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Some people talk to animals.  

 

Not many listen though.  

 

That’s the problem. 

 

 

- A.A. Milne  
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Chapter 1 

 

“Did you see him refuse?” 

“I didn’t think he knew how!” 

“I hope Marley wasn’t watching. It would break her heart to see him going badly.” 

“She should never have sold him.” 

“She didn’t have a choice.” 

 

Marley hadn’t seen it happen, but she’d heard about it from far too many people by the end of the day to 

avoid knowing every detail. Cruise Control, her former Pony of the Year winner, had refused a jump with his 

new owner, Bubbles Deveraux. Everyone had a theory about it – that Bubbles hadn’t balanced him properly 

around the corner, that she’d dropped the reins at the last minute, that Cruise was just plain miserable without 

Marley to ride him. That he was a one-person pony and she should never have sold him.  

Marley didn’t need other people to tell her that.  

What they had failed to add was that Cruise had gone straight over the jump on his second attempt. 

Nobody had bothered to tell her that Bubbles blamed herself, that she had patted the pony apologetically after 

he stopped, and jumped the rest of the course clear. Only Bubbles herself found those details to be important 

– everyone else just saw the faults. All they could see was the superstar pony they’d all admired so much last 

season failing to live up to his reputation, now that he had a different rider.  

If there was one thing that Marley had learned in her sixteen years, it was that life never seemed to work 

out the way you wanted it to. In a perfect world, she could’ve kept Cruise. Something would’ve happened to 

stop her from having to sell him – some rich benefactor would’ve stepped in and saved the day, or the bank 

would’ve given the girls more time to pay off their mortgage debts, or one of her sisters would’ve got a high-

paying job out of nowhere, and Cruise would still be hers. But real life doesn’t work that way, and when all 

other options had been exhausted, Marley had come to realise that Cruise had simply been too valuable to 

keep.  

Selling him was a decision that haunted her every day. All winter she’d dreamed about her pony. The worst 

mornings were the ones when she woke up forgetting, when she got out of bed and looked out of her 

bedroom window and expected to see him there, grazing contentedly in the paddock below. And then she 

would remember, with a cold shiver down her spine, that he was gone. 

 “Marley!” 

Her sister’s voice woke her out of her daydream and Marley startled, sloshing dirty sponge water down her 

jodhpurs as she turned around to see Kris striding toward her.  

“Look what you made me do!” she complained, wiping uselessly at the damp stain on her leg. 

Kris ignored her complaint. “You need to hurry up, you’ve got Gothic entered in the metre-fifteen and it’s 

already halfway through.” 

“It can’t be,” Marley argued. “There were about fifty ponies in it.” 

“And twenty-five of them have jumped already,” Kris replied. “You haven’t even tacked him up!” 



“I’m getting there,” Marley grumbled, opening the hatch on the side of the horse truck and pulling out 

Gothic’s saddle.  

“Laura didn’t send these ponies to us for you to ride, only to have you forget to compete them,” Kris said 

anxiously. “If you’re not careful she’ll take them back, and then all you’ll have left to ride will be Breeze.”  

“All right, all right. Keep your hair on.”  

Marley rolled her eyes as she settled the saddle onto Gothic’s broad back. Riding for Laura was going well 

so far, but Kris seemed to be perpetually concerned that Laura would have a change of heart and take her 

ponies back. She’d better not, Marley thought to herself. She’d turned down other prospects and even sold Pluto, 

who she’d owned for years, to have time “to do Laura’s ponies justice”, as Kris so often put it. It had been a 

busy winter, with Van riding track and breaking in an endless stream of other people’s horses, and Kris giving 

countless lessons to other people’s children, while Marley had spent her the wet, cold days schooling and 

hacking Laura’s ponies across their farm. She’d become fond of the three of them - placid, easy-going Gothic 

and his feisty sister Gigi, both black with small white stars, almost identical to look at but completely different 

to ride; and Seattle, the cheeky young dapple grey, who always had a trick up his sleeve and had a firm aversion 

to anything that required concentration or hard work. But they were young, just starting out and wouldn’t be 

ready to jump in the big classes for a long time yet. Breeze had been turned out after Horse of the Year, and 

since she’d come back into work she’d been in a constant state of flux between one injury or another. When it 

wasn’t a stone bruise it was a swollen fetlock, then a sore back, a cut fetlock, and just when everything had 

finally resolved itself, an unexplained nosebleed, which had stopped as soon as it started, but was still troubling 

Marley. 

“We don’t have all day, you know.” 

Marley rolled her eyes at her sister’s nagging as she finished buckling Gothic’s bridle. Grabbing the jacket 

that Kris was holding out to her, she pulled it on, shoved her helmet onto her head and swung into the saddle.  

“Check your girth,” Kris reminded her anxiously as Marley slid her feet into her stirrups.  

“Check your heart rate,” Marley muttered, swinging her leg forward to tighten Gothic’s girth as she rode 

away.  

Kris sighed, and went to check the contents of Seattle’s water bucket before slowly following her sister 

over to the ring. She’d hoped that the winter months would ease Marley’s anguish over the sale of Cruise, and 

that the prospect of competing Laura’s beautiful ponies would be sufficiently distracting, but it was clear that 

neither of those hopes were going to be fulfilled. And it didn’t help that Kris had barely been able to help 

Marley all show, being too busy helping other riders warm up, walking their courses with them, offering advice 

and watching them ride. Kris had built up a good clientele over the winter, but they were all still inexperienced 

in competition, and none had jumped particularly well today. She sensed their disappointment, wondering if 

her steady stream of praise in their lessons had given them an overinflated sense of their own ability. She knew 

that it would just take time, but she couldn’t help wondering how long it would be before some of the more 

competitive riders abandoned their efforts at correct schooling and returned to using strong bits and training 

gadgets to cover for their own shortcomings.  

It was a warm day, but the clouds hovering over the show grounds appeared ominous, as though a storm 

was coming in. Kris stopped nearby and cast her eye over the ponies in the warm-up arena, picking out the 



familiar faces, horse and human. She was startled when a dark bay pony cantered directly in front of her, and 

had to take a step backwards to avoid being knocked to the ground. The pony’s eyes were rolling and the white 

foam around its mouth was splattered across its chest. Two sets of reins pressed tightly against the pony’s 

heavily veined neck, and she caught a flash of red inside its widely flared nostrils.  

Susannah? Kris’s head turned quickly to watch the pony cantering away from her, but the rider was tall, with 

plaited red hair, and on second look, the pony was too finely built to be Susannah’s experienced jumper 

Buckingham. Kris felt relieved, even as she watched the unknown pony continue to strain at the reins. 

Susannah Andrews had been Marley’s arch rival last season, and had a habit of working her ponies into that 

kind of state. But nobody had seen Susannah so far this season. There were rumours going around that she’d 

given up altogether, but nobody seemed to know for sure. Whether Susannah had known about her brother’s 

increasingly brutal attempts last season to take Marley and Cruise out of Pony of the Year contention or not 

was still a hot topic of debate on the show jumping circuit. Kris did her best to stay out of it. The only thing 

that anyone knew for certain about Susannah was that her ponies hadn’t been sold, so it seemed probable that 

she would return to the circuit sooner or later. After all, it was only October. The season was still young.  

A loud crash jolted Kris back to the present as the unhappy bay pony skidded to a halt at the base of the 

practice jump, sliding into the fence and sending poles flying. The girl raised her whip, ready to bring it down 

on her pony’s flank, and the mare reared in protest, striking out angrily with a foreleg before her rider could hit 

her. The girl slipped in the saddle, balancing her weight on the reins, and the pony fought desperately for its 

head. Kris’s heart was in her mouth as she watched, terrified that the mare would go over backwards, but 

somehow she regained her balance and returned all four feet to the ground.  

“Talk about your waste of money.” 

Kris turned, recognising her other sister’s voice as Van stepped up next to her, observing the fractious 

pony with her arms tightly crossed.  

“Who is that?” 

“Stacey something. Williams? Wiltshire? Something like that. She bought that pony from the UK. No 

ponies in New Zealand good enough for her, apparently, she had to get one that’s done European Pony 

Finals. Must’ve cost them an arm and a leg, not to mention the flights, and for what? It won’t even go over the 

practice jump.” 

Kris frowned, taking in the heavy Pelham with its tight curb, double reins and running martingale.  

“Do you blame it?” 

“When have I ever blamed a horse for anything?” Van asked. “She puts all that junk on its face, then uses 

roller spurs and a whip – what does she expect? That pony doesn’t know whether it’s coming or going.” 

Marley jogged Gothic over to them and halted, then followed their eyes to Stacey’s pony, still fighting 

against its rider.  

“Bit of a wild child, isn’t it? Stacey must be so embarrassed, she talked it up so much before it came and it 

won’t do a thing for her.” 

“Maybe she needs some professional help,” Kris replied fairly, but Marley shook her head.  



“Nothing’s helped so far. They sent it to Steph Marshall for schooling after it dumped Stacey at Te Teko, 

and Steph sent it back three days later and told them to shoot it. And that was after Bruce Goddard did the 

same thing because it put not one but two of his working pupils in hospital.” 

Kris sighed, but Van’s eyes lit up. “Better keep an eye on it then Marley. Sounds like it’ll show up at our 

place eventually, once everyone else has turned it down.”  

Marley grinned. The sisters were renowned for their ability to get even the most difficult horses 

cooperating, and had been able to train horses that other professionals had written off as unrideable. But Kris 

was shaking her head.  

“Not on your life. It’s not worth it. Besides, Marley doesn’t have to deal with that kind of crap anymore. 

She gets paid to ride nice ones now, so her days of risking her neck for someone else are over.” 

“Tell that to Seattle, because he tried pretty hard to buck me off this morning,” Marley replied. “And you’d 

better start cutting back Gigi’s oats or she’ll be sending me over the jumps ahead of her again.” 

“Noted,” Kris replied. “At least Gothic behaves himself.” 

“Only because he’s so lazy,” Marley complained, rubbing the black pony’s neck. “You could give him all of 

Gigi’s oats and then some, and he’d probably still stop and fall asleep halfway around the course if I wasn’t 

paying attention.” 

“Quit jabbering and go work your pony in, you’re only about three riders away now,” Kris told her firmly. 

Marley stuck her tongue out at her sister, but nudged the classy black pony into his smooth trot and rode away. 

Her sisters watched her for a moment, then were distracted by the spectacle of Stacey continuing to do 

battle with her dark bay mare. The pony seemed to have set her heart on going out the exit gate, and was 

bucking and flinging her head around, trying to unseat her rider and flee the ring.  

Kris shook her head. “Over my dead body is Marley getting on that.” 

“Marley would ride it better than that,” Van said.  

“She’s never getting the chance to find out,” Kris shot back determinedly.  

“Spoilsport,” Van teased, then checked her watch. “I’d better go, I told Lynda I’d ride Starscraper in the 

metre-twenty. She fell off him again yesterday and she’s too scared to get back on. I wish she’d hurry up and 

give him to me, it’d save us all a lot of time and energy.” 

Van’s tone was teasing, but underneath her heart was heavy. She loved riding Lynda’s big Warmblood, but 

she knew that if his owner ever did admit to herself that the spirited horse was too much for her to handle, 

she’d never be able to afford even a fraction of what Stark was worth. But she couldn’t help dreaming. He was 

her favourite horse to ride, a heady combination of talent and spirit that never ceased to thrill her, and Van 

strode away in eager anticipation of spending more time in his saddle.  

Stacey rode out of the warm-up arena, her pony still fretting and jibbing, and Kris watched her go with a 

sigh of relief. Van was probably right that Marley would be able to ride the pony better than Stacey could, but 

that didn’t mean she wanted to see her sister take that risk. All it took was one crashing fall to end a riding 

career, as Kris knew all too well. Resolutely ignoring the ache in her back that still wouldn’t quite go away, she 

went to help Marley with the practice jump. 

As her sister rode into the ring a few minutes later, Kris heard her name being called, and turned to see 

Carmen Maxwell approaching her. Carmen’s daughters, Hayley and Tessa, were regulars on the show jumping 



circuit and Marley had been competing against them for years. Carmen made small talk at first, admiring 

Gothic and asking about his breeding, but Kris knew what was coming, and sure enough, the woman 

eventually got to her point. 

“I saw Cruise go with Georgiana today. He stopped at the wall.”  

“So I’ve heard.”  

Kris tried to keep her tone even as she wondered what it was that people wanted from her. Did they really 

expect her to start claiming that Bubbles had ruined Cruise, simply because she had one refusal in one class? 

Refusals were a part of show jumping, and although it was true that Marley had never had one with Cruise, it 

was also a fact that Marley had only competed him at a handful of shows. Only his victory at Nationals had 

allowed him to qualify for Pony of the Year, and his wins in both events had been completely unexpected, 

especially for a pony in his first competition season. He had been extraordinary, and much admired. How 

much of that was due to his natural talent, and how much came down to his relationship with Marley was 

something that nobody really knew, but they were all waiting to find out.  

“They’ll get there,” she replied. “New partnerships take time.” 

“Hmm.” Carmen sounded unconvinced, and disappointed that she hadn’t got a rise out of Kris. “He’s not 

the same pony for her that he was for Marley.” 

Misty’s not the same pony for Hayley that he was for Chloe, Kris wanted to snap back, but she bit her tongue. 

Parents were often willing to criticise other people’s children, but if you dared say anything unflattering about 

their own child they would fight you tooth and nail. Kris had learned that through bitter experience, and she 

returned her attention to the black pony in the ring. Her sister rode well, better than most of the other pony 

riders, and finally she had some quality horsepower instead of other people’s dregs. But the magic was gone. 

There had been something special about her partnership with Cruise, something that had made people stop to 

watch, had caused crowds to gather at ringside whenever they competed, and Kris was as disappointed as 

everyone else that they wouldn’t get to see that again. But there had been no choice. Without Cruise’s sale, 

they would’ve lost their farm, and everything they had. Kris would never regret making the decision to sell the 

pony, but she would always regret the pain it had caused Marley. After losing both of their parents, she’d spent 

years trying to keep her youngest sister from experiencing that kind of grief again, but life simply hadn’t 

worked out that way. 

 

“How’d you go?” 

Marley kicked her feet out of Gothic’s stirrups and looked over at Stacey, whose truck was parked next to 

theirs.  

“Two rails, but he’s still green at this level. He’ll get there.” 

Marley didn’t need to ask how Stacey’s round had gone – she’d seen for herself that the pony hadn’t even 

made it over the first fence.  

“He’s super cute,” Stacey told her as Marley slid off Gothic and gave him a pat, then tied him up to the 

side of their truck, where he immediately started pulling at his haynet as though he hadn’t eaten in a week. 

“Thanks. I like your pony,” Marley lied. Personally she thought it was nutty as a fruitcake, but it seemed 

like the polite thing to say.  



“Thanks!” Stacey’s face lit up with excitement as she looked at the dark bay. “I’m so lucky that my parents 

bought Majestic for me. She’s super talented, and once I work out how to get her going as well for me as she 

did for my cousin, she’ll be unstoppable. Did I tell you that she won gold at the Pony Europeans last year? 

She’s just taking a while to settle in here, that’s all, but she’s getting better every day. I’m doing the Grand Prix 

on her tomorrow.” 

Why on earth? Marley wanted to ask. When you can’t even get her over a metre-fifteen? But she just smiled politely as 

Stacey went to the pony’s head to pat her. The mare sidled away nervously, refusing to let her owner touch 

her, and Marley couldn’t help wondering how Stacey could be so enthusiastic about a pony that seemed totally 

unwilling to bond with her. But not everyone had experienced what she’d had with Cruise. Marley pushed 

those thoughts away and knelt down to remove Gothic’s jumping boots, trying to ignore the heaviness in her 

heart that wouldn’t go away.  

For a brief moment, she let all of her sorrows wash over her. Her mother had gone before she’d even held 

Marley in her arms. Dad had disappeared from her life one night without any warning – one minute he was 

tucking her into bed, the next she was being shaken awake by a tear-wracked Kris, sobbing something about a 

car accident. Mihi, her best friend since childhood, had disappeared into the world of competitive softball, with 

new friends and no time to spare for Marley. Not that she could begrudge her friend any of her success – how 

many years had Mihi spent trailing Marley and her sisters to horse shows? – but she missed her. Even Lachie, 

who she’d fallen for so quickly and suddenly last summer, had gone back to his ex-girlfriend. And then there 

were the ponies, so many ponies that had come in and out of her life. Pluto and Daisy and Cupid and Kenny 

and all the others she’d had to sell over the years. It still stung to remember Nimble, cut down in his prime by 

a stupid accident. And then there was Cruise…  

Marley shook her head and stood up, clapping Gothic’s firm black neck. Don’t think about that, she told 

herself. Focus on what you have now. Breeze was jumping better than ever, and Laura’s ponies had come with all 

the gorgeous, expensive tack that Marley had coveted for years but never been able to afford. Money wasn’t an 

object for Laura, and she liked to see her ponies well-turned out when they were competing, so Marley no 

longer looked like the poor cousin to everyone else on the circuit. And although their truck leaked in the rain, 

and didn’t always start, and although they were still struggling financially, and Kris’s back was still injured and 

Van was still as stubborn as a mule and twice as obstinate, Marley wouldn’t trade her life with anyone else’s. It 

wasn’t perfect, but it wasn’t bad. 

 

Van lay back on the narrow bunk and closed her eyes, exhausted. It had been a long day, as most show 

days were, and she was worn out. Her thoughts drifted lazily outward as she started to fall asleep, only to be 

woken by an insistent buzzing noise coming from under her pillow. It took her a moment to work out what it 

was, until Kris started yelling at her from the top bunk that she was sharing with Marley. 

“Van, answer your phone!”  

Van rolled over and fished her phone out, pushing herself into a sitting position as she answered it.  

“Hi. Ouch!” she yelped as she sat up too fast and hit her head on the overhang. Marley laughed, and Van 

stood up and thumped her sister on the leg in retaliation.  

“Ow!” Kris yelped painfully as Marley laughed even harder at Van’s mistake.  



“Shut up, both of you,” Van grumbled as she pressed the phone to her ear while shrugging into her jacket. 

“Ignore them. Hi.” 

She could hear Mike laughing down the phone. “Is this a bad time?” 

“Not at all.” Van shut the truck’s side door behind her and sat on the wonky step. “How was your day?” 

“Same old story for the most part, but I rang to tell you that I scanned the grey colt’s leg this afternoon and 

it’s only a hairline fracture, so he should make a full recovery.”  

Van broke into an involuntary smile. The colt was one of the racehorses she exercised regularly, and his 

injury had been a serious concern to his owners. “That’s great!”  

“I thought you’d be pleased. Jeff was thrilled, couldn’t stop shaking my hand and thanking me, as though I 

had anything to do with it. Just dumb luck, really. But it’s about time he had some of that. He’s had a hell of a 

year.” 

“Haven’t we all.”  

“True enough. Sorry to call so late,” he said. “But I just had an after-hours callout to go and put an elderly 

woman’s cat to sleep.” 

“Oh no.” 

“Yeah, it was no fun. And she was really broken up about it. Couldn’t stop crying, and she’s living on her 

own, so I sat with her for a couple of hours until her neighbour got home. Luckily her neighbour is a nurse, so 

she brought over some sleeping pills that put the old girl out like a light.” He sighed. “Not my favourite part of 

this job, but someone’s got to do it. It was the right thing for the cat anyway, she was ready to go. Barely got 

the needle in before she dropped.” 

Van’s fingers picked at the lint in her pocket as she tried not to think about Dottie, her family’s ancient 

spaniel who had been getting increasingly less mobile over the past few weeks. In her heart, she knew that it 

was her time, but Dottie was one of the few remaining links that the girls had to their father. He’d bought her 

as a puppy, and she’d been part of Van’s life for as long as she could remember. She cried for days after Dad died, 

she recalled. Almost as much as we did. 

“How about you, how’s your day gone?” 

“Uh…” Van tried to collect her thoughts. “Some good, some bad. I was third in the metre-forty on 

Starscraper, and I think I’ve convinced Lynda to let me take him around the Grand Prix tomorrow, so that’ll 

be fun. But Covergirl seems to have completely forgotten how to jump properly. I don’t know what’s wrong 

with her, but she’s been taking rails left, right and centre, which is not like her at all.” 

“Hmm.” Mike’s voice was deep with concern. “I’ll have a look at her next time I’m down.” 

“Soon?” 

She could hear the smile in Mike’s voice. “Next couple of days, promise.” 

“Good. It feels like I haven’t seen you in ages.” 

“Must be close on three weeks,” he replied, and she could hear regret in his voice. “Sometimes I think I’m 

in the wrong line of work.” 

“It’s my schedule as much as yours,” Van pointed out. “We’re just both insanely busy.” 

“And there’s no sign of it letting up at my end,” Mike sighed. “I’ve got work coming out of my ears, a 

conference coming up in Australia that my boss wants me to get to, and now Dad’s trying to dump Jacob on 



me for six weeks while he goes overseas. As if I don’t already have enough on my plate without looking after a 

sixteen-year-old delinquent.” 

Van frowned, racking her brains for a moment. “Jacob…your stepbrother?” 

“That’s the one. He’s been kicked out of yet another school, and Dad’s at the end of his rope. Why he 

wants to fob him off onto me is beyond me though. Seems to think I can take him on rounds with me all day 

– yeah right. The kid’s a bloody menace.” 

“Sounds like the apple fell pretty far from the tree,” Van commented, well aware that Mike didn’t have a 

rebellious bone in his body. 

“He comes from a completely different orchard,” Mike muttered. “Oh well, if the worst comes to the 

worst I’ll just dump him at your place and he can live in your treehouse.”  

“Works for me,” Van shrugged. “I’ve got a lot of fencing to do over the summer, and could definitely use a 

spare set of hands.” 

Mike snorted. “I don’t think he’d be much use to you, trust me. He’s a townie, born and bred. Anyway, 

hopefully it won’t come to that. I’ll just keep dodging Dad’s calls and hopefully he’ll give up.” 

“That’s the spirit,” Van teased, and she heard Mike laugh in response. 

“Well, I’d better let you get back to bed. I didn’t realise it was this late when I called.” 

“It’s okay,” Van told him. “If I’d minded I would’ve just hung up.” 

“Good to know,” Mike laughed. “Good night then. Love you.” 

“Love you too,” Van replied, listening to the words as she said them and hoping they sounded convincing. 

Not that she didn’t love him, but she wasn’t the type of girl to go around saying things like that to just anyone, 

and the words always felt awkward coming off her tongue. But Mike didn’t seem to notice, and as she hung 

up, she smiled to herself, still not quite able to believe that he was her boyfriend. She’d carried a torch for him 

for so long, believing her crush to be totally unrequited, that when he’d turned around eight months ago and 

told her he’d loved her, she’d been completely taken aback. Their relationship had progressed quietly since 

then, both of them so busy with their own lives that it was almost a struggle to find time to do anything 

together, but it was working so far, and as far as Van was concerned, she would be happy to stay like this 

forever.  

She yawned, sending a puff of warm air out into the cool night, and went back inside, turning her thoughts 

to the welcome anticipation of her warm sleeping bag. 

 

Breeze skittered sideways on the end of the leadrope, her hooves dancing across the cold dewy grass early 

the next morning.  

“Take it easy, wild child,” Marley muttered to her as she led the bay pony across the show grounds to 

stretch her legs after spending the night standing in a yard. “We’re going for a walk, not warming up for the 

Melbourne Cup.” 

Breeze paid no attention to her, stepping out briskly at Marley’s side with her head high and ears pricked. 

Despite being on the competition circuit for a season and a half now, Breeze still found the overnight yarding 

to be a challenge, and always performed better if she was walked out for at least a half hour first thing in the 



morning. They had the Pony Grand Prix to jump that day, so Marley was willing to do whatever it took to give 

herself a good chance at success.  

It was early, and many people were still in bed, the show grounds quiet except for a few other early risers. 

The grass was soaked in dew, and Marley soon discovered a new hole in her gumboots as she felt the cold 

water seep into her sock, turning her toes numb. They approached a block of covered yards, and Breeze 

whinnied loudly, making Marley’s ears ring. She gave Breeze a gentle slap on the neck and told her to cut it 

out.  

“You’ll wake everyone up,” she warned her, aware that they were next to the most coveted yards on the 

grounds, which meant the wealthiest riders in the biggest, fanciest trucks were here and wouldn’t appreciate a 

pony screaming its head off at six a.m. Breeze didn’t care, whinnying again before throwing her head up as an 

answering call greeted them from the end of the yard block. Marley froze, knowing that whinny better than the 

sound of her own voice. Starting high and ending in a low rumble… It had to be Cruise. Before Marley could 

react, Breeze had ripped the leadrope out of her hand and trotted, high-stepping with her tail in the air towards 

her long-lost friend. 

Marley rushed after her, her stomach in knots. She’d seen Cruise around the shows but she’d done her best 

to avoid spending any time with him, or talking to Bubbles. It was too painful to see her beloved pony being 

looked after and loved by someone else. But now she had no choice. She caught up with Breeze, who was 

sniffing the pinto pony’s nose with her neck arched, and he was making whiffling sounds of greeting in 

response. Marley scooped up her mare’s trailing leadrope, then looked at Cruise. 

“Hi buddy.” 

Cruise nickered to her, leaning over the railing towards Marley and ignoring Breeze, much to the bay 

pony’s disgust. He stretched his nose out to Marley, and slowly she lifted her hand and rubbed the lightning-

shaped star between his eyes. Cruise leaned into her touch, then turned his head to the side so she could get 

his favourite spot behind his left ear. Marley felt tears prickle at the corner of her eyes even as she smiled at 

him. Every line of him was perfect - his dark liquid eyes, his long eyelashes, the splash of white on his muzzle, 

his fluffy black forelock. The feel of his coat against her hand, the way he half-closed his eyes and made happy 

grunting noises as she itched his sweet spot. The way his upper lip curled up in pleasure at her touch. 

“You’re looking good,” Marley told him softly. “All fancy and wrapped up in expensive rugs. Very flash. 

Very posh these days, aren’t you?”  

Cruise blinked at her, then reached over the railings to nuzzle at her hip, his upper lip giving a reciprocal 

scratch against her hoodie. Marley blinked back tears as her heart swelled with love for her pony.  

“Have you missed me as much as I’ve missed you?”  

“It sure looks like it.”  

The voice came from behind her, and Marley dropped her hand and spun around guiltily. Bubbles was 

walking towards her, looking polished as always in her designer polo shirt and breeches, her dark hair pulled 

back into a sleek ponytail, free of knots and tangles. Marley was suddenly very aware of her ripped jeans and 

muddy gumboots, and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d run a comb through her hair. Breeze tugged 

the end of the frayed leadrope, straining against the halter that had once been bright blue but was now a faded 

grey colour, held together with baling twine, and Marley felt beyond shabby.   



“Hi.” 

“How are you?” Bubbles asked, as friendly as ever. “I haven’t seen much of you this season.” 

Marley fumbled the end of the leadrope between her fingers. “Yeah. I’ve been busy, with all Laura’s ponies 

to ride as well as this one.” 

Bubbles nodded understandingly. “I hear you. I’ve got three going this season and Dad keeps offering to 

buy me a hack to start the Junior Riders on, but I’ve told him that three is enough for now!”  

There was no gloating in Bubbles’s voice, and Marley knew she wasn’t trying to rub her family’s wealth in 

her face, but it made her uncomfortable nonetheless. She nodded mutely, wondering how to make her 

getaway. Then Cruise lifted his head and rested his chin on her shoulder. He let out a contented sigh, blowing 

sweet breath across her neck, and Marley felt tears prickle her eyelids again. Struggling not to let her emotions 

show in front of his new owner, Marley turned her head and dropped a quick kiss on Cruise’s nose.  

“You and me both, buddy,” she whispered before stepping away from Cruise, re-opening the gulf of 

distance between them as she tugged Breeze’s leadrope gently to get her to quit grazing and move along. 

“Well, I’d better go. See you round.” 

Bubs nodded, looking disappointed. “Okay. Are you doing the Grand Prix this afternoon?” 

Marley nodded, and Bubs smiled. “I’ll see you then. Good luck.”  

“Same to you,” Marley muttered, then walked away as quickly as she could without appearing rude. Cruise 

whinnied again as she left, and Marley wondered if he was watching her go, but couldn’t bring herself to look 

back and find out.  

 

“I don’t know, Van. It’s a big track.” Lynda looked up from buckling on her spurs, her expression 

uncertain. 

“Stark’s got all the jump in the world,” Van replied. “Way more than he needs to get over those fences. 

And it’d be good for him to have a crack at a really challenging course. He might not go clean, but he’ll benefit 

from the mileage.” 

Lynda looked thoughtful as she stood up, and Van crossed her fingers.  

“It’s only a two-star,” she added. “Even Covergirl has jumped clear at that height.” 

“Aren’t you riding her in it?” Lynda asked as she picked up her helmet.  

Van shook her head. “Nah, she’s a bit off at the moment. I’m scratching her from the rest of the show, so 

if you don’t let me ride Stark I’ll be grounded all day.” 

Lynda looked surprised. “Did you only bring one horse? Last time I saw you, you said you had more to 

ride than you could keep up with.” 

“I did,” Van agreed. “But they were mostly breakers and schoolers and they’ve all gone home now – we 

just dropped the last one off on the way here. Plus Marley’s riding four, and the truck can only take six, so…” 

“Oh, right.” Lynda snapped up her chinstrap as her mother led Normandy up to her, and Van swallowed a 

lump in her throat as she looked at her.  

“She’s looking good.” Normandy had been Kris’s top horse, who had been passed down to Van to ride 

after her sister’s accident. She’d become one of the many sacrifices that had been made to try and allow Marley 



to keep Cruise. Her sale had kept the wolves from the door for a short time, but it was Cruise’s eventual sale 

that had settled their debts, and Van often wondered whether Normandy’s sale had been worth it. 

Lynda’s mother Ada legged her daughter into the saddle and clapped Normandy’s broad chest.  

“She’s so wonderful,” she gushed to Van. “We just adore her.” 

“She’s very happy with you,” Van admitted. She missed Normandy’s scope and athleticism, but she had 

also had a personality clash with the headstrong mare from day one, and only Kris’s patient coaching and 

Van’s sheer determination not to fail had seen them through. But it was hard to watch Normandy now 

jumping like a quiet old campaigner with her new rider. For whatever reason, Normandy had taken a shine to 

Lynda, and they were on track for a successful season.  

“Come then Norma,” Lynda told the horse as she picked up her reins. “Let’s get you warmed up.” 

Van spoke quickly. “Before you go, did you decide about Stark?” 

“Oh yeah.” Lynda looked at her mother. “Van wants to jump him in the Grand Prix this afternoon. That’s 

okay, right?” 

But Ada shook her head. “Can’t. Sorry Van, but we’ve got to hit the road after Normandy’s class, to get 

home in time for Sylvia’s engagement party.” 

Lynda pulled a face. “Oh yeah, I forgot.” She looked apologetically at Van. “Sorry, but my sister will kill me 

if I’m late for her party. But if you want to tack him up and just take him for a ride around the grounds, feel 

free. You know where his gear is.” 

Van thanked her, trying to sound grateful as Lynda rode away, her mother striding alongside her. After a 

moment, she turned back to look at the bright bay with the bold blaze, watching her with pricked ears. “You 

wanna go for a ride, buddy?” 

Sometimes, Van reflected as she saddled the big gelding, you have to just take what you can get. 

 

“And that’s a clear round for Misty Magic and Hayley Maxwell, so we’ll see them back for the jump off. 

Next to go will be Borderline Majestic, ridden by Stacey Winchester.” 

Marley halted Breeze next to the ring and watched as Stacey’s mare picked up a canter. The pony was 

beautiful, there was no doubt about that. Her conformation was flawless and shapely muscles rippled under 

her gleaming coat. But her whole body was tense, held tightly together and not only by Stacey’s death grip on 

the reins. The pony wasn’t looking at the jumps, or the crowd, or anything. Her ears were laid back and her 

eyes were blank. It was strange, as though she wasn’t really there, and it gave Marley a cold feeling. She’d been 

watching Stacey struggle to get the pony over the practice fence for the last half an hour, as her father yelled at 

her and she resorted to ever more forceful tactics to make the pony jump. Even so, it had only worked half of 

the time, and the grass stain on Stacey’s knee was testament to the pony’s fighting spirit. Marley couldn’t tell 

whether it was ignorance or pride that was pushing Stacey to enter the Grand Prix class when she could barely 

get her pony over the first fence at the lower heights. Why not start lower and slowly build up their partnership? Why 

does she think that just because the pony can jump that high, that she must?  

Stacey rode determinedly towards the first jump, giving the pony a sharp slap with her whip on the 

shoulder at the point of take-off. Majestic leapt into the air, clearing the fence easily. Stacey seemed as 

surprised as everyone else that she’d actually jumped it, but she recovered quickly as she steered the mare 



towards the second fence on the course. Another slap on the shoulder and another leap into the air, once again 

clearing the top rail.  

“That’s the way,” someone said and Marley turned to see Stacey’s father watching eagerly, his eyes alight. 

“She’s getting the hang of it now. Pony’s just been mucking her around. Just needed a firm hand. I told you.” 

A red-headed woman who could only be Stacey’s mother stood next to him, her face white. She didn’t look 

as though she was enjoying the spectacle as Stacey and Majestic scraped over fence three, and made the turn to 

the one-stride double. But even though the pony was jumping now, there was something so desperate about 

the look in her eyes that Marley found herself turning away, unable to bear it. She started to move through the 

huddle of ponies standing near the gateway, and so she didn’t see what happened next.  

Later, other people would relay the accident to her over and over. How Majestic had backed off the jump 

several strides out, and Stacey had got the whip out early. How she’d brought it down hard against the pony’s 

flank, and how Majestic had rushed forward, sunk down on her quarters as though she was preparing to take 

off, then slammed on the brakes instead and swerved hard, sending her rider flying headfirst into the jump.  

People told Marley later how Stacey’s mother had screamed, how her father had sworn, how the pony had 

galloped off across the ring with her head in the air and tail fanning out behind her as Stacey lay still and limp 

as a rag doll amidst the scattered poles, but Marley only heard the deafening crash and the cries of the 

spectators, and by the time she turned around everything was chaos. All she saw was the frantic pony racing 

around and around the ring, with people leaping out from under the ropes to try and catch her, but she 

dodged their grasping hands with a flick of her wild head. Marley heard the announcer call for an ambulance 

over the sound of the pony’s drumming hooves, then saw Van step through the gate and head the mare off, 

eventually managing to corner and catch her. Marley watched as her sister led the fretting, sweating pony 

through the crowd, and took her back to Stacey’s truck to unsaddle her. 

And Kris had stayed watching, unable to tear her eyes away from the girl who hadn’t regained 

consciousness. She stood there as the class was stopped, as the sirens wailed, as the ambulance raced across the 

show grounds and as Stacey was bundled into it. Only when it had driven out of sight did she come back to 

herself, and go to find her sisters.  

 

“Nobody’s come for her.” 

Van looked up at the concern in Marley’s voice. “Who?” 

“Stacey’s pony.”  

Van followed her sister’s gaze to the bay pony who was standing in the corner of her yard, pawing 

nervously at the ground. Trucks were pulling out of the show grounds and all the other horses that had been 

yarded nearby had left, leaving the pony alone in the middle of the yards.  

 “Poor thing.” 

“Poor Stacey,” Kris countered as she finished wrapping Gigi’s legs for the trip home. “She’s the one in 

intensive care right now.”  

“Is she conscious yet?” Marley asked, but Kris shook her head.  

“Apparently not. Sounds like a really serious injury. I doubt her parents are going to let her back on that 

pony, even when she recovers.” She didn’t want to say if.  



Marley looked sad as she watched the pony pace back and forth. “What’s going to happen to Majestic?” 

“How should I know?” 

“We can’t just leave her here.” The show grounds were almost empty now.  

“We can’t take her with us.”  

“Why not?” 

Van’s voice was impatient. “Because she’s not ours to take. Someone will come for her, don’t worry. Now 

let’s get these ponies loaded so we can hit the road. We’ve got a four hour drive ahead of us and I’m starving.” 

Marley looked at Kris. “So we’re just going to decide that she’s someone else’s problem and walk away?” 

“We live two hours in the opposite direction,” Kris pointed out.  

“We’ll just take her home for a while,” Marley replied. “Stacey’s parents can come pick her up when they’re 

ready.” 

She didn’t wait for her sisters to say anything else. Tossing Seattle’s lead rope to Van, Marley turned on her 

heel and went over to Majestic’s yard. The pony snorted uneasily at her, and when Marley ducked under the 

railing and approached the mare, she laid her ears back and struck out aggressively with a foreleg.  

“Hey now,” Marley said softly. “I’m trying to help you.” She picked up the lead rope that was looped over 

the fence and stepped up to the mare. Majestic’s ears were still pinned back, but she allowed Marley to clip the 

lead onto her halter and lead her out of the yard.  

Kris was on the phone as she led the pony back to their truck, and she gave Marley the thumbs up as she 

hung up. 

“I got hold of Stacey’s dad, and he’s happy for us to take her. Said he hadn’t even thought about what was 

going to happen to her. I got the impression he doesn’t care right now,” she admitted. “Not that I blame him.” 

She looked at Marley. “We’ll take her home, but you have to promise me that you are not going to try and ride 

this creature.” 

“I’m not stupid,” Marley replied. “She’s just coming for a holiday, that’s all.” 

Kris nodded and stepped away from the ramp, giving Marley room to lead the pony up. Marley stepped 

forward, and Majestic baulked.  

“Come on now,” Marley encouraged her. She reached over to rub the pony’s neck, but Majestic was quick, 

snaking her head around and biting Marley on the arm. Marley winced, Kris cringed, and Van raised her 

eyebrows.  

“This should be fun.” 

In the end, it took the girls twenty minutes to coerce the pony onto their truck, and they didn’t manage it 

without Marley receiving another bite, this time on her shoulder, and Van sustaining a sharp kick to the thigh. 

By the time Kris started the truck, she’d already had a guts-full of the pony, and all three sisters drove home in 

silence, wondering what had happened to the mare to make her so angry, and what her future might hold.  

 


