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STEVIE LAKE LIKED to look out on the world from between the ears of her horse. She sat tall in her saddle. Comanche shifted his weight comfortably from one side to the other. She patted him reassuringly with her gloved hand.

It was too hot to wear gloves. The bright Virginia sunshine beat down on Stevie and all of the other riders and horses from the stable’s summer-camp program. Stevie was between her two best friends, Carole Hanson and Lisa Atwood. Like Stevie, they were dressed in formal riding habits, sitting stiffly in their saddles.

In front of the line of riders stood Max Regnery, owner of Pine Hollow Stables. He had a sheaf of papers in one hand and was standing next to a board full of ribbons. Today was the last day of camp. It was time for awards, and Stevie suspected the only one she was going to get was “Biggest Troublemaker.” She sighed to herself. That was the price she had to pay for trying to have fun. The problem was that her idea of fun wasn’t always Max’s idea of fun.

A deerfly landed on her wrist and tried to take a bite of her. She took a swat at it. Comanche felt the motion in his reins and thought it was a signal to move. He moved. Max glared at them. Stevie tightened up on the reins and Comanche stepped back.

Max was giving out prizes to the young riders first. Since Stevie and her friends were twelve and thirteen, their awards would come later. In the meantime, she had to sit still, and that wasn’t her strongest suit.

Stevie glanced over at Carole to her right. Carole’s beautiful curly black hair, which usually hung loose around her shoulders, was tightly braided and carefully folded up under her velvet riding hat. Her dark brown eyes stared straight ahead at Max. She looked both comfortable and attentive. Stevie thought that probably came from Carole’s father, a colonel in the Marine Corps. Colonel Hanson was always comfortable at attention too.

Carole had been riding horses since she was a very little girl, and she wanted to spend the rest of her life working with horses. Stevie admired Carole’s incredible skill at riding. It was as if she’d been born doing it. Stevie thought it was difficult sometimes to tell where the girl ended and the horse began. She giggled, then glanced over at her other friend.

To her left was Lisa Atwood. Lisa was one of the newest riders at the stable. She’d started classes just a few months earlier. She had learned an awful lot in a very short time—and Lisa, Carole, and Stevie had become the best of friends, too. Stevie shook her head, thinking about how different they all were. Lisa was a straight-A student who attacked every project with purpose and confidence. She usually succeeded at them, too.

Today Lisa was wearing a brand-new riding jacket, carefully tailored for her. Her long hair was in a perfect French braid, and her boots had been polished, not by Lisa, but by the shoemaker at the mall. These things mattered a lot to Lisa’s mother, who was always very concerned about what was proper. One of the reasons Stevie liked Lisa so much was that they didn’t matter at all to Lisa. It didn’t matter to her that her boots were shiny, but if that was the price she had to pay to ride, she’d let her mother have her boots polished.

Stevie, on the other hand, was very disorganized. She was forever starting vast projects and leaving them unfinished. She had polished her own boots for today’s ceremonies—or at least she’d polished the right one. The phone had rung before she’d gotten to her left boot. She hoped Max wouldn’t notice. Her own blond hair was in braids, too, but it didn’t stay in braids. The slightest breeze loosened strands of it. She knew she must look a mess. She didn’t really care.

Although they were very different, the girls had a few things in common. For one, they were all wearing the same pin—a silver horse head, with the wind blowing the horse’s mane. That pin meant that they were all members of The Saddle Club, a club they’d made up themselves. The requirements for membership were that all members had to be horse crazy—there was no question that Carole, Lisa, and Stevie shared that—and they had to be willing to help the other members whenever they needed help. That was what their friendship was all about. At that moment, though, Stevie thought the only help any of them needed was to get out of their sweltering riding outfits and into something more appropriate to the day: a swimming pool.

As soon as the ceremonies were over, they’d all untack their horses, say good-bye to their friends until classes started again later in the summer, and then Stevie, Lisa, and Carole would head straight for the Lakes’ swimming pool. The very thought of it made Stevie smile. Her smile caught Max’s eye. He glanced at her suspiciously, thinking she was up to something. She usually was. She tried very hard to look solemn.

Looking solemn wasn’t easy for Stevie, especially when she had something nice to think about. Today she was thinking about tomorrow because tomorrow she and her two best friends were going on a trip together. Because of some incredible good luck, the girls were going to visit a friend of theirs, Kate Devine. Kate was a championship rider whose parents owned a dude ranch way out west. Not only was it going to be Stevie’s first visit to a dude ranch, it would be the first time she’d ever been west of the Mississippi River.

She could imagine the towering Rocky Mountains, the lonesome pines, the Sierra Madre—whatever that was—the cowpokes lumbering along the Santa Fe Trail, the bandits lurking behind sagebrush or whooping and hollering around the circled wagons, gun-fights at high noon. Stevie made a funny face and then giggled to herself. It seemed that everything she knew about the West had come from movies. She had the feeling that the real West wasn’t exactly the same as the one Hollywood had created, and she suspected there weren’t a lot of bad hombres hanging around the saloons these days, either.

“Sit up,” Carole hissed at her. “He’s looking straight at you.”

Stevie glanced at Carole and then looked at Max. He was looking straight at her. What had she missed, she wondered.

“… and in the category of dressage, we have one student who has applied herself especially hard and has made great strides this summer. It gives me pleasure to award the dressage ribbon to Miss Stephanie Lake.”

That was Stevie. Max was actually giving her an award! She could barely believe it. She thought she’d been sitting in the sun forever for no reason at all.

Stevie slipped her feet out of the stirrups, swung her right leg over the horse’s back, and let herself slide down to the ground. Then she led Comanche to the center of the ring, where Max presented her with the bright, shiny blue ribbon. She felt her face flush with joy when Max shook her hand.

“Good work, Stevie,” he said.

“Thanks,” she told him. Then she and Comanche returned to their place in line. Carole and Lisa were clapping like crazy for her. She grinned at both of them.

Then it was time for the last two awards of the day. One, for the best overall rider, was a cinch to go to Carole. Nobody could come close to her natural ability at riding, and nobody worked harder to improve her skills. Carole was a shoo-in.

“But before we get to the best overall rider, we have one more important category,” Max announced. “The rider who wins this category may one day win the best overall because it shows a rider who has a running start—the rider who is most improved. Usually this goes to experienced riders who just hit their stride in learning, but this year, it’s going to a new rider—one who came in here without any experience at all and has, in my opinion, learned years worth of riding in a few short months. Congratulations, Miss Lisa Atwood!”

Carole and Stevie couldn’t help themselves. They started cheering out loud and clapping for Lisa because she was their friend, and because she deserved it. Shyly, Lisa accepted her ribbon. As she was walking her horse back to the line, Stevie noticed Lisa scanning the audience, looking to see if her mother had come. She was there all right. Stevie even thought she detected a smile on the woman’s face.

Although Mrs. Atwood could get very enthusiastic about new riding jackets and shiny boots, she really didn’t understand riding. She thought it was just something nice girls should know something about. It was clear she wasn’t sure what to think about girls who knew a lot about it. Stevie felt sorry for Lisa.

She didn’t have long to feel sorry, though, because Lisa’s award was followed quickly by Carole’s. Carole won the best overall rider ribbon and the whole class stood up in their stirrups to give her a standing ovation.

In spite of the awful heat, Stevie thought it was a just-about-perfect day. After all, any day in which all three members of The Saddle Club got blue ribbons was bound to be just about perfect.

Max left the ring, and the riders all dismounted and led their horses back into the stable area.

“Last one in is a rotten egg!” Stevie announced to her friends.

They knew just what she meant. It only took the girls a few minutes to untack the horses and gather up their own belongings from the stable locker area. Stevie’s house was a short walk. They ran. They were wearing their suits under their riding clothes, and within seconds, three sets of riding clothes were scattered by the edge of the pool in Stevie’s yard.

Nobody was a rotten egg. They all hit the water at the same moment.
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Dear Readers,

3

Welcome to The Saddle Club!

There are only two rules in this clubs you've got to be horse
erazy, and you've gor o be willing to help your friends.

Sound gooxd? All you have to do to join is tun the page and
start reading:

You're going to meet a lot of new people in The Saddle Club.
Some of them you'e going to love, and some of them .. well,
‘magbe not s0 much

“The club has three main members: Stevie (short for
Stephanie), Carole, and Lisa

Carole i the horse erazi

est of them all. Sometimes it seems
as if horses are the only things on her mind. Lisa is cool-headed and
logical, a straight-A student with mory. Stevie, on the
other hand, can be a litle impetuous and often forgets her common
sense. When she sces people in rouble, she'll do just about anything
0 help get them out of it—and that's where the fun begins!

So saddle up—1 mean, open the book, and share the girls
adventures, roubles, and triumphs. Join them as they solve
mysteries, make friends, and visit new places. Learn about Pine
Hollow Stables. Meet Max, their teacher, and Mrs. Reg, Max's
mother. Get to know some of the other riders, like Phil and
Veronica. Well, you might not want to get to know Veronica. You'll

have to see for yourse
Most of all, have fun with your fellow Saddle Club members,
who are sure to become your new hest friends.

Cheers!
Bonnie Bryant
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