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  SANDY LANE STABLES


  I still cant believe were actually going  a three week holiday in America and with all the riding we could possibly want! Izzy Paterson stood
  in the middle of the yard at Sandy Lane Stables, a big grin stretching from ear to ear.


  I know, I can hardly believe it myself, Kate Hardy answered, her white-blonde hair contrasting dramatically with the dark bay coat of the pony she was grooming. Its
  the holiday of a lifetime!


  That was what all the Sandy Lane regulars had said when theyd first heard Nick and Sarah Brooks, the stable owners, talk about the riding holiday theyd arranged as the prize for
  the Sandy Lane Christmas raffle. And now, here stood Izzy and Kate, on the first day of the summer holidays, with just a week left to go until theyd be boarding the plane.


  The holiday of a lifetime...the words rang in Izzys ears. Sarah had talked a lot about the place theyd be staying, and it sounded brilliant  the Graytops Horse Farm
  for racehorses, tucked deep in the rolling countryside. Sarah had known the owners, Doug and Sally Bryant, since childhood and was godmother to their twin daughters, Megan and Courtney. Izzy and
  Kate were going to live and ride with the family and, in return, the twins would come to Sandy Lane the following summer. Everything was going to be just perfect.


  Oh Izzy, whats the matter? Kate couldnt help but notice the sad look flash across her friends face.


  Its nothing really, Izzy said, running a hand through her dark curls. If only-


  If only what? Kate looked puzzled.


  If only I didnt have to leave Midnight behind, thats all. Izzy turned away, feeling a bit choked as she looked at the sleek, black horse standing behind her. I
  guess you could say its the only downside of the trip.


  Oh Izzy. Kate didnt know what to say. But youve known all along that you couldnt take him with you.


  I know, I know, Izzy sighed. Only I didnt realize how bad Id feel when I was actually faced with leaving him.


  But hell be in good hands here at Sandy Lane, Kate stepped in quickly. And three weeks will fly by  before you know it, well be back in England and
  wishing we were still in America. And think of all the stories youll have to tell him when you get back.


  Thats true, Izzy giggled, instantly feeling better. And Rosies agreed to ride him at the Colcott Show next weekend, so he wont be missing out on
  anything.


  You see? Kate went on. Its going to be all right. You couldnt not go on this trip. And now look, heres a sight that should bring a smile to your
  face.


  Izzy turned and looked across the yard to where Kate was pointing. There was Rosie, coming out of the tack room, a bridle slung over her shoulder and numerous other things gathered in her arms
   saddle, crop, riding hat, brushes. Nick and Sarahs black labrador, Ebony, trailed along behind her, wagging his tail.


  I give her ten seconds before she drops something, Izzy chuckled, drawing her fleece in tighter around her. It might have been summer, but there was a cool nip in the air that
  morning.


  Hey, you two, hows it going? Rosie called as she walked on up to them. Now, let me guess what youre talking about  could it be America
  perhaps?


  Got it in one, Kate grinned.


  Well, I dont blame you. Rosie stopped beside them and dumped the saddle down. The brushes slid to the floor. Oops... Rosie bent down to pick them up.
  You must be pretty excited about this holiday by now. Do you mind if I take over, Izzy? She nodded in Midnights direction.


  No, of course I dont mind, Izzy answered. After all, Ive got high hopes for you and Midnight this year  youre going to be carrying off that
  Colcott Open Jumping trophy for me.


  Well, I dont know about that, Rosie smiled, looking pleased. But Ill certainly do my best. Then she turned back to Kate. I hear you had another
  letter from Courtney and Megan this morning. What did they have to say?


  Well. Kate pulled an air-mail letter out of her pocket. Shall I read it out while youre tacking up?


  Yes, do, Rosie said.


  Kate took a deep breath. In the words of Courtney Bryant: Hi you guys, hows it going in England? Its been pretty awful at school with our final exams and
  stuff...


  Oh, dont bother with the boring bits, Izzy jumped in.


  Patience, Kate said, feigning a cross look as she went on. The farm is looking great. Weve been taking Garnet and Prince-


  Thats their ponies, Izzy interrupted, leaning over Kates shoulder.


  Are you going to let me get on with this, or what? Kate said indignantly. Izzy poked out her tongue and grinned and quickly Kate buried herself back in the letter.
  Weve been taking Garnet and Prince to the creek to swim, but they dont really do much more than paddle because Garnet is afraid of the water and Prince wont do
  anything by himself.


  ...Its really busy on the farm right now  what with all the race meets coming up. Things have been so crazy, but well fill you in on everything when you get here.
  Youre probably more interested in hearing about all of the riding youll be doing than our business, and dont you worry, therell be plenty of that. Well have to
  take turns riding Garnet and Prince, but Mom has been talking to Nick and she seems to think youll be up to working some of the racehorses too  well, the less spirited ones
  anyway.


  Did you get that? Izzy joined in excitedly. Well be riding real racehorses.


  Thats all weve got time for now, guys, Kate finished off the letter. So well see you both on the 2nd. Cant wait to meet you. Love
  Courtney and Megan. Kate looked up expectantly.


  Well, it does all sound wonderful. Rosie looked wistful. Id be feeling really hard done by if it wasnt for the Colcott Show.


  Talking of the Colcott Show  look whos on his way over. Kate nudged Rosie and the three girls looked across the yard to see Tom Buchanan striding towards them.


  Uh oh, I guess Id better get a move on. Rosie went to duck under Izzys arm.


  Not so quick. Izzy grabbed her back. Tom doesnt run the stables, you know.


  Though youd never guess it these days, Kate muttered under her breath.


  Tom was the star rider at Sandy Lane and had recently taken charge of the jumping practices for the summer shows. It helped take the pressure off Nick and was good practice for Tom as he was
  training to be a riding instructor.


  Hey you lot...havent you got anything better to do than just stand around gossiping? Toms voice echoed around the yard, breaking up the conversation.


  Here we go again, Kate muttered.


  Jumping practice is in ten minutes, Rosie, he reminded her.


  Dont worry, Ill be there. Rosie looked at Izzy and raised her eyebrows. I guess Id better get a move on.


  Yeah, yeah, Izzy said. In your own time.


  Oh come on, Izzy, Kate said plaintively. Winding Tom up simply isnt worth it.


  Did you hear what I said, Rosie? Tom called back across the yard. Oh by the way  Izzy... Kate, Im afraid there isnt room for you in todays
  practice.


  Oh what? Izzy groaned.


  Ive already got ten riders, Tom went on. And you know that Nick doesnt like me taking more than that in a group.


  But- Izzy started.


  No buts, Tom jumped in quickly. You know the rules  the first ones to sign up get priority.


  But you must have known wed want to join in, Kate wheedled. I mean, I know were not competing at Colcott, but we are regular riders at Sandy Lane.


  Maybe, Tom shrugged. But that doesnt give you automatic entry to my practices. And with that, Tom was gone.


  Of all the patronizing, smug... Izzy was fuming.


  Oh come on, Izzy. Rosie jumped to Toms defence. Tom is under a lot of pressure at the moment with his instructors exams coming up and everything.


  I suppose so, Izzy said, though she didnt look entirely convinced. But ever since hes taken up this teaching business hes been a complete
  nightmare.


  You can say that again, Kate agreed.


  Im sure hell be back to his old self soon enough. Rosie shrugged her shoulders.


  Maybe. Izzy nodded and, giving Midnight one final pat, she moved away. Come on then, Kate.


  The stables were busy as the two girls made their way across the yard  riders were dashing this way and that, and horses were stamping their feet in anticipation of the ride ahead.


  You know, Tom always seems to be having a go at Rosie these days, Kate finally spoke up. It wouldnt surprise me at all if he had a bit of a crush on her.


  Well, hes got a funny way of showing it if he does, Izzy said.


  I know, but boys arent exactly the easiest creatures to understand, are they? Kate wrinkled up her brow. Take my brother as an example  I never know what Alex
  is thinking.


  Well, if you ask, me this holiday couldnt have come at a better time, Izzy said, quickly changing the subject. She and Alex had become more than just friends at Christmas,
  but that had all fizzled out now and she didnt like talking about him. If I thought I was going to have to take lessons from Tom all summer, Id end up going mad.


  Kate nodded. Three weeks on an American horse farm or jumping practices with the bossiest person in the world  not much of a choice, eh? Now come on, lets go and see if Nick
  and Sarah have time to talk about Graytops. Not even Toms nagging can get to me right now.


  Me neither, Izzy said. Six more days to go  I dont know how Ill get through them.


  Dont you worry, Kate grinned. Well manage.
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  THEYRE OFF!


  The week actually passed quicker than either Izzy or Kate could have thought possible  what with all the time spent riding at Sandy Lane, and then shopping for their
  trip. It seemed like no time at all before Saturday was upon them, and they were piling their bags into Izzys mothers car. They were off to the airport. It wasnt until they
  were sitting on the plane, though, that either of them felt able to believe they were really going.


  Kate leaned back in her seat Well, checking-in was easier than I thought.


  Told you so. Izzy looked nonchalant as she munched her way through a bag of peanuts. Travellings a doddle.


  Thats all right for you to say, Kate frowned, opening her pony magazine. You might have travelled lots, but this is only my third time on a plane.


  Izzy grinned. Oh Kate, come on, dont read, lets chat.


  Weve got plenty of time for chatting, Kate laughed. We have got three whole weeks together.


  Hmm, but well be riding racehorses for most of that, Izzy sighed, putting her hands behind her head and yawning. You know something? Ive exhausted myself with
  all the mucking out and grooming Ive been doing this week. Nick sure has got a lot of work out of me.


  Yes, but he is keeping Midnight on at Sandy Lane for free, Kate reminded her.


  And dont I know it! Izzy raised her eyebrows.


  Anyway, Kate started. Enough about Sandy Lane; what time do we get to Graytops?


  About ten oclock tonight, Izzy said promptly. Thats four oclock in the morning UK time.


  And its a two hour drive from the airport? Kate questioned her.


  Yes, Izzy answered impatiently.


  And the Bryants did say theyd meet us?


  Of course they did, Kate, Izzy said, beginning to sound impatient. Stop worrying.


  All right, all right. Kate was defensive. I just wanted to make sure, thats all. So what do you think Graytopsll be like?


  Everything we expect and more, Izzy sighed. Paddocks upon paddocks of grassy fields, birds soaring in the bright blue sky, crickets chirping in the night, day after day of
  riding in the sun, horses kicking up dusty trails...


  You have got a vivid imagination, Izzy, Kate laughed.


  Well thats what happens when youve got an author for a dad, Izzy answered quickly. Now look  theres a film about to start. She pointed at
  the screen in front of them.


  Oh great! Kate exclaimed, digging into the seat pocket and grabbing her earphones.


  Wake me up when we get there. Izzy reclined her seat and shut her eyes.


  Kate raised her eyes skyward. Was there anything else, Madam?


  Would all passengers from flight AA 123 from London Heathrow proceed to Baggage Claim Zone B? a voice announced over the intercom.


  Thats us. Kate nudged Izzy excitedly. The sooner we get our bags, the sooner well be at Graytops.


  Impatiently, Izzy and Kate hurried through to the baggage hall to where the conveyor belt was going round and round. Suitcases, holdalls, rucksacks, boxes...but none of them seemed to be
  theirs.


  I hope our bags havent got lost, Kate muttered anxiously.


  Of course they wont have got lost, Izzy said calmly.


  But when Kates bag came out with the next load, and Izzys was nowhere to be seen, it was Izzy who began to lose her cool.


  Where can it have gone? she wailed. Its got everything in it  my jodhs, my favourite baggy black jumper.


  Oh Izzy, Kate laughed. Itll be here in a minute. Look, isnt that it over there? The one with the big horse sticker on the side?


  Yes, thats it, Izzy said, feeling relieved as her black holdall came around the corner. She dumped it down on the trolley and spun around. All right, lets
  go.


  The automatic doors swung open, and Izzy and Kate found themselves staring at a sea of faces.


  I feel like royalty, Izzy whispered.


  I know, embarrassing, isnt it? Kate felt nervous as they made their way down the walkway. Can you see the Bryants?


  No, I dont think I can, Izzy answered as they reached the end. You wait here and Ill have a quick look around.


  Two minutes later, Izzy was back at Kates side. I cant see them anywhere.


  Maybe theyve been delayed, Kate shrugged. Im sure theyll be here in a moment.


  But what will we do if they dont come? Izzy wrinkled up her brow in a worried expression. Should we call home?


  No, I dont think we can do that, Kate said slowly. Well try and call Graytops. But hang on a minute, whos that over there?


  Izzy looked in the direction Kate was pointing to where a man stood by himself, holding a sign. The writing on it was small, but now that she looked more closely, she could see that it had their
  names on it.


  That must be Mr. Bryant  how could we have missed him? Kate whispered.


  Maybe because we were expecting the whole family to turn up? Izzy muttered. Come on, lets go over.


  Pushing the trolley forward, Kate and Izzy walked across to the man to introduce themselves.


  Mr. Bryant? Kate said tentatively. Im Kate Hardy and this is Izzy Paterson.


  Oh right, well, first of all  Im not Mr. Bryant, the man said. Im just your taxi driver.


  Kate and Izzy exchanged surprised glances. Oh, uh, right, we thought the Bryants were going to be picking us up, Izzy said.


  Dunno anything about that, the driver answered. I was just booked to collect you. So where are you girls from?


  England, Izzy said, starting to feel a little lost.


  Near London? the man asked.


  Not exactly, Kate answered.


  Then there was an awkward moment when no one seemed to know what to say to each other. Finally the taxi driver spoke up. Well, lets go then. And, grabbing their trolley, he
  made for the doors.


  As he disappeared off into the distance, Izzy and Kate looked warily at each other.


  Do you think this is all right, Izzy? Kate said.


  I guess so. Izzy looked uncertain. But dont you think its a bit weird? I mean, the Bryants did say theyd be here.


  I know they did, Kate murmured. But Im sure therell be a reasonable explanation when we get to Graytops. She looked ahead of her to where the driver
  had stopped and was now waiting. I think we should follow him, or we might find ourselves stranded at the airport...


  It was dark when the taxi turned off a main road. Kate sat, wide-eyed, as they drove through some big iron gates. Quickly, she nudged Izzy, asleep at her side.


  Izzy...Izzy, I think were here, she murmured, not wanting to startle her sleeping friend.


  What? Izzy mumbled, her head nodding forward.


  Were here, Kate said, nudging her again as the car sped up a driveway.


  Here? Where? Izzy sat bolt upright.


  Weve arrived.


  Oh right, Izzy grunted. I must have fallen asleep.


  You can say that again, you were snoring for Britain. Kate laughed as the car drove up to a grassy roundabout and stopped by a big, white house with grey, sloping roofs.


  Its larger than I expected, Kate whispered, looking out of her window.


  And it looks very different from the houses back home, Izzy murmured sleepily. Its made of wood.


  Here you are then, the driver interrupted their conversation, getting out of the taxi and going around to the boot. Izzy and Kate pushed open their car doors and stepped outside.
  The sultry hot night air was the first thing to hit them  after the cool of the air-conditioned taxi it was like stepping into a sauna.


  Phew, its baking out here. Izzy waved her hand about in front of her face.


  Kate nodded, feeling equally frazzled as the driver deposited the bags at their side.


  Taxis all paid for, so Ill be off. Enjoy your vacation.


  Oh right, well thanks, Izzy said.


  That was some taxi. Kate watched as the car sped back down the driveway. More like a limousine.


  Well, thats America for you. Izzy let out a loud yawn. Everythings so much bigger out here.


  Izzy and Kate picked up their bags and made their way up the steps to the front door of the house.


  Wheres the doorbell? Izzy hissed.


  Here, Kate answered, reaching up to push an ornate button. She took a step back.


  Its lovely and peaceful, isnt it? Izzy said, looking around her.


  Yes it is, Kate said. It looks like were completely in the middle of nowhere.


  Patiently, Izzy and Kate stood there, waiting for the door to be answered. Finally Izzy took a step forward and looked in through the side window. You know, there arent any lights
  on in there.


  Well, I wish theyd get a move on, Kate said. I want my bed.


  Same here. Izzy nodded. She peered in through the window again. You know, I dont think theres anyone at home.


  There must be, Kate said, pushing the doorbell again.


  Maybe we should go and take a look over there. Izzy was pointing to the left of the house to some lights in the distance.


  Okay. Kate shoved her bag under a bench by the door and followed Izzy across the grass. They reached some trees and turned down a track. The lights seemed to be getting further
  away and it seemed to be getting darker and darker.


  Spooky, isnt it? Izzy shivered as they headed forward.


  Yes, but well be all right, Kate said, glancing up at the overhanging branches.


  I think I can hear voices, Izzy said. Ahead of us...listen. She grabbed Kate by the arm and they drew to a halt.


  I cant hear a thing, Kate murmured.


  I feel kind of funny about this, Izzy said. It seems weird  like were tres-


  And then there was a voice from behind them that cut Izzys sentence off short.


  Hey, you two! What do you think youre doing?


  Izzy and Kate spun round in their tracks, their hearts pounding.
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