump wider and more challenging for the horse.

paddock a pasture or field of grass where horses are kept.

pick out (hooves) to clear a horse’s hooves of stone and debris.

pony small horse breeds that are under 14.2 hands tall.

rear a horse throws its head up and stands on its hind legs when rearing. This can be very dangerous for a rider as they can easily fall off the horse.

reserve a section of land set aside for public use, a reservation.

Royal Easter Show an annual event held at Easter with carnival rides, agricultural events, live music, food stalls and sporting events.


rubbish garbage, trash.

schoolmaster an experienced horse with the ability to help a new rider learn and perfect their horse-riding skills.

string-halt a condition of lameness in a horse’s hind legs caused by muscular spasms.

surcingle a belt or band tied around the body of a horse to fasten a pack or saddle to the horse’s back.

tack horse equipment.

Tip ’n’ Out a game of elimination in which the jump keeps getting raised until the last competitor to jump without a fault remains.

totara a coniferous tree unique to New Zealand.

trot the gait between a walk and a canter.

truck a horse truck, a vehicle and horse carrier in one.

walk the slowest horse gait.

withers the bony ridge between a horse’s shoulder blades, at the bottom of the neck. The height of a horse is measured from the withers to the ground.








Thank you

AS I WROTE THIS BOOK, I saw a constant theme emerging: throughout our lives, Vicki has always been there to support Amanda and me when we had difficulties with our ponies. As the eldest, she not only has more experience than us, but she has also always had an innate ability to tame and train horses, rehabilitating the difficult ones and befriending even the most untrusting.

Amanda and I were lucky to have her there to give us lessons and school our ponies, and she continues to give us her time and knowledge. There hasn’t been a horse I’ve owned that I haven’t asked her for advice on. Growing up with Vicki was frustrating at times, especially when my horses often worked better for her than they did for me, or I’d spend weeks trying to resolve an issue that she’d diagnose and correct in seconds. I had no idea back then that she would become the back-to-back World Champion of Colt Starting and an internationally renowned clinician (www.vickiwilson.nz). She now travels the world teaching people how to train, diagnose and treat sore horses and there are countless horses who are living happier lives because of her expertise. To me, she is simply my big sister, who is always there to help. She is, without a doubt, one of the most gifted horsewomen I know, and Amanda and I have been very lucky to grow up alongside someone of her calibre and to learn from and be mentored by her.

So thank you, Vicki, for everything you taught Amanda and me. Neither of us would be where we are without you.

To Amanda, you have also grown up to be a formidable force and a talented horsewoman in your own right. You make World Cup show jumping and training young sports horses look effortless, and I am constantly inspired by your ongoing success. You have taught me so much, and you really have a gift for sharing your knowledge in a way that is easy to apply and understand; I am so proud of your online education platform (www.theformula.co.nz). Many people will benefit from the knowledge you have so generously shared.

To the Bennett family, even 20 years on we are still great friends and I value all the memories we’ve made. Some of my favourite adventures have been out at your farm; trekking horses bareback for hours on end, riding motorbikes, sleeping under the stars, pulling weeds and taming wild ponies.

A childhood friend that holds a special place in our hearts is Caitlin, Amanda’s best friend when she was a young girl, who tragically passed away a few years ago. Laura’s character is largely based on this special friendship.

Of course, we would never have had the opportunity to ride, or learn from, so many different horses without our parents. Everything we’ve learnt and achieved over the years is because they first supported our love of horses and allowed us to keep adding ponies to our ever-growing collection!








DID YOU ENJOY THIS BOOK?

We love hearing from readers! Here’s what some of you have told us about the Showtym Adventures series.

“I live in a little town called Seddon in the South Island of New Zealand. I would just like to tell you how much I love your books. I love how real you guys are in the books, and how you don’t just think that every horse is perfect and the same, and how you celebrate them for who they are. You are my favourite horse book author!” — Ashleigh

“Yesterday I went and bought Cameo, the Street Pony. I couldn’t put it down and finished it in a day. It is an amazing story on how to overcome fear, and the journey it takes you on is overall amazing. I love how Kelly has her list and Vicki is more than happy to help (although Amanda’s cheekiness is some of the best)! I cannot wait for the next book and Kelly’s books just keep on getting better and better.” — Rylee

“I love all your books, they are very inspiring. I love how, no matter what, Vicki doesn’t give up — it shows that dreams can come true with passion and hard work.” — Hannah

“I really liked it because it’s a really cool story and I like how Vicki still spends time with her horse but also trains Cameo, and that even though Kelly was nervous to ride Cameo she did it anyway. And I like reading about all the competitions that the Wilson sisters enter with their horses. Thanks for writing these amazing books!” — Madison








Have you read … Book 1 in the Showtym Adventures series?

DANDY, THE MOUNTAIN PONY
 
Let the adventure begin … taming a WILD pony!

When nine-year-old Vicki Wilson’s beloved lease pony is sold, she is heartbroken. Her family doesn’t have much money, and she is desperate to have a pony of her own so she can keep riding.

Then Vicki has the chance she has been waiting for, to tame and train her own wild pony! How will she earn the trust of her beautiful new chestnut? And will Dandy ever be quiet enough for her to ride at Pony Club or compete at Ribbon Days?

This book is inspired by the Wilson Sisters’ early years, where Vicki, Kelly and Amanda Wilson first encounter horses in the wild and learn what it takes to make them into champions.








Have you read … Book 2 in the Showtym Adventures series?

CAMEO, THE STREET PONY

The adventure continues … training a street pony into a show pony!

When nine-year-old Kelly Wilson outgrows her pony, her mum surprises her with a beautiful steel-grey mare that she spotted trotting down the street, tied to the back of a truck. But there’s a catch. Cameo has never been ridden!

While her sisters Vicki and Amanda are jumping higher than ever before, Kelly must face her fears on an untested pony. Will Cameo ever be ready for competitions? And will the girls’ ponies hold their own against the purebreds at the Royal Show?

This exciting story of setbacks and success, in which Vicki, Kelly and Amanda Wilson first experience the thrill of serious competition, is inspired by the Wilson Sisters’ early years.








Have you read … Book 3 in the Showtym Adventures series?

CASPER, THE SPIRITED ARABIAN

Vicki’s biggest challenge yet … to transform a dangerous pony!

When Vicki hears about a difficult Arabian that no one wants, she will stop at nothing to save him. Years of misunderstanding have left Casper wayward and mistrustful, but Vicki senses a gentle soul beneath the pony’s rough exterior.

Vicki must learn the importance of patience and compromise to have any chance of winning over the high-strung gelding. Will Casper ever trust humans again? And will Vicki be able to uncover the potential she sees in the spirited Arabian?

This story of self-discovery and second chances, in which Vicki, Kelly and Amanda Wilson first help a misunderstood pony to trust again, is inspired by the Wilson Sisters’ early years.








Coming next … Don’t miss Book 5 in the Showtym Adventures series

KOOLIO, THE PROBLEM PONY

The chance of a lifetime … training a dream pony into a CHAMPION!

With Cameo sold to upgrade the family’s horse truck, 11-year-old Kelly has to find a new pony for just a fraction of the cost. Her troubled search ends when she meets Koolio. She is convinced that the gorgeous grey is a champion in the making.

But Koolio also comes with some big problems. Within weeks poor Kelly is battered, bruised and ready to give up on him. That is, until her big sister Vicki comes up with a plan that could change everything. Will Koolio get past his bad behaviour to become the winner Kelly and her sisters believe he can be?

This story of generosity and confidence restored is inspired by the Wilson Sisters’ early years.
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Kelly Wilson is an award-winning photographer and designer, and the bestselling author of four non-fiction books, For the Love of Horses, Stallion Challenges, Mustang Ride and Saving the Snowy Brumbies; a picture book, Ranger the Kaimanawa Stallion; and the Showtym Adventures series. With her sisters Vicki and Amanda, Kelly has starred in the hit-rating TV series, Keeping up with the Kaimanawas, following their work taming New Zealand’s wild Kaimanawa horses, and has travelled to America and Australia to rescue and tame wild horses.
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