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‘Back off there! Give us some room to unload this horse.’ Ben Marsh, the new head wrangler at Half-Moon Ranch, gave orders for Kirstie Scott and her friend, Lisa Goodman, to stand clear.

‘C’mon, Lucky, you heard what the man said.’ Gently Kirstie dug her heels into the palomino’s sides, well behind the cinch strap.

Her good-natured horse hardly needed to be told. He willingly gave way to the horse-trailer that had just pulled up in the yard.

Kirstie saw that Lisa had more of a problem with Jitterbug. The skittish sorrel never liked coming up too close to anything she didn’t understand. And big trucks containing something that banged and thudded against the metal sides came well within that category. Back went her ears, flat against her head. Then she swung her rear end round and kicked out.

‘Whoa!’ In the short struggle to get Jitterbug back in order, Lisa lost her baseball cap. But she tightened the reins and soon won the battle. Within a few seconds she’d joined Kirstie by the fence of the round-pen, and together they watched the arrival of the new horse.

‘OK, Charlie, you can let down the ramp.’ Keeping a wary eye on a group of onlookers gathering outside the ranch house, Ben carried on handing out the orders. Two weeks in to the spring season on the dude ranch, he was still prickly and abrupt with the junior wrangler.

(‘Give him time,’ Kirstie’s mother, Sandy, told her when Ben’s name had come up at supper one evening. ‘It can’t be easy for him to settle into a new job with Hadley breathing down his neck.’)

Kirstie understood what she meant. Glancing round now, she spotted the cantankerous old man casting a critical eye on proceedings. Until last fall, when he’d retired as head wrangler, unloading a new horse would’ve been Hadley’s task.

‘Bad idea to do it just as the trail-rides get back to base,’ he muttered to Kirstie when he caught her eye. ‘Too many folks around.’

‘I guess it can’t be helped.’ She watched Ben put a foot on to the lowered ramp. Inside the box, the new arrival squealed and snorted.

‘Where’s this horse come from?’ Lisa asked, dusting down her cap and jamming it on top of her unruly red hair.

Kirstie shrugged. She was tired after a day leading an intermediate group of riders on Coyote Trail. ‘Don’t know too much about her. The plates on the truck say Wyoming.’

‘How old is she?’ Keeping Jitterbug on a tight rein, Lisa craned forward for a better view.

‘Don’t know.’

‘Name?’

‘Dunno.’

‘What colour?’

Kirstie replied this time with a big, silent shrug.

‘Gee, you’re really on the ball on this one!’ Lisa grinned at her.

Kirstie smiled back. ‘Yeah. Ask Hadley.’

‘Hadley?’ Lisa turned her dazzling smile on the ex-wrangler.

‘Huh?’ He watched with narrowed eyes from under the wide brim of his tall white stetson as Ben Marsh disappeared inside the truck.

‘What do you know about this new horse?’

A small shrug from Hadley. ‘Ask Ben.’

So Lisa had to put a brake on her curiosity.

The head wrangler was obviously caught up right then, busy untying the horse after her long journey and leading her towards the ramp.

Sitting in the saddle in the late afternoon sun, Kirstie felt her curiosity rising. This was a high-spirited mare, to judge by the amount of noise she was still making. Sure, she knew they needed an extra mount to join the string of horses who daily trod the trails at Half-Moon Ranch. Business was good, according to her brother, Matt.

Hadley had moved out of the bunkhouse and taken up residence in Brown Bear Cabin a little way up the hill. The Scotts had also built four new cabins for guests nearby. This meant that the ramuda was having to expand too to cope with more visitors. They already had Chigger and Squeaky settled in with the herd in Red Fox Meadow; one a black and white paint, one a bay gelding. Now the mare from Wyoming was to join them.

But ideally the horse would be quiet and well mannered, the type any rider could handle, and this mare sure didn’t fit that description.

‘Wow!’ A kid in the crowd by the house got first sight of the mare.

All the guests stepped forward for a better view.

‘Back off!’ Charlie warned, stretching his arms wide and walking towards them.

The new arrival stamped and kicked inside the box.

‘She’s a real beaut!’ one guy said. Dusty after their day in the saddle, still the dude riders hung around instead of going up to their cabins to shower and get ready for supper.

‘C’mon, Ben!’ Lisa was growing impatient alongside Jitterbug, who danced and pranced by the fence.

The unseen horse seemed to be quietening down. There was less kicking and stamping, more manoeuvring into position. Then a heavy clunk of hooves as she took a step towards the ramp.

‘Oh my!’ a woman visitor added to the admiring gasps. ‘What wouldn’t you give to ride a horse like that!’

‘C’mon!’ Lisa risked taking Jitterbug a couple of paces across the yard. Then she saw what everyone was sighing over. ‘Kirstie, won’t you look at this!’

The horse had appeared on the ramp at last and Kirstie could see that she was one in a million.

For a start, there was her colour. Pure white from head to toe. Not cream or grey; pure, dazzling white.

Then there was her long, silky mane falling forward over the prettiest face. Dark, dark, expressive eyes and a dished nose like an Arab; head up, neck arched.

‘Ohh!’ Kirstie joined in with the adoring crowd.

Ben kept the lead-rope short and walked the horse into full view.

She stepped high and dainty on long, straight legs. Her body was sleek and muscular, without an ounce of extra weight.

‘Hey, Miss Glamour-puss!’ Slowly Lisa inched forward on Jitterbug.

Still strung-out and nervous of her new surroundings, the horse pulled at her rope. She dipped back on her haunches, ready to raise her front feet and rear up. But Ben held tight and led her out of the sun into the long shadow of the house.

‘Easy!’ The wrangler spoke soothingly and handled her well. ‘Charlie, open the corral gate,’ he ordered, giving the horse time to settle.

She turned her head this way and that, sniffed the air, listened to the other horses in the meadow.

And Kirstie had time to drink in the appearance of the new arrival. ‘American Albino!’ she whispered to Lisa. ‘Classic mixture of Arab and Morgan horse, started off in Nebraska. The Lone Ranger rode a horse like that in all the old movies.’

‘Don’t give me that!’ her friend breathed back. ‘All I know is, she’s beautiful!’

Kirstie had to agree. And she noticed now that the mare didn’t seem fazed by the situation, that in fact she might just be playing to the crowd. The way her head was up made her look cocky and self-assured, and her walk as Ben led her towards the corral was more of a prancing strut. Yeah, she was definitely showing off!

‘The horse has star quality!’ Lisa insisted.

She pranced and danced, she jaunted and skipped. Her eyes darted from the crowd by the house to Lisa on Jitterbug and Kirstie on Lucky. Dismissing the opposition of the sorrel mare, she came up sideways towards the handsome palomino. Look at me! she said with the carriage of her head and tail and her high-stepping walk.

‘Hey, she’s flirting with him!’ Lisa laughed out loud.

Ben wrestled with the lead-rope to bring the white mare back into line. ‘Walk on!’ he ordered, clicking his tongue and leaning with his shoulder against her withers.

Still grinning, Lisa called out after him. ‘She’s a drop-dead gorgeous horse! What’s her name?’

The wrangler led the mare on, answering over her shoulder as she swept by. ‘Hollywood Princess.’

‘That’s a great name!’ Lisa sighed.

‘Yeah,’ Kirstie agreed. ‘She could be in the movies!’

And she knew that a new star had been born at Half-Moon Ranch.



‘Hollywood does tricks,’ Ben told Lisa after the group of guests had wandered off to their cabins.

Lisa and Kirstie were unsaddling their own horses in the corral. By now, the shadow of Eagle’s Peak had swept down the valley, bringing cool air, fading the red roof of the barn to dull brown and turning the stands of aspens and ponderosa pines into tall, dark sentinels standing guard over the ranch.

Lisa slung Jitterbug’s saddle over a hook in the tack-room and came to stand on the porch. ‘What kind of tricks?’

‘Watch.’ Ben left off brushing the Albino. He came round to her head, stood face to face about a yard from her, then offered her the palm of his right hand. ‘Put it there, partner!’

Hollywood considered the command. Should she or shouldn’t she obey? When she saw that she had Lisa, Kirstie and Hadley hovering in the background as an audience, she decided to cooperate. Gracefully she bent her right knee and raised her foot to the level of Ben’s outstretched hand. She rested her hoof gently in his palm and let him shake it up and down.

‘Cool!’ Lisa laughed, then clapped. ‘What else can she do?’

‘Waste of time,’ Hadley grumbled quietly, but loud enough for Kirstie to hear. ‘Darn fool tricks don’t impress no one!’

‘I think you’re wrong about that!’ Kirstie murmured back, watching her friend’s wide-eyed, admiring stare.

‘C’mon, Hollywood, give me a kiss!’ Ben stuck out his head and turned his cheek towards the horse’s lips.

Playing hard to get, the mare shook her head.

‘Aw, c’mon!’ Ben pleaded.

Hollywood snorted, relaxed her lips and nuzzled up to Ben’s cheek.

‘Yeah, good girl!’ The wrangler popped a mint from his jeans pocket into the horse’s mouth. ‘That’s not all,’ he told Lisa. ‘She can count to four.’

‘No way!’

‘Sure she can. And you can make her rear up on her hind legs with you on her back, just by the touch of your heels.’ Ben picked up the brush and finished grooming his protégée.

‘Like the Lone Ranger!’ Lisa gave Kirstie a short, what-gives-with-you glance. ‘Hey, Hadley, did you ever see a horse as smart as this?’

The old man sniffed and shrugged. ‘That horse should be out in the ramuda by now,’ he grunted, tipping his hat forward and turning up his collar as he walked off.

Kirstie saw Ben pause in mid brush-stroke. Though his face was in the shadow of the tall barn, she could still detect a flicker of annoyance. But he decided to let it pass. ‘Sure thing,’ he agreed, untethering Hollywood from the post and getting set to lead her to the meadow. ‘You girls coming along to see how she settles in?’
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‘How come she performs those tricks for you?’ As they walked together over the footbridge across Five Mile Creek towards Red Fox Meadow, Lisa wanted to know the horse’s background.

‘Because I taught her,’ came the reply.

‘Huh?’

For Kirstie, it was like being a fly-on-the-wall, listening, looking. No need to say anything, since Lisa did all the talking. Sometimes her friend’s gossipy style got her down. Sometimes, like now, Kirstie found it useful. She looked up at a huge, pale moon rising in the twilit sky and tuned in to Ben’s answer.

‘Hollywood worked on the same ranch as me out in Wyoming,’ he explained. ‘A ranch by the name of Echo Basin, out near Rock Springs. It’s a working cattle ranch, and Hollywood here was one of the best cutting horses around.’

Kirstie noticed that the mare seemed to know she was being talked about. She gave her little ‘Look at me!’ skip and prance, shaking her silky mane and arching her neck.
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