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      This book is set in Australia and uses Australian words, phrases and spelling. For example, we say ‘Mum’ for ‘Mom’, and ‘in the bush’ means ‘in the forest’. Some things are a little different from what you might be used to. If you find yourself thinking, ‘that’s odd’, it might just be that it’s Aussie.
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            Hello Tony!

          

        

      

    

    
      Cassie danced down Lina’s driveway twirling her ribbon stick with excitement. She couldn’t wait to see Tony, the miniature pony. The girls had first met him at the Barefoot Springs Pet Parade where he had won the Best Pet prize. Now they would be pet sitting him at Lina’s house while Tony’s owner, Dr Jim, was away for a week.

      Lina waved at Cassie from the edge of the paddock. She was wearing denim shorts and an animal T-shirt like usual. Today her shirt had a zebra on it. ‘Tony’s over here!’ Lina called out. ‘Look how cute he is.’

      Cassie dropped her bag and ribbon stick at Lina’s front door and ran over to meet her best friend who was patting Tony by the fence. He was a short chestnut pony with dark eyes and a whiskery nose. He was wearing an old brown blanket and had a brown halter on his head.
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      ‘Ooh! He’s adorable,’ squealed Cassie.

      ‘Adorable?’ said a grumpy voice. Gus the talking cat jumped onto the fence. ‘He looks silly. Like somebody shrunk him in the washing.’

      Lina and Cassie laughed at Gus. The grey and white cat really belonged to Bernadette, Lina’s next door neighbour, but he preferred to follow the girls around. Cassie and Lina, who were both nine years old, made a fuss of him and gave him cuddles, even when he complained. The girls could hear Gus talk when they were together. Other people might hear cat noises or see Gus moving his mouth, but they didn’t know that he could talk and the girls could talk back.

      ‘Tony’s a miniature pony,’ Lina told Gus. ‘He’s supposed to be small, and he’s so sweet. We get to look after him this week.’

      Cassie’s eyes sparkled. ‘I love pet sitting,’ she said. ‘It’s so exciting! But I hope nothing is going to go wrong. Not like last time.’

      The girls would never forget their last pet sitting adventure. Princess Gina the fluffy white guinea pig had suddenly become invisible and they had nearly lost her. It had almost been a disaster.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ declared Lina. ‘Tony’s calm and easy to handle. He’s outside, so he won’t make a mess in the house and he’s not invisible! We’re the Barefoot Springs pet sitters. We’re ready for anything! What could go wrong?’

      Lina’s mum bustled out from the house. She had a basket of washing on one hip, and Lina’s three-year-old brother Timmy on the other. ‘Girls, can you watch Timmy please?’ she called. ‘I need to hang out the washing and then put the twins to bed. They really need their sleep today, so do try to be quiet.’
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      ‘Sure, Mum,’ said Lina. ‘Timmy can bounce on the trampoline while we’re here with Tony.’ She pointed to the trampoline in the corner of the paddock.

      Mum put Timmy down. He jumped up and down excitedly at the sight of Tony.

      ‘Little horsie!’ he exclaimed. ‘Can I have a ride?’

      Mum nodded reluctantly. ‘Only if you’re very careful. I don’t want any emergencies today. No chaos!’ She hurried over to the clothesline and began hanging up the sheets.

      ‘Hmph!’ Gus grumbled. ‘Horses are boring. They can’t even talk. I bet nothing interesting at all is going to happen today!’
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            Timmy Goes For A Ride

          

        

      

    

    
      Timmy begged for a ride almost immediately so Cassie helped him up onto Tony’s back. She showed him how to sit properly and to grip the pony’s mane with both hands. His eyes shone with excitement.

      ‘What about me?’ whined Gus from the fence. ‘I’m bored!’

      ‘Do you want to ride the tattu?’ Lina asked. ‘That means pony in Hindi,’ she explained. Lina’s grandparents were from India and she loved learning their Hindi language. Lina untied the pony rope and held Tony’s halter firmly. She looked expectantly at Gus.

      ‘Good gracious, no. I’m not a circus clown!’ Gus muttered and he poked his nose in the air.

      ‘You can still walk with us around the paddock,’ Cassie suggested, but Gus scowled and shook his head. He watched from the fence post as Lina and Cassie led Tony and Timmy around the paddock. Timmy was giggling his head off. By the time they had gone around once, Lina’s mum had disappeared back inside.

      ‘Another ride?’ Timmy asked.

      ‘Not yet,’ said Lina. She tied the rope securely to the fence where Gus was sitting and lifted Timmy down. ‘We need to do some pet sitting jobs first. You go play on the trampoline for a little while.’

      Cassie stroked the edge of Tony’s brown pony blanket as Timmy skipped over to the trampoline. ‘Did Dr Jim say anything about this?’ she said, pointing to a tear in one corner. ‘It needs fixing. And it’s not very pretty.’

      Lina shook her head. ‘He didn’t say anything about the tear,’ she said. ‘But he did say we need to either keep Tony tied up all the time, or make sure he’s wearing his blanket.’

      ‘Why?’ asked Gus, suddenly interested.

      Lina shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Dr Jim was waving his hands and talking fast. He said if Tony isn’t tied up, or isn’t wearing his blanket, he ends up in strange places.’

      ‘Like what?’ Cassie wondered.

      ‘Like in the hedge. Or in the neighbours’ swimming pool. Or on top of the picnic table.’

      Gus and Cassie stared at Lina, their eyes wide in astonishment.
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      ‘A pony in a pool?’ Gus spluttered. He flicked Tony’s rope with his paw.

      ‘Or on a picnic table!’ Cassie laughed. ‘That’s crazy!’

      Lina nodded seriously. ‘I know. It didn’t make sense to me either. But following instructions is important, so we’d better do what Dr Jim said.’ She leaned forward and gave Tony’s whiskery nose a kiss.

      Gus made a gagging noise. Cassie giggled. ‘Gus, you and Tony could be great friends if you tried.’

      ‘I doubt it,’ muttered Gus.

      ‘I have an idea,’ said Cassie to Lina. ‘Let’s leave Gus and Tony to get to know each other, while we go and mend Tony’s blanket. We could even decorate it. I brought ribbons that would look purrrrfect!’

      ‘Okay,’ agreed Lina. ‘Timmy will be fine on the trampoline. And we’ll be back so quickly there won’t be any emergencies or anything.’

      Without waiting to hear what Gus thought of the idea, the girls slipped the blanket from Tony’s back and danced towards the house.
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