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AUTHOR

Hi this is Trudy, the author of Horse Magic

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.

Here I am with my horse Gus, who you will hear much more about when you visit my website at www.whitecloudstation.com
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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


WHITE CLOUD STATION SERIES
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Join Suzy, Alexa and Lucy and their White Cloud Stationbreds. A love of horses, friendship, and adventure are the key elements of this series, which combines great storytelling with an in-depth knowledge of horses and horsemanship.

www.whitecloudstation.com 

––––––––

JOIN THE CLUB 

Join the White Cloud Station Club (it’s free) and get all the inside news and action from White Cloud Station. 

The club is open to everyone so come and join the fun. 

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

––––––––

“Ripple was so addictive I just couldn’t put it down!”  Caprice

––––––––

“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. You 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’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
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A catalogue record for this book is available from the National Library of New Zealand.

ISBN 978-0-9941177-3-1

[image: Screen shot 2015-03-31 at 10.13.37 PM.png]

www.horsecrestpress.com

Second Edition, Horsecrest Press, 2014 New Zealand

First published by Penguin Group, NZ, 2010

Copyright © Trudy Nicholson, 2010

The right of Trudy Nicholson to be identified as the author of this work in terms of section 96 of the Copyright Act 1994 is herby asserted.

All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of the copyright owner.

Cover photographs by Trudy Nicholson www.nicholsonphotography.co.nz

Originally typeset by Pindar NZ

Cover design by CP Books

Front cover: Kristy King-Turner’s, Buster

Bottom image: iStockphoto.com

Editing assistance and support: Julie Ward Thorpe

Illustrations: Trudy A. Nicholson

––––––––

[image: white cloud logo FB.png]

www.whitecloudstation.com


PART 1

Responsibility
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1. Home

Alexa had survived her first day back at school. At least one of her best friends, Suzy, was there which helped the day go a bit smoother, and now they had another two days off.

The last summer holidays were probably the best I can remember, Alexa thought as she jumped off the steps of the school bus. As it pulled out Betty tooted the horn and Alexa acknowledged her with a wave. Checking the mailbox, she pulled out a handful of letters and tucked them into the flap on her school bag. While unclipping the gate, she looked to see if she could see her horse grazing.

The familiar scent of the jasmine flowers reminded her she was home. She pushed open the white wooden gate and dawdled up the driveway between the post-and-rail fences, admiring horses in the paddocks as she passed. She noticed how most of the paddocks had horses in them.

A lot has happened at the farm while I’ve been away, she thought. Mum’s got quite a few new horses in.

Four young horses lined up to watch her as she approached. She thought they looked cute lined up leaning over the gate. ‘Hi, you guys,’ she said softly, reaching out to them. Alexa loved meeting all the new horses her mother looked after at Jasmine Farm. She thought these yearlings were especially cute lined up waiting for their turn to be stroked. The downside was how much she missed them when they had to be returned to their homes, the racetrack or breeding farms. One by one she stroked their faces. A bay thoroughbred leant forward, sniffed Alexa’s hair and pulled on her school bag, which made her laugh.

‘Just what I need, a horse to cheer me up after my big day at college,’ she giggled and then she heard the familiar neigh of her own horse. ‘Liqui! I’m home,’ she called as she ran up the driveway.

Liquorice and her paddock mate Ripple trotted towards the gate to greet her. Liquorice was wearing her light UV cover. The days were hot and Alexa wanted to stop her black coat fading in the sun, especially with more shows coming up.

Alexa was looking forward to returning to pony club this weekend; with the summer holidays and being away at White Cloud Station, it seemed such a long time since they’d had their last rally. But more immediately, she couldn’t wait for Suzy to arrive on the bus at six. It wasn’t really fair that Suzy lived in the city and had to do her cleaning job before she could come out and stay. But then I have jobs to do here at the farm too, she thought. Not that work around horses is ever really work. She couldn’t wait to get out of her stuffy school uniform and into her favourite riding clothes. It was a pity she’d have to wear her pony club top tomorrow. She really would have liked to have shown off her White Cloud Station Round-up teeshirt – the one she’d been presented with for being part of the official team that brought the wild horses down from the ranges. Anyhow, it’s kind of good Suzy and I will have the house to ourselves for the weekend, thought Alexa as she opened the front door of the old villa. She dumped her schoolbag on the floor of the entranceway and threw the mail on the hall table. As she went to walk away, the horse-head logo on one of the flyers caught her eye: National Grand Champion Show.

‘Cool, the schedule’s out for the big show!’ she chirped. ‘Suzy and I can go through the classes we want to enter later.’ She placed it back on the table and noticed an A4 envelope, with the Brooklyn Equestrian Centre logo, addressed to her. Her face lit up – she hoped these would be the tickets and programme she’d ordered over the Internet two days earlier. She ripped open the end of the envelope and shook the contents onto the table. She shrieked, and, grabbing the tickets, danced up and down on the spot. Her Jack Russell appeared at the front door, ‘Yay, Hank. The tickets are here!’ She waved them at the dog who was staring up at her. Hank tilted his head on its side while Alexa continued, ‘Awesome, we’re off to see the dancing horses.’ Hank barked excitedly, picking up on Alexa’s gusto.

‘Oh, sorry, Hank. Not you, darling. Suzy and Lucy, I meant. Oh, I do hope Lucy’s well enough to travel to the Brooklyn Equestrian Centre to see the Andalusian horses performing. Oh gosh, it’s still weeks away. I hope Lucy will be back by then.’ She couldn’t wait for the three of them to be together again. Picking up her bag, she felt momentarily deflated. Hank sensed her change in mood and trotted outside.

Her mood lightened again, however, as her thoughts returned to Suzy staying overnight. We’ll be able to stay up late, lounge around in our PJs, eat chips and marshmallows, and talk horses all night long! And we’ve got pony club tomorrow. I can tell the members how we rounded up wild horses – they’re just not going to believe it. Can’t wait!

The house was quiet without her parents and brothers. The silence was broken when the large grandfather clock chimed four, giving Alexa the spurt of energy she needed. She rushed down to her bedroom, threw her bag in the direction of the wardrobe, pulled off her uniform and flung it in the same direction as her bag. She was keen to get the mucking out over with before Suzy arrived. They could then fit in an early evening ride, she thought. 

***

Suzy placed her school uniform on the chair in her bedroom. Slipping into her denim shorts and teeshirt, she pulled her hair back into a tight ponytail and poked it under, fastening it in place with a tight band. She couldn’t stand her hair getting in her eyes when she was cleaning the surgery. Pulling on her sneakers, she leapt down the spiral staircase leading to the lounge. After the quietness and serenity of the high country, where she’d spent most of her holidays, she seemed to really notice the traffic noise outside. The apartment now felt a little claustrophobic, especially after staying at the ‘big house’ of White Cloud Station.

She finished her orange juice, grabbed an apple from the fruit bowl and, poking it into her bag, she rushed next door to her father’s surgery. He was on duty at the hospital that afternoon, which meant she’d have the place to herself, and with a bit of luck she’d get the lot cleaned in an hour. There was no way she was going to miss the bus; she had to get out to see her horse, Ripple. It felt so weird not having him close by; she’d gotten so used to being around him over the long summer holidays. She so wished she could have stayed on at White Cloud Station with her friend Lucy, but she knew it was impossible; besides, her father would be too lonely on his own. Oh, poor Dad, she thought. And here I am rushing off already!’

***

Suzy pulled the vacuum cleaner out of the cupboard and plugged it into the wall socket. As she worked she thought about her friend. Poor Lucy with her leg in plaster and not being able to ride, she thought. She won’t be able to do any of the cool things we will be doing for ages, like pony club and stuff.

She sighed. And as for Lucy’s horse, Hope’s injury – ligaments and tendons can take so long to heal . . .

She checked the clock on the surgery wall. ‘Oh no, it’s already 4.05!’

Suzy rushed to the cupboard and grabbed the cleaning gear from the top shelf. She sprayed the furniture polish onto the desktop with one hand and rubbed frantically with the other. It was looking nice and shiny she thought as she polished hard and fast.

Suzy knew how fussy her father, Andrew, was about cleanliness, especially when it came to his surgery and consulting rooms. Thank goodness he wasn’t lurking about inspecting her work. Suzy caught the scent from the lilies in the vase on the reception desk as she leaned over as far as she could to polish away the specks of dust, and then she heard a crash! She felt the splash of water on her bare legs and cringed.

‘Blast! That’s all I need!’ Turning around she saw the broken glass vase and flowers strewn all over the tile floor. She checked the wall clock again – she had to leave at five or she wasn’t going to make it to the bus depot to catch the bus at 5.10. Flustered, she found the hearth shovel and brush, knelt down and started sweeping up the broken glass and Ms Sanderson’s prized, broken, sodden lilies. ‘She’s not going to be too pleased with me when she comes in on Monday.’ Suzy threw the glass-speckled lilies into the waste-paper bin along with the broken glass and cloth she’d used to mop up the mess. Now I’ll wash the floor. Oh heck, I’ve got to empty the bins . . .

She checked the clock again as she dunked the floor mop into the soapy water: 4.15. ‘And I’ve still got the consulting and waiting rooms to do! I’m not going to make it . . .’

***

Lucy caught a whiff of Cynthia’s roast beef cooking from the passageway leading to the kitchen. Her wrist hurt as she turned the large wheels of her wheelchair into the doorway. The homestead’s kitchen seemed huge, especially compared with the one at home. But somehow she didn’t feel like she was visiting someone else’s kitchen – Cynthia was a loving woman who made her feel at home. In fact, everyone at White Cloud Station made her feel welcome.

In the centre of the room was a large wooden table with turned legs. It normally had something exciting on it like home baking, but today it had empty sauce bottles. Cynthia, who worked at the station with her husband, Ron, was planning to make up a batch of tomato sauce. Lucy was still getting the hang of handling the wheelchair and crashed into the doorway. She reached out with one hand on the frame and the other on the wheel as she manoeuvred her chair through the gap. Cynthia was bending over the oven, poking the meat with the roasting fork. ‘Hi, Lucy.’ She didn’t have to look up with the commotion Lucy was making.

‘Hi, Cynthia. Yum, that smells good!’ she smiled. ‘Roast? You’re always so busy . . .’

‘Yes, sweetheart. It’s “all go” in my domain – the roast will be ready by six. I’ve baked us a nice blueberry pie too.’ Shutting the oven door, she turned and looked directly at Lucy. ‘And how are you doing? How’s that leg of yours?’

‘I’m doing pretty well, I think, thanks, Cynthia,’ Lucy replied, thinking how Cynthia was the sort of person who always seemed to know how people were feeling.

‘Mm, well I think it’s time for you to have another go on those crutches of yours,’ she added, clipping her grey hair behind her ears. Lucy hadn’t noticed that Cynthia had sparkling blue eyes and she thought she’d look really pretty with a makeover: a decent hair style and colour, some make-up and . . . suddenly jolting back into the moment, Lucy answered, ‘Yes, I was just thinking I’d have another go on the crutches soon, before all the farm workers come in for dinner.’

She pushed her chair over to the open door. The sun was lower now and the large oaks shaded part of Hope’s paddock. Hope was still favouring her bandaged leg, but managing to graze and move about a bit more. ‘We’ve put a pink bandage on her today,’ said Lucy. ‘You know, girls need to wear a bit of pink from time to time.’

Cynthia chuckled as she washed the new potatoes and looked out the kitchen window. ‘Oh yes, Grandad said your mare was looking a lot happier within herself. That’s excellent to hear, Lucy, a very good sign indeed. One thing I can say for that horse of yours, she’s in very good hands with Grandad overseeing her recovery. Between us we’ll get you both back in working condition in no time,’ she said. ‘Goodness, it’s hot in here, probably not really the weather for a roast, but you know how hungry the men get when they’ve been working on the station all day long. Now then, how about we go out and see that horse of yours?’

She didn’t have time to finish her sentence. ‘Thanks, Cynthia, but only if you’ve got time.’

‘Of course I’ve got time, sweetheart. I’ll come in and put the carrots and potatoes on to boil around 5.30. Here,’ she said, passing Lucy two carrots. ‘Don’t let Grandad know we’re feeding his prize carrots to a horse!’

Lucy put the carrots on her lap and wondered if Grandad was lurking about somewhere.

‘We’ll be safe, he’s in the garden picking his tomatoes,’ Cynthia grinned. ‘Oh, it’s too hot in this kitchen, I need some fresh air,’ she added, wiping her brow. She grabbed the handles of Lucy’s wheelchair and pushed her to her bedroom, ‘C’mon, let’s get your crutches.’

***

Hope lifted her head and gave a soft whinny. ‘Here, Hope,’ Lucy called. Hope limped over and lowered her head over the rail fence. The copper sheen was coming back to her chestnut coat. Blotches of hair were still missing from her face following the accident. Lucy had dabbed the scrapes and cuts with some special cream to help them heal and promote hair growth. She held out the carrot tightly and Hope wrapped her teeth around it. Holding it firmly, she twisted it until it snapped in half. ‘She’s enjoying that,’ giggled Lucy as Hope crunched on the carrot. Hope sniffed for the next piece Lucy had in her hand.

‘You’ll be up on her back again before you know it, my girl.’

Lucy smiled and looked longingly at her horse. ‘Oh, Cynthia, I do hope so. It feels like it’s going to be forever before I get this plaster off . . .’

‘Nonsense. We’ll find lots to keep you busy up here at White Cloud. Your school work will keep you well occupied most of the day and I’m sure Grandma will spend any spare time telling you horse stories. There’s a lot of history around the wild horses of this station,’ Cynthia continued, ‘and besides, you have your horse to care for and she’ll be needing such a lot of love and attention. It’s a good thing you took the opportunity to stay on to look after her.’

Lucy smiled and played with Hope’s forelock. ‘No way would I have left her, no way in the world.’

‘We had no doubt about that. Anyway, we’re all so pleased you stayed on here after the accident – you’re already like part of the big happy family. And as for this horse of yours . . . you’ll be riding again in no time, mark my words. Now what say we both give her a brush and make her feel better?’

‘Great idea!’ Lucy smiled, reaching awkwardly for the grooming kit. Cynthia bent over and picked up the kit. ‘Now, what brush do you need, Lucy?’

Lucy took the body brush and started grooming Hope’s neck. ‘We obviously don’t need to put on her halter – look at her, she’s so laid back. She’s lapping this up.’ Hope lowered her head and closed her eyes. Lucy was right, her horse was quietly enjoying the attention.

Grooming her horse relaxed Lucy too, and her thoughts wandered to her friends (whom, she dared not admit to herself, she missed terribly). I wonder what they’re doing now. It is Friday night, after all . . .

***

Suzy piled the cleaning gear back in the cupboard and, leaning on the door, checked the clock on the wall. ‘Phew, dead on five, I’m out of here!’

She ran to the door, paused and pressed the buttons of the alarm. The green light flashed indicating it was set. She quickly locked the door behind her; she was always terrified the stupid thing would go off before she got out the door.

She ran over the tiles of their back yard, brushing against the bamboo of the Japanese-style garden (her father’s pride and joy). Throwing herself through the door she grabbed her overnight backpack, tied her sweatshirt around her waist and grabbed some books. She locked the glass door and made a hasty exit to the bus stop, checking her watch as she ran. ‘Heck, 5.09, please be late, bus!’ At the lights she jumped up and down, watching for the green walking man to appear. The traffic zoomed by as she waited impatiently.

At last, the bus depot was now in sight. She was relieved to see the blue bus at her stop. Now only a metre away from it, she couldn’t believe it when its fumes covered her as it pulled away. ‘Crikey. I’ve missed the bus!’ she cried.

Just containing the tears she dawdled back to the apartment. Deflated and annoyed, she pulled out her cellphone and called Alexa. 

Unlocking the apartment door she threw her pack on the floor and flopped down on the white leather settee. She needed a moment to sort out what to do. I have to get over to Alexa’s tonight. Alexa is an absolute mess on her own and I’ve promised to keep her company. Anyhow, we have pony club tomorrow and we simply have to go. And we have to Skype Lucy tonight to make sure she’s settling in at White Cloud okay and . . . like, there’s so much we have to do. The front door slammed, Suzy jumped. ‘Dad, what are you doing home?’

‘More to the point, what are you doing home? I thought you were going to Alexa’s for the weekend?’ asked a rather surprised Andrew, placing his briefcase beside the glazed toggle pot.

‘Missed the bus!’ exclaimed Suzy, pouting. 

‘No sulking, young lady. And get that look off your face.’ 

‘What look?’ Suzy grinned, her blue eyes sparkling. 

‘Now that’s more like it.’ Andrew smiled pulling off his tie. 

‘Sorry, Dad. But, you don’t expect me to look elated because I’ve missed the bus and can’t go over to Jasmine Farm, do you?’ she half smiled. She loved her father dearly and it was always difficult being grumpy around him.

‘I’ll make a deal with you, Suzy.’ Suzy turned and raised her eyebrows as Andrew put on the kettle to boil. ‘You make me a nice cup of green tea, and I’ll go and get changed and drive you over.’

‘Dad. You’re the best!’

‘I know,’ grinned Andrew. ‘Besides, I’d like to say hello to our horse.’

Suzy put the teabag in the cup and spun around. ‘Our horse? Ripple’s my horse, I’ll have you know.’ Suzy was still getting over how much her overly protective father was chilling out about her being around horses. In the past he’d always worried so much about her asthma and allergies, but now – she was lost for words. Our horse?  She giggled, ‘Ripple is my horse, thank you, Dad.’


2. The Pines

‘Now I want you girls behaving yourselves while Tom and Deborah are away this weekend. Okay?’ said Andrew as he turned left onto Jasmine Road.

‘Da-a-a-d. Honestly! And you don’t need to raise your eyebrow like that at me,’ Suzy teased. ‘We’re not kids, you know, we’re 15.’

Andrew laughed. ‘Precisely, that’s what worries me!’

‘Doctor Worrywart,’ Suzy teased. This was her pet name for her father who had the reputation of worrying about most things, especially his daughter. She continued, ‘Dad, you should know I’m totally trustworthy. You know you can depend on me. I cleaned your rooms thoroughly, because that’s what you expect and pay me to do. I missed my bus because I didn’t want to break my promise to you. I also promise we won’t get up to mischief while Alexa’s parents are away. You know we’re not into boys like some of our schoolmates. Dad, we’re horsey girls! We just want to hang out here with the horses this weekend. Anyhow Netty’s in the cottage, right next door, if we need her.’

‘I know, darling. Now where’s our horse?’ 

‘There he is, Dad,’ Suzy pointed. Ripple was grazing alongside Liquorice in the far paddock.

‘Oh, he’s not handy. Well, maybe I’ll spend time with him on my next visit. I’ve got to get back to town . . .’

Nearly at the house, Suzy spotted Alexa wheeling back the barrow. Suzy wound down her window and called, ‘Hi Alexa.’

Alexa had just finished mucking out the paddock and she waved. Andrew helped Suzy with her bag.

‘I’m fine from here, Dad. Now I’ll catch you on Monday after school.’

‘Oh, so you’re staying all weekend?’

‘Yes, I told you that, Dad.’ She added, giving him a kiss on the cheek, ‘Bye. Love you!’ and turned away quickly. She was far too excited about seeing her horse to linger over a long goodbye.

Alexa left the wheelbarrow at the muck-heap and bounded up the driveway. Andrew waved as he passed in his BMW and Alexa yelled, ‘Bye, Andrew.’ She too had things to get on with: horses and catching up with her friend. ‘Hi, Suzy. You made it!’ she shrieked.

‘Finally, Dad’s so cool giving me a lift over . . .’

Alexa interrupted, ‘Hey, I’ve been thinking about Lucy heaps. Let’s contact her tonight.’

‘Sounds like a good idea,’ replied Suzy. 

‘Okay, what say we go out for a ride soon and then call her when we get back, this evening?’ Alexa suggested as she returned to where she’d parked the wheelbarrow.

‘Sure, sounds like a good plan to me. Let’s get going while we still have plenty of daylight.’ Suzy was watching her horse in the paddock. She’d always check him just to make sure he wasn’t lame or anything. ‘River Lane?’ she added, as they walked. 

‘I’ve got an even better plan,’ Alexa announced as she emptied the horse manure from the wheelbarrow. ‘We could go to The Pines.’

‘Yeah, whatever, Alexa,’ replied Suzy, feeling a little irritated. ‘Another of your hare-brained ideas . . . You know we’ve never been able to ride in the forest. We can’t because there’s a padlock on the gate.’ Walking to the stable block she continued, ‘I’ll just grab Ripple’s halter.’

‘Oi, Suzy,’ Alexa called, running after her. ‘Wait . . .’ She put her arm around Suzy’s shoulder as they made their way to the tack room. ‘Look what I’ve got.’ She dangled a key under Suzy’s nose.

‘Yeah, a key?’

Alexa reached for Liquorice’s halter. ‘Ahh, but not any old key, this is the key to The Pines!’

Suzy raised her eyebrows and gaped, ‘The whole forest?’

‘Yes, the forest is all ours. We can ride forever in there. Over to the Blue Lake if we want . . .’

‘How did you get a key to the forest?’ Suzy asked, now smiling. 

‘Well, I’m not sure if you’ve met Dad’s brother, Roger? He’s the new forest ranger over there. He was telling Dad about how they sometimes allow horse riders access to parts of the forest. Well, he ended up giving Dad the key, for us, so we could ride at The Pines. It’s who you know in this world . . .’ 

‘Cool!’ shrieked Suzy. ‘Let’s get going then!’

With their horses saddled up the girls headed out through the back paddocks of Jasmine Farm towards River Lane.

Suzy looked over at Alexa. ‘Hey, sorry about what I said back there, you know about “hare-brained ideas”.’

‘Oh, that’s okay, I know I’m a bit OTT at times.’ Alexa laughed. ‘On the whole, though, you’re pretty cool, so I forgive you.’

‘Thanks.  I guess I’m just readjusting to city life and school after being up at the station.’

Side by side they trotted along the riverbank and turned onto Old Mill Road. ‘Let’s gallop through the old mill paddock!’ Alexa shrieked, urging Liquorice on.

‘Race you to the top!’ challenged Suzy, as she took her weight out of the saddle and Ripple bounded forward.

They galloped, their laughter drowning out the sound of their horses’ thundering hooves. Free again, they pounded their way through the long grass up the hill to the far boundary hedge. Ripple caught his second wind and was lining up the tall hedge to jump. Suzy half-halted him, hoping to bring him back to her, but only two strides out she knew she was too late. He pricked his ears and jumped. Liquorice flew over the hedge behind him. They continued galloping down the other side of the hill, Liquorice on his heels.

Together the girls laughed, their eyes streaming with tears as the wind hit their faces. When they reached the bottom, bringing their horses down to a trot, they turned through the open gateway and once again galloped across the clover field towards Forest Road.

***

Suzy and Alexa’s horses puffed beneath them as they stood at the gateway. A white painted sign read:

The Pines Entry is prohibited without permission of the Forest Ranger. Shooting allowed with a permit only.

Then there was a lot of small print the girls didn’t have time to read. They had permission from Alexa’s Uncle Roger, and that was all that really mattered to them.

Alexa jumped down from Liquorice and flung the reins over her head to Suzy, who was still mounted on Ripple.

Pulling the key from her pocket, Alexa fumbled around with the padlock. Finally, the key turned. She unlocked it and swung the gate open while Suzy and Ripple led Liquorice through. ‘It’d take a tank to break through this gate. Who on earth are they trying to keep out?’ Alexa turned and pushed the gate shut, fastening the lock again.

Suzy raised her eyebrows at her friend. ‘Or what are they keeping in?’

‘Eek, don’t say that, Suzy.’

Suzy caught the light scent of pine needles as they rode along the dirt road, the needles crunching under the horses’ hooves as they briskly walked.

Alexa looked around, taking in the serenity of the forest. She gazed between her horse’s ears and down over her shoulder, noticing tyre marks in the mud. ‘Vehicles obviously come up here!’

‘Yes, logging trucks? Hunters maybe?’ replied Suzy, noticing the tyre marks coming out of a puddle in front of her. ‘Anyhow, there’s obviously no one up here today with the gate being locked . . .’

‘But we locked it too and we’re here,’ replied Alexa.

‘I mean, like, hunters – the sign said something about how you have to leave a red flag on the gate if you’re hunting in here . . .’

Suzy felt a surge of excitement – she felt like she was riding into the wilderness, embarking on a new adventure. The forest was massive, although perhaps not as untamed as she’d experienced in the ranges behind White Cloud Station, earlier that summer. But it was another escapade, on horseback, all the same. She looked over at Alexa, who was leaning back, her hand resting lightly on Liquorice’s rump, with a roguish look on her face. ‘Oh-oh! It makes me kind of nervous when you get that look on your face!’ Suzy said.

‘Now what does that mean exactly?’ Alexa replied with a grin, gathering her horse’s reins.

‘It means you’re in a “daft Alexa mood”!’ Suzy replied. ‘Like, you could take off any minute without warning, or are you planning something . . .’ 

‘I’m just enjoying myself. I’m happy!’ proclaimed Alexa. 

‘Yeah, me too!’ replied Suzy. ‘Okay let’s have a trot.’ She nudged Ripple gently. 

They wound their way further up the hill. Suzy looked around, considering how far they’d come. ‘If we stick to the actual forestry road we shouldn’t get lost.’

‘Well, that’s all we’d need. I promised my parents we’d be on our best behaviour and not cause any grief,’ laughed Alexa.

‘I promised Dad too,’ said Suzy, checking her watch. ‘Hey, we’d better head back soon . . .’

‘Okay . . . Shhh!’ Alexa frowned.

‘What?’ Suzy gaped and braced her body, which encouraged Ripple to stop.

Standing their horses in the middle of the dirt road, they listened. Ripple pawed the ground, he wanted to keep walking. 

‘I heard something,’ Alexa whispered, holding her arm out like she was stopping the traffic. Just then a pheasant flew up in front of their path. ‘Crikey!’ she screamed as Liquorice shied, almost unseating her.

Ripple jumped sideways and spun as the bird disappeared into the bush on the other side of the road. Suzy shrieked, ‘That frightened me, not to mention our poor horses! I hate it when birds do that.’

‘Same and pigs for that matter.’ The flight reaction of their horses instantly reminded Alexa of the accident in the hills behind White Cloud Station, when Lucy and Hope had fallen into the river. She added, ‘Poor Lucy and Hope, it just doesn’t bear thinking about, the grief that ugly old pig caused. I’ll never forget that day . . .’

‘Me neither,’ replied Suzy. ‘Our ride was going so well, and we were having so much fun in the hills. It came from nowhere, that wild pig. Like, it all happened in a flash. One minute Lucy and Hope were alongside us and the next they were sliding down the bank and into the gorge.  Dad says I shouldn’t dwell on that part, that I should focus on the fact that Lucy and Hope are alive and well and that they’re both going to get better.’ Ripple jogged under her. 

‘Andrew’s right, of course . . .’ replied Alexa. Liquorice was still prancing, agitated by the pheasant’s sudden appearance. ‘We’ll have to encourage Lucy to ride again. You don’t think she’s lost her confidence, do you?’ They stopped at a crossroads.

‘Well, to be fair, Alexa,’ Suzy said, ‘it’s a bit early to say. I guess she’s not feeling too confident about walking properly again, let alone riding.’

‘You’re probably right.’ Alexa looked around and spotted a track that led into the bush. ‘I reckon we should take this one, it looks interesting. It probably leads back onto that road up further.’ She turned her horse onto the track.

Suzy felt a bit uncertain. ‘Are you sure we won’t get lost?’ she asked, trotting up alongside Liquorice and Alexa.

Alexa rolled her eyes and sighed loudly. ‘Of course I’m sure!’

Liquorice suddenly looked in each direction, as if sensing something. Eventually she stopped and snorted softly.

‘What’s got into her this time?’ laughed Alexa, tapping her horse’s sides with her heels.

‘It’s not just her,’ Suzy grimaced. ‘Ripple’s tense too.’ Then the two horses spun around and froze, staring at the bushes to their left.

‘Shhh.’ Alexa dismounted and whispered, ‘I’m going to have a look. I think I can see something.’ She passed her reins to Suzy. ‘Here, hold her for a minute.’

Alexa crept quietly, pushing the branches to the side as she went.

‘What on earth is it?’ whispered Suzy. ‘Can you see anything? Be careful.’

Suzy watched on anxiously, Ripple tense under her. Both horses were following Alexa’s movements.

Alexa paused and looked down, and through the bushes she saw its white spots. ‘Suzy, Suzy, it’s a fawn.’

‘Is it injured or something?’ Suzy called.

‘It’s just lying here . . . Oh my gosh . . .’ She touched the grass. ‘There’s blood. I think it’s been hurt.’

Suzy dismounted, leaving Ripple standing alongside Liquorice. ‘Just stand for a moment, Ripple,’ she instructed her horse as she crept quietly over to where Alexa was crouching. ‘Ohhh, it’s so cute,’ she whispered. ‘I wonder where its mother is.’ She examined the fawn. ‘I can’t see any injuries, Alexa. Maybe the blood belongs to something else.’

‘Oh heck! You don’t think it’s the mother, do you? Like she’s not around . . .’

Alexa got up and peeked through the bushes, then clambered between them, hoping to find some sign of the doe. She stopped at the edge of a small ridge. ‘Oh no!’ she shrieked. ‘Oh, Suzy!’

Suzy got up and scrambled over the bushes to where Alexa was standing. She looked down the bank and saw the fawn’s mother below. ‘Oh, Alexa, I think she’s . . . Oh, she’s dead!’ she gaped, looking at the lifeless animal below. 

Suzy’s eyes filled with tears. ‘The blood? Do you think it’s hers? Has she been shot or something? But her baby . . .’

Alexa looked down at the dead doe, and teary-eyed, she sniffed, ‘Well, then. It’s obvious, there’s only one thing we can do.’

‘What?’ Suzy sniffed, wiping her eyes with her hand.

‘We take the fawn back with us. It’ll die on its own. It’s not very old by the looks.’

Suzy sighed and looked back, ‘But, how are we ever going to carry it?’

‘On the horses, of course.’

Together they clambered back through the bush to where the fawn lay quiet and still, still curled up tightly. Alexa held her finger over her mouth indicating they should be quiet. She whispered, ‘They stay like this, hidden, while their mothers go and graze; it’ll stay like this until she returns . . . only this poor baby’s mummy isn’t ever going to . . .’ she swallowed and sniffed loudly. ‘We’ll have to take it home!’

‘It’s going to be too difficult for us to carry,’ Suzy said, taking a closer look. ‘Oh, poor darling.’

Alexa sighed loudly, and stood up. ‘Yes, you’re right. Liqui might have a fit with that on her back. Right then, plan B!’

‘Which is?’

‘We’ll rush home and return with help. Netty will be back, I’m sure – well, not sure, but she shouldn’t be far away, even if she’s not home. I know she’ll drive us back up here to collect the fawn. We’ll mark a spot at the road so we know exactly where he is.’

‘Good idea, let’s go.’ Suzy turned and ran to Ripple, jumping over bushes as she went.

Now on an important mission, the girls quickly mounted up.

When they reached the forest road, Alexa leaned in her saddle, tying her sweatshirt to a lower branch of a tree. ‘This’ll make it easy to find the track that leads to the fawn.’

‘C’mon, let’s gallop, we haven’t got all that long before dark and it’ll die up here if we leave it all night. Some nasty wild predator might find it or it could die of cold or starvation or something . . .’

The horses galloped along the side of the dirt road, the pine needles cushioning their hooves as they went.

The ride back to the huge gate didn’t seem to take long. Alexa was eying it up as they galloped towards it. ‘Shall we jump it to save time?’ she yelled, to make sure Suzy, who was behind her, had heard.

Suzy yelled back, ‘no way! I’m not risking my horse on that gate!’

Pulling up, just in time, at the large gate, Liquorice skidded and Alexa jumped off. Leaving her horse standing, puffing, she frantically searched for the key in her pocket.

She finally managed to undo the padlock and, pushing the gate open, she looked back at Suzy, who was now holding Liquorice’s reins. ‘C’mon! Quickly!’ Alexa urged.

‘I’m right here!’ Suzy snapped back, Ripple puffing under her as she walked through the gate Alexa held open. ‘Just calm down, Alexa. I’m not busting Ripple over a fawn. I’m sorry, but my horse comes first.’

‘He’s fit, he’ll be fine! Stop fussing,’ Alexa snapped back and, pulling herself into the saddle, she kicked Liquorice in the sides before she even had both feet in the stirrups. Flapping her reins, she shrieked, ‘C’mon Liqui!’ The horse leapt forward and cantered from a halt.

Ripple jumped around, wanting to keep up with Liquorice, and Suzy wasn’t happy about the way Alexa’s energy was affecting them. ‘Alexa, just calm down!’ she shouted.

Alexa pulled Liquorice up. She grimaced, and rode Liquorice back to Suzy, ‘You’re right. Let’s just trot and walk – we have enough time.’ She looked a bit embarrassed. ‘Sorry.’

‘I should think so,’ Suzy grumbled. ‘We’ve still got a fair way to go. We need to save our horses. You know our horses come first.’

***

The horses were nicely cooled down by the time they arrived back at the stable block. Suzy gave Ripple a quick brush and put on his light rug, then put him in a yard next to Liquorice with a bucket of water and a slice of meadow hay. Alexa was already looking for Netty. She noticed her car wasn’t in the driveway and was concerned this might jeopardise her plan. She hoped Netty had maybe parked behind the cottage. Suzy joined her beside the villa, ‘Any sign of Netty?’

‘No. I’ve go an idea.’ Alexa stomped up the front steps of the villa; Suzy followed, unsure of what Alexa had in mind. Whatever it was, she was on a mission. Alexa thundered down the hallway and reached up onto the key holder just inside the kitchen door. Taking a set of keys she announced, ‘I’ll drive!’ 

‘Alexa. You haven’t got a licence!’ 

‘So? Doesn’t mean to say I can’t drive,’ she asserted. ‘I’ve had a few lessons with Mum. Besides, it’s a private road. It’s not like we’re exactly out on the motorway or anything . . .’ She grabbed a large carton from beside the freezer in the mudroom. ‘We need a blanket for this.’ She spotted a horse rug folded on the chair and poked it in the box. ‘C’mon, we’d better get going.’

‘I’m not doing this, Alexa. It’s a really dumb idea,’ said Suzy.

‘Well please yourself then,’ Alexa snapped, ‘but I’m going whether you come or not!’ She marched down the hallway with the carton under her arm.

‘You can’t go on your own,’ said Suzy, scuttling behind. 

‘Watch me,’ Alexa said as she rushed outside. Suzy reluctantly followed. Alexa turned, waving her arms at her to hurry up, ‘Oh for goodness sake, we’ll be like driving on paddocks and private roads most of the way.’ It sometimes annoyed Alexa the way Suzy was so cautious. Where’s her sense of adventure, she thought as she sprinted across the driveway to the garage.

Alexa pressed the remote to open the doors. Suzy could see her reflection in the shiny, blue paintwork of the near-new Mini.

Suzy sighed as she hopped into the car. ‘Your mum’s not going to be too happy about this.’

‘Well . . .’ Alexa said as she turned the key in the ignition. Pushing the gear-stick into reverse, she put her foot on the accelerator and nervously announced, ‘So far so good . . .’


3. Mini Adventure

‘Suzy, you’re on gates!’ 

Suzy must have had an inkling of what was coming and as they drove along River Lane she said sternly, ‘No speeding. I want to get back in one piece.’

‘Me too,’ laughed Alexa. ‘Gate. Out you get.’ She pulled up in front of the gate to the old mill paddock.

Suzy begrudgingly opened the gate. It wasn’t that she minded so much the actual task of being ‘on gates’ but it was the way Alexa had announced it that annoyed her, she thought, as she shut the gate behind them. Cutting through the old mill paddock, the Mini raced up and over the rise which led to the large hedge’s gateway.

‘Gate!’ Alexa announced again. Suzy grimaced.

The gate was wired up too tight for Suzy to open it. She turned and lifted her hands, indicating it was stuck fast.

Suzy piled back into the Mini, ‘Right then, what now?’

‘I know, we’ll cut through Mr McCrostie’s lower paddock.’

‘Alexa, we can’t just go tearing over people’s paddocks!’

‘Well what do you suggest then. Have you got a better idea?’

‘Um,’ Suzy thought for a moment. ‘We could maybe backtrack along River Lane and take the back road that joins up—’

Alexa butted in, ‘No. That’ll take too long. The river is the quickest option—’

Suzy stared at Alexa, ‘You’ve gotta be kidding. Are you suggesting we cut through the river?’

Alexa’s eyes lit up, ‘Yes! There’s a place I know that’s got hardly any water! We’ll cut through the riverbed and that will take us to the turn off to Forest Road.’ She revved the Mini and headed back down past the mill.

Cutting off sharply from River Lane, Alexa turned the wheel suddenly, causing the car to skid sideways. Gaining control she drove between the gaps in the willows, splashing through a deep mud puddle.

‘Alexa, take it easy!’

Mud splashed up the sides of the Mini, caking the shiny blue paintwork, as they tore across the swampy ground of the riverbed.

‘We’re all right, it’s mostly sandy stuff . . .’ said Alexa, avoiding the larger rocks.

‘Looks like mud to me,’ said Suzy, mud flying everywhere.
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Alexa’s wicked sense of adventure was rubbing off on Suzy and soon both girls were laughing out loud at every bump, skid and spray of mud.

‘See,’ roared Alexa, ‘told you I could drive!’ No sooner had she said it and the wheels of the Mini skidded in soft gravel. The girls jolted forward and stared at each other, looking stunned.

‘You were saying?’ laughed Suzy. 

‘Oops, I think we’re stuck!’ Alexa pouted. 

‘Now what?’

Alexa turned the wheel and pushed the gear-stick into reverse. The wheels spun, finding slight traction in the gravel. The car moved a little and then stopped.

‘Hey, get out and have a look, would you?’ A demand more than a question, thought Suzy as she climbed out.

She moved around the rear of the car to check out its position. ‘Straighten your steering wheel and try going forward, gently. . .’ she yelled above the motor noise.

The Mini moved fractionally forward. ‘Hey it’s working . . .’ said Alexa as she planted her foot on the accelerator. Suddenly the wheels skidded, spraying mud everywhere, including all over Suzy.

Suzy got into the car where Alexa was doubled over with laughter. ‘Hey, good advice, co-pilot!’

Suzy blinked through the mud on her face, ‘I’m not really amused, you know!’ Then she couldn’t control herself, and she suddenly burst out laughing too.

The rest of the drive went quite smoothly by comparison and, yet again, Alexa nudged Suzy. ‘Gate!’ Not that she needed to as Suzy had already spotted it.

Locking it behind them they continued up the forestry road, Alexa focused on the dirt road, carefully calculating the bends as they sped along to rescue the baby.


4. Bushbabi

‘Make sure you pull the handbrake on tight, Alexa,’ said Suzy, leaning over to get the carton. She checked her watch. ‘Yikes, it’s 8.45. It’ll be dark soon.’

‘C’mon, let’s go and find the bush baby,’ replied Alexa, pulling her sweatshirt from the tree where she’d left it. Tying it around her waist, she followed Suzy further into the bush, crunching twigs underfoot as she went.

Suzy stopped and turned around. Holding her finger over her mouth she whispered, ‘Shhh, we sound like a herd of elephants approaching.’

Alexa frowned. ‘Okay.’ 

‘We don’t want to frighten it away.’ 

‘Okay, I heard you,’ Alexa muttered. The girls paused at the place where they’d last seen the fawn curled up in the bush.

‘It’s gone,’ said Suzy. Then, noticing a movement out of the corner of her eye, she turned and whispered to Alexa. ‘Shhh, I think it’s over here . . .’ and quietly she tiptoed in the direction of the fawn. Suzy peeped over the bushes and ever so quietly whispered, ‘Yes, here it is. I can see its spots.’

Alexa peeped over Suzy’s shoulder. ‘Oh, sooo cute. It’s standing.’ She unwrapped the sweatshirt from her waist, ‘I’ll catch it . . .’

‘Be very gentle and slow in your movements,’ Suzy whispered. ‘It will frighten easily . . .’

‘Yes, I know. Like a young foal.’ Alexa moved slowly towards the fawn and bent over to gently wrap her arms and sweatshirt around its tiny body.

Holding a side of the box each, the girls stumbled back through the bush. Finally, back at the Mini, they clambered about getting the carton, containing the fawn, into the back of the car.

‘It’s getting a bit dark,’ said Suzy, feeling uneasy. ‘It’s a bit creepy in here now.’ She looked around in response to the unfamiliar noises.

‘We’ll be fine, Suzy. It’s just that the pines are so blimmin’ tall, it makes everything feel darker and . . .’ Alexa shuddered. ‘Perhaps we should get going.’

The fawn lay low, curled up tight under the sweatshirt.

Suzy leaned back, making sure the box was secure as they drove down the bumpy forest road. Alexa sped downhill.

‘Watch out for potholes!’ Suzy cried.

‘Trust me, I’m really getting the hang of this driving business,’ Alexa laughed as she spun around a tight corner onto the slightly wider dirt road. ‘Smooth going now, I’ll plant it along here . . .’

‘Be careful. There’s a few bumps, and puddles . . .’

‘Hang onto the box!’ Alexa shrieked as they splashed through a puddle of water in the middle of the road.

‘Alexa, you’re a maniac, slow down!’ Suzy yelled as she grabbed the fawn’s box.

Suzy closed the gate behind them, making sure it was securely locked. Forest Road would be an easy run, but they still had the dreaded riverbed, thought Suzy, and she was right, the sun was about to disappear behind Pudding Hill.

Before long Alexa stopped the Mini at the top of the riverbank.

‘Yeah well, we still have to get through this riverbed.

I hope we don’t get stuck again. That would be ghastly,’ said Suzy. ‘Do you think we should go along further? It doesn’t look as steep over there,’ she pointed to the right.

‘And get stuck again? Not likely.’ Alexa said and added, ‘Just hang onto our baby.’

The Mini tipped forward and skidded towards the riverbed. ‘Crikey.’ Alexa screeched, ‘we’re sliding sideways . . . we’re going to ding Mum’s car . . .’

Suzy screamed and then the vehicle stopped. Suzy looked over her door. ‘We’re wedged on a rock. Great! I told you it was too steep. What now?’

Alexa was furious; she put the car into reverse and revved the motor. The wheels gained traction and they moved back and away from the rock.

‘What now?’ 

‘The riverbed... that’s what!’ Alexa said confidently.

***

Suzy was relieved to finally see the back gates of Jasmine Farm. ‘The baby’s being so good. I bet it’s hungry though.’ And probably carsick, she thought.

‘It’ll be starved!’ replied Alexa, pulling up at the back door of the villa. ‘C’mon, let’s get it inside in the warm.’

The Jack Russell gave them a vocal welcome home. ‘Shhh, Hank, we’ve got a baby and you’ll scare it,’ said Alexa, grasping one side of the box while Suzy hung onto the other.

Placing the box gently on the mat in the kitchen, Alexa suggested, ‘Let’s get it some milk. I’m sure there are some teats for foal-feeding bottles around here somewhere. You mind it while I have a look in the drawer.’ In no time at all, it seemed, she smiled triumphantly, holding up a teat. ‘Now for a bottle . . .’ She rummaged around in the cupboard. Success. Opening the fridge, she grabbed a bottle of milk and began pouring it into a pot to heat it. Suzy was kneeling down and gently stroking the fawn. ‘You can’t just give it cow’s milk, it’ll give it the runs!’ 

‘Oh gosh, I didn’t think of that. Should we phone the vet?’ asked Alexa, placing the bottle back in the fridge. 

‘It’s getting a bit late and it’s not exactly an emergency. Is Netty back yet? Maybe she’ll know?’ Suzy suggested, stroking the tiny fawn.

Alexa tilted the blinds and peeped through, ‘No, she’s not home yet. I think there’s some foal formula here somewhere,’ Alexa climbed up onto a chair and looked in the top cupboard. ‘Oh and all sorts of milk powder stuff . . .’

‘Hey, let’s look it up on the Internet and see what we should use,’ Suzy suggested. ‘This little baby’s starved.’

Hank leant over and sniffed the fawn. ‘Now you be nice to the bush baby, Hank.’ At that Hank sat and stared at the fawn.

***

The fawn eagerly suckled from the bottle Suzy was holding. ‘There. This’ll make you feel better, darling . . .’

‘Gosh, he’s finished already!’ Alexa took the bottle from Suzy. ‘Shall I get it some more?’

‘No,’ replied Suzy. ‘It’ll burst! Hey, is it a boy or a girl anyway?’

Alexa knelt down and examined the fawn closely. ‘Definitely a boy! We’ve been too busy to even notice,’ she laughed.

Suzy grinned, ‘Okay what will we name him?’

Alexa gently stroked the fawn, ‘Oh, I don’t know . . . what shall we call you, little orphan bush baby?’

‘That’s it! Bush baby spelt B U S H B A B I!’ Suzy announced, feeling awfully clever.

‘Yes, that’s a choice name,’ Alexa agreed. ‘Now I’m starved. I’ll make us some cheese toasties, eh? Cheese on toast or in the toasty machine?’

‘Yum, cheese on toast please, with some tomatoes on top. I’ll make hot chocolate to warm us up a bit,’ said Suzy, getting up off the floor. ‘Hey and what about your Mum’s car? It’s filthy!’

Alexa put the bread in the oven to grill. ‘I’m not bothering about that tonight. We’ve got all of tomorrow, well . . . not all, we’ve got pony club . . . but they’re not back till Sunday, so we’ve got heaps of time.’

‘Speaking of time, we should phone Lucy before it gets too late,’ suggested Suzy.

‘Okay, good idea,’ replied Alexa, checking the bubbling cheese in the oven.

‘Smells good,’ said Suzy, checking her watch. ‘Cripes, it’s 10.05! It might be a bit late to phone White Cloud Station?’

Alexa pulled the tray of cheese on toast out of the oven and placed it on the top of the stove. ‘You’re right. Everyone will be tucked up in bed. Let’s just send her an email – maybe she’s still up to receive it? She’s got the laptop in her bedroom, remember.’

‘Yes, let’s take our food into the office and eat there,’ suggested Suzy, putting two slices on a plate.

Together they typed the email:

Hi Lucy

Hope you’re doing okay at the station without us. We are missing you already and it’s only been a few days. Feels like months!

We have Jasmine farm to ourselves. You’ll never guess what happened tonight! We rescued a fawn, he’s sooo cute! At the moment he’s asleep in the kitchen. Hank is babysitting – ha ha. He’s besotted with Bushbabi (that’s what we’ve named him).

Tomorrow we’ve got to clean Mum’s Mini. OMG!! You should see it – it’s covered in mud!! You see I had to drive back up to the forest to collect the fawn; he was too heavy for us to bring down on the horses of course . . .

Hey, Suzy here, Alexa’s a maniac behind the wheel, LOL. We made it back in one piece and I must admit she did pretty well. Hey, I’ll email again tomorrow – I’m kind of getting over the mud plug adventure!

Alexa here. I’m actually a very good driver! Yeah, she’s right, we did a bit of mud plugging in Mum’s car, all right!! Not entirely intentional like!! LOL. She’d have an absolute fit if she saw it, like, it’s covered in mud! Ha ha – not to mention Suzy’s looking just as grubby! Better go and have a shower I guess.

Miss you, love from Suzy & Alexa

Alexa pressed the send button and crunched on her cheese on toast. She sighed heavily. ‘Do you feel like watching television?’

‘Nah. Got any good DVDs? Hey, do you want to see the one from White Cloud? The one Joe filmed for us, at round-up time? Remember when he was at the gates at the wild horse round-up and running around with his camera? I’ve got it in my backpack. Want to see it?’

‘Okay, sounds like an awesome idea, Suzy, but first I’m going to jump in the shower and wash some of this mud off!’

‘Me too, I’m filthy.’

‘I’ll use my ensuite if you want to use Mum’s,’ Alexa suggested.

‘No. I’ll use the shower in the laundry. I think we’ve used enough of Deborah’s things for one night.’ Suzy was still feeling uneasy about their taking her car out.

Refreshed and in their pyjamas, the girls flopped down on the large soft lounge suite and Alexa hit the play button. Music came on and the title The Wild Horses of White Cloud Station flashed across the screen.

‘Oh, how cool, he’s even put music to it, he’s such a neat stick is our Joe! I bet he’s missing Lucy too . . .’

Suzy puffed up a cushion and leaned on her elbow. ‘Yeah, it’s not the same without Lucy.’

‘Look, there you are leading the way in with Mike on Flair! Oh, and there’s Grandad and Grandma on the deck of the truck . . . don’t they look proud . . . hey, there’s me!’ shrieked Alexa. ‘Wow, how exciting. Take a look at all those wild horses. Hey, there’s Lucy riding Hope.’

Suzy grinned. She couldn’t get a word in even if she wanted to. 


5. Saturday

A ray of sun shone through a gap in the curtains of Alexa’s bedroom. Suzy tucked her hair behind her ears and checked the clock on the bedside table. ‘Oh my gosh, it’s 10.22! We’ve slept in,’ she moaned, flopping back down on the pillow. ‘Damn! We’re too late for pony club.’ She closed her eyes and pretended she didn’t have the responsibility of having a baby to look after and feed. Leaning over the side of the bed, she looked down at Bushbabi who was staring back at her. ‘Okay, okay, when you look at me with those eyes, how can I resist? I’ll go and make you a nice warm bottle of milk. I don’t know where you put it – you’ve had us up all night with feeds . . .’

Alexa made a groaning noise and rolled over, pulling the duvet over her face. Suzy picked up a large teddy bear and aimed it at Alexa’s bed. ‘Don’t!’ said a muffled voice from under the bedcovers. Alexa rolled over again and, squinting, she looked at Suzy, ‘Oh heck, is Bushbabi starving again?’ Feeding through the night and interrupted sleep had caught up with the girls. ‘Thank goodness Mum’s home tomorrow. She can take over the feeding on school nights!’

Suzy looked at Alexa. ‘Well, I’m going to make up his bottle. But you can’t expect Deborah to feed him. Anyhow, I reckon we should take him out to the garden for a little look around.’ Alexa sat up and yawned loudly. ‘Okay, let’s do that. He’ll be dying to go to the toilet.’ She leant over and checked out the box. ‘Oh oh, looks like he’s wet the bed!’ she giggled. ‘You get Bushbabi’s bottle and I’ll take him outside.’ She opened the French doors and encouraged the fawn to follow her into the garden.

She was sitting on the lawn, cuddling Bushbabi, when Suzy came over with the bottle of milk. The fawn stood up without much enticing from Suzy. ‘Such a greedy little bloke!’ said Suzy, tilting the bottle. ‘I guess he’s worth missing pony club for . . .’ 
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Hank joined them in the garden and acted as if he was in charge. The girls were amazed at how the little Jack Russell was acting around the fawn – sitting with his little head tilted as he supervised the fawn’s tiny movements. ‘You don’t think he’s jealous or anything, do you?’ asked Alexa. She looked around, lapping up the morning sun.

The fawn suckled strongly. ‘He’s scoffed that already,’ laughed Suzy. ‘What are we going to do with him today?’ We can’t leave him running around the house on his own while . . . um, while we ride out? Like, now that we’ve missed pony club.’

Alexa frowned. ‘Grrr. This little rascal is interfering with our riding plans!’

Suzy put the empty bottle on the grass, ‘Oh, Alexa, don’t be so mean. He’s an orphan!’ She pointed to the stable block, ‘Maybe we could put him in one of the loose boxes?’

Alexa stood up and wiped the grass cuttings off the seat of her pyjama pants. ‘Now that sounds like a good idea. If we lock him up for a couple of hours, we can go up River Lane for a ride. You into that?’

Suzy nodded. ‘Sounds like a plan to me.’ Then the mud- covered Mini caught her eye. ‘Ah, but what about the car? We have to fit in cleaning it today.’

‘Nah, we’ve got till tomorrow. They’ll be at the lake till late.’

‘I’d really like to get the cleaning out of the way,’ insisted Suzy.

‘Okay, let’s get Bushbabi in a loose box, then go for our ride and then we’ll do the Mini.’ Alexa was organising things in her normal fashion. ‘We can have a picnic at the river!’

***

With the horses saddled up, Suzy and Alexa headed down River Lane. Liquorice was tossing her head. Alexa was puzzled. ‘She doesn’t normally shake her head like this . . .’

‘There’s got to be something bugging her.’ Suzy said.

Alexa laughed out loud. ‘Well at least it’s not me. I’m riding a loose rein.’

Suzy grinned. ‘Yes, gotta say, your riding’s improved so much.’

‘I’d have to have improved to have beaten you, Suzy!’ Alexa said a little smugly. It didn’t
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