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			— Chapter One — 

			The Summer Classic

			Polly gallops smoothly toward the last jump. I focus my eyes and mind on the vertical plank set at the full height of .9 metres balanced on flat cups. One tip of Polly’s hooves and the whole thing will come crashing down.

			Something is tickling my neck. Oh, no! My ponytail has escaped the hastily placed bobby pins. So much for having my hair up in a bun. No time for distractions. I have to pay attention if I want to win.

			So far, Polly Pocket, my 14.2 hand high palomino mare, and I have no penalty points. This is not a time to get sloppy. I think about what we learned this past week at Pony Club camp: rhythm, balance, and straightness.

			I sit up and signal Polly with the reins to balance. Next, I count down while steering her towards the middle of the fence.

			“Five, four, three, two, one….”

			The mare plants her back feet about a metre from the fence, lifts her shoulders toward my chest, and explodes off the ground. We’re flying! A smile breaks across my face, and I shriek, “Wheeeeeeeeee!”

			Before the embarrassment of such a childish reaction reaches my cheeks, we’re through the finish line and trot toward the out-gate.

			“Anna Wells riding Polly Pocket has a time is 32.3, putting her in first place,” crackles the PA system.

			Beth Oakley, the instructor from this past week’s Pony Club camp, meets us as we exit the gate. “Great job, Anna!” She scratches Polly’s sweaty shoulder, her brown eyes shining. “You rode the last fence perfectly!”

			I jump off my pony and lead her away from the gate. Polly pulls at the reins as she reaches down for the summer grass. I disregard the Pony Club guidelines, which frown upon eating while wearing a bridle. Polly deserves a treat.

			“Thanks, Beth. I tried to remember everything you taught us this week.” I puff, loosening the girth with trembling fingers. Short of breath and feeling a little wobbly, I now wish I had eaten something for breakfast. As I hug Polly’s golden neck, my heart rate slows down.

			“Don’t go too far,” Beth says. “I’m sure they’ll call you for ribbons.” 

			“Anna! My Anna banana!” Ellen, my six-year-old baby sister, is calling me.

			Scanning the area to see who heard such a mortifying thing, I see Melanie.

			Oh, great! Now she has more ammunition with which to tease me.

			Melanie Young rides with Beth down here in the Comox Valley Pony Club. She was part of the group that travelled the 200 kilometres to Patrick, my hometown, in March for our Pony Club Camp. We didn’t exactly hit it off.

			Melanie smirks as she saunters over, leading her Connemara pony, Montego Bay. “Oh, how sweet, my Anna banana,” Melanie mimics Ellen. “If only I had known your nickname sooner.”

			She walks by laughing. If my friend Ginger Howard were here, she wouldn’t let her get away with that, but she’s in Victoria sightseeing and shopping with her family.

			Spinning on my heel away from Melanie, I try to shake the anger from my mind. I don’t want to waste energy on her, so I close my eyes and count to three.

			“Ellen,” Mom laughs, “you’re pulling my arm out!”

			Mom and Ellen are walking my way. At least Mom is walking. Ellen, brown curls bouncing, is running ahead and straining to get out of Mom’s grip.

			“But I want to hug Anna,” Ellen squeals. “You won!”

			Mom lets her youngest child’s hand go and calls after her, “Be careful. I don’t want you to fall.”

			Ellen catapults into me, encircling my hips with her tiny arms. “You won!” She jumps up and down, trying to lift me off the ground.

			“No,” I correct her. “I’m only in first place for now.”

			“Uh uh.” She stops jumping and announces. “The last two riders knocked fences down! So you won, right?” Her brown eyes flash and her long eyelashes blink with excitement.

			What? I won! I was so caught up with Melanie that I didn’t pay attention.

			Scooping Ellen up in my arms, we spin around, cheering. The announcer interrupts us: “Riders to the ring for presentations of ribbons for class 12, .9 metre jumper. In 6th place Lucas Irwin on Little Caesar, in 5th place Hailey Wong on Mimi, in 4th place Kelly Meyers on Solo, in 3rd place Hannah Collorros on Big Blue, in 2nd place Carter Jefferson on Jackson and in 1st place Anna Wells on Polly Pocket.”

			Kelly trots by, smiling widely. “Yeah! Anna!”

			“Thanks and congratulations on fourth place!” I yell back as I put Ellen back on the ground, pull Polly up from grazing, and remount.

			I trot to catch up to Kelly and follow her into the arena. We line up in order. I can’t believe we won the .9-metre jumper class! Polly and I just moved up to this division.

			My throat tightens, and I try to hold back tears, as I recall the recent challenges I’ve overcome, like finding out who starved Duchess, our new pony, and all the spilled-over consequences. Mrs. Erickson, the judge, walks toward us. I snap out of my daze.

			“Congratulations, Anna, on a well-ridden round.” She pins a large red ribbon on Polly’s bridle. “Keep this up, and you’ll be champion of the division tomorrow.” She pats Polly’s neck and is gone as quickly as she appeared.

			“Anna, please lead the others in the victory round,” the announcer orders over the PA.

			I gather up the reins in one hand, turn Polly left onto the rail and canter away as the others follow. The wind blows my loose ponytail behind me, just like Polly’s cream-coloured silky tail trails us like a comet. I pump my fist in the air triumphantly.

			“Wahoo, Anna Banana!” Ellen cheers.

			Even my baby sister’s embarrassing nickname can’t dampen the joy I’m feeling.

			After our gallop around the arena, I pull Polly back to a walk and lead the rest of the riders out of the arena. Melanie, mounted on her pony, is waiting for the 1 metre Jumper class to begin. She dominated the .9 division last year but, like me, moved up for this show season.

			“Between the childish squeal and your juvenile nickname, I can’t see what Zane sees in you.”

			Zane Gordon, our Pony Club instructor’s fifteen-year-old son, is a fellow Pony Club member and my friend. Melanie flirted with him the whole time she was in Patrick. She retreated once he questioned me about the horse necklace he had gifted me for Christmas.

			I ignore her, but Kelly doesn’t.

			“You’re just jealous, Melanie. And besides, Anna and Zane are only friends.”

			“Good! That means he’ll be my boyfriend soon,” Melanie bellows before harshly kicking her pony to cajole him into the arena.

			“Anna!” a voice calls out.

			It’s Coraline KenKelen. She runs a shelter for abandoned, abused, and at-risk horses. She goes to every auction and buys up unwanted horses before the meat man can.

			I jump off Polly and lead her over to Coraline. Her chestnut hair is shining in the summer sun, and her hazel eyes are sparkling.

			“Congratulations on your win! I got here just in time to see your round.”

			“Thanks,” I run the stirrups up and loosen the girth before I give Coraline a hug. Polly pulls the reins and once again starts munching on grass.

			“So this is Polly.” Coraline runs her right hand along the pony’s shining mane, scratching her shoulder. Polly stops eating and leans into the massage. Mom and Ellen join us, and I introduce them to Coraline.

			A few weeks ago my parents talked with Coraline on the phone to thank her for helping us with Duchess, but they haven’t met yet.

			“I’m so glad to finally meet you,” Mom says, extending her hand. Coraline shakes it, then kneels down to Ellen’s level. “And you must be Ellen, Duchess’s owner.”

			“I am,” Ellen says, beaming with pride. “And tomorrow, Duchess and I are going to win a ribbon too!”

			“Oh!” Coraline exclaims. “Is Duchess here?”

			“Uh-huh,” Ellen boasts. “Wanna see her?”

			“I’d love to!” Coraline takes Ellen’s hand, and they walk away to the show stables.

			Last night Mom, Duchess and Ellen, picked Kelly, Solo, Polly and me up from Pony Club camp at Beth’s.

			Mom puts her arm around my shoulder as we follow Ellen and Coraline. I have to pull Polly to get her to abandon the grass and follow me. “I’m so proud of you, Anna. What a great round.”

			Mom rides too. Her horse, Mrs. Biggs, is a Canadian Warmblood mare. Mom loves flatwork. Boring!

			“Thanks, but I didn’t do it alone. Polly is the best!” Mom squeezes my shoulder in agreement.

			Beth asked me in March if I thought about moving up to a horse. She showed interest in buying Polly for one of her students. Mom and I talked about it briefly, but with everything that happened this spring, we haven’t revisited the conversation. Do I need to move up to a horse, like Beth suggested? Or does she only want me to sell my pony so her student Erin can buy her?

			Mom takes her arm from around me and stops walking. Polly and I stop too. Mom’s deep brown eyes are staring into my blue ones. “Polly is a very special pony. Dad and I have talked about the idea of selling her and finding you a horse; however, we’re leaving any decision about Polly’s future up to you. She’s yours, and you get to decide.”

			I let out an enormous sigh and hug my mom. “Thanks, Mom,” I say as I pull Polly off the grass and we continue to her stall.

			I put my pony away as Mom goes to join Coraline and Ellen in Duchess’ stall.

			Stopping on my way back from putting my things away, I join the group in admiring the buckskin pony. As I lean over the wooden door, the sun warms my back, and the sweet smell of hay mixed with a fresh coat of fly spray tickles my nose.

			“She’s beautiful and healthy,” Coraline says. Tears well in her eyes, and her voice is husky.

			“Course she’s bootiful,” Ellen boasts as she combs the thick, long black mane. “She’s a duchess!”

			Coraline laughs and rubs the pony’s unique crescent moon white marking in the middle of her golden head. Duchess obviously recognizes Coraline. She leans in and blows air out of her nostrils.

			Again, I picture the skinny, frightened pony I first met ten months ago. Wow, she’s come a long way.

			“What classes are you in, Ellen?” Coraline asks as she cleans out a back hoof.

			Ellen places her hands on her hips and pouts. “Lead Line.”

			“She doesn’t want to be led around.” I say, coming into the stall. “I’ve tried explaining that if she goes in Lead Line, it will be a great warm-up for the Walk/Trot class.”

			“I’m not a baby!” Ellen stamps her foot, sending a group of small black flies to flight. “I don’t want to be led around! Neither does Duchess.”

			“But,” I spit out, “all you have to do is sit there!” Mom’s eyebrows arch, but she says nothing. Embarrassed by my outburst, I take a deep breath, shake my hands out to release the stress, and kneel in the sawdust in front of my baby sister. “Don’t you want to be Lady Ellen riding Duchess?”

			“Hmph,” she sticks her tongue out at me. “I am Lady Ellen and she is the Duchess!”

			She looks so comical I can’t help but laugh. Then Ellen laughs. Soon Mom and Coraline join in. Duchess then whinnies as if she doesn’t want to be left out.

			I stand up and muss Ellen’s hair. “Hey,” I gently punch her in the arm. “If you smile and sit in your perfect position, like I know you can, I promise to hardly hold the lead line.”

			“Seriously?” she queries. It’s our word.

			“Seriously,” I hold out my pinky.

			Ellen hooks her pinky with mine, and we shake.

			“Did you know I’m sponsoring your class, Ellen?” Coraline says.

			“Seriously?” Ellen says, using her favourite word again.

			“Seriously,” Coraline laughs. Turning to me, she asks, “What time is your next class, Anna?”

			“I ride at 4:30.” I look at my watch. “In about 2 hours. Can you stay?”

			“That’s why I came,” she says.

			“And what about tomorrow?” Coraline scoots back down to Ellen’s level. “I hope to see Duchess and Lady Ellen in the ring.”

			“You do?” Ellen beams.

			“Of course,” Coraline stands up and hugs Duchess around the neck. “I love Duchess, and I’m so excited to see you ride her. Is that okay?”

			“Yes! I bathed Duchess and cleaned all her tack. We’re ready!”

			“I can tell.” Coraline steps back to inspect the pony. “She looks great.”

			“And Anna’s going to braid her hair, right, Anna?”

			“Yes,” I sigh. I’ll be getting up early to do that even though I won’t be riding till the afternoon.

			“Anyone else hungry?” Mom asks. My stomach growls in response before anyone else answers. “Okay,” Mom laughs, “let’s go find the food truck.” Ellen grabs Coraline’s hand and walks out of the stall.

			“Hey!” I call. “Aren’t you going to put your grooming kit away?”

			Mom picks it up and passes me the lead. I take Duchess’ halter off and give her neck a scratch before I follow them.

			As I pass Polly’s stall, I pause. She’s been my partner since we were both 10. How am I going to decide when it’s time to sell her and find another horse? I linger long enough to get her attention. She leaves her hay and shoves her golden nose in my chest. I scratch her between her ears, then kiss her velvet muzzle before I head for the food truck.

		

	
		
			— Chapter Two —

			Match the Clock

			Light filters through the closed drapes. It’s 5:45 and I can’t get back to sleep as my mind replays the .9 Match the Clock jumper class over and over.

			It was late yesterday afternoon. Polly appeared rested and eager to go as I saddled her up. In the warm-up ring, our two bodies were in sync as we sailed over the jumps.

			The course was straightforward; nothing we haven’t faced before. Polly and I felt connected, balanced, and on stride the entire course. She didn’t put a foot wrong until the combination.

			The combination consisted of three fences: a vertical, an oxer, and a vertical. Our approach was straight, rhythmic, and balanced. Her mouth was soft in my hand, waiting for the release before she gathered her haunches to launch over the first jump. We easily sailed over it and then, out of nowhere, Polly swerved, almost unseating me, just before the second fence. Somehow I hurled my body back to the middle of the saddle and steered her before she ran out. She jumped the oxer almost from a standstill and ended up tipping the back rail off. Thankfully, we cleared the last fence.

			What went wrong? Did I stop paying attention? Did I assume Polly would do it on her own? Why did she swerve?

			We had the closest time to optimum and would have won the class if it weren’t for the four faults earned from the downed rail. There could be two first-place ribbons hanging on Polly’s stall instead of a first and a third.

			Today, I’m determined to concentrate on every stride of every jump.

			Mom stirs in the darkened room, then gets up and heads into the washroom. She emerges dressed and ready to go a few moments later. “Anna,” she whispers. “Use the bathroom now, as I wake your sister.”

			I crawl out from under the comforter and stretch before I head to the bathroom. By the time I’m out, Ellen is awake and yawning groggily. With little fuss, we’re out the door by 7:00 a.m.

			Ellen, decked out in new paddock boots, breeches, show shirt, and riding jacket, is obviously excited about her first horse show with Duchess. She insisted on wearing her show clothes even though she doesn’t ride until later. Mom’s worried she’ll get dirty, so I convince Ellen to put joggers on over her breeches and her brand new Patrick Pony Club zipped hoodie over her riding shirt.

			“But I want to keep my jacket on,” she whines.

			“Why not put it in the garment bag with mine? Then we can wear our matching Patrick Pony Club hoodies, and everyone will know we’re sisters and Pony Clubbers.” I cringe inside, thinking how Melanie will react to the twins thing, but I smile anyway to cajole my baby sister into complying.

			As soon as Ellen turned six in June, she insisted she join our Pony Club. She won’t officially be a member until September, but I gave her the hoodie as a birthday present to make her feel part of it.

			“I guess.” Ellen huffs and takes off her jacket, replacing it with the hoodie.

			With our jackets safely stowed in the garment bag and our show clothes protected by joggers and hoodies, we hit the free buffet breakfast at the hotel. I make myself a waffle and smother it in butter, syrup, and fresh fruit, remembering how shaky I got yesterday after my first class. I also grab a yogurt and a banana for later.

			Mom, in her typical fashion, just needs coffee, but Ellen demands what I have and then doesn’t eat half of it, so Mom finishes it.

			When we arrive at the show grounds, I get busy feeding and mucking out the stalls. Ellen wants to help, but I convince Mom to take her to the show office so I can finish faster.

			By the time they return with Ellen’s show number, I’m braiding Duchess’s long black mane in a running braid.

			“Look, Anna!” Ellen holds up the paper number. “I’m one-hundred-and-nine.” She breaks into giggles. “One-hundred-and-nine years old!” More giggles erupt.

			“It’s just a number, and you better remember it in case the announcer calls it out.” I speak through gritted teeth as I’m holding the black ribbon in my mouth to finish the braid with.

			She looks up at Duchess and frowns. “I don’t want the black ribbon. I want a pink one. Like mine.”

			“Sweetie,” Mom says in her soft, convincing tone, “we talked about this. Black matches Duchess’s mane.”

			“But I want her to match me!” She grabs the braided ponytails on each side of her head and shakes them. Back in the hotel room, Mom had wound a pink ribbon in each one and tied them off with a bow.

			“But the rules say…” I mutter as I near the end of the braid.

			“Anna, are you sure the rules apply to Ellen’s classes?” Mom asks.

			“Umm…” I don’t honestly know. I’m guessing.

			“Let’s go ask at the office,” Mom suggests, quieting Ellen’s tantrum and steering her off again.

			I’m at the point of inserting the ribbon, so I wait until they return with the verdict. Duchess takes it all in stride. She’s such a sweet pony. I wonder what she’s thinking. Mom told me she jumped in the trailer like she’s been doing it every day of her life.

			It’s obvious the Blacks, her breeders, and Coraline, her rescuer, did an excellent job training her. Even after being sent to an auction, losing her mom at such a young age and then starved — not once, but twice—she’s still kind, willing, and sensible enough for my baby sister to ride.

			She proved to everyone that she has true ‘kid sense’ when Ellen ran away riding her just a few months back and then fell off and lost consciousness. Duchess stood stock-still for well over two hours deep in the bush as she waited for someone to find them.

			Luckily, our collie Rory was with her too. During the search even the police dog couldn’t find them, but finally our goat Salty led us right to them. She’s in love with the collie and half the time thinks she’s a dog!

			I rub her golden neck up and down, flooded with love for this little buckskin pony with the moon hung in the middle of her face. She blows air through her nostrils as if to say, “You’re welcome.”

			Ellen bursts into the stall, causing both Duchess and me to jump.

			“We can use pink!” she squeals with delight.

			“Okay, but I don’t have pink in my braiding kit.” I point out.

			“Here you go, honey.” Mom hands me a piece of leftover pink ribbon.

			I place it behind the hair I’m holding and continue the last bit of the braid, weaving it in. When I get to the end, I tie it off in a knot, then Mom takes over and fixes a bow to match Ellen.

			“Bootiful!” Ellen sings, dancing around the stall. Mom and I look on, knowing Duchess won’t put a foot wrong and nothing we say will stop Ellen, anyway. Mom catches her by the hand. “We should let Duchess finish her breakfast now.”

			“Okay, Mommy.”

			While Ellen and Mom are gone to find some hot chocolate, I move to Polly’s stall and start grooming her for our last class in the .9 Jumper division: the Jumper Classic. This time, if I get a clean round, I move straight into the jump-off, so I have two courses to learn.

			“Good morning, Anna.” I turn to see Coraline. Her chestnut hair is pulled back in a high ponytail. She’s wearing jeans, paddock boots, and a checked shirt over a tank top.

			Although it’s only 8:00 a.m., the sun is high and warm. My class is at 2:00 — by that time it’s supposed to be 30 degrees Celsius. I wonder if I’ll have to wear my jacket? Sometimes the judge loosens the rules if it’s too hot, but because it’s the Classic, I doubt there will be much leeway.

			“Hi.” I finish cleaning the last hoof, grab my grooming kit and leave my pony to finish her breakfast in peace. “You’re here early,” I gather my things and head to the tack stall.

			“Yeah, I need to talk to the show committee because I want to make an announcement.” Coraline follows me.

			“Oh?” My curiosity is piqued. “What about?”

			“Last night someone came onto my property, broke into my barn and dumped a box of kittens in my feed room.” Coraline takes a breath and blows out forcefully through her nose. “It’s enough that someone thought they could trespass and break into my barn, but abandoning animals is against the law!” Coraline lets out another frustrated huff.

			“What? How could anyone do such a thing?” I put my grooming kit back into my tack trunk, letting the lid slam down. “Do you have any surveillance cameras? An alarm system? Anything to help solve the case?” I ask in quick succession as my heart races. The deep part of my stomach that aches every time I hear of injustice churns. It’s disgusting that some people have no consideration for animals!

			“No, I’ve been thinking of getting a security system or even just a gate. Now I will.”

			“So what are you going to announce?” I ask, flopping down on my trunk. “No one’s going to confess to the crime, and who knows if they’re even here? It could have been anyone.”

			“The kittens are about four weeks old. A bit young to be away from mom, but they’ll be fine with the right care. I’m looking for people to take them or at least sponsor them to cover the cost of food, shots, and neutering.”

			“How many are there?”

			“How many what are there?” Ellen peeks into the stall, hot chocolate and whipped cream smeared on her hoodie. I bet Mom’s glad I got Ellen to take her jacket off.

			“Kittens,” Coraline answers.

			“Kittens?” Ellen’s face lights up as she rushes into the stall and starts jumping up and down pleading, “Mommy! Mommy! I want a kitten! I want a kitten!”

			I know where this is going: nowhere. Dad is allergic to cats. I’ve asked my whole life, and the answer’s always been “No.” But then again, this is Ellen. She has a way of getting things I never could.

			Mom joins us and then looks from Ellen to me to Coraline and then back to Ellen. “Ellen, dear.” She gets down on one knee to look my sister in the eye. “Dad is allergic to cats.”

			“What’s allergic mean?” Ellen asks, scrunching up her pixie face.

			“Cats make Dad sick,” I interject.

			“How?” Ellen never gives up easily.

			“He gets itchy and his eyes get red,” I explain.

			“And he sneezes,” Mom adds. “I’m sorry, but no. We are not getting a kitten.”

			I always wanted a cat. And kittens are so cute! Maybe if I get on Ellen’s side, we can both get what we want. “What if we keep it in the barn?” I suggest.

			Mom takes a sharp breath. “Anna. We’ve been over this time and time again. No,” she says firmly.

			“But Mom!” I continue. Oops, that sounded whiny. I squeeze my lips together and scrunch my face up. “Someone abandoned these kittens; they need us!” I state, hoping to tap into Mom’s compassionate heart.

			“I’m sorry, Susanna. I didn’t mean to cause trouble,” Coraline says.

			“It’s no trouble because we cannot, under any circumstances, have a cat on our property.” Mom straightens up, puts her hands on her hips, and gives me a concrete stare. Silence settles like a brick.

			“Sorry, Ellen.” I sigh as I get up from the trunk and pat her shoulder. “I tried.”

			“But Mommy…” Ellen’s lip quivers. A sure sign she’s heading for a meltdown.

			Mom acts quickly by looking at her watch and exclaiming, “Oh, my goodness! It’s time to get Duchess ready for her first class! Come on, let’s get her things.”

			Ellen changes directions as fast as a rabbit chased by a coyote. “Yippee!” She grabs her grooming caddy and runs from the tack stall.

			“Well played, Mom,” I sigh. If Ellen can’t change Mom’s mind, then no one ever will. No kittens in our future.

			“Do you want to see the kittens?” Coraline whispers.

			“Yeah!” I look around to make sure Ellen didn’t hear. “Let’s go,” I whisper back.

			“Mom,” I shout toward Duchess’ stall, “Coraline and I are going to walk around, okay?”

			“Of course,” she pops her head over the stall door. “Just be back in time for Ellen’s class.”

			“We wouldn’t miss it, Susanna!” Coraline assures her.

			Coraline leads me to the parking lot. She drives an old-style Land Rover—the kind that looks like a foreign vehicle, not like the new ones that look like every other SUV in Canada. It’s safari tan with huge tires and a winch mounted on the front bumper.

			“Cool!” I run my hand along the hood.

			Coraline opens the two back doors, and I hear tiny mewing. Inside is a cardboard box that is used for packing fruit. Coraline opens the lid to reveal four tiny kittens: a grey tabby, an orange tabby, a black one, and last, a solid grey.

			I can’t help myself. I pick up the little black ball of mewing fur. “Oh! Poor little thing!” I exclaim. “It’s deformed!”

			“What do you mean?” Coraline looks over.

			“Its tail is stubby!” I turn it around so she can see the tiny little stub of a tail.

			Coraline laughs. “It’s not deformed,” she explains. “This little one either has some Manx in its background or it’s just tailless. Let’s see if any of the others are. I haven’t yet examined them.” She reaches for the orange one. “Full tail.” She replaces it and points, “Pick up the grey one and I’ll get the other tabby.” The grey one also had a stub tail, and the grey tabby a full one. We put the kittens back in the box.

			“Okay.” Coraline grabs a notebook and pen from the front of the Jeep. “Let’s record a full description for each kitten. We’ll start with the grey tabby.”

			I reach for the little tabby and scoop it out as the black and orange kittens bat each other’s faces in a mock battle. I giggle at their antics. “Grey tabby…” She writes as she speaks, then reaches over and lifts its tail, “…female with short hair.” I return the tabby to the box and grab the black one. Coraline repeats the inspection. “Female, and it looks like she’ll have long hair.” I put the black one back and catch the solid grey one. “Male, long hair.” She smiles at me. “Thanks for the help.”

			“But what about the orange tabby?” I present the last kitten for her inspection.

			“I don’t need to check under his tail,” she teases.

			“Why not?”

			“Most orange cats are boys.”

			“They are?” I scrunch my face in doubt and lift the tail. It is a boy.

			“And,” she adds with a grin, “most calicoes are female.”

			“Interesting.” I rub the kitten’s tiny belly. “Must be something to do with genes, right?”

			“Correct. Looks like he’s a shorthair, too. Okay,” she returns the last kitten to the box and closes the Land Rover’s back doors. “Thanks to your help, I now have enough information for the announcement.”

			We’re interrupted by the PA calling riders for the next class: Lead Line.

			“Time to watch Lady Ellen and Duchess in their first show.” Coraline locks up the Rover.

			“I guess we gotta go.” I say as we jog back to the stalls.
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