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  Hi this is Trudy, the author of

Ripple

and the wild horses of white Cloud Station

Congratulations in joining the thousands of other horse loving young people from around the globe who read and collect the White Cloud Station series of books.

I’d like to thank you for taking an interest in my books and I hope you enjoy reading them as much as I enjoy writing them.

I grew up with horses, attending pony club and competing — maybe you’re the same? My love affair with horses has continued into my adult life and I have to admit I’m still addicted to them after all these years! And, I love being in their company.
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Here I am with my horse Gus, who you will hear much more about when you visit my website at www.whitecloudstation.com

This is where you and I can talk horses, share stories and read what fans from other countries are doing with their horses.

There’s also a cool club you can join where you can learn more about Suzy, Lucy and Alexa and their beautiful White Cloud Station horses.

I think it’s fabulous how our love of horses can unite us — no matter what part of the world we live in, which reminds me...

Depending on where you live, you may find that I speak a little differently than you; this is because I’m a New Zealander, or a Kiwi as we are often known. So you might find that some of the terms and names might be unfamiliar, but don’t worry as I’ve created a special ‘horse translator’ at the back of this book. It might be fun to compare words and learn what people in other countries call things. For example, here in New Zealand we call a ranch a station, hence White Cloud Station!

Thanks again and I look forward to connecting with you soon on the White Cloud Station website at www.whitecloudstation.com


  Fans of the white Cloud Station books

"Thank you so much for the wonderful series. My older daughter loved reading them and I read them to my younger daughters each night, chapter at a time and that allowed me to relive my childhood of ‘obsessive pony book’ reading... Thanks again. We’ll look out to see what you put out in the future!” Kim

"My 10 year-old daughter started reading Ripple and thoroughly loved it. After her filling me in on how great it was I had to read it for myself and also got hooked... Your books are fabulous and even as an adult reader I’m enjoying reading them. Your books allowed me to share a wonderful mother/daughter experience with my daughter.” Bobbie

"I am totally obsessed with horses. You are a totally amazing writer, your work is my favourite. You fill my rainy days with horses!" Helen

"I love your books so much that I am doing Ripple and the Wild Horses of White Cloud Station for my [school] book report. Your are my favourite author.” Eliza

"Hey Trudy, I am absolutely in love with your White Cloud Station books! Please write more. I am saving my pocket money to buy your series as I have issued them out of the library so many times. I NEVER get sick of them. Lots of Love: Your Fan Sophie”

"I love your books! Please write more!” Jasmyn

"I just finished Autumn with Horses and it is the bomb!!! It is sooo good.” Rosa

"I’ve been reading the White Cloud Station series for ages... I never get bored with them. Each time I read them, something different seems to happen!” Amanda

"Trudy I absolutely LOVE, LOVE, LOVE your books they are the best books EVER! Are the characters based on any one you know? And is White Cloud Station a real place?” Esmeralda

"I love the White Cloud Station books! I’ve read all 6 of them about 10 times!” Maddie


Join the Club
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www.whitecloudstation.com

Join the White Cloud Station Club (it’s FREE!) and get all the inside news and action from White Cloud Station plus hear all the latest from Gus and Trudy in their regular newsletters.

The Club is open to everyone so come join the fun.

Just go to www.whitecloudstation.com and look for the Club logo.

I look forward to seeing you there!

Trudy
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  For those who love & care for horses.

  I am grateful to the horsemen and horses who have been part of my life; without them I would not have been able to write this series...

I would especially like to thank Trudy Nicholson (my namesake) in Maryland, USA for her stunning artwork and support.


  PART 1

The Horses of White Cloud Station
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  I

The Round-up

Suzy, Lucy and Alexa always looked forward to the annual round-up at White Cloud Station, camping out under the stars, with a campfire of their own and the smell of horses in the air. With no school to think about, it was paradise - this was their idea of the perfect summer holiday. The girls had attended the round-up for the past four years. They loved the excitement of it all, especially the sound of thundering hooves as the herd turned and galloped along the home straight - everything about it was horse!

Campervans, horse floats, trucks and tents popped up all over the huge paddock adjoining the White Cloud homestead. The days were hot, and there was always a race to get one of the shady spots under the trees that were dotted along the edge of the paddock.

This was to be the girls’ home for the next three days, and this year they were staying without their parents. Today the huge iron gates at the end of the long driveway at White Cloud Station would be opened wide, ready for the horses’ arrival. The drive would be filled with spectators who had lined up to watch the herd of around 150 horses come in, driven by stockmen and others who had joined in the round-up.

Alexa, Lucy and Suzy woke early, too excited to sleep in. Without wasting time on breakfast, they scrambled out to find the best vantage point from which to watch the herd arrive. Soon they were perched on the rails of one of the fences that lined the sides of the long drive. The oak trees were in full leaf and the station had a stately ‘English’ feel to it.

‘Stop biting your nails, Alexa.’ Suzy was irritated by the chewing noise in her right ear.

‘Sorry, I know it’s annoying, but this is sooo exciting,’ Alexa answered, as another fingernail went into her mouth.
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Suddenly someone in the crowd called out, ‘Here they come, here they come!’ and a cloud of dust appeared on the road leading to the gates. Suzy’s adrenalin started to pump as she heard the thunder of the approaching horses. She loved the sound of their hooves, their whinnies to each other, and the sight of the powerful herd as they cantered toward the entrance. The horses would be driven down the drive, then to holding pens near the horse barn.

‘Wouldn’t it be awesome to be able to bring our own horses and join in the round-up,’ Alexa said enviously as she watched an older woman riding a chestnut Arab.

‘Wow, I’d love to do that,’ Lucy replied. ‘Why do they have to put an age restriction on riding out with the stockmen? I mean, even though I’m only 14, I’m sure I can ride as well as some of these guys. Why do we have to wait till we’re 16?’

‘Yes,’ said Alexa. ‘They should judge by how well you can ride, not by your age. I bet there are some oldies out there who can’t ride for nuts.’

‘Girls, shhh, let’s just enjoy this,’ Suzy interrupted. ‘We’re here, and that’s the main thing. You girls will soon have your own ponies. I’ve still got to convince my father that I won’t die if I get one.’

‘Ponies?’ Alexa retorted. ‘At the rate we’re growing we’ll need hacks, not ponies.’

‘Hey, chill out, you two,’ Lucy interrupted. ‘Suzy’s right - at least we’re here, and we can watch the auction tomorrow.’ Adjacent to the holding pens were bigger round yards where the men were already starting to work some of the horses. This was the first time many of them had had any contact with people. They were tired after their journey down from the high country, but they looked beautiful. Most had their summer coats, and they were well developed and muscled.

The girls jumped down from the fence and ran towards the yards. They found another prime position on the rail fence overlooking the holding pen and the yard where the horses were being worked. The next minute the gates opened and five bright-eyed horses rushed through, then cantered off in a frenzy around the yard.

‘This is sooo exciting!’ shrieked Alexa. ‘Suzy, Lucy, which one would you have?’

‘I’d take that chestnut with the blaze and the white socks,’ Lucy replied. ‘I love the contrast of her pale mane and tail against her chestnut body. She reminds me of . . .’

Alexa cut in. ‘That black one is my pick,’ she ex­claimed. ‘I could turn her into a fantastic show horse.

It’s rare to find such a true black! And she’s a good size!’

Alexa could just see herself doing a perfect figure-of-eight in front of the judge and being motioned to come in for first place as she returned to the line-up.

‘I’ve never had a black horse before, and for once in my life I get to choose the one I want - I couldn’t believe it when Mum and Dad said I could pick one if I qualified for the Horse of the Year Show! I’ll ask them when they arrive for the auction. Fingers crossed they’ll agree to the one I want!’

‘Alexa, you keep interrupting - it’s not always about you! What were you saying, Lucy?’ Suzy asked.

Lucy was studying the chestnut closely as it cantered around the yard. ‘I was saying she reminds me of Paintbox!’ she smiled.

‘Yeah, right!’ Alexa replied sarcastically. ‘Like, Paintbox was a chestnut?!’

‘No, I’m not talking about colour - take a look at her face!’ replied Lucy.

Suzy was deep in thought as she observed the horses in the yard. ‘This is my pick,’ she announced, pointing to a rough- coated bay horse trotting at the back of the group.

‘You’ve got to be joking, Suzy,’ Alexa laughed. ‘He’s a pretty weird-looking horse - he’s covered in curls!’

The others were amused at Suzy’s choice of horse, but she was defiant.

‘No, there’s something about this one. He’s definitely my pick. I’d call him Ripple, because of his ripply-looking coat. Take a look at his movement - wow! I think he’s cool!’

‘Oh well, we’ll still talk to you at the show when you’re riding your funny horse and we’re on our show horses,’ Lucy said affectionately.

‘Yes, of course,’ Alexa laughed, putting her nose in the air and pretending she was riding. ‘We won’t snob you, Suzy!’

‘Anyhow, you guys know it’s not going to happen - you know I can’t be around horses for long because of my asthma and allergies. I can’t even brush a horse for long without having a sneezing fit. It’s so frustrating.’

Her friends exchanged glances. While their dreams of owning their own horses could soon come true, for Suzy that dream seemed impossible. The mood was suddenly much more sombre, and it didn’t help when Alexa suggested she and Lucy should go and find the cowboy who was in charge, so they could register their details ready for the auction.
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Suzy

From the moment Suzy spotted the curly-haired horse she felt an incredible desire to own him. It didn’t seem fair - her friends were able to take home the horses they chose! Taking a break, she sat cross-legged on the hay-bales beside the holding yards to have an apple and a drink from her water bottle. The three of them had arranged to meet back at the round yard in an hour. Suzy pulled off her headband and gave her blonde hair a quick flick through with her fingers, then she rearranged her ponytail, pulling it tightly to the top of her head. She felt frustrated and annoyed that her health kept her from owning a horse.

If Mum were still here I know she’d let me have a horse - she’d understand! Suzy told herself.

Suzy’s mother, April, had died suddenly when Suzy was 11. Even now, three years later, Suzy felt the pain as deeply as ever. She sighed and propped her head in her hands.

Suddenly she became aware that she was being watched. She looked up. ‘Hello boy, or should I say girl! Do you have any suggestions?’

The palomino blinked and stared some more.

‘Ah, you want some of my apple, don’t you?’

Suzy broke off a piece of apple and reached between the rails, her hand outstretched toward the mare.

The horse took a step back and munched into her hay.

Suzy glanced around to see if anyone was watching her carry on this conversation with a horse. ‘If only I could get Dad to buy Ripple! I know it’s impossible, because he worries so much about my health, but maybe I could do my best "Suzy grovel”.’ She giggled. ‘Maybe, just maybe I could convince him!’

Taking a bite from her apple, she thought about whether she might be able to persuade her father to bid for Ripple. She felt that at least it was worth a try, but she knew he would take some convincing!

Suzy knew her father adored her. When she was two years old she had become seriously ill, and had been admitted to the emergency ward at the hospital. Andrew, her father, had been the doctor on duty at the time, and the shock of seeing his young daughter on respirators and fighting for her life had frightened him badly. He had never really recovered, and was always concerned about her health. Over the years her asthma and allergies had never been bad enough to force a readmittance to hospital, but tests had revealed that the main cause of her allergies was horse-hair. An inhaler was now never far from Suzy’s reach, and this enabled her to have some contact with horses.

With the apple core in her hand, Suzy turned her attention back to the palomino.

‘You’re a pretty girl, aren’t you?’ she whispered. The mare didn’t look up; she just kept munching on her hay. Suzy watched closely as the mare delicately separated the hay with her muzzle and picked the sweetest clover from it. She noticed, too, how relaxed she seemed after the ordeal of being brought down from the high country. Suzy leant over and stretched her arm between the rails, offering the mare her apple core. The horse stopped eating, looked at Suzy’s hand, then slowly reached towards it.

‘You must like apple, girl. All horses love apples!’

Suzy giggled as she held out the apple core in the palm of her hand. The mare sniffed, then cautiously scooped it up with her soft lips. She tossed it around in her mouth, as if she was eating a hot potato that was burning her, then flicked her head and spat it out.

Suzy laughed. ‘You’re not used to titbits, are you? Not like the spoilt horses at Jasmine Farm.’

Jasmine Farm was where Alexa lived with her parents; her mum bred horses and sometimes looked after them for other people. It reminded Suzy of Rose Cottage, where she had lived with her parents before her mother died. Following April’s death, Andrew had sold the cottage. He had decided to base his medical practice at home, and living in town made it easier to find a place that suited his needs. Town living also made it easier to find a housekeeper to fit in with school hours and care for Suzy.

Andrew had bought a new apartment, with an office and consulting rooms in the same complex. The apartment was contemporary; he and Suzy had decorated it together and it had white walls with large abstract paintings, and black leather furniture. Suzy thought her dad was pretty cool, and her friends liked chatting with him when they visited.

A winding staircase led from the lounge up to Suzy’s bedroom. This was her haven, and she would indulge herself in the evenings by diving into bed with a hot drink, a bar of chocolate and her latest horse book. She had recently bought a new collection of books on horse psychology and horsemanship. The horse’s mind interested her - she longed to know why horses reacted in certain ways, and to learn more about horse behaviour. She had watched horses since she was quite young, studying them for hours on end. Her bedroom shelves were full of horse books and magazines, and her walls were covered in posters and photos of horses.

In pride of place on top of her bookshelf sat a trophy she had won on Misty at a local one-day event. There was also a photo of her jumping him at pre-training level, plus a few others with Alexa and Lucy at various events.

Misty was part Welsh cob, part something else - no one seemed really sure. His owner had agisted him at Jasmine Farm, and Suzy had been allowed to ride him. Over the years Misty had had a dozen or more kids riding him, and he had learnt every trick in the book. Some kids he would buck off and others he would be gentle with, but it was difficult to predict how he would behave, which made it hard for new riders. Suzy, however, had learnt to handle his funny ways; she actually felt a bit sorry for him as he had been ridden by so many kids and his mouth was ruined - she refused to put him in a stronger bit even though his solid neck made him difficult to bend and control at times. He was never going to be a star in dressage, as he had choppy gaits and cantered flat out, but that didn’t matter to Suzy - at least it was a horse to ride!

She had taken Misty to pony club for two years and got her D and C Certificates with him, but she needed a more advanced horse if she wanted to sit her B and A Certificates. She had also had a huge growth spurt and quite quickly outgrown Misty. Though she found it hard parting with him, she had to face the fact that she was now too big for him.

Alongside the trophy was her favourite photo, taken when she was only four years old. She was sitting on a brown woolly pony, held by her mother, in front of Rose Cottage. Suzy had named the pony Bear, and this was her first memory of riding.

Being a doctor meant Suzy’s father had a busy life, and she had learnt early on to entertain herself. She was independent, and even at 11 she hadn’t thought of herself as neglected. She had bouts of missing her mother, of course, and at those times she would buy a ticket and hop onto the West Lane bus, which stopped one block from River Flats where her mother used to take her. She would walk to River Flats, where she could feel her mother’s presence as she sat on the edge of the bank watching the herd of horses running free in the river basin. Now, at 14, this was still her secret place.

Jasmine Farm also gave her a chance to be around horses, as they took in grazers and riding horses and quite often agisted brood mares and foals. Over the years Jasmine Farm had become Suzy’s escape from apartment life.

The farm was well set up, with a stable block, a barn and an all-weather dressage arena. Adjacent to this was a larger jumping arena with an assortment of colourful show jumps. Suzy enjoyed everything to do with horses, and she easily filled her days at the farm. When her allergies gave her grief she would take a break away from the animals by grubbing weeds or raking the arena, and she loved painting the poles and jump stands. She even thought of mucking out as a fun pastime!

The only thing that was really missing from her life was a horse of her own. The challenge was always to convince her father it was a good idea! Suzy and her father were good friends, and they shared a love of reading and music, but there wasn’t as much laughter in the house as there used to be. Suzy tried hard to fill the void in Andrew’s life. They would often talk about April and how they missed her - conversation was easy with her dad and they had a lot in common, with the exception of horses! Whenever the subject came up she found it difficult to budge him, and it annoyed her when he gave her that ‘We’re not buying you a horse’ look over the top of his glasses!

Secretly, though, Suzy was saving for a horse. She earned pocket money doing the housekeeping, and in the evenings, after dinner, she would clean the surgery and office. School seemed to fit somewhere between in her busy life. She was doing well at school, but her heart was elsewhere - it was with the horses.

‘The next horse I ride, I want to keep forever,’ she thought. As she glanced through the palomino’s pen she spotted Ripple in the one beyond, grazing with some of the other horses. ‘I want you!’ she said.
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Alexa

Unlike Suzy, Alexa had an abundance of her own horses, but she had always wanted a black horse. Right from her early days competing at shows she had noticed black horses. Even when she was young she had thrown tantrums when her mother came home with a new show pony that was not black.

For as long as she could remember she had been on the back of a pony. Deborah, her mother, had started Alexa’s show career in the lead-rein classes when she was just three. She had sat up on the back of Jasmine Milky Way, a dainty grey Welsh mountain pony, her legs barely reaching under the saddle flaps. Deborah was dressed to match as she eagerly led Alexa around among the other competitors. Alexa still remembered how after she had won three of her classes she had cried when the judge again placed a red ribbon on the pony’s neck. ‘Take it back,’ she had bawled. ‘I want a yellow one now!’ The judge had scratched his head and handed the red ribbon to an embarrassed and rather annoyed Deborah.

Alexa always had the best ponies, most of which Deborah bred or imported especially for her. When she was five she was riding a top show pony named Jasmine Night Flight, by her mother’s stallion Jasmine Galaxy.

There were ponies all over the region with names like Jasmine Night Star, Jasmine Night Moon or Jasmine Pluto. Deborah was obsessed with breeding and selling horses. When the miniature breeds grew in popularity she quickly changed to breeding these. To Alexa’s disgust she imported a beautiful Category A miniature which she duly named My Little Star. Alexa didn’t see these breeds as ‘real’ horses.

Horse breeding kept her mother occupied while her father Tom was away on business. Tom was an accountant, and the managing director of a national roading construction company. Alexa had become resigned to the fact that she didn’t see a lot of her father. He gave her whatever she wanted, including a credit card of her own, and this meant she could enjoy one of her favourite pastimes, shopping at the local mall. One of her favourite places was Ian’s Camera Shop, where she would go to discuss the latest photographic equipment. She especially enjoyed talking to Ian’s son Jacob, who shared her interest in photography. She had a bit of a crush on Jacob. Sometimes they would get takeaways and take photos at the beach. Jacob was much cooler, she thought, than her own brothers.

But although she enjoyed the instant gratification of shopping, underneath Alexa was secretly envious of the relationships Suzy and Lucy had with their fathers. Her father was often away, attending business meetings all around the country or travelling overseas. Even when he was home it seemed he was too busy with work to spend time with her, or preferred to spend it with her brothers, Oliver, who was 12, and Josh who was 10.

***

When Alexa was 12 she had three ponies. Jasmine Star was a top show pony. She was a stunning grey English riding pony with an extravagant floating movement and beautiful paces. The moment she entered the ring the judges were drawn to her. Alexa rode well in the ring, and the pair were always turned out to perfection. Although she was only 13.2 hands, Star was unbeaten as supreme champion even against the bigger ponies.

Alexa’s jumping pony was Jasmine Flying High, who also stood 13.2 hands. They were another winning combination, and were leading on the show-jumping circuit until Flying High pulled a tendon and had to be turned out. Deborah quickly replaced Flying High with a i4.2 hands, brown top jumping pony she had imported, named Hot Shot. She couldn’t bear the thought of Alexa going through a show season without an experienced, top pony to jump. Alexa went on to win major jumping events in the higher grade with the new pony, and she and Hot Shot began to make a name for themselves on the jumping circuit.

Alexa also had lessons four times a week with Natalie, a local horse trainer who was friendly with her mother. It seemed Alexa was forever on the back of a horse. Even on school days riding was a priority. She would walk from the school bus to the stable, where her mother would be waiting with her riding clothes and a pony saddled up ready for a lesson. Alexa would change into her riding gear in the tack room, and often only had time for a quick glass of orange juice and a piece of cake before the lesson began. She would spend the rest of the afternoon and sometimes well into the evening being instructed in the arena. Three ponies were a lot of work!

Sometimes Alexa longed to be like the other girls and ride for fun, but her mother had other plans for her and competing was a serious business. The mantel above the fireplace in the den was filled with Alexa’s trophies and rosettes, and one wall was covered in her ribbons and photos showing her with her ponies at various shows. Deborah also took great delight in showing her ponies off to clients.

When she was able to get away, Alexa would take a break from horses and catch a ride into the city.

As well as Ian’s Camera Shop, another favourite haunt was Visualise, where she would pore over the crystals and listen to Rainbow, the owner, even though she did think she was kind of weird. She would often walk out with a bag of semi-precious gems and astrology books along with some words of inspiration from Rainbow.

Alexa appeared to exude confidence as she walked through the crowds with a haughty look on her face, and she would flick back her long dark hair as she walked. There was something about her - she had attitude and presence, and heads turned wherever she went. People often thought she was around 16, probably because of her make-up and the way she did her hair.

Sometimes Suzy and Lucy would join her, but often she would meet up with other ‘non-horsey’ girls. But she would quickly get bored when they went on and on about boys and the latest clothes, and that was when she really missed Suzy and Lucy.

When she did spend time with her two best friends the world of horses took on a whole new purpose and meaning. She felt Suzy and Lucy understood her - they knew that under the facade she was caring. Friends were something she couldn’t buy.

She loved listening to Suzy’s talk about horsemanship and horse psychology, but whenever she asked her mother if she could learn more about this Deborah always scoffed. ‘Natalie and I can teach you everything you need to know, Alexa,’ she would say dismissively. ‘There’s no need to waste time on that other stuff.’

But Alexa sometimes wondered ... She knew how to win prizes, and for now that was what mattered, but was not what she really cared about - she was learning there was more to horses than riding...

* * *

Now, though, they were at White Cloud again, and this time she got to pick a horse for herself. Liquorice would be her horse and hers alone. Then she would show her mother what really mattered.

She smiled nicely at the young cowboy as he handed her the application form, noticing his sparkling blue eyes and cute smile.

‘Is it the black mare you’re interested in?’ he asked.

‘Yes - Liquorice!’ She smiled back at him, and replied confidently, ‘I’ll be bidding for her! Anyhow, how did you know?’

‘I heard you at the holding pen earlier,’ he said, slightly surprised at her assertiveness. ‘You’ll need to fill in this ap­plication form. We don’t let our horses go until we’re sure about where they’re going. Do you have any references, or are your parents with you?’

‘References no. Parents yes - tomorrow, that is; will that be okay?’

‘Fine. I’ll leave this form with you. Make sure you hand it in to the official in the morning.’

Alexa studied his tall, slim frame as he walked away.

He was kind of cute, and must be about 17 or 18, she guessed.

Oh heck, she thought, I forgot to ask him his name!
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Lucy

Lucy decided to stay at the campsite while Suzy and Alexa returned to the holding yards. Even though it had been a year since ‘the Paintbox incident’ she still felt quite emotional around horses. Maybe it was their delicious smell, their infectious energy, or the completely trusting look in their eyes. Whatever it was, Lucy always felt her heart beat faster when she was around them. She also realised that part of her had been missing, and she needed time to sort out her thoughts. She sighed and lay back on the grass. The memories came back almost instantly.

She had first met Paintbox at the Kingston Shelter for unwanted animals. Fiona, her half-sister, managed the shelter and Lucy helped out every spare moment she could.

Fiona was 16 years older than Lucy, and the two of them got along well. Lucy loved having a much older sister to confide in, and the two of them shared a love of animals. Fiona’s mother had left her father, Joe, when she was small, and the matrimonial settlement had left Joe on the brink of bankruptcy. When Joe later married Dawn and Lucy was born the family struggled financially.

They lived not far from Jasmine Farm, and Lucy and Alexa had met at school. Lucy spent a lot of her days at the farm, and when Alexa was competing she was often invited to shows with the family. They were always nice to her, but she never really felt part of their family. Lucy thought Alexa’s parents were a bit stuck up, and her father was nothing like her dad. She never really relaxed in their company. At the showgrounds she and Alexa would often sneak away and sit behind the stables or in other secret places, where they could talk about things that mattered.

The good thing about having a much older sister was that she could go and stay with her some weekends. There was always some poor puppy or kitten in need of care and attention. Fiona had a background in vet nursing and Lucy learnt a lot from her, like how to bandage or feed a sick animal. Injecting them made her feel squirmy, though, and she refused to do that. More often than not she would arrive back home with a sick puppy or kitten in tow. Joe had altered her old playhouse and turned it into a room where she could tend to her orphans while they were being fostered, even rigging up a light so she could visit them during the night if she needed.

Lucy still remembered the day Paintbox arrived at the shelter. When he staggered off the truck Lucy broke down and cried. There in front of her was an emaciated paint gelding that stood around 14.1 hands. He had sad eyes and his ears seemed to flop out each side of a head that hung on the end of a scrawny neck. His ribs stuck out even though he had a huge tummy. His halter had rubbed deep into his nose and his dull coat looked mangy. His mane was long and tangled, and so was his tail. He had lice, and his pot gut told her he was full of worms.

After changing his halter to one that fitted properly, Lucy led him to the holding paddock behind the dog kennels and let him go with the bran mash she had prepared for him. He put his head down and took a huge gulp, but most of it seemed to fall straight back out of his mouth onto the ground.

For two weeks Lucy attended to the paint after school and during the weekends. She bathed him and treated his lice problem. She found him a spare cover from Alexa’s place. He was drenched, and she got in the horse dentist to check and file his teeth so that he could eat properly. It was as if he was improving in front of her eyes. She knew, in his own way, that he was thanking her.

Over the weeks he gradually picked up, and she would giggle when she arrived each day as he was always waiting for her with his head over the gate. Sometimes he would be carrying his feed bowl in his mouth, and she would buckle over laughing at him. It was obvious; she was falling in love with the horse. She named him Paintbox and asked Fiona if she could keep him.

The shelter advertised in the papers and on the radio but no one claimed the horse, which had been picked up from a vacant property behind the cheese factory. They had no idea why he had been dumped there but gauging by his condition he’d been there for some time. Lucy begged Fiona to let her have him. ‘It’s actually out of my jurisdiction,’ Fiona sighed. ‘We have to have a trust meeting, but I promise you, Lucy, I will ask. Your chances are good, since no one has claimed him.’

Lucy couldn’t wait. She had already checked out grazing near her home, and had found an empty paddock near the old mill that hadn’t been used for years. It was knee-high in grass.

Perfect, she thought; this will be Paintbox’s new home! Well, at least until there is a free paddock at Alexa’s.

The trust finally decided that Lucy could take Paintbox, although they said that if the owner turned up she may be obliged to return him.

Every day after school, without fail, she would ride her bike along River Lane to visit Paintbox and he would always canter over to meet her. ‘Oh, Paintbox, you’re a hoot!’ she would laugh at him. ‘But now that you’ve got enough condition on you’ll be going to Jasmine Farm and I’ll be riding you!’

Paintbox turned out to be an excellent mount. Fiona also took a great interest in the new member of their family, and she would visit on her days off and give Lucy riding lessons. Fiona had done western riding, and she was rapt at seeing Lucy so happy with her new horse. Paintbox was fairly green but under Fiona’s supervision they were soon competing. Within the year they were winning at the local shows, so they hired a horse float and travelled further afield. Paintbox and Lucy were making quite a name for themselves. Joe was really proud of them, and he cut photos out of the newspaper and put them up in his workshop for his clients to see. ‘Da-ad,’ Lucy would say, ‘you’re embarrassing me!’ But underneath she really enjoyed it. Her dad was pretty cool in her eyes.

‘Well, it’s not every day a 12-year-old cleans up and wins the high point trophy!’ he would nod back at her.

Privately he also thought having the horse would occupy Lucy during her teenage years. She was an attractive girl, slim with short light-brown hair. Joe secretly thought she could be a model, but Lucy wasn’t interested. In fact, she seemed unaware of her good looks, and was much more focused on caring for animals.

By now Joe’s engineering business had picked up, and he had expanded and built a huge workshop behind their house. The luxury horse coaches he built were proving popular and orders were streaming in from all over the country.

‘It won’t be long and I’ll have a coach ready for you,’ he told Lucy. ‘We’ll be able to take you and Paintbox all over the country then!’ He smiled approvingly.

Then one day when Lucy was alone at the farm a horse truck pulled into the driveway - it wasn’t one she recognised. There were two women in the cab and Lucy waved to them, thinking they must be bringing in a horse for grazing. Then one of them, a scary-looking woman with a bad attitude, got out of the truck and walked up to her. ‘I’ve come to collect Nevada,’ she said roughly, putting a hand on

Paintbox. Lucy was dumbfounded, and told the woman she had made a mistake.

‘That’s my horse!’ the woman roared. ‘Now get out of my way, I’m taking him home.’

The second woman pulled down the truck’s ramp as the scary woman led Paintbox toward it. Lucy pleaded with them not to take the horse, but the women ignored her. Paintbox hesitated at the bottom of the ramp and looked back at Lucy, who by now was sobbing. The women got him inside and closed up the truck, then they climbed back into the cab and headed toward the road. As Lucy ran down the drive after the truck she could hear Paintbox neighing to her.

Joe and Dawn did everything they could to get Paintbox back, even taking the matter to court, but legally it seemed the woman was entitled to take him. Lucy sobbed against her father’s shoulder. ‘I’ll never have another horse,’ she cried.

‘Yes you will, girl,’ he replied, holding back his own tears. ‘Why don’t you go and look at the ones at White Cloud Station. Business is going well and I’ve put aside enough money to buy you a horse at the auction this year. Maybe you’ll find something there you like.’

‘I didn’t know people could be so mean, Dad,’ she sobbed, not really taking in his words. ‘How could she take him from me?’

‘You will get over this, I promise you,’ her father reassured her. ‘And one day, when you are ready, you’ll have another wonderful horse just like Paintbox.’

For some reason, Lucy heard her father’s words when she spotted the beautiful chestnut mare.

‘I think I’ll call her Hope,’ she said.
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The Encounter

From the moment she laid eyes on him Suzy felt uncomfortable about the scrawny man in the grey cap. His jeans look grubby, she thought as she watched him tying up the curly-coated horse she loved. They were tucked into his western-style boots, and he wore a belt with tiny pointed silver studs all the way round it. There was a packet of tobacco sticking out of his shirt pocket, and with his sleeves rolled up she could see that his arms were tattooed. Some of her favourite pop stars had tattoos, but these were different. The younger cowboy she had seen talking to Alexa was heaps better looking, she thought, and his clothes were a lot sharper. She had been to quite a few rodeos and western shows with Lucy, and she knew what cowboys wore.

When Alexa and Lucy arrived outside the round yard, Suzy was watching quietly. The scrawny man tied a rope around the horse’s neck and through the ring on his halter. She could tell the horse didn’t like the feeling of the rope around his neck. Nor did he like being tied to the solid rail fence of the corral. It was obvious he felt trapped, and he began to panic. He pulled back on the rope and when it didn’t give he lunged sideways, desperately looking for release. The rope still did not give, and the horse lunged and fought, but it wasn’t any use. The rope was stronger than he was, and as it tightened around his neck he folded to the ground and lay motionless.

‘He’s a feisty one,’ the man sneered as the young cowboy approached. ‘Just leave him there, Mike - he’ll work it out. He’ll soon learn who’s in charge. Curb his flight - he’ll learn he’s going nowhere. Yep, show ‘em who’s boss.’

Mike shook his head disapprovingly. ‘That’s not our style, Frank,’ he said as he walked quietly towards the horse. ‘Either you do it our way or you’re out of here, mate. We don’t work horses that way at White Cloud.’

The young cowboy approached the horse confidently but quietly. Suzy could tell he was an experienced horseman by the way he stayed calm around the horse, even though he was angry with the other man. He talked to the horse soothingly and stroked it while he started to untie the tight rope. He had strong, rough hands and she could tell he had used them for a lot of outdoor work. They weren’t soft like her father’s.

The scrawny man, Frank, was new to White Cloud. He was a lot older than Mike, and he reacted angrily to his reproof.

‘I’ve been handling horses for 30 years, mate, and no young buck has ever spoken to me like that before. You’ve got a thing or two to learn - you haven’t been around horses long enough to know how tough they can be.’

Mike just shrugged and continued working with the horse, which was still folded on the ground. ‘Steady now,’ he murmured, and he held out his hand long enough for the horse to take a reassuring sniff. He managed to untie the knot, and when the rope was released he saw that it had caused a nasty rope burn. The horse lay motionless for a moment, then he stumbled to his feet. Realising the rope was no longer on him, he spun around on his haunches and trotted off. Then, as his instincts kicked in, he broke into a canter, which became faster as he fled from the threatening figures in the yard. He sensed danger! He had not yet learnt that Mike was a kind person, and he was feeling a huge amount of pressure and concern about his survival.

The curly-coated horse stopped for a moment, just long enough to put his nose in the air and make a high-pitched honking noise. Mike looked at Suzy and nodded. ‘That’s a special noise they make to the rest of the herd. It’s a warning device horses have - they do it when they want to warn the others there’s a predator around. Clever, eh?’

‘But it’s not loud enough for the others to hear, is it?’ asked Suzy.

‘Yes, it is. Horses have great hearing. Other members of the herd can hear it but an animal like a stalking lion in the distance can’t - it gives the horses time to escape.’

‘But there aren’t any lions here, so why is he reacting like that?’ Lucy put in.

‘That’s not how it looks from where he’s standing,’ Mike said as he coiled up the rope. ‘I’d put a bet on it that he thinks Frank’s about to attack him. Do you really think this little horse sees Frank any differently than a mountain lion? Right now he thinks every one of us is out to get him.’

It was clear that the horse was keen to get out of the yard; his curly coat was becoming damp with sweat as he galloped around the pen.

‘Hey, cowboy, you’ll never catch him now,’ Frank scoffed as he walked past leading a young horse. He stopped and peered through the rails. ‘Let’s see what they taught you at horse whispering school, eh Michael? One trip to Marble Arch Ranch, with real cowboys, ha, and you think you know it all, eh?’

‘I don’t intend to catch him right now,’ Mike replied, still focusing on the horse’s reaction and dismissing Frank’s stupidity. ‘He needs to be left alone at the moment!’

Leaving the horse to settle he looked over at Frank, who was now climbing back over the rails.

‘You need to leave too, Frank. You’re outa here, mate - you should be ashamed to call yourself a horseman. You’re not a horseman’s you know what!’

The girls stifled a giggle at this, but when they saw the astonished look on Frank’s face it was hard not to break into laughter.

There was silence as Mike stood and glared at Frank. The girls dared not blink for fear of an eruption. Suzy took in Mike’s strong physique - though he was slim he had big shoulders and muscled arms - and when he took off his hat and wiped his brow she saw his hair was dark and wavy. He stood very straight and composed. But what impressed her most was the way he was sticking up for the curly horse. She admired this, and was just trying to work out where he might fit in her list of people she liked when he showed his staunch side by eyeballing Frank and saying firmly, ‘There’s your truck over there - best you get your butt in it right now, and head through those gates, before Grandad hears about this!’

Then Suzy knew he was ‘the Mike Phillips’ of White Cloud Station. She had heard of his reputation as a horseman - now she had finally met him. He was much taller and stronger- looking than she had imagined, and a lot younger.
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A Horse Whisper

‘Hey Suzy, how do you think Mike’s going to catch your horse now?’ Lucy asked as she watched the cowboy walking quietly around the yard.

‘Isn’t he just soo cute?’ Suzy enthused.

‘Yep, he’s not too bad at all,’ laughed Alexa.

‘Not him - Ripple!’ Suzy snapped. ‘This’ll be interesting. I’ve read about this horse whispering stuff, now hopefully I can see it in action.’

‘He probably learnt it while he was working on some cowboy ranch overseas. I heard he’s living here with his grandparents now. But he is kind of cute, don’t you think?’ whispered Lucy.

Suzy just rolled her eyes as she tried to concentrate on the important task of watching Mike interact with her horse.

‘Well, I’m going back to the tent - I need some lunch,’ Alexa said. ‘Coming?’

‘I’m in. I’m famished, and my tummy’s rumbling,’ Lucy replied as she climbed down from the rail. ‘Coming, Suzy?’

‘No, I’m going to stay here and watch. Be over soon. Save me some baked beans. I’m starving, and my tummy’s rumbling, too.’ She laughed.

The curly horse was now cantering around the yard as if he was trying to flee from Mike, who was standing in the middle of the circle. He was positioned so he could follow the movement of the horse, while letting him run off when he needed to. Suzy was intrigued by his body language and timing. It’s amazing, she thought, it looks like they’re talking without words!

‘He doesn’t want to know about me at the moment,’ Mike said, looking up at Suzy, who was now perched on the top rail of the fence. ‘He’ll come around, though.’

‘How do you know when he wants to know about you?’ Suzy asked. This is so cool, she thought, I remember reading some of this stuff.

‘You just keep watching. He’ll stop looking to the outside

at the moment he’s thinking about escaping over that top rail. He’s smart!’ The horse reared up, then turned quickly and cantered off in the other direction. ‘He’s thinking about how to survive - he knows his freedom is on the other side of that rail. We can give him two choices . . .’

‘What do you mean exactly?’ asked Suzy. ‘I’m a bit confused two choices?’

‘The horse can either choose to come to me or choose to leave me. I’m not going to put pressure on him. Pretty soon he’ll realise I’m not a threat to him and he’ll want to hook onto me. I want it to be his choice, though, and not force him in any way.’

‘He’s such a cool little horse,’ Suzy remarked. ‘There’s something special about Ripple.’

‘Oh, so you’ve named him, have you? Seems you’re pretty keen on this one. I think he’s kind of special, too. I like a horse with an intelligent eye and a good brain between those ears!’

Mike laughed, then he turned toward Suzy and held out the rope. ‘Hey, come here, have a go. Would you like to catch this horse?’

‘Wow, that would be awesome!’ Suzy paused as Mike’s words sank in, then she added, ‘Me? Thanks!’

She took a deep breath and climbed off the rail then, turning her back to Mike, she took two puffs from her inhaler.

‘Yes, you!’ Mike replied, as Suzy stood quietly on the far side of the round pen. ‘Here, come and stand right beside me and together we’ll catch this wild horse. He’s certainly a bit wired now that Frank’s upset him, but it’s nothing we can’t fix!’

He spoke confidently - it seemed Mike always had the situation under control.

But it wasn’t Mike that Suzy was thinking about. She forgot about being hungry, now the butterflies had taken over. Here she was, in a pen with a wild horse, and she was going to catch him.
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Trust

Suzy felt a bit giddy as she followed Ripple, who was thunder­ing around the perimeter of the pen. Then he slowed up and reared up at the side, as if he was going to jump over. He pawed at the rail.

‘Back off,’ Mike told her. ‘If we put too much pressure on him now, he’ll be over and away. That would please old Frank, wouldn’t it! I can see him over by his truck watching us!’

Suzy was slowly getting the feel of the hooking-on process, and now that the butterflies were settling she was able to focus on Ripple. The horse stopped for a moment. With his four hooves planted on the ground he looked toward Suzy, waving his nose at her.

‘He’s thinking about trusting you,’ Mike said. ‘That’s an indication he’s thinking of making a choice. Tell you what, I’m going to go outside the pen and you can do this alone. I’ll give you instructions from outside. I know you can do it.’

He passed Suzy the rope and showed her how to hang it casually at her side in a non-threatening way. ‘Now if old Curly there wants to run off, just let him. He’ll be a little tricky, even wilder than usual, because that idiot has already scared him. He’s gonna think we’re all the same. He has to learn he can trust us - I mean really trust us!’

‘Wow, that’s a big ask,’ Suzy gasped. ‘After what he’s been through, why should he think he can trust us?’

‘That’s my point,’ said Mike, smiling at her, ‘but horses are incredible animals and they live in the moment. Go girl!’ Great, thought Suzy, a doubly wild horse and I’m just a schoolgirl, and a townie - what do I know about this horse whispering stuff? Eek, I’m outa my depth here . . .

The butterflies were back in full flight now, having a merry time inside Suzy’s tummy. Wow, she thought, perhaps this is how Ripple feels. He’s just as nervous as I am about all of this.

Ripple stood looking at Suzy, while Suzy stood staring at Ripple. She was concentrating so hard on catching him that she was unaware of her rigid posture. Suddenly, as if a tiger was on his tail, Ripple took off at a canter.

‘Oops,’ she heard Mike say reassuringly, ‘you kinda stared a little too hard at him - too intense - too much pressure! Breathe, Suzy, and invite him to come to you.’

Concentrating hard on Mike’s words, Suzy relaxed her body language - connecting with Ripple was the most important thing in the world at this moment.

‘Okay, now that he’s standing looking at you again you have his full attention. Notice how both his eyes are on you and his ears are pricked?’

‘Yes,’ Suzy replied, not taking her eyes off the incredible animal in front of her. The curly horse stretched out his neck and took one step toward her.

‘Well, now’s the time he’s asking if he can trust you. He’s inviting you to be his friend.’

‘What do I do now?’ she asked, desperate not to make a wrong move.

‘Relax, and quietly but confidently walk towards him with your hand out.’

‘He’s reaching out to me,’ Suzy said softly. ‘He’s sniffing my hand.’ She felt tears come into her eyes.

‘This is awesome, I feel like we are making friends.’

‘Okay, now lightly rub him between the eyes.’

As Suzy followed Mike’s instructions, Ripple closed his eyes and lowered his head. This was the first time a horse had looked to her for comfort and security. The bonding sensation was overwhelming - Suzy felt a connection that she had never before experienced.

‘Quietly walk towards his shoulder. Give him a gentle rub on the shoulder with your hand. When he’s comfortable with that, rub the rope on his shoulder.’

‘Wow, this is like magic,’ Suzy breathed. ‘I’ve never done anything like this before.’ So this is it, she thought, this is what horse whispering is all about!

‘Magic, horse whispering, call it what you want,’ Mike said, ‘the truth is it’s about speaking their language, trust and respect! He trusts you, and now he’s accepting of your advances.’ Mike smiled at her. ‘He’s accepted the choice to be your friend. Curly is your friend.’

‘Ripple, Mike,’ she said firmly. ‘His name’s Ripple!’

‘Okay, you can walk back over here to me now. Give him a break for a while, and let him think about things for a bit.’ Suzy turned and walked away from Ripple. She was still in awe of the whole experience, and surprisingly relaxed, so she didn’t notice that Ripple was following her. Suddenly, she felt some whiskers on the back of her neck, and Ripple sniffed at her ear. Suzy smiled and turned around. Ripple jumped back as if to say it wasn’t me.

‘I reckon that horse has a sense of humour,’ Mike laughed. ‘He’s a bit of a character. He’ll come around. He’ll be a fine horse for someone.

‘Chances are he’ll sell when he goes up for auction tomorrow. This curly-haired breed of horse is quite rare. Seems they come from the States, but like a lot of breeds it can be difficult to know exactly where they originated.’

‘I haven’t seen a curly before,’ Suzy remarked, as

Ripple continued to sniff her. ‘Nah, they’re pretty rare in these parts, but I’ll tell you what, they’re proving popular - very trendy!’ Mike looked at her with a slightly puzzled expression and asked, ‘Why didn’t you fill in an application form to bid for him?’

‘I have to check with Dad tomorrow before the auction.’ Suzy lowered her head.

‘Well, remember it’s our policy to have potential owners vetted!’ Mike started to laugh again as Ripple grabbed at the knee of her jeans, pulling her off balance. ‘He really has got a sense of humour, this one!’

Ripple kept sniffing Suzy, and the more she giggled the more he relaxed.

‘Well, seems to me that little fella doesn’t want you to leave in a hurry. Why don’t you grab one of those brushes and give him a bit of a brush up.’

Suzy went to pick up the body-brush, then hesitated suddenly. Oh-oh, she thought, I’ll cop it now! Within minutes my eyes will be running or I’ll be sneezing - or worse still, I’ll have an asthma attack. But hang on, she thought, how come that hasn’t happened already - plus I’ve been rubbing him with my hands?

She began to brush the horse. At first he was a little unsure of the soft body-brush, but then he began trying to grab it with his teeth.

‘Hey Mike,’ Suzy called, ‘take a look at this, will you. He’s taken the brush from me.’

‘Yeah, well, what did I tell you? He’s got a sense of humour all right.’

He could see that Suzy was capable of handling Ripple, even though the horse was not used to people. Mike had been around horses and people long enough to know quickly who had it and who didn’t. In his eyes Suzy had what it took to be in the company of the young horse.

Mike had four horses in the round yard, and Suzy was amazed at how he could work with so many at the same time. I was exhausted focusing on one, let alone four, she thought. She brushed Ripple and led him around, practising some halts the way Mike had shown her.

When they returned to the round yard she peeked through the rails to see what Mike was up to. The four horses were now wearing halters and were able to be led. Amazing, Suzy thought; he’s been working with them for such a short time and they’re halter broke already.

When Mike was satisfied the horses were accepting of the rope and halters he led them to the holding paddocks beside the barn. Before Suzy could blink he was back with four more. This time he was riding a chestnut, and he herded the four young fillies from the holding pen into the round yard. The fillies stopped and stared at him before cantering off. Suzy watched as Mike let them leave. He spotted her watching and called, ‘Timing - release of pressure! They were feeling too much pressure in here and from me.’ Then he turned back to the horses and continued working with them.

He rode his horse between the fillies and they soon began to settle. A bay filly hooked onto Mike and turned to face him each time he made a turn. He dismounted and watched her for a while. Then, making smooth, deliberate movements, he took a rope halter that was hanging from his saddle horn, turned, and walked toward the filly. She shook her nose and walked towards him, then hesitated. Mike smiled, turned and walked away, and the filly followed. He stopped and looked back over his shoulder at her and the filly mirrored his action and stopped too.

Mike waited. The filly waited.

Suzy giggled. How cool is this, she thought. It’s like the horse is attached to him in some magical way, like a great big magnet is pulling her towards Mike.

The filly followed Mike for a few more steps, then

they were side by side. Mike gently rubbed the filly’s neck and she turned and put her head up toward him. She looked concerned, Suzy thought. Mike smiled and said softly, ‘She’s looking to me for security, and she’s contemplating the safety of the approaching halter.’

Suzy watched as the bay poked her nose down into the noseband of the halter. Mike tied the rope securely at the side of her head, and she turned and looked squarely at him. ‘See how she’s now looking to me for comfort, Suzy? Now I’ve got her attention - see how both eyes are on me?’

‘Awesome!’

‘Well, this is how it should be done. Next I’ll teach her to move from pressure. There’s no way I
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