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  THE RUNAWAY PONY


  Jess Adams free-wheeled her bicycle down the gentle hill. No more school! she cheered as she sped past the fields. Hooray for the Easter
  holidays!


  She turned sharply into the drive of Sandy Lane Stables and skidded the bike to a halt. It was early morning, not quite seven oclock, and no one else was around. Only the ponies were
  awake, shuffling in their stalls and whinnying softly for their breakfasts. Jess cast a glance at the little stone cottage tucked away behind the stables.


  I bet Nick and Sarah wont be up for hours, she said to herself.


  Nick and Sarah Brooks were the owners of Sandy Lane. Last night had been a rare evening off. They had gone to a ball.


  Its in aid of the Horse Rescue Society, Sarah had said as she twirled excitedly around the stable yard, the emerald satin of her borrowed ball-gown matching her green
  eyes.


  Youll probably be dancing till midnight, Jess had sighed. Sipping pink champagne and slurping caviar.


  Probably, Nick had said as he adjusted his black bow tie.


  And youre bound to be back very late and be terribly tired in the morning, Jess had continued, forking the last of the hay into Minstrels hay net. So perhaps I
  ought to come in early and start the ponies breakfasts for you. And then maybe...


  ...Maybe you could have a free ride later on in the day? Nick smiled and finished the sentence off for her. Money was tight in Jesss family since her dad had lost his job.
  There wasnt much spare cash for her riding lessons.


  You can have the eleven oclock hack for free, Nick had said in an understanding voice. Ill even try to be up and about early tomorrow morning to give
  you a hand...


  That was last night. And now it was morning and Nick wasnt up. But Jess had learnt a lot in the two years she had been coming to Sandy Lane. She certainly knew enough to start getting the
  ponies ready for the day.


  Perhaps Nick will even let me ride you this afternoon, you beautiful pony, she said as she drew nearer to Storm Clouds stable.


  Storm Cloud, a dappled-grey Arab, greeted Jess eagerly, poking her delicate, dished face over the stable door. Jess slipped her the sugar lump she had been saving especially. She had never seen
  a pony so breathtaking.


  She thought back to the day Nick had first found Storm Cloud at the Ash Hill Horse Sale. Storm Cloud had been weak and neglected, but even then Nick had been able to see the ponys
  potential. And with love and patience, he had brought her back to her former glory. She was a natural jumper and it wouldnt be long before she was competing.


  In Jesss mind, Storm Cloud was the best pony at the stables. She might look fragile, but she was really gutsy and strong-willed. Whenever Jess had been lucky enough to ride her, she had
  felt as though they had the potential to do anything; jump any fence, outrun any other pony. She loved to imagine jumping Storm Cloud in a show and riding off with the championship trophy, although
  she had never told anyone else this dream. It was her secret.


  What a team wed make, eh Stormy? Jess whispered into the ponys ear. Storm Cloud neighed gently in reply and at the same time, Jess heard a whinny from a nearby
  stable. She grinned as Minstrel, the little skewbald pony, showed his big yellow teeth and rolled the whites of his eyes at her.


  Dont worry Minstrel, Jess laughed. I havent forgotten about you.


  Minstrel was Jesss regular pony at Sandy Lane  the one she rode the most. He was a good, solid riding school pony and Jess was very fond of him.


  I expect Ill be riding you later on, Minstrel, Jess began as she made her way over to the ponys stall. Bet you cant wait...


  Come here!


  Angry shouting and the crunch of hooves on gravel stopped Jess in her tracks and made her spin around sharply. Careering towards her down the drive, wild-eyed with fear and long tail flying
  behind, was a palomino pony. It was completely out of control. Jesss heart began to pound and her breath came in sharp gasps, but almost without thinking she held out her arms.


  Whoa, little pony, she said, as calmly as she could. Slow down.


  Jess stood her ground and now the pony was only inches away from her. At the sound of Jesss voice it clattered to a halt. It dropped its head and nuzzled a velvety nose into Jesss
  shoulder. Jess sighed with relief. The next moment she had located a stray mint in the depths of her jodhpur pocket. Gingerly she fished it out and offered it to the palomino. The pony, a pretty
  little mare of about 14 hands, crunched contentedly. For a brief moment, girl and pony stood nose to nose talking softly to one another, the white gold of the ponys mane contrasting sharply
  with Jesss own dark curls.


  Come back you! A stocky man ran into the yard. His face was red from shouting and he was panting hard. In his hand he waved a muddy head collar. The pony started, but Jess calmed
  it with a steadying hand.


  When the man saw Jess he gasped. Thanks! Thanks a lot. Youve saved my bacon.


  Thats all right, Jess said, trying to sound as if catching runaway ponies was something she did every day.


  Well you were very brave, the man acknowledged. It cant have been easy standing your ground like that.


  Jess shrugged her shoulders in what she hoped was a casual way. She couldnt help stealing a glance at the cottage in case Nick or Sarah happened to be looking out. She was sure they would
  have been impressed by her actions. But there was still no sign of them.


  The pony butted her nose against Jesss shoulder. Jess laughed.


  Shes lovely, she cried, gently pulling the ponys ears. Whats her name?


  Um...Goldie. The man leaned forward and put his hands on his knees. He took deep breaths. Because her coat shimmers like gold, he finished.


  She looks as precious as gold, too. Dont you, pretty girl? Jess turned to the pony again.


  She may look like an angel, the man agreed crossly. But shes a devil to catch. I was trying to load her into the horse box when she took flight. Im parked
  miles back up the road...


  She probably caught the scent of the horses here and decided to investigate, said Jess.


  You could be right, the man replied. Its a good job you were here to stop her. Shes not my pony...she belongs to my daughter. Im no good with the
  animal the man stopped abruptly. Anyway, I cant stand around here chatting all day. Ive got to get this pony back. He moved swiftly towards the palomino
  who started and shied.


  She wont be caught, he muttered.


  Here, let me try, said Jess, holding out her hand for the head collar. Talking gently to the pony and murmuring words of encouragement, she stroked the mares nose firmly
  with her left hand while deftly slipping on the head collar with her right. Goldie didnt flinch. Taking the lead rein in her hand, Jess turned back to the man as he let out a low
  whistle.


  Well done. Youve been a real help. A real help, he repeated softly. He tugged at the lead rein and this time the pony trotted obediently behind.


  Jess stood watching as they disappeared out of sight. Now they had gone she felt strangely deflated. She thought of all the other questions she had wanted to ask the man. Where was Goldie kept?
  Why didnt his daughter catch the pony herself?


  Minstrel whinnied loudly from his stall, cutting into her thoughts.


  All right boy. Jess dragged her mind away from the palomino. Its breakfast time. Now, what shall it be this morning? Hay or bacon and eggs?
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  NICK HAS SOME NEWS


  Finish up your cereal for goodness sake, Jess. Her mother looked on in exasperation as Jess pushed the soggy corn flakes around the bowl.


  Sorry Mum, I was miles away. Jess lifted her head from her hand and yawned loudly. Going to the stables so early and having to come home for breakfast had been more tiring than
  shed imagined.


  What time did you leave the house this morning? her mother asked, shaking her head.


  Six...Six thirty, Jess answered nonchalantly.


  And on the first day of the holidays, as well. Her brother, Jack, looked up from his toast with a mixture of disgust and disbelief. Youre mad, Jess.


  Jesss mother sighed loudly and continued her lecture. You spend far too much time at that stables, Jess. I hope you dont think youre going to be down there every day
  of the holidays. What about your homework?


  Jess sank down in her chair. She knew it was no good trying to explain how utterly and totally necessary ponies were to her life. Instead she gobbled down the rest of her cereal and bolted for
  the door.


  Ive got a ride at eleven. Its free, she explained hastily, in return for the work I did this morning.


  Her mother accepted defeat. Oh Jess...if only you spent as much time on your school work as you did at that stables, she sighed. Dont be back late.


  I wont, Jess promised. See you later. Bye!


  Jess grabbed her bicycle from the tiny front garden and tried to put her mothers remarks out of her mind. She didnt want to think about school work  not now...not when the
  sun was shining and there were ponies to ride. As she cycled away from her house in Colcott, she thought again about Goldie, the palomino pony that had run into Sandy Lane that morning. Soon she
  had drifted off into a daydream. In her mind she wasnt pedalling along the road to Sandy Lane, but cantering cross-country. As she swung into the stable yard the rusty red bicycle beneath
  her was a beautiful pony. Just the lightest touch on the reins was all that was needed...


  Look out!


  Jess snapped awake from her dream just in time to see her friend, Tom, wheeling a barrow full of hay directly across her path. She slammed on the brakes and her trusty steed, now a rusty red
  bicycle once more, swerved to the left and screeched to a halt.


  Phew. That was a close one, Jess gasped, just managing to stay upright on her bike. She blushed madly. Sorry Tom, I was miles away.


  Thats OK, Tom grinned and pushed away the strand of brown hair that had fallen across his face. He walked off, whistling softly to himself.


  Jess shook her head. Of all the people to look clumsy in front of, why did it have to be Tom? He was easily the best rider at Sandy Lane. He even had his own horse, Chancey, who was kept at
  half-livery at Sandy Lane. Although Chancey was ridden by everyone, he really only had eyes for Tom. Jess sighed, turning her bicycle towards the tack room.


  Hey Jess, hang on a moment! Her best friend, Rosie, came pedalling up the drive, her blonde ponytail flying in the breeze. Have you been here all morning?


  No, I went home for breakfast, Jess smiled.


  Did you earn yourself a free ride? Rosie asked.


  Yes. Im going on the eleven oclock hack. And something else happened too, Jess said to Rosie. I made friends with a new pony.


  A new pony? Rosie was immediately interested. Where? Whose?


  It was a palomino mare, Jess began. Her names Goldie. She came running into the yard.


  A palomino, Rosie sighed. How lovely.


  I had to hold out my arms and stop her, Rosie, Jess said proudly. She was charging towards me, really really fast.


  Lucky she didnt trample you, Rosie shivered. Why was she running into Sandy Lane anyway?


  Jess explained about the man chasing the palomino. The pony belongs to his daughter. He didnt seem to know much about it at all...


  Now they had reached the fence beside the tack room. All the regular junior Sandy Lane riders chained their bicycles here. There was Toms green racer, and Charlies smart and shiny
  black mountain bike too. Rosie parked her bike neatly and Jess dumped hers down on the ground next to it.


  Come on you two, stack those bikes properly. Nick Brooks appeared on the steps of the tack room, blinking painfully in the bright April sunshine. This is a stables, not a
  junk yard.


  Oops, my fault, said Jess, swiftly straightening the stack.


  Sorry I wasnt up to help you out this morning, Jess, Nick smiled ruefully. I think Im getting too old for this dancing-all-night lark. My legs are killing
  me, he groaned. Anyway Ive managed to put the list for the eleven oclock ride up on the notice board. Youre on Minstrel. Nick wandered off across the
  stable yard, limping slightly.


  I hope Im on Pepper, Rosie said as she followed Jess into the tack room. Brilliant, she continued as she ran her hand down the list of riders and ponies and
  saw her name next to Peppers.


  I dont know what you see in that pony, Jess wrinkled up her nose. Hes so stubborn.


  Only with everyone else, Rosie reasoned. Hes always been a dream with me.


  Its because youre such a fantastic rider, Charlie teased as he entered the tack room, running a hand through his grubby blond hair. Rosie gave an embarrassed laugh,
  but Jess was quiet. Charlie was right about Rosie. She was a fantastic rider, even if she was too modest to admit it.


  Jess didnt begrudge Rosie her riding ability. She was pleased for her best friend, but she couldnt help feeling envious of Rosies skill, which lay in her calmness and poise.
  When Rosie sat on a horse she looked completely in control.


  Not like me, Jess thought now. Hands flapping everywhere, feet slipping out of the stirrups.


  Youre a good rider, Jess, Nick had often commented, But its your style that lets you down. Try and be slightly less messy when you ride.


  Rosie was never messy, thought Jess. She was neat, and patient too. Perhaps thats why Pepper responded so well to her.


  But I had patience this morning, Jess thought to herself. And I was calm, too. I couldnt have stopped that runaway pony if I hadnt been...


  Hey! Jesss thoughts were interrupted as Rosie tapped her lightly with a crop.


  Youre meant to be using that on the ponies, not me! Jess said indignantly.


  You need a bit of waking up today, Jess, Rosie laughed. I must have asked you five times to pass the hoof pick. Didnt you hear me? Come on, its almost eleven.
  Well be late for our hack.


  Sorry. I was dreaming of that beautiful palomino.


  I wonder why weve never seen her around here before, Rosie said as they left the tack room. Is she stabled nearby?


  Im not sure, Jess admitted as they reached Minstrels stable. She paused at the door and absent-mindedly patted the skewbalds neck. He bent his head and pushed
  his nose into her shoulder.


  Rosie moved away towards Peppers stall. Id better get a move on, she called. See you when Ive tacked up. What did you do with that hoof pick by the
  way?


  What? Oh, its still in my hand, sorry. Jess handed the pick to Rosie and unbolted Minstrels door. She tacked him up quickly and went to join the rest of the ride in
  the stable yard. Tom was there on the back of Chancey and Charlie waved down at Jess from Napoleon, a huge horse of 16.2 hands.


  My dad took me out to dinner at that new restaurant near Ash Hill last night, Charlie called as he leant forward in the saddle. You know, the one where they play all those
  music videos in the background. It was amazing.


  Jess flashed Charlie a smile. He was always trying to impress, but she didnt mind. She knew things hadnt been too easy for him since the divorce. He didnt see much of his
  dad these days.


  Sounds great, she said. Lucky you.


  Come on you lot, a voice interrupted their conversation.


  It was Sarah. She was taking the hack out and waited patiently by the gate. There were dark shadows under her eyes, but she was smiling happily. Lets get going.


  In no time at all, the ride was out of the stables and walking in single file down the lane. Sarah rode Storm Cloud as she led them up the bumpy old coastal track towards the lighthouse. Jess
  could already feel Minstrel leaning on the bit.


  OK, well have a gallop across the grass. Its nice and flat, Sarah called out as they neared the lighthouse. Well head towards Larkfield Copse. Stop on
  the edge of it and dont let the ponies run away with you. We dont want anyone scalped by the trees. Right then, at my signal.


  Then they were off, galloping across the field. Jess gave Minstrel his head and they flew across the ground. Thundering to a stop where the grass met the trees, Jess gave a whoop of joy. There
  was nothing to match the feeling of being out on a pony on a crisp day.


  Peppers going brilliantly, Rosie cried as she drew alongside Jess.


  Sos Minstrel, Jess replied. Isnt this fantastic?


  At the end of the hour, the ride wound its way back to the stables. As they clattered into the yard and dismounted, Alex and Kate Hardy, the last of the regular junior riders, came racing up to
  greet them.


  Where have you two been? Jess called out as she ran Minstrels stirrups up. Werent you booked on the eleven oclock?


  No, Ive got a lunch time lesson, Kate replied, giving Minstrel a pat. And Alex is riding later.


  Well you missed a brilliant ride, Rosie joined in as she led Pepper past.


  But it was a good job I was here, Kate replied mysteriously. Theres pony trouble afoot!


  Jess laughed. Kate could be rather dramatic sometimes. What are you talking about, Kate? It sounds exciting.


  Not really, Kate admitted. Its a bit of a sad story really. A girl came into the yard, about ten minutes ago. Her ponys missing and she wondered if anyone had
  seen it. Apparently she keeps it in a field a few miles up the road and this morning when this girl, Belinda...


  Get on with it, Kate. Alex barged in on his sisters conversation. What happened is  this girl, Belinda, went to get her pony from its field this morning and it
  wasnt there. Vanished. The gate was open so it must have escaped.


  Whats it look like? Charlie joined in the conversation.


  Whats it called? Tom asked.


  Um, its a palomino mare apparently, Alex said. Goes by the name of Golddust.


  Jess was immediately alert. It sounds like the pony I saw this morning, she cried. I wonder if its the same one.


  But your one was called Goldie, said Rosie.


  Goldie, Golddust, same thing really, isnt it? Alex interrupted. He had already become bored with the conversation.


  Well, shes left a phone number, Kate said, handing Jess a scrap of paper.


  Belinda Lang, Colcott 2562. Palomino pony. Golddust. Jess mumbled the words. Maybe Ill phone her from the tack room once Ive seen to Minstrel, she said
  aloud to no one in particular.


  As Jess rubbed Minstrel down with absent-minded strokes she thought about Goldie and the man chasing her, and about Belinda too.


  I wonder if it could be the same pony, she reasoned aloud to Minstrel. A man catching a pony, then this girl saying her ponys lost. Im sure there must be an
  explanation for it all. She shrugged her shoulders and gave the pony a final pat. Fingering the scrap of paper in her jodhpur pocket she walked over to the tack room. But when she got there,
  Nick was standing at the door and the others were gathered around him.


  Ive got some news, Nick said to them all. Can you take a seat inside?


  Everyone piled in and Nick smiled at the expectant faces turned towards him. Leaning against the messy desk where the rides were booked, he folded his arms.


  As you are probably aware, he began. The Southdown Show is three weeks away.


  How could they not be aware? Southdown! It was one of the most prestigious shows in the area  better even than the Benbridge show, where Sandy Lane had done so well in the past. Last year
  Nick and Sarah had taken the Sandy Lane regulars to Southdown to watch and Jess had loved every minute of it.


  This year at Southdown, Nick continued, ignoring the murmurs of anticipation, theres to be a special show jumping event for juniors and Ive been invited to
  enter three riders from Sandy Lane. Its a great honour, but obviously not all of you will be able to take part.


  Nicks last words echoed in Jesss head. Nick must choose me to ride. He just must, she thought as everyone began talking at once.


  The Southdown Show  brilliant!


  Its a proper horse show.


  Even my mums heard of it!


  Which horses will you take?


  Who will you enter?


  At this last question, the room fell silent again. Who would Nick choose?


  Ah yes. Nick shuffled the papers on the desk in front of him. The crucial question. He paused for a moment. Well, theres valuable experience to be
  gained from taking part in such a prestigious event.


  Jess held her breath as Nick continued.


  So I think that the riders who would most benefit from this sort of competition right now are Tom, Charlie...


  Tom grinned madly. Charlie gave a whoop and shot his fist in the air.


  Thank you Charlie, Nick continued dryly, and Rosie.


  Suddenly Jess felt as though she was looking at everyone through the wrong end of a telescope. From far away Nicks voice carried on.


  Tom will ride Chancey, Charlie will be on Napoleon and Rosie will take Pepper, he continued. Now as I said, the shows in three weeks. Everyone should work hard in
  lessons until then, whether youre competing or not. Im sorry that not everyone can compete, but there will be other shows and other chances. Youre all excellent riders and I
  have confidence in all of you. And then Nick was finished. He pushed his chair away from the table and stood up. Now havent you got jobs to do? he said, smiling as he
  left the tack room. And that was that.


  Sandy Lane at the Southdown Show, Kate cried, breaking the silence that followed Nicks departure. Well done you three.


  We havent actually done anything yet, Tom said cheerfully.


  Ah, but you will, said Alex, nudging him in his seat. You cleaned up at the Benbridge show last year. You can do the same at Southdown.


  You bet we can, Charlie grinned. The question is, wholl come first?


  Ill just be glad to get round the course, Rosie said. Its a scary thought.


  Youll be brilliant, Rosie, Jess managed at last. Well done.


  Rosie shot her friend an apologetic look. I dont think I filled Peppers hay net. Come with me while I do it, Jess? she asked.


  OK. Jess shrugged, following Rosie out of the tack room. The little piebald looked up at their approach, surprised to see them again so soon.


  Ive no idea why Nick picked me, Jess, Rosie said softly, drawing back the bolt. Its a complete surprise.


  Dont be silly, Rosie. Youre a really good rider, Jess sighed, picking splinters of wood from Peppers stable door. Nick can see that.


  But you wouldnt be scared to jump in a competition, Jess, Rosie wailed. My legs feel like jelly at the thought of it.


  Jess tried to grin. Youll be fine, Rosie, she croaked at last. Especially with me there to cheer you on. So  roll on Southdown!


  But not too quickly, Rosie groaned.


  A little while later, as Jess wheeled her bicycle across the yard, Nick stopped her with a wave.


  Thanks again for getting the ponies breakfasts this morning, Jess, he said. And dont be too disappointed about Southdown. Its quite a disciplined event.
  Im not sure its the right competition for you at the moment.


  I know, Jess sighed. Im a clumsy rider. Ive got no poise.


  Nonsense, Nick laughed. Although Im glad to see youre being self-critical  thats an important quality for a show jumper. Youre a dedicated
  and instinctive rider Jess. Your chance will come.


  Instinctive, Nick had said. Dedicated. Suddenly everything was all right again. The grey cloud of gloom that had floated into Jesss view lifted
  and the sun poked through.


  Really? Jess answered.


  Yes, Nick grinned. Really.


  When Jess returned home later that afternoon she was in a much better mood. She laid the table for tea and did all the washing up without even being asked.


  Are you sickening for something, Jess? her mother asked.


  It was only as she was undressing for bed and thinking back over the events of the day that a terrible thought struck Jess. In all the excitement she had completely forgotten to phone Belinda
  about the runaway palomino.


  Its too late now, Jess groaned aloud. Ill have to do it first thing tomorrow. Oh why did I forget?


  Jess crawled underneath her duvet, but it was a long time before she slept. When at last she did, her dreams were disturbed by pictures of the runaway pony jumping a clear round at Southdown.
  But, try as she might, Jess couldnt see who was riding her...
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